HABERMAS’ PARADOX: 

THE INIMICAL NECESSITY OF RELIGION FOR MODERNITY
Chris Barrigar

Jürgen Habermas is one of the most prolific and influential social theorists of our day, known particularly as an advocate of modernity. Religion has not occupied a primary place in his thought (sociology, epistemology, political theory, and law being stronger interests), yet, through four decades of writing, he has repeatedly engaged with religion, developing a sophisticated sociological and philosophical account of the place of religion within modernity—of which religion scholars must take account. In this study I highlight several features of Habermas’ account of religion viz. modernity, arguing that there exists a significant unresolved tension within his account of religion within modernity, a tension I have labeled ‘Habermas’s Paradox’. I respond by identifying a range of weaknesses in Habermas account of religion, yet I also suggest that his paradox does raise a significant challenge to religionists at the level of social rationalization.
Jürgen Habermas is considered by many as the leading German intellectual of the past quarter century. He is one of the foremost defenders today of “the Enlightenment project” (of establishing a universal basis for rationality and human autonomy), in effect viewing modernity as the human project. Such a high view of modernity is justified by its accomplishments—particularly the freedoms, increased individual autonomy, emergence of new possibilities of meaning, and numerous quality-of-life enhancements which modernity has achieved. Nonetheless, Habermas contends that modernity is ill, and so modernity’s well-being requires emancipation from these ills. Earlier in his career Habermas was often been situated as the most important contemporary voice for “Critical Theory” (especially in the tradition of the early Frankfurt School), but it is probably more helpful to interpret him as, metaphorically speaking, a therapist for the ills of modern society.

On Habermas’ account, the therapeutic means by which modernity is able to achieve its well-being comes not by moving beyond modernity (postmodernity is not the required therapy), nor by returning to some pre-modern golden age (such as platonism, neo-paganism, or traditional religion), but rather by finding the needed resources for its own well-being within itself. The requisite resources within modernity come from a specific location, namely reason, and yet, in this therapeutic mode, Habermas identifies deformed reason as precisely that which deforms modernity—and thus it is reason that is in need of therapeutic intervention. In other words, the means to achieving the wellness of modernity is to critique pathological forms of reason, primarily metaphysical and instrumental types of rationality with their subject-object rationality. In their stead, Habermas proposes a form of rationality which he famously calls “communicative action,” which is concerned to achieve non-coercive agreement of validity-claims between actors who regard each other as subjects rather than as objects. 

 For a number of reasons, Habermas’ intellectual program includes a sophisticated account of religion. Importantly, his sociological (descriptive) account is not an end in itself but rather serves his overall philosophical (prescriptive) purposes of therapeutic societal intervention—which brings us to the purpose of this study, namely to examine Habermas’ account of religion within modernity, asking, in effect, does Habermas see religion as part of the problem or part of the solution for modernity’s ills? Our purpose then is not to offer a full-scale response to his proposals regarding religion within modernity, for that is a substantial enough project of its own.
 Rather, this study is primarily descriptive of Habermas’ proposals, though we will conclude with some observations about a couple of significant tensions that exist in his proposal. These observations may serve then to provide a basis for future possible responses. 

We shall proceed by the following stages. First, we describe Habermas’ overall intellectual project, thereby situating his account of religion; we then describe his account of religion within his major theoretical work, The Theory of Communicative Action; finally we will describe developments in his account of religion over the twenty years since Theory. These developments are discussed under four topics: development within his sociological description of religion; his positive valuation of religion in modernity; his critique of religion in modernity; and religious aspects of his recent work The Future of Human Nature. After these discussions we will provide a number of observations, the principle one being that there exists a significant, unresolved tension within his proposal—that, paradoxically, religion is both necessary and inimical to modernity.
Habermas’ Intellectual Project

Habermas’ intellectual project is nothing if not ambitious, indeed daunting, ranging masterfully over such disciplines as sociology, psychology, linguistics, history, jurisprudence, and the full range of philosophical subjects—including epistemology, metaphysics, ethics and aesthetics. Yet all of these diverse interests are focused on a primary concern, namely an account of how modernity can best achieve its own well-being.
 

Habermas’ Proposal

To understand Habermas’ proposals concerning religion, we need first to understand some of the normative elements of his overall proposal, beginning with his distinction between “lifeworlds” and “social systems.” Lifeworlds are the contexts of daily living which provide people with their assumed values and interpretive patterns; lifeworlds also pursue specific social objectives—namely “cultural reproduction,” “social integration,” and “individual socialization.” In contrast, “social systems” arise as the products of “rationalization,” whereby principles and procedures of rationality, and subsequent action, become divorced from an all-encompassing traditional (ie., religious-metaphysical) worldview, replacing action based on unreflexive acceptance of this normative-traditional worldview with more diverse types of rationality, differentiated by their respective knowledge-objectives, namely empirical-theoretical (theoretical proposals about aspects of empirical “reality”), technical-instrumental (technology), moral-practical (such as ethics and law), and aesthetic-expressive (including art and eroticism) forms of knowledge.
 The development of these different rationalities then enables the development of social systems—economic-monetary, bureaucratic, educational, legal, and so forth. This achievement of increasingly differentiated forms of rationality provides the very basis of modernity.

On Habermas’ account, the ills of modernity arise because social systems develop crises and lifeworlds develop pathologies, these pathologies including, inter alia, loss of meaning, personal alienation, anomie, psychopathologies, withdrawal of legitimation (of authority structures), unsettling of collective identity, rupturing of tradition.
 Of course, Habermas is not the first person to identify such problems, but he wants to identify more precisely why such pathologies have arisen, and his proposal is that they arise through deformed rationality—in effect, rationalization gone wrong. Rationalization goes wrong when it employs “subject-object rationality,” with the effect that it treats “others” as objects to be distanced and manipulated for self-gain, rather than as subjects to be related to in their own right. The result is what Habermas calls “colonization” of the lifeworld—in effect, social systems and their underlying differentiated rationalities act on the basis of subject-object rationality, thereby overpowering the ability of lifeworlds to achieve their own objectives.
 It is precisely this process of colonization that results in the pathologies and crises of modernity. 

