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Prifysgol Cymru SUMMARY OF THESIS University of Wales
Candidate’s Surname: Reader Institution: University of Wales, Bangor

Candidate’s Forename: John

Candidate for the Degree of PhD
Full title of thesis: The Problem of Faith and Reason after Habermas and Derrida

The aim of the thesis is to seek a way out of the impasse to which Post-Modernism seems to
lead theology. It begins by considering the most hopeful resolution of the problem of faith
and reason offered in twentieth-century theology, viz. Tillich’s reformulation, concluding that
Ppost-metaphysical’ thinking has shown how we must go beyond this. The second chapter points
a way forward by comparing and contrastingTillich’s and Habermas’ interpretations of reason.
Fully to appreciate what is being discussed demands the historical review of the discussion from
Kant to contemporary thinkers which is provided by Chapter 3. This leads to the clarification of
the problem as one of understanding how a reason claiming to be universal can be related to a
faith tradition resting upon particular historical events.

The central section of the thesis is a detailed exposition of Habermas, of the criticism his
theories have evoked and an indication of the way in which Derrida’s thought can supply the useful
correction which Habermas’ work needs. Chapter 4 examines Habermas' theory of discourse
ethics, noting the Kantian emphasis it reveals, and seeks to assess the contribution of his theories as
a recognition of the importance of 2 communicative reason. Chapter 5 is a further examination of
the criticisms made of Habermas — of his understanding of the Freudian idea of the unconscious
in particular. Its conclusion is that Habermas’ views need to be supplemented by Derridas better
grasp of the other of reason. Chapter 6 introduces Derrida’s views of the unconscious in relation
to the discussion about the nature of reason, touching upon his interpretations of Freud and
considering the central theme of deconstruction. This is examined more fully in Chapter 7 when
it is argued that Derrida aims not to undermine reason, but to examine it from ‘a step beyond
reason’. Though philosophical in his intent he uses both negative theology and ethics as examples
of the singularity of the encounter with the other. Chapter 8 pursues Derrida’s understanding of
singularity through his interpretation of Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling. The analysis shows
how this emphasis on the singularity of the religious encounter cannot be explained without
recourse to such arguments as Habermas’ theories. In criticizing Caputo’s interpretation of Derrida
attention is called to the necessity of retaining the tension between the Saying and the Said. In
Chapter 9 Derrida’s recent views on religion are examined, notably the idea that both faith and
reason depend upon an ‘acquiescence to the testimony of the other’, a pre-autonomous encounter
that precedes both religion and rationality. It is suggested that religion is the formulation of
mediated singularities. At this point Levinas is introduced into the argument and reason is viewed
as receiving from the other beyond the possibility of the I: humans are described as essentially
hospitable beings.

The concluding chapter recapitulates the argument and suggests that presenting faith as
reason’s other can itself be deconstructed on the grounds that the universal and the particular are
always co-implicated. These co-implications are uncovered in both Habermas' view of reason
and Derrida’s concern for singularity. Thus an alternative understanding of the relation berween
faith and reason as alrcady in contact 1S suggested_ However, this use of Derrida cannot ignor -
the fact that his thought resists theological appropriation and that Habermas cannot explain why
people should be moral. A “post-metaphysical’ approach will not solve the problem of faith and
reason, but it does reveal the importance - and the necessity in some sense — of the indeterminacy

philosophy provides for theology in a pluralistic situation.
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Chapter One

RECENT FORMULATIONS
OF FAITH AND REASON

Introduction

This thesis examines the relationship between faith and reason in the light of recent
developments in philosophy. In particular, the focus will be on the work of Habermas
and his reformulation of reason and on Derrida’s attempts to identify deep structures of
faith as a consequence of certain targets of deconstruction. The result may be interpreted
as a prolegomenon, a necessary preliminary to the discussion of the more significant
question of how faith can be related to contemporary thought. Thus the exercise is
limited in scope and claims to be no more than a ground-clearing exercise, albeit an
essential one. To set the parameters of the subsequent debate, as long as reason 1s identified
with that which is universal, and faith with that which is particular or singular, the
relationship between the two will continue to be fraught with problems. If these strict
identifications can themselves be challenged then there may be the possibility of another

sort of relationship between faith and reason. It is such a possibility that this thesis
will establish.