Habermas’ remedy for rationalization gone wrong is, famously, “communicative action.” Whether between lifeworlds and systems, or within lifeworlds and within systems, communicative action enables “intersubjectivity” (which overcomes subject-object relationality) by enabling the “ideal speech situation” through which intersubjectivity can occur.
 In short, the rationality which enables conflict to be overcome within lifeworlds and systems, and which prevents the colonization of modern lifeworlds by modernity’s systems, must be found at the level of communication, for it is here that intersubjectivity is located and implemented.
 
Habermas on Religion

Along the way, religion has provided a significant, if secondary, theme for Habermas.
 His interest in religion has at least three sources. First was the influence of religion in his early career, principally through his doctoral work on freedom in the philosophy of Schelling (which involved significant religious dimensions), and through his exposure to Jewish philosophy as part of the ethos of the early Frankfurt School. Second, because his own philosophy rejects subject-object rationality, which merely objectifies others, Habermas recognizes that disengagement with religionists would amount to “objectifying” them. Yet his engagement with religionists is not only for the sake of methodological self-consistency, but also for simple courtesy, for, as he points out, religious thinkers have been engaging with his ideas for much of his career—to not respond to them “would be a false response: the person who is addressed and remains silent…imposes silence….Because of this authoritarian character, Sartre has rightly called silence ‘reactionary’.”
 Third, and most importantly, understanding modernity requires understanding modernity’s religious roots. That is, he is concerned with the significant role religion has had for both the historical rise and the contemporary well-being of modernity. 
Religion in The Theory of Communicative Action
The Theory of Communicative Action (hereafter Theory) is Habermas’ definitive theoretical work. In Theory, the theme of religion arises for two reasons—for its sociological-historical importance in understanding the social evolution of societies, and for its philosophical implications for the ongoing development of modernity. 

Habermas’ historical-sociological concern in Theory is to propose a modified version of Weber’s three-stage account of societies as evolutionary. The first stage is that of tribal/local religions (including animism). These often develop into “religious-metaphysical worldviews,” of which Habermas distinguishes two types: Salvation Religions (Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism), and Cosmological-Metaphysical Worldviews (Greek Philosophy and Confucianism). Habermas calls this emergence of religious-metaphysical worldviews from tribal religion “cultural rationalization.” Xxredo para The term “rationalization” (modified from Weber), generally means the process of developing increasingly complex explanations of “all that is,” and thereby enabling increasingly complex patterns of social action and relations.
 



If the process of rationalization continues, then cultural rationalization eventually leads to social rationalization—that is, the elimination of myth and the rise of conditions for “modernity” as the third and highest developmental stage. Importantly, a significant impetus to this third stage was religion itself, as seen in the so-called “Protestant ethic.” Habermas contends that it was the Judeo-Christian and Greek worldviews which together provided the necessary conditions for two crucial factors in the rise of modernity—the Protestant (or Calvinist) work ethic and experimental science. Xxget quotexx
Insofar as religion contributed to the rise of modernity, this sociological description of religion may sound appreciative of religion, yet in fact its intention is otherwise, for this social-evolutionary account of religion serves a specific philosophical purpose for Habermas, namely to achieve “the disenchantment project”—disenchanting or demythologizing “religious-metaphysical worldviews”—in order to achieve “modern structures of consciousness” and differentiated rationalities.
 In effect, disenchantment (or demythologization) is requisite for modernity’s achievements of individual autonomy and societal rationalization—this being the case for several reasons:

First, the rise of science has provided empirical and theoretical explanations that simply no longer required the “enchanted” religious explanations of the physical world. The achievement of modernity’s differentiated rationalities requires a purely scientific understanding of the world in which we live, devoid of mythic interpretations which can only mislead. This is seen, for instance, in Habermas’ support for Weber’s view that there is a “cognitive dissonance between a scientifically-enlightened everyday consciousness and the Protestant ethic of calling.”

Second, religion provides an inadequate basis for ethics. On Habermas’ account, human autonomy requires that morality possess a scientific rationality. Here Habermas begins by describing Weber’s view that the Protestant ethic, derived from the doctrine of election and resulting in its ethic of calling and work, is “highly irrational.” Weber makes this judgment because the Protestant ethic reflects an “innerworldly asceticism” which imposes a “repression…on the individual in his dealings…with both his own subjective nature and with [his] interaction [with] partners, even with fellow-believers;” indeed, this “corresponds to the blindness of obedience to the quite irrational decrees of God concerning the salvation of his soul.”
 Thus religion provides merely an ethic of “conviction,” which follows from fear or obedience.

Habermas modifies Weber here, conceding that the Protestant ethic is at least partially rational in that it is a limited form of “ethical rationalization,” meaning, in this case, that Protestants sought to “judge according to ‘ultimate’ moral principles and…criteria of moral judgments”
—“ultimate principles” indicating purportedly universal, and hence personally-independent, criteria rather than locally- or subjectively-dependent criteria. Nonetheless, the universal criteria chosen are the wrong ones—mythic rather than scientific. Thus this partly-rational status for Protestant ethics does not alter Habermas’ assessment that religion provides only an ethic of “conviction” rather than an ethic of personal autonomous “responsibility.”

Third, by implication, religious-metaphysical worldviews ultimately inhibit the rationalization potential of society.
 The full development of modernity requires ongoing development of differentiated spheres of rationalities, which “follow their own dynamics,”
 and which become “stabilized in permanent, cumulative learning processes…value spheres possessing their own inner logics and capable of being organized into professional discourses.”
 In contrast, religious-metaphysical worldviews are often (though not necessarily) “traditional,” highly accountable to norms, and thus potentially inhibit the pursuit of differentiated types of rationalities. For instance, religious-metaphysical worldviews employ such traditional, normative concepts as “God,” “being,” or “nature,” using these as, “ultimate principles…[which are not] exposed to argumentative doubt…In these basic concepts, descriptive, normative, and expressive aspects [i.e., the three knowledge-types of socially-rationalized modernity] are still fused…This protects the [culturally-]rationalized [religious] worldviews, as worldviews, from consequences that would endanger the tradition-securing modes of pious belief or reverential contemplation. By contrast, modern modes of thought do not recognize any such preserves, any such exemptions from the critical power of hypothetical thought, either in ethics or in science.”
 

In effect, religious-metaphysical worldviews inhibit the differentiation of descriptive, normative, and expressive rationalities, thus inhibiting the rationalization potential of society.”

Fourth, again by implication, religions potentially inhibit communicative action. Habermas holds that, “Action oriented to mutual understanding gains more and more independence from normative contexts.”
 In other words, if one is truly attempting to understand another, then community norms, such as community rules about how to understand another community, only serve to get in the way of true mutual understanding. Since religions provide strongly normative contexts, and religious authorities often dictate to whom members can talk, religions potentially undermine the task of “mutual understanding.” 

In summary, in Theory Habermas views religion with some appreciation, namely as providing an important part of the impetus for modernity by way of the Protestant ethic. Nonetheless, in Theory Habermas is predominantly unsupportive of religion: religious communities, as possessors of religious-metaphysical worldviews and strong communal norms, potentially undermine four of his key values, namely scientific rationality, the rationalization potential of society, post-conventional morality, and action oriented to mutual understanding. In consequence, religion does not possess the resources by which to resolve the ills of modernity nor enhance the project of modernity. 

Religion Since Theory—Social Description

Habermas’ views on religion viz. modernity have evolved significantly since the publication of Theory, an evolution seen especially in a number of essays engaging with Christian and Jewish theologians—essays which show a much deeper grasp of the ideas, methods, and history of both these monotheistic traditions than shown in Theory, and in consequence both his sociology and philosophy of religion have been refined. Since the publication of Theory, Habermas has seriously engaged with religious thought on a number of occasions: he has discussed Horkheimer’s career-end shift to theology,
 he has engaged in a significant dialogue with key thinkers in the tradition of “critical theology,”
 and he has engaged on an ad hoc basis with various Jewish and Christian thinkers. Furthermore, in response to criticisms from scholarly religionists, Habermas has repudiated his purely functionalist reading of religion in Theory: “Even in traditional societies, the world religions do not function exclusively as a legitimation of governmental authority….I would also admit that I subsumed rather too hastily the development of religion in modernity with Max Weber under the ‘privatization of the powers of faith’…”
 

Religion Since Theory—Appreciations
In the years since the publication of Theory, Habermas has developed a greater openness to religion for other, more appreciative, reasons as well. This greater appreciation has come by way of engagement with a number of religious thinkers (already mentioned above), and from this engagement three particular appreciations can be seen, to which we now turn.
Religion and the Rise of Modernity

First, within the task of understanding the rise of modernity, Habermas’ has recently described the necessity of Christianity and Judaism in more appreciative tones than in Theory:

From the sociological point of view, the modern forms of consciousness encompassing abstract right, modern science, and autonomous art...could never have developed apart from the organizational forms of Hellenized Christianity and the Roman Catholic Church, without the universities, monasteries, and cathedrals. This is especially true for the emergence of mental structures….In the West, Christianity not only fulfilled the cognitive initial conditions for modern structures of consciousness; it also demanded a range of motivations that were the great theme of the economic and ethical research of Max Weber. For the normative self-understanding of modernity, Christianity has functioned as more than just a precursor or a catalyst. Universalistic egalitarianism, from which sprang the ideals of freedom and a collective life in solidarity, the autonomous conduct of life and emancipation, the individual morality of conscience, human rights and democracy, is the direct legacy of the Jewish ethic of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially unchanged, has been the object of a continual critical re-appropriation and reinterpretation.
 

This comment attributes to Christianity and Judaism, particularly to their “universalistic egalitarianism,” a much greater significance in the rise of various aspects of modernity than Habermas was able to attribute to them in Theory. Indeed, to state that, “for the normative self-understanding of modernity, Christianity has functioned as more than just a precursor or a catalyst,” is certainly farther than Habermas was willing to go in Theory.
Religious Language Within Modernity

Second, and more significantly, after Theory Habermas actually contends for the moral and existential significance of religion within modernity. For instance, in one essay Habermas remarks that, “During my time as a student, it was, above all, theologians such as Gollwitzer and Iwand who had given morally responsible answers to the political questions that challenged us after the war. It was the confessing Church which at that time with its acknowledgment of guilt at least attempted a new beginning. … [L]ay people as well as theologians… sought renewal instead of restoration [of the fascist past] and to establish universal standards of judgment in the public political realm.…this [provided an] exemplary witness and widely effective change of mentality.”
 

About the same time as Habermas made these comments, he wrote of the Roman Catholic theologian J.B. Metz that in Metz “I recognize common purposes at work [between us],” and of the Protestant philosopher Michael Theunissen, that “My critical queries [of Theunissen] do not affect my sense of solidarity with [his] remarkable enterprise, one with which I feel closely allied in its practical motivation and intentions.”

Yet Habermas’ positive valuation is even stronger than the moral modeling of Gollwitzer, et al, or the shared motives with Metz, et al, for he suggests that modernity can actually gain “sustenance” and “nourishment” from religion: “Up to this very day there is no alternative to [the direct legacy of the Jewish ethic of justice and the Christian ethic of love]. And in light of the current postnational constellation, we must draw sustenance now, as in the past, from this substance….[My own] conception of language and of communicative action oriented toward mutual understanding nourishes itself from the legacy of Christianity.”

These are remarkably affirmative comments. Indeed, within the secular academy, an admission such as being “nourished by the legacy of Christianity” leaves itself open to derision, and yet Habermas states, “the evidence of my relation to a theological heritage does not bother me…”—though he follows this with a crucial caveat: “…as long as one recognizes the methodological difference of the discourses.”
 To this qualification we will return.

Greater specificity is possible regarding the object of this “nourishment”—it is nourishment of those elements of human existence which philosophy has yet to fulfill: “On the premises of postmetaphysical thought, philosophy cannot provide a substitute for the consolation whereby religion invests unavoidable suffering and unrecompensed injustice, the contingencies of need, loneliness, sickness and death, with new significance and teaches us to bear them.”
 Or, as he states elsewhere, “[I]ndispensible potentials for meaning are preserved in religious language, potentials that philosophy has not yet fully exhausted, has not yet translated into the language of the public, that is, of presumptively generally convincing reasons. Taking the example of the concept of the individual person, which the religious language of monotheistic doctrine has indeed articulated from the very beginning with all the precision one could wish for, I have attempted to point out this deficit [within the philosophy of modernity], or at least the clumsiness of philosophical attempts at translation. For me, the basic concepts of philosophical ethics, as they have developed up to this point, also fail to capture all the intuitions that have already found a more nuanced expression in the language of the Bible...”