Tillich on reason

To set the debate in context I offer a brief overview of recent encounters between faith and
reason beginning with the work of Paul Tillich. Although now widely perceived as dated
Tillich’s theology represents the most recent attempt to create a theological system which
acknowledges a positive role for reason. His major work was his Systematic Theology. First
published in the 1950s, it is sometimes argued that this represents one of the final attempts
to produce a comprehensive re-interpretation of the whole body of Christian doctrine. That
itself is significant as it suggests that there has since been an intellectual shift that makes
such a project either unworkable or unthinkable. It is, in part at least, that intellectual shift
and its implications for theology that will form the subject of this research.

What was Tillich attempting to achieve and how did he go about it? In particular,
what was his understanding of reason and how did this shape his theology? It is here
that the intellectual shift starts to reveal itself, If, for the sake of convenience rather
than accuracy, we use the term Post-Modernity to characterize this shift, it will appear
obvious that the nature and role of reason have become the battleground for much
contemporary philosophical controversy. One author has described this as a ‘rage against
reason’ (Bernstein 1991, 32). Another description might be that this is the breakdown
of the grand narrative of the Enlightenment (Reader 1997, 27). Whether this picture

is accurate requires more detailed Investigation, but, for an initial mapping out of the

Chapter 1 1



territory, a sketch will suffice. The question would appear to be as follows: if reason has
been undermined and/or relativized, what are the implications for theology?

Reading Tillich fifty years on, his approach is both disconcertingly contemporary and
disturbingly dated. What is contemporary is his concern to relate the Christian message to
the current situation. The actual nature of the latter may have changed in half a century,
but the intention is surely still both familiar and necessary, even if apologetic theology
does not have the following it did then. However, his assumptions about the role of
reason and rationality within that task do sound the product of a now discredited German
philosophical tradition, if not of an immediate post-war optimism. Tillich has no doubt
that reason must be used constructively in building a theological system. He is keen to
make it clear that there is a distinction between the person of faith and the theologian, but
it is possible to describe this in terms of different types of reason:

We shall call the organ with which we receive the contents of faith “self-
transcending’, or ecstatic reason, and we shall call the organ of the theological

scholar ‘technical’ or formal reason. In both cases reason is not a source of
theology... Ecstatic reason is reason grasped by an ultimate concern. Reason is
overpowered, invaded, shaken by the ultimate concern (1978, 53).

The distinction here is between content and form. There is a rationality, in the matter
of technique, to be attributed to the theological task. This is the form that theology will
take, even though the problem of the rational character of theology must remain unsolved.
Yet even in the realm of content and the existential commitment of the believer, another
form of reason is brought into play. There is a movement among contemporary British
theologians to suggest that reason has little to do with the content of belief. This illustrates
how theology has changed. Even in the matter of form or structure any mention of reason
is likely to engender heated controversy. This is one reason why Tillich’s system now seems
dated. That there could be such an intimate connection between philosophy and theology
feels like an echo from an abandoned past.

One criticism which cannot properly be levelled against Tillich is that of being
philosophically simplistic or unsophisticated. His further discussions of the nature of
reason itself reveal his rich heritage of German philosophy and the complexities and
nuances of the debate. So he is acutely aware that much theological writing abour reason
has been vague and often depreciatory. Tillich attempts to ground his own perspective
in the Kantian definition of the different types of reason — speculative, aesthetic, moral-
practical, and technical-practical (Kant 1993, 241) — but tracing these further back to the
insights of Plato and Aristotle (Tillich 1978, 72). His major argument is that it is possible
to distinguish between an ontological and a technical concept of reason. It is the latter
that has become dominant since the breakdown of German classical idealism and the rise
of English empiricism. One hears echoes in this of the arguments of Weber, the Critical
Theory of Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse, and of course the work of Habermas, on
the damaging dominance of instrumental reason (Held 1980).

In many ways Tillich is taking up a similar position to those thinkers in his critique
of the over-emphasis on the technical concept of reason. The key difference is that he
adheres to the notion of ontological reason whereas, with the exception of Habermas, the
others see no way out or beyond the iron cage created by instrumental reason. Whether
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Habermas’ notion of communicative reason, which will be examined in due course, is the
heir of Tillich’s ontological reason, or perhaps what the latter must become in the light of
the Post-Modern critique, is open to question.

Tillich sees the problem as the separation of technical from ontological reason:

There is no danger in this situation as long as technical reason is the companion
of ontological reason and ‘reasoning’ is used to fulfil the demands of reason.
This situation prevailed in most pre-philosophical as well as philosophical
periods of human history, although there was always the threat that ‘reasoning’
might separate itself from reason. Since the middle of the nineteenth century
this threat has become a dominating reality. The consequence is that the
ends are provided by non-rational forces, either by positive traditions or by
arbitrary decisions serving the will to power. Critical reason has ceased to
exercise its controlling function over norms and ends (1978, 73).

The result of this is that technical reason itself is impoverished and corrupted and this
leads to dehumanizing consequences. Theology’s stake in this is to argue for the continued
necessary relationship between technical and ontological reason so that both can take their
proper place. This is essential for the discussion about the relationship of revelation to
reason because this can only take place at an ontological level. At the same time theology
must acknowledge the form of reason within the ‘destructive structures of existence’, in
other words, the technical. The problem with the Enlightenment — according to Tillich -
is that it confused these two levels of reason and reduced the ontological to the technical.
The technical has achieved dominance at the expense of the understanding of the essential
nature of reason: the logos that is the basis of the unity of the rational structure of the
mind with the rational structure of reality.

As ever with Tillich, there is an almost Hegelian completeness about this description
that leaves one wondering how one could ever have misunderstood this or seen it
otherwise. Everything fits somewhere, as long as one accepts the basic distinction
between the ontological and the existential that lies at the heart of the system. The
problem, as will be seen shortly, is that the whole notion of the ontological is now only
rarely accepted within contemporary philosophy, and then not in the way that Tillich
understands it as a theological concept. Whether one encounters this as Post-Modernity,
Post-Enlightenment philosophy, ‘Post-Metaphysical’ or ‘Post-Foundational’ thought, the
message is that the notion of unity, embodied for Tillich in the logos, has been finally
and irrevocably shattered. This grand narrative has been broken down along with the rest.
Theology may try to claim otherwise, but then it will find it difficult to pursue critically
engaged debate with contemporary philosophy, and that would seem to be a betrayal
of the spirit of Tillich’s approach. This situation — to use his terminology — would seem

to require an alternative to his ontological reason, certainly if apologetic theology is to
be sustained or revived.

‘Post-Metaphysical’ thought

In order to substantiate that the situation in philosophy is as described I turn to an essay
by Habermas entitled “Themes in Post-Metaphysical thinking’ (1992a, ch. 3). Habermas
acknowledges that recent years have seen a renewed interest in metaphysics but maintains
that ‘in the sea of de-centered world-understandings, closed worldviews can only stabilize
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themselves upon sheltered subcultural islands’ (p.29). In other words, theology faces
a choice: cither it continues to base itself upon a form of metaphysics or ontology, but at
the cost of engagement with other intellectual thought-forms and academic disciplines, or
it comes out of its cave and attempts to communicate with those others, but must then face
the questioning of its philosophical presuppositions. The latter will require a willingness to
review and possibly relinquish the claims to a universal and unified view of reality such as
advocated by Tillich. It is often the fear of the possible consequences of a ‘Post-Metaphysical’
approach that drives theologians back onto safe but ever narrowing territory.

Habermas identifies three major strands of metaphysical thought and then proceeds to
argue that each has been undermined. In each of these three areas we can recognize that
theology has had a significant stake. First, identity thinking. Perhaps more familiar in the
phrases ‘the One and the Many’ or ‘the Whole and the Parts’, the central concept is that
what exists in the world and is therefore finite, has its origin in the unity of something
apart from the world and is infinite. Hence the notion of a world-transcendent creator
God, or some ground of nature, or Being as opposed to beings. So the One, or the
Whole provides the grounding, foundation and indeed the origin of the Many and the
Parts. Tillich’s interpretation of the logos and thus of ontological reason as the essential
relationship between the finite and the infinite is readily recognizable here.!

Habermas describes the second strand as idealism. By this he means the notion that
there is an internal relationship between abstract thinking and its product. The ideas that
we have of reality are indeed already an essential part of that reality and hence our mental
representations of it are non-arbitrary. There is thus the promise of a universal unity
between human thought and that which is the object of its aim or target. From Descartes
onwards human subjectivity and self-consciousness have been understood as the grounds
for this transcendental knowledge. In the end, we can trust both our perceptions and our
language because they are directly and reliably linked to that which they describe and
articulate. This is firmly linked to identity thinking in the sense that it embodies the belief
that humans in their finite existence will be re-united or re-integrated into the infinite
ground and origin of that existence. The Christian themes of redemption, salvation and
reconciliation can be placed within this structure.