This is what earlier he referred to as, “The process of a critical appropriation of the essential contents of religious tradition.”
 Of course, though, such resources are certainly not limited to Judaism and Christianity: “[C]oncepts like morality and ethical life, person and individuality, or freedom and emancipation…the plenitude of meaning involved in concepts such as these [s]tructure our self-understanding…[W]ithout the transmission through socialization and the transformation through philosophy of any one of the great world religions, this semantic potential could one day become inaccessible. If the remnant of the intersubjectively shared self-understanding that makes human(e) intercourse with one another possible is not to disintegrate, this potential must be mastered anew by each generation.”

This appreciation of what religion contributes to modernity is a significant development in Habermas, yet the importance of terms such as “translated,” “potential,” and “transformation” must not be overlooked, for they denote that the “substance,” or unique conceptual content, of these terms according to any particular religion must be “translated” or “transformed” into the philosophical idiom or reason of scientific modernity—a task which began with Kant, but which, however, philosophy as not yet fulfilled. Indeed, “Philosophy, even in its postmetaphysical form, will be able neither to replace nor to repress religion as long as religious language is the bearer of semantic content that is inspiring and even indispensable, for this content eludes (for the time being?) the explanatory force of philosophical language.”
 
Religion as Modern

We come then to the third development since Theory, namely Habermas’ suggestion that religion can actually be “modern.” Habermas now considers this possible because he suggests that religions can experience “internal rationalization” leading to “a reflexive mode of faith,” such as occurred within Christianity after the Reformation: “In modern societies, religious doctrine has to accommodate itself to the unavoidable competition with other forms of faith, and other claims to truth…Each religious faith must build a relationship with competing messages of other religions, just as with the claims of science and a secularized half-way scientific common sense. Thus modern faith becomes reflexive. Only through self-criticism can it stabilize the inclusive attitude that it assumes within a universe of discourse delimited by secular knowledge and shared with other religions. This decentred background consciousness of the relativity of one’s own standpoint certainly does not necessarily lead to the relativization of articles of faith themselves, but it is nevertheless characteristic of the modern form of religious faith.”
 Religious belief is thus capable of qualifying as modern to the extent that it is reflexive, self-critical, conscious of its relativity (given the fact of competing truth-claims), and, as we will see below, gives reasons for its positions. 

The net result then of twenty years development since Theory appears to be that religion—or specifically Judaism and Christianity—is able to “nourish” modernity, and indeed even be modern. Perhaps religion is not necessarily as inimical to modernity as is implied by Theory; indeed, at times Habermas can even countenance religion as a significant ally to modernity. 

Religion Since Theory—Critique

Yet the full picture is not so beatific, for above these positive developments lurk four other elements inter-twined in Habermas’ thought which continue to take normative precedence—his public-verifiability and postmetaphysical criteria, his account of the nature of philosophy, and his evolutionary social prescription. We will briefly examine each of these in turn, for it is these elements that give rise to his continuing critique of religion.

The Normative Elements

According to Habermas, the ability to discursively contribute to modernity is contingent on the ability to provide publicly-assessable validity-claims. “Whoever puts forth a truth-claim today must…translate experiences…into the language of a scientific expert culture”—a criterion which applies not just religionists but to anyone.
 This “scientific expert culture” is the language of differentiated modernity, because it is the de-transcendentalized truth-claims of science that provide the standard of public verification.
 

Herein lies the root of Habermas’ demand that modernity be “postmetaphysical”—though first we must clarify what Habermas means by metaphysics. Fundamentally, metaphysics is any form of thought which is either “conclusive” (guaranteed, incorrigible) or “integrating” (claiming knowledge of “the whole,” especially when grounded in Forms, Ideas, the Real, the Ultimate, etc.).
 Both conclusiveness and integration are enabled by the basic procedure employed by metaphysics, namely abstracting from time and space some initiating infinite over the finite (whether creator-god, essential ground of nature, or Being), which then secures the precedence of both identity (the One, Consciousness, Geist) over difference (the many) and Platonist ideas over matter.
 Such conclusive, integrating, and abstracting rationality constitutes a metaphysical “worldview.” In contrast to metaphysics, though, post-metaphysical reason employs procedural reason, giving reasons that begin in the empirical world and thereby making claims subject to justification and verification by the standards of public knowledge, especially the standards of non-scientistic science.
 This amounts to “a reversal of the ultimate grounding of all knowledge in metaphysics,” so that reason is now to be founded not in metaphysics but in “the thicket of the lifeworld [where it] discovers a reason that is already operating in everyday communicative practice,”
 namely communicative pragmatics and thus discourse ethics.

Religion and Reason
Of course, these fourxx?? normative elements have significant implications for religion. Whereas religion is a purveyor of metaphysics and worldviews, “postmetaphysical thought differs from religion in that it recovers the meaning of the unconditional without recourse to God or an Absolute.”
 Or as Habermas comments in his response to Horkheimer’s theological turn, Horkheimer’s “idea that it is vain to strive for unconditional [human] meaning without God betrays not just a metaphysical need; the remark in itself is an instance of the metaphysics that not only philosophers but even theologians themselves today must learn to do without.”
 Habermas describes Horkheimer’s “metaphysically grounded theology” as a “cultural ethos that has already been superceded,” for theology “preserves the legacy of a substantive reason that has since been rendered impotent.”

Why must metaphysics be eliminated from religion? Because the metaphysical claims of religion are unsupportable by Habermas’ standard of knowledge, namely scientific procedural rationality—and for Habermas, beliefs which do not meet this standard, including religious beliefs, do not count as rational, and thus are to be counted in his terms as “irrational.” This may seem a strong claim, but doubt about religion’s ability to qualify as “reasonable” or “rational” is a hallmark of modernity, and so it is hardly surprising that this mark is also seen in Habermas. 

It is important to see how Habermas contrasts reason with irrationality. He contends that in recent history “irrational philosophy” has appeared in a variety of significant intellectual forms: “as existential illumination and philosophical faith (Jaspers), as a mythology that complements science (Kolakowski), as the mystical thinking of Being (Heidegger), as the therapeutic treatment of language (Wittgenstein), as deconstructive activity (Derrida), or as negative dialectics (Adorno).”
 These figures, though significant in the recent history of European thought, are “embarrassments” to philosophy, for they fail achieve the proper method of philosophy, namely the proper procedure: “The order of things that is found in the world itself, or that has been projected by the subject, or has grown out of the self-formative process of spirit, no longer counts as rational; instead, what counts as rational is solving problems successfully through procedurally-suitable dealings with reality.”
 