Finally, there is a strong concept of theory, seen as being superior to practice. Philosophy
has often recommended a life dedicated to contemplation rather than to action. So theory
provides privileged access to the truth, even if only for the few. Similarly, contact with
the extraordinary or sacred has demanded concentrated meditation, sometimes with
a consequent contempt for the world of the everyday, the experiential or the pragmatic.
Even theology has been constructed as the preserve of an elite engaged in the theory of
Christianity, thus creating a gap between itself and practical, applied or engaged activity.

What are Habermas® grounds for arguing that these characteristic metaphysical
themes have been conclusively undermined? He presents four major sources of critique.
The empirical methods of the natural sciences have led to the development of a new type of
procedural rationality that has cast doubt over identity thinking. Rather than presupposing,

t Two very clear examples are the arguments in The Courage to Be and Love, Power and
Justice where moral and social virtues are grounded in transcendent Being.
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in the form of ontological reason that there is one clear, identifiable and unifying target and
ground of what human reason through critical thought can obtain, scientific rationality
limits itself to supposedly trustworthy methods and procedures. Knowledge expands
on the basis of correct and reliable processes of observation, experimentation and the
testing of hypotheses, not by establishing links with some deeper level of an external
reality. This means that philosophy itself can no longer make claims for a privileged
access to the truth.

An increased historical consciousness has been another contributory factor. A new
awareness of the contingency of human affairs has supported the view of the finitude of
existence and indeed an understanding that reason itself fully participates in the historical
process rather than being a universal or decontextualized component of human life. Once
again, any notion of ontological reason is fragmented and relativized by the view that
reason only exists within particular contexts or traditions. More of this will become clear
when Alasdair MacIntyre’s work is reviewed.

A philosophy of language has increasingly replaced the Cartesian based philosophy of
consciousness as the developing scientific self-understanding has criticized a simplistic
subject-object notion of human cognition. No longer is knowledge viewed as the
correspondence of language with an external reality as language itself is scen as the means
by which humans construct and shape their reality. The process is arbitrary after all.
Finally, practice has asserted its authority over theory as language, tradition and context
have increased in importance for the self-understanding of rationality.

What is abundantly clear from Habermas® exposition is that reason is right at the heart
of these challenges to metaphysical thinking, It is not simply that a technical reason in
the form of a scientific rationality has pushed ontological reason to one side. Even those
other forms of reason as originally identified by Kant, the speculative, moral-practical
and aesthetic, are now understood as related to specific traditions and contexts. The
entire balance has shifted away from any notion of a universal, unifying ground or
origin at another level of reality to which some form of decontextualized reason could
relate or penctrate. The One and the Whole have given way to the Many and the Parts
as being the basic nature of reality. Plurality has triumphed over unity, the particular
over the universal.

If Habermas is anywhere near the mark, then theology clearly faces considerable
challenges. Does it now eschew any contact with reason in any of these contemporary
forms thereby risking or openly acknowledging that it is either irrational or at least
non-rational? Or does it try to enter the debate about reason and argue for a specifically
religious rationality that relates in some way to those contemporary forms?

The contextualizing of reason

Perhaps one of the clearest expositions of the contextualizing of reason is that of Alasdair
Maclntyre (1988). Certainly his work has been influential in terms of theological
discussion of this subject. A brief examination of his position will highlight the options
now facing theology. The main target of Maclntyre’s critique is the Enlightenment ‘grand
narrative’ that there is a form of reason independent of any and every context that provides
a neutral grounding for human judgement. This notion can be described as ‘the view from
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nowhere’. As Habermas has suggested, a growing historical consciousness has challenged
the idea that there can be any such thing. In other words, any view must be a view from
somewhere. The Enlightenment concept of reason is itself merely a local, context-bound
tradition, masquerading as something grander and universal. The result of these claims
is the exercise of an arbitrary power excluding and oppressing both other traditions and
groups of people who do not conform to what is essentially a white, male, middle-class
Western intellectual concept.

Maclntyre takes what can be described as an Aristotelian approach to the issues of
reason and morality. There is no overall or overarching rationality, only that to be found
within a specific tradition. There has to be an agreed starting point or definition of what
constitute human virtues or the good life before any forms of rationality can come into
play. This presupposes the existence of coherent and identifiable communities sharing
specific views on certain key issues. While superficially attractive and convincing, this
interpretation raises the twin spectres of relativism and perspectivism and it is worth
rehearsing in particular the problems that relativism can create for theology.

It is obvious that there can no longer be a systematic theology built upon the foundation
of some version of Tillich’s now discredited ontological reason. This may seem a gain
rather than a loss for theology if the latter can then present a case for its own specific
form of rationality. It could be that theology could free itself from the dominance of other
inappropriate forms of reason — for example, that of science with its over-emphasis on
evidence and process. However, there is also a potential cost to such a position. How is
theology — or any tradition for that matter — to relate to those others who do not share that
specific form of rationality? After all, it is reason that has supposedly been the common
factor and thus the means of communication across the boundaries between traditions.
The danger is that, as judgements can only be made from within the existing traditions,
there can be no way of stepping beyond those to exercise a form of critical reasoning.
Each group goes to its own corner and rather than coming out talking can only come
out fighting. It needs to be said that MaclIntyre himself believes that he can succesfully
ward off this form of relativism, but his arguments on this remain less than convincing

(Habermas 1995, 100—4)."

' Habermas’ criticism of Maclntyre is complex but relates to the latter’s argument that one
can recognise that a particular ethical tradition has been superseded by another tradition
that is perceived to be rationally superior. The basic problem is that this either requires
a reconstruction of the original tradition from within its own resources, in which case it
is hard to see how the new position can claim to be rationally superior, or else it requires
something like a paradigm shift or conversion experience, in which case it is difficult to
see what constitutes any continuity between the old tradition and the new. As Habermas
says: The recognition of the rational superiority of an alien tradition can be sufficiently
motivated from the perspective of one’s own tradition only if the learning subject can
compare the explanatory power of both traditions in relation to the same problems.
But precisely this is denied him, because in the absence of a zone of rational overlap
the two traditions are incommensurable (Habermas 1995, 101). Habermas will argue
therefore that his concept of communicative reason provides just such a zone of rational
overlap and that Maclntyre’s lack of such a context-transcending reason leaves him open
to the charge of relativism.
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The attraction of MacIntyre’s critique for theology is that the Enlightenment concept
of reason — criticized for its one-sidedness and partiality by both Tillich and Habermas — is
now discredited. With this potential threat to Christianity’s self-understanding apparently
dealt with, theology can start to reclaim its own territory and ignore the challenges of
science and philosophy. But I would argue that the price paid for this victory is too
high. Without some means of cross-boundary or trans-contextual communication, each
tradition ends up incommensurable and isolated. So the neat solution only brings with it
a new set of problems. A return to Tillich’s ontological reason carries no conviction in the
light of the ‘Post-Metaphysical’ critique. However, the introduction of any new concept
of reason, such as Habermas’ communicative rationality, risks imposing yet another alien
life form on the Christian tradition. Is the only option to abandon any notion of reason
whatsoever and to argue for — or tell the story of — a distinctive and non-rational nature

for theology? I have argued elsewhere (Reader 1997, 73) that this cure is worse than the

disease and that another option must be found.

Cupitt’s ‘Post-Metaphysical’ theology

It will be useful at this stage in the argument to offer an example of what theology might
look like if it pursues the ‘Post-Metaphysical’ or Post-Modern route, in other words,
without any recourse to reason. Don Cupitt is the theologian who most immediately
springs to mind in this context. Although his thought continues to shift I am taking
six ‘truths’ that he presents as being crucial to this new situation from The Time Being
published in 1992,

First is the maxim of radical immanence: ‘Everything is inside. Nothing is hidden,
deep or invisible... Any imagined external reality or standpoint, simply as something
imagined, immediately relocates itself on the inside’ (p.36). This is an acceptance that
metaphysics is in the past, that there is no external referent for religion, but that it is
a self-referential practice.

Second is the maxim of universal contingency: ‘So everything is contingent... Some
things are conventionally or conditionally necessary, natural, real and so forth, but nothing
is absolutely necessary, inescapable, foundational or finalizing’ (p. 37).

Third, meaning is primary. We live in a world of signs and language. It is impossible
to see an external reality apart from the cultural constructions for which we ourselves are
responsible. We see the world as a moving field of signs, a ‘post-Buddhism of the sign’ or
‘lux of language-formed events’ (p. 38).