And what is the suitable procedure? It is that every truth-claim “implicate itself in the fallibilistic self-understanding and procedural rationality of the empirical sciences.”
 It is here that Habermas’ account of philosophy enters in, for “it belongs to the peculiar dignity of philosophy to maintain adamantly that no validity claim can have cognitive import unless it is vindicated before the tribunal of justificatory discourse”—that is, the tribunal of scientific reason under conditions of communicative action.
 “[N]one of the lifeworld’s segments can immunize themselves against the demands for an argumentative justification…This [requirement of justification by argumentation] is the common ground of [modern] theology, science, and philosophy…”

Is religion, then, able to fulfill this requirement? Habermas’ answer is No—“Philosophy cannot appropriate what is talked about in religious discourse as religious experiences….The metaphorical use of words such as ‘redemption’, ‘messianic light’, restoration of nature’, etc., makes religious experience a mere citation. In these moments of its powerlessness, argumentative speech passes over beyond religion and science into literature, into a mode of presentation that is no longer directly measured by truth claims….Therefore I hold that a conversation cannot succeed between a theology and a philosophy which use the language of religious authorship and which meet on the bridge of religious experiences that have become [nothing more than] literary expressions.”

Lalonde has helpfully re-articulated this: according to Habermas, religion requires religious experience, and religious truth-claims are “based on a privileged access to truth (eg., mystical experience, revelation, scripture, or the authority of tradition),” which renders public verifiability impossible—verifiability is limited exclusively to those who have had such experience, thereby closing off the ability to reach mutual understanding with those who do not share such experience. Precisely because they are religious, religious truth-claims are beyond public justification within highly differentiated contexts, and thus the conditions of their verifiability are limited to those with the appropriate religious experience.
 

Because religion fails to conform to scientific procedural rationality, and thus its truth claims are beyond public justification, religion—just like the various sorts of irrational philosophies mentioned above—fails to count as rational, “continues to resist translation into reasoning discourses.”
 Religion is irrational. 

Note that this does not mean that religion fails to give reasons. Indeed, Habermas notes his admiration for Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles: though pre-modern, the Summa is notable for its “complexity, the sheer degree of differentiations, the gravity, and the stringency of a dialogically-constructed argument.”
 Rather, though, the problem is religion’s lack of scientific procedural reason, and thus the truth claims of religion do not count as knowledge but only as faith. Thus Habermas continues to employ the traditional modernist contrast between faith on the one hand, and reason and knowledge on the other.
 

A further problem with metaphysics, beyond not meeting the demands of scientific procedural rationality, is that it leads to religion claiming certainty for its beliefs, offering experiential and cognitive guarantees for its adherents.
 Habermas opposes certainties of any sort, and in this respect might be seen as having accepted an aspect of post-modernism, namely its view that certainties are unattainable either by science or philosophy—the best we can hope for is a fallibilist though non-skeptical acceptance of reasonableness, explanatory power, and probability.
 Thus modernity, unlike religion, does not answer the need for existential meaning with a “salvific promissory note,” and thus modernity “cannot offer assurances” of salvific certainty, as religionists claim for their soteriological systems. Instead, modernity teaches humanity to “content itself with a reasoned resolve of a skeptical but non-defeatist resistance” to all that is evil and that holds humanity in bondage.

It would seem then that simply being postmetaphysical would be enough for Habermas—but it turns out that such is not the case. This is because Habermas also wants to reject efforts such as that of Michael Theunissen, who seeks to provide a Christian postmetaphysical defense of both God and human selfhood by showing how postmetaphysical beliefs themselves justify theistic beliefs. Habermas rejects Theunissen’s effort on several grounds, not least of which is that it still employs such metaphysical language as “a transcendence irrupting into history, the promissory presence of an absolute power which first makes our finite freedom possible” and “promised salvation.”
 Thus, to counteract attempts such as that of Theunissen, Habermas’ criteria of postmetaphysical philosophy and public-verifiability combine to provide a further criterion—methodical atheism. In effect, methodical atheism is “a program of demythologization…an experiment…to see whether the theological interpretation of the religious discourses …permits a joining to the scientific discussion in such a manner that the religious language game remains intact or collapses.”
 Hence, to enter modernity’s level of discourse, the methodological denial of any epistemic role (though not moral or existential role) to religious experience is required to eliminate non-publicly-verifiable experience from the discussion—this is Habermas’ “methodical atheism.” Of course, as Habermas himself rightly observes, such a move “no longer allows religious experiences to be valid as religious.”
 

It is of course not just at the level of scientific rationality that Habermas seeks to invalidate the contribution of religion, it is also at the level of philosophy too—religious thought cannot count as philosophical, for “Philosophical discourses can be recognized by the fact that they stop short of the rhetoric of fate and promised salvation.”
 Consequently, “every philosophical translation, even Hegel’s, inevitably loses the performative meaning of living faith. A philosophy that comes to depend on “destinies” [Geschicke], or take solace from them, is no philosophy at all.
 Indeed, Habermas also states, rather harshly, that “a philosophy that oversteps the bounds of methodological atheism loses its philosophical seriousness.”
 It is unsurprising then that, “revelation faith, held together in ritualized praxis, still forms a specific barrier…[to]the reform to which common sense is subject in modern societies.”
 


Having marginalized the truth-claims of religion from modernity by means of his various normative criteria, at this juncture we must stop to ask, Why has Habermas gone to such elaborate efforts to marginalize the experiences and truth-claims of religion within modernity? In other words, Why is it such a problem if religious reason does not achieve the status of either philosophical or scientific reason? The answer lies in Habermas’ claim that religious cult and experience ultimately protect religious worldviews and language from “radical problematization.” Problematization “unavoidably occurs when the ontic [scientific], normative [practical-ethical], and expressive [aesthetic] aspects of validity, which must remain fused together in the conception of the creator and redeemer God, of theodicy, and of the event of salvation, are separated analytically from one another”
 Religion, though, resists such problematization, it resists the rationalizing challenges of differentiated modernity, and thus is inherently “immune to a differentiation of the aspects of validity.”
 In effect, this means that religion ultimately inhibits the rationalization potential of society, a view which was implicit in Theory but which Habermas has now articulated more clearly. Of course, then, Habermas wants religion problematized, for the resultant aspects of validity (ontic, normative, and expressive) are the main features of differentiated rationality and social rationalization. In other words, by retaining metaphysical-religious concepts such as a creator-redeemer god, theodicy, salvation, and so forth, along with their underlying religious experiences, the differentiation of rationalities necessary to achieving full modernity are unable to take place. In short, religion inhibits modernity by inhibiting the rationalization potential of society. 