This means, fourthly, that everything is public. As there is no metaphysical realm to
which only the initiated have access, the signs that are our world are equally accessible to
all. All is surface and all is interpretation. There is no secret realm, no depth beyond what
is clearly visible. Then everything is historical and thus subject to change. There are no
external essences or substances. Humans create, construct, re-draw and re-envision.

Finally, there is nothing that says that it must all add up or make sense. There is no
pre-established harmony between thought and being, no perfect Hegelian or Tillichian
ontological realm where everybody will find their place. There is no one thing that can

be identified as the meaning of life: “The meaning of life shows in the difference between
one day and the next. Life means away continuously’ (p.41).
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For Cupitt there is no external reality that is the referent for God, no function for
the notion of transcendence and certainly no master-plan for the universe. He follows
through perhaps more consistently than any other theologian the implications of the
demise of metaphysics. Reason is just another of those outdated concepts that we have
used to disguise from ourselves the real nature of our lives: it has promised a grip on
and an order for reality that we now have to learn to live without. Cupitt sees all of this
as positive, optimistic and encouraging, stripping away from religious practice all the
unnecessary philosophical trappings and accretions of recent centuries. One can argue that
he strips away so much that nothing identifiable as Christianity remains and that religion
generally is reduced to a comfortable and convenient subjectivism. Without going into
the details of this here I hope that the question is clear: Can there be another option for
theology that both maintains contact with contemporary thought and also acknowledges

a recognizable Christian identity?

The direction of the research
I will now offer some pointers to the proposed research. I want to register first of all

that it is possible to recognize two distinct camps on the subject of reason. Despite the
differences, what they share is a broad acceptance that the situation we now find ourselves
in can be accurately described as ‘Post-Metaphysical’. Theologians who have responded
to this challenge have tended to side with those who either relativize reason or abandon
it altogether. Thus figures such as Cupitt, Milbank, Ward, Hauerwas and Lindbeck have
been heavily influenced either by MacIntyre or the American pragmatist philosopher
Richard Rorty (Reader 1997, 64-74). This gencral approach has been described as
Post-Modern, assuming that there is a direct link with such philosophers as Derrida,
Lyotard, Foucault and the feminist work of Irigary and Kiristeva. However, this link is
by no means as clear and obvious as it seems, resting on the contentious assumptions
that these philosophers subscribe to a Nietzschian nihilism and to a total abandonment
of Enlightenment concerns. I will not enter into more details here as I have covered this
ground elsewhere and it is, to some degree, a distraction from our main question.

What theology has yet to take significant note of is the alternative camp, who,
in differing ways, present possibilities for the rehabilitation of reason, albeit in ‘Post-
Metaphysical’ and non-foundational form. I would place in this category the work of
Habermas, Derrida and Castoriadis from within philosophy, and Rawls and Dworkin
from the fields of political and legal philosophy respectively (see e.g. Caputo 1997;
Castoriadis 1997; Habermas, 1997; Rawls 1993; Dworkin 1985). One could also include
the approach to the philosophy of science known as Dialectical Critical Realism associated
particularly with the work of Roy Bhaskar (1994). It is my contention that theology has yet
to establish whether or not the contributions of these thinkers offer an alternative path for
a critical engagement with contemporary thought that retains an understanding of reason
and rationality. This is the broad area in which research needs to be conducted.

I want to conclude by raising some further questions and possibilities. I have already
described Habermas' notion of communicative reason as being a major candidate to be
the ‘Post-Metaphysical’ successor to Tillich’s ontological reason. Such a proposition would
undoubtedly raise further serious challenges for theology. Firmly built into Habermas’
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philosophy is a commitment to both human autonomy and political democracy. Both
would appear to undermine a traditional Christian understanding of the authority of
revelation and scripture. They might suggest the need for greater human individual
freedom to make critical judgements and decisions in the sphere of religious belief and
practice than has normally been accepted by religious institutions. These arguments
will need to be pursued. At the moment all that needs to be registered is that reason as
presented by Habermas requires to be understood as part of a triad including autonomy
and democracy.

A further dimension of this debate is the claim that communicative reason is essentially
procedural and makes no judgements in terms of content. In Tillichian terminology it is
a matter of form rather than content. Tillich would presumably have argued, and I think
correctly, that that is not sufficient for theology: content also is required. However, if
there is to be that greater freedom and flexibility in what, for the sake of argument, we
may call a religious rationality, it may be that we cannot simply look at the Christian
faith in isolation. In a plural and multi-faith context perhaps this religious rationality
needs to identify deep structures or overlapping concerns that enable it to cross the
boundaries of faith traditions. It is in this context that I believe the work of Derrida
has a contribution to offer.

[f something like this proves justifiable then it would seem to be a pointer towards
an idea that can be traced back to Tillich. What I am attempting to describe is not
metaphysics but what I would want to call ‘metapraxis’. If rationality involves standing
back and taking up a critical distance, then this would also be true when rationality is
applied in the religious domain. Yet this does not suggest positing a deeper underlying and
unifying reality in the manner of metaphysics, rather the much more practical process of
open dialogue and democratic participation on the subject of religious belief and practice.
It involves the acknowledgement of context as being formative for content. Hence the term
metapraxis. But what then is this in relation to more traditional theology?

It does not seem accurate to describe this as philosophy of religion as I am assuming
a belief commitment that this discipline does not. Neither is it simply a new form of
philosophical theology, although that is perhaps closer to the mark. It may be similar
to what Tillich once described as ‘metalogic’ (1969, 50-6, 70~4); though it needs to be
noted that this would not encompass the multi-faith dimension being advocated here.
The main point of contact between metalogic and metapraxis is that both assume religious
commitment as a given, but then also go on to consider questions of authenticity,
structure and meaning in the manner of critical rationality. The object and the act of
religious devotion are held together. Such an approach may be capable of establishing
a religious rationality that both acknowledges a referent for faith commitment and finds
a commonality with other contemporary forms of reason and critical thought. If this is so
then it keeps faith with Tillich’s intention of relating message to situation, but also does

justice to the radical challenge of 'Post-Metaphysical’ thought.
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Chapter Two

TILLICH AND HABERMAS ON REASON

1. Parallels and differences

In the opening chapter it was suggested that Habermas’ concept of communicative reason
might be the ‘Post-Metaphysical’ or ‘Post-Foundational’ successor to Tillich’s ontological
reason. This chapter will aim to substantiate that claim and will contain the following
sections. First there will be a brief examination of the respective tasks of Tillich and
Habermas in dealing with the subject of reason in order to identify both parallel concerns
and important differences. Second there will follow a return to Tillich on reason to
illustrate how and why it is significant for his overall theological approach. Third
I will present a more detailed examination of Habermas® thought and, in particular, an
exposition of his arguments in The Theory of Communicative Action vols. 1 and 2 with
particular reference to his interpretations of Weber and Durkheim. The key themes of
rationalization, the linguistification of the sacred, the decentering of world views, and
issues of social and system integration and social evolution will come to the fore. It will
emerge from this why Habermas believes that his theory of communicative reason avoids
the apparent dead end that Critical Theory has reached in its theory of modernity and
in what ways it sustains genuine emancipatory content. Finally, in the course of this
exposition, the implications of a theological appropriation of a Habermasian approach
to reason will become clear, notably with specific reference to the notions of autonomy
and democracy.

It may seem somewhat artificial to bring together the work of two scholars from
different generations and disciplines. However, it could be argued that they share
a common intellectual heritage, both in the German philosophical tradition of Kant
and Hegel and the later sociological masters Weber and Durkheim. Both also engage
with twentieth-century American intellectual life through encounters with the pragmatist
philosophers James, Dewey, Mead and Peirce. There perhaps the parallcls might cease
but for a common concern to avoid extreme responses to modernity from within their
respective disciplines.

In his autobiographical sketch ‘On the Boundary’ (1973, 314), Tillich makes it clear
that he sees his work as steering a middle path between a theological liberalism that
too readily identifies the Christian Gospel with the spirit of the age, and a revived neo-
orthodoxy associated particularly with the work of Karl Barth that assumes an unbridgeable
gap between theology and culture. If the first falls into the trap of reducing the Infinite or
the Unconditioned to the thought forms of contemporary culture, the second goes to the
other extreme of creating an unrealistic distance between the two. Tillich uses the concepts
of autonomy, heteronomy and theonomy to describe his own position.
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Late nineteenth-century Protestant liberal theology in the form of dialectical theology
imposes a form of heteronomy — that which is other or alien to the expression of God - by
too clearly identifying a particular historical form with the subject matter of theology:

...my fundamental theological problem arose in applying the relation of the
Absolute, which is implied in the idea of God, to the relativity of human
religion. Religious dogmatism...comes into being when a historical religion
ts cloaked with the unconditional validity of the divine...for no other claim
can exist beside the unconditional claim of the divine. But that this claim
can be grounded in a finite, historical reality is the root of all heteronomy

and demonism (p.314).