This explains then a range of opaque comments periodically made by Habermas. We have already seen a few of these: “that a conversation cannot succeed between a theology and a philosophy which use the language of religious authorship…;” that religious language is “impotent;” and that, “The ambition of philosophy’s ‘translation’ program is, if you like, to rescue the profane significance of interpersonal and existential experiences that have so far only been adequately articulated in religious language.”
 Questions of clarification immediately arise: religious language cannot succeed at what?, is impotent to achieve what?, and must be rescued from what? In such comments Habermas does not actually state what, but from the totality of his conceptual system the answer is clear: religion cannot succeed at, and so is impotent for, achieving the ultimate goal of modernity—the fullest possible degree of individual autonomy and social rationalization. Thus religion needs rescuing from its own inability to achieve modernity’s own objectives.

Religion and Language

With the postmetaphysical philosophy, public verifiability, and methodical atheism criteria in place, we are now able to see why Habermas makes this huge effort to remove religion from any ability to claim scientific or philosophical rationality for itself: so that his social-evolutionary description is enabled to take on prescriptive form, namely to leave religion behind. This may seem unexpected, given our earlier discussions of Habermas’ appreciations for religion within modernity, and especially given Habermas’ view that religion can be at least partly modern. Nonetheless, the removal of religion from modernity is the unavoidable next step in his evolutionary account of how to achieve fully-rationalized societies—but what is his means for doing this? His means is not in the realm of legislation or public policy: as fellow humans, living peaceable, ethical lives, religionists have their right to autonomy and access to the public space. Rather his move is philosophical—namely to demythologize religion and religious language through the task of translation. 

We have earlier seen that Habermas calls for a “critical appropriation of the essential contents of religious tradition.” Our earlier emphasis in “critical appropriation” was, appreciatively, on “appropriation;” but here we must now attend to the other word in this phrase, namely “critical,” for this critical aspect is the means by which Habermas’ social-evolutionary prescription is to be achieved, namely by eliminating from public discourse—(through better argumentation, not through legislation or public policy)—the religious traditions in which religious language occurs, thereby leaving only “the semantic potentials which have been preserved in the religious tradition.”
 

This is seen in numerous examples. For instance, he contends that the purpose of eschatology in religion is to “transform the present”—yet he contends that modern philosophical traditions are able to accomplish the same transformation without the metaphysical speculation that usually accompanies religion.
 For the theological concept of “transcendence,” Habermas replaces the “ultimate” transcendence of God with “transcendence within this world”—meaning simply anything universal among humans (though in particular the ability to communicate), thereby rendering unnecessary transcendence in any religious-metaphysical sense.
 Christian language of incarnation can be translated into “the unconditioned character of moral obligation in the face of radical evil, the finitude of human freedom, the fallibility of spirit, and the mortality of the individual.”
 

Habermas has recently provided perhaps his most significant example of the demythologizatioin-via-translation project. In his work The Future of Human Nature, Habermas addresses issues of bio-ethics. This effort drives him to search for an ethic of human identity, and the figure to which he turns is a religious thinker—Soren Kierkegaard. In Kierkegaard Habermas finds a proposal for the ethical life which provides precisely the basis he seeks for addressing the moral challenges of bio-technology. To recall, Kierkegaard proposed three stages of life—the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious. Like the tradition of existential philosophy, Habermas finds Kierkegaard’s ethical stage attractive while discarding what for Kierkegaard is the most important stage, namely the religious. 

The attraction to Habermas in Kierkegaard’s ethics is its proposal for an ethically resolute life. Kierkegaard, “does not waste many words on the moral standards themselves, which found secular expression in Kant’s egalitarian universalism. Rather, all his attention is on the structure of the ability to be oneself, that is, on the form of an ethical self-reflection and self-choice that is determined by the infinite interest in the success of one’s own life-project. With a view towards future possibilities of action, the individual self-critically appropriates the past of her factually given, concretely re-presented life history. Only then does she make herself into a person who speaks for herself, an irreplaceable individual.”
 This perspective provides Habermas with a starting point for assessing, and responding to, the advances of bio-technology because it provides the needed ethical-existential perspective by which to respond to questions such as, How does bio-technology (both genetic and reproductive) affect one’s ability to “be oneself,” to construct “one’s own life project”?, and How does bio-technology affect our “normative anthropological self-understanding,” especially for “a genetically programmed person”? In effect, Habermas’ use of Kierkegaard to address these questions provides a significant example of religion providing needed resources by which to address a significant moral and existential issue within modernity, but doing so by stripping off the religious idiom.

Furthermore, a second case of translating Kierkegaard’s religious language occurs. For Kierkegaard, one of the reasons we need God is for the strength to be ethical. Of course, Habermas wants to translate this, so Habermas employs his earlier concept of “transcendence from within,” whereby Habermas can agree with Kierkegaard that there is indeed “a power beyond us on which we subjects capable of speech and action depend in our concern not to fail to lead worthwhile lives, [but this power] cannot be identified with ‘God in time’.” Rather, this power, beyond our individual control, is identified through the linguistic turn in philosophy: “The linguistic turn permits a deflationary interpretation of the ‘wholly Other’….[It is in] the forms of communication through which we reach understanding with one another about something in the world and about ourselves [that] we encounter a transcending power.”
 Here we see Habermas’ translation program in full flight, a perfect example of Habermas’ program for critical appropriation of religious language via translation into secular idiom.

We might now want to ask, is it possible to undertake religious thought that conforms to Habermas’ criteria? Habermas’ answer is Yes, and he provides an exemplar of this in the work of the Danish theologian Jens Glebe-Moller. For Glebe-Moller, any external aid to humanity is not possible, since such external aid does not actually exist. Religious claims about metaphysical or divine intervention therefore must be reinterpreted to reflect our efforts alone, so that, for instance, Christian language of “God’s forgiveness of guilt” must be replaced by our awareness of our natural human guilt “that spurs us to fight the conditions that have produced the guilt”; and “messianic” language, whether Jewish or Christian, should be interpreted as referring to “human solidarity.”
 It is worth noting, though, that religionists are likely to find Habermas’ attempt to describe Glebe-Moller as religious unpersuasive;
 thus the example of Glebe-Moller is more successful as another illustration of the translation project. 

The Will and Moral Motivation


Kierkegaard plays a further role for Habermas, namely to raise the question, Why should one want to be moral at all? David Tracy had raised this question ten years earlier, but Habermas’ response at the time was to abstain from the question, for postmetaphysical philosophy “can show why this question does not arise meaningfully for communicatively socialized individuals.”
 Yet Habermas’ recent re-engagement with Kierkegaard now seems to have driven him back to the issue, for Kierkegaard too poses the question, Why be moral? Kierkegaard’s answer requires us to invoke God, or, more specifically, Christ, which then moves us to the next stage of life—the religious. Not surprisingly, though, Habermas’ response to Kierkegaard’s motivational challenge (i.e., Why be moral and How form one’s will to act morally?) drops Kierkegaard’s transcendental and religious self-understanding elements; in its place, Habermas focuses on personal psychology: “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 us 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.”

Xxmove paraxx? Habermas’ critique of religion at this point is that secular resources are just as capable as religion in answering the question “Why be ethical?”—for the secularized person, the answer arises simply by observing the consequences for personal meaningfulness and quality of life if we do not act ethically. This seems persuasive enough. Yet, as Habermas points out, for Kierkegaard the ethical problem is not one of inadequate knowledge but inadequate will, and Habermas’ answer to “Why be ethical?” does not actually answer Kierkegaard’s question of how to move people’s will so that they want, and try, to be ethical. From the rest of his intellectual system he could answer, “By the power of the stronger argument within communicative discourse,” yet we all know from our own lifeworld experiences how often a strong argument still does not change people’s opinions or will. Thus it appears that religion remains significant within modernity not only for its “semantic potentials” but also for its “volitional potentials” too.

Responding to Habermas

There is much for religionists to value in Habermas’ intellectual project, including, inter alia, his analysis of modernity’s differentiated patterns of rationality, his colonization theory, his analysis of inter-subjective communication, his proposal for discourse ethics, his concern for procedural aspects of practical reason (including aspects of his political and judicial theory), and his proposal for an “ethics of the species” as the basis for bio-ethics. Nonetheless, religionists will be concerned by aspects of Habermas’ account of religion within modernity, particularly his various ambiguities. xx
Of particular concern is the tension between the positive role of religion in the lifeworld and the negative role of religion within social systems: on the one hand, the internal logic of his prescriptive evolutionary account of societies requires that religion be eliminated from society, for religion inhibits the rationalization potential of society’s social systems, and yet, on the other hand, religion contributes significantly at the level of the lifeworld by providing people with existential, moral, and volitional resources by which to resist the pathologies of modernity, resources which philosophy of itself is not able, or not yet able, to provide. This theoretical tension becomes reality when enacted in the task of translation: as the primary instrument for Habermas’ demythologization project, translation serves, ironically, both to diminish and to legitimize the place of religion within modern society—diminishing religion by seeking to eliminate the irrational-yet-essential core of religious experience and language, yet legitimizing religion through affirming the existential, moral, and volitional resources it offers. 

Two observations follow from this. First, Habermas’ social-evolutionary prescription is caught between two mutually-exclusive necessities—the need for religious life and language in the lifeworld versus the need for rationality-differentiation within social systems. In effect, religion appears to be an inimical necessity within modernity. Second, this paradox places Habermas in an ambiguous relation to modernity’s liberal political tradition of seeking to separate private religion from the public sphere. The traditional liberal account is that religion must be tolerated, or even protected, at a personal level because individual autonomy (which includes religious autonomy) is the highest objective of liberal political society; nonetheless, society must be protected from the potentially authoritarian and anti-autonomy elements inherent in religion, and so religion must be relegated to the private sphere and prohibited from the public sphere. Habermas would like, ideally, to retain this public/private dichotomy, for the same reasons as the liberal tradition but with the additional reason that religion also undermines the rationality potential of the public sphere. Nonetheless, Habermas is a “realist idealist,” and his realist side recognizes two factors: that the events of 11 September, 2001, demonstrate the necessity of preventing “unfair exclusion of religion from the public sphere” if such socially-destabilizing and damaging occurrences as the attacks of 11 September are to be avoided; and that, because of its existential, moral, and volitional elements, private religion is not merely benign in relation to modernity but is actually necessary. Thus Habermas’ theoretical paradox, of the inimical necessity of religion for modernity, leads to a conflict between his social ideals and social reality. As we have earlier seen, Habermas resolves this by arguing that legislative and public policy outcomes must keep “equal distance…in [their] outcome” from both “strong traditions” (such as science or particular philosophical traditions) and comprehensive “worldviews” (religions): “democratic common sense remains osmotically open to both sides, science and religion, without relinquishing its independence.”
 In effect, this gives religion a footing in the public sphere equal to that of secularism, and, no matter how reluctantly such a move may be made, it amounts to nothing less than a dramatic overturning of the whole liberal political tradition viz. religion in the public sphere.
 

We need to ask if Habermas is irretrievably stuck in his paradox, condemned to a reluctant push-me-pull-you equilibrium between religion and modernity. Religionists may well feel that Habermas has boxed himself into this tension by having created a false paradox. The way out may be to argue that his various normative elements are actually not so normative. For instance, a number of arguments could be marshaled: that scientific verifiability is not the normative criterion for what counts as legitimate public discourse; that the rationality of natural science is not determinative for proper epistemic procedure in all fields of knowledge;
 that his account of ‘scientific verifiability’ is fallacious;xxincluding the induction problem, see Birdxx
 that modernity, particularly social rationalization, is not the highest societal form; that religious-metaphysical worldviews do not inhibit modernity’s rationalization potential;
 or that his account of philosophy is inherently invalid.
 One could also argue that he misreads religion at important points, such as his claim that epistemic “certainties” or “guarantees” of their truth are essential to religion.
 

I will not undertake these tasks here, but rather will proceed to the following point: given the probable failure of the translation project, and given Habermas’ own expectations for scientific rationality, Habermas needs to indicate why his demythologization/ translation program should not be considered a defunct research program. It appears that Habermas fails to meet his own criteria, in particular his own fallibilism principle, by not abiding by the scientific principle of revising one’s theory or belief-system in light of the implications of observed counterfactual data—in this case the observation that “the essential contents” of religion cannot be translatable without loss, and the implication that there appears a significant possibility that, just as the validity of communicative action and discourse ethics points to the prior underlying ontic reality of linguistic pragmatics, so too the validity of religious action and discourse (i.e., by virtue of its existential, moral, and volitional contributions) points to some sort of prior underlying ontic religious reality—a reality that is not explainable merely by “the wholly other power” of language. In effect, that side of Habermas which sees the translation project as ultimately not possible yet which still attempts to “keep one’s distance from religion” appears to be itself a case of “reason which disclaims itself,” thereby amounting, ironically, to a case of the fideistic scientism which Habermas so strongly opposes in others. 

In effect, Habermas now needs to develop a revised research program into the nature of religion and its relationship to modernity, one which pays attention to such clues as morality, meaning, and volition. But a final methodological comment is in order for Habermas as he undertakes this research program. His use of the term “religion” frequently belies an assumption that, despite the diversity of their experiences and language, at their core all religions are essentially the same; however, a new, revised research program must be careful to test this assumption. Indeed, it is by testing this very assumption that Habermas may well find those religious forms of life which are most, and least, amenable to his ultimate project—the comprehensive well-being of modern society.
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� Nonetheless, this move to grant public space to religion actually accords well with Habermas’ political proposals in Between Facts and Norms, for there he advocates a middle position between political liberalism and republicanism/communitarianism. Habermas considers both of these traditionally-conflicting political positions to have valid insights, and so to appropriate these insights from both sides he introduces a distinction between private autonomy of the individual and public autonomy of the political community, arguing for the legitimacy of both. From this perspective, Habermas’ space for religion in the public space might possibly be interpreted as a specific application of this modification of the liberal political tradition.


� Habermas recognizes the natural sciences and the social sciences as methodologically different (he rejects the “explanation” account of social science in favor of the “understanding” view). He does seem unaware though of the methodological distinctions between the natural sciences and mathematics. No doubt Habermas would count the claims of mathematics (theorems and proofs) as knowledge, yet knowledge in mathematics is both acquired and justified by means only partially similar to natural science. For instance, unlike science, mathematical theories are arrived at by deductive reasoning from first principles (axioms), but natural science abandoned this method for induction when it abandoned Aristotelian science. Furthermore, mathematical theories are tested not against observation of physical reality but by abstract logic, that is, by further deductive arguments. Thus mathematical and scientific theories are falsified differently: “In the mathematical case, it is sufficient…that the counter-example be merely conceived or described, whereas a counter-example of an empirical theory must be warranted to actually exist if it is to have any force” (Michael Dummett, “The Philosophy of Mathematics,” in A.C. Grayling, ed., Philosophy 2: Further Through the Subject (Oxford: OUP, 1998), 126). Now further contrast mathematical knowledge with “understanding” –type social science knowledge, and the necessary diversity in humanity’s methods of acquiring, testing, and justifying our various knowledge claims becomes even more apparent. In effect, the case of mathematics defeats Habermas’ claim that scientific verifiability alone is the standard of knowledge. This then opens the door to recognizing further means of acquiring and justifying certain types of knowledge-claims by methods beyond just those of natural science, for instance, in the case of mathematics by mathematical means or in the case of religion by religious means. 


� I would suggest Habermas’ public (i.e., scientific) verifiability criterion fails to adequately recognize the inability of science itself to achieve the public verifiability criterion. For instance, let us take the example of a biologist and a physicist. Normally they will not have access to each other’s scientific experiences—the biologist may have never have used a bubble chamber, and the physicist may never have climbed a particular type of tree to examine the insects living there. Because they do not, and probably never will, share the same experiences, then in order to believe the claims of the other they must each confer their epistemic trust on the other—which is what Putnam calls “the linguistic division of labor.” Putnam points out that he “knows” that birch trees exist, but he himself must rely on a tree authority to identify birch trees for him—and this reliance on trusted epistemic authorities is a normal and unavoidable part of life, including for science itself (Hilary Putnam, Representation and Reality (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988). This conferral of trust by our two scientists is necessary for several reasons: they recognize their own inability to have the same experience (due to, say, lack of time or funds); they know they lack the full set of epistemic skills (investigative and interpretive methods) appropriate to the other’s subject; and, due to their own knowledge of general scientific principles, they see in the other skills that probably qualify the other as a scientist. In other words, for science, and, mutates mutandis, for religion too, the fact that certain experiences are not available to others does not invalidate the truth-claims derived from these experiences.


� For an excellent example of this, see Nancey Murphy and George F.R. Ellis, On the Moral Nature of the Universe (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996).


� Habermas’ account of philosophy is problematic in that his readings of religion and philosophy are designed to be mutually exclusive, to define each in a way that necessarily excludes the other, as if merely by fiat. Take, for example, statements such as these: “philosophy is necessarily atheistic”; “modernity denies the possibility of grounding a metaphysical explanation in historical reality”; “Philosophy does not begin from the premise of an almighty and just deity” (These three quotes come from, respectively: “Transcendence from Within,” 227; “Transcendence from Within,” 232; “Israel or Athens,” 84). Habermas makes such statements as faits accompli, but then we may reply, “Who is the authority that has determined such things?” Were Augustine, Nagarjuna, or Shankara not doing philosophy? To deny that they were seems ludicrous, and to rule out religion as a basis for doing philosophy seems to be nothing more than special pleading. 


� Habermas seems unaware of the strong move to non-foundationalism in theology over the past fifteen years. Furthermore, many epistemically-sophisticated religionists argue for their religious claims by the same cumulative or probabilistic forms of argument found in philosophy or in such scientific domains as cosmology, quantum theory, archaeology, and paleontology. For a philosophical example of probabilistic argumentation in Christian thought, see the work of Richard Swinburne; for a scientific example, see the work of John Polkinghorne. 
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