It is in reaction to this that Tillich introduces his notion of autonomy, the grasp of
the prophetic Protestant principle that whatever is must always be subject to critique in
the light of the demands of the Unconditional. However, in the approach of Barth there
appears a supernaturalism that represents another form of heteronomy:

The extremely narrow position of the Barthians may save German
Protestantism, but it also creates a new heteronomy, an anti-autonomous
and anti-humanistic attitude that I must regard as a denial of the Protestant

principle (p.314).
Tillich’s solution to this has the classic Hegelian overtones of thesis, antithesis and

synthesis:

The Protestant principle is not rational criticism but prophetic judgement. It
is not autonomy but theonomy, even when it appears, as often happens, in
rationalistic and humanistic forms. In the theonomous prophetic word, the
contradiction between autonomy and heteronomy is overcome (p. 315).

One can see how Tillich’s approach to reason fits into this structure. Technical or
instrumental reason that is initially a striving for autonomy rapidly descends into
heteronomy when it starts making exaggerated claims to be the only method of reaching
truth and insight. This can only be overcome by a theonomous ontological reason that
retains its roots in the Unconditioned. Yet this is most likely to appear in new strivings
for autonomous reason — the rationalistic and humanistic — that offer a critique of any
positivistic and neo-orthodox theology. Would Tillich have wanted to argue ~ had he
encountered it — that Habermas’ communicative reason is just such a manifestation? But
then, communicative reason is what may remain when ontological theonomous reason has
been driven from the field by the demise of a foundational metaphysics.

Accepting Tillich’s own location of his task as between (or beyond) autonomy and
heteronomy, if we turn now to Habermas an interesting parallel begins to emerge. It
needs to be acknowledged that his work is still developing, but, nevertheless, there is
an underlying consistency in its overall direction. In Knowledge and Human Interests
(1972), Habermas’ major concern was to show that a narrow and positivistic scientific
self-understanding could not exhaust the possibilities for human knowledge and that
other forms of human exploration retained a wider validity. Without this, any prospects

for critical emancipatory practice as hoped for by Marx and then Ciritical Theory would
be an illusion. In Tillichian terms, Habermas was concerned that the search for autonomy

through critical reason had reverted to a new heteronomy in the form of a positivistic
scientistic approach to human knowledge. A particular form of reason was claiming
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too much for itself and required a counter-critique (Protestant principle?), in order to
restore genuine autonomy.

Habermas subsequently revised his proposed solution to this problem, realizing that the
model of critique employed in Knowledge and Human Interests — that of psychoanalysis and
therapy — was itself still too dependent on what he calls the philosophy of consciousness.
In response to this, his later work, that will form the focus of this chapter, shifts to the
new paradigm of the philosophy of language and the concept of communicative action.
However, his intention of steering between extreme responses to modernity remains
stable throughout.

In a series of interviews published in 1986 Habermas answers the question of why
he turned to the topic of rationality as the key to developing a critical social theory
(Habermas 1986, 104). He makes it clear that it was, in part at least, a response to the
German political context of the 1970s. On the one hand, he encountered a revival of
neo-conservative ideologies with strong overtones of an authoritarian and anti-democratic
politics that he saw as a betrayal of what was still of value of the Enlightenment ideals of
autonomy and democracy. On the other was the rise of new potential protest movements
often espousing a critique of the effects of instrumental reason yet also bordering on a new
irrationality or romanticism — the environmental movement is the most obvious example.
The question of what form of rationality might be an appropriate contemporary heir
of Enlightenment reason, guarding against both a retreat to an authoritarian or fascist
politics and a rejection of the genuine advances made by science and technology, rose
to the top of Habermas’ practical and theoretical agenda. He was concerned to defend
autonomy against new forms of heteronomy. Hence he describes his work on the theory
of communicative action as follows:

...my real motive in beginning the book in 1977 was to understand how the
critique of reification, the critique of rationalization, could be reformulated
in a way that would offer a theoretical explanation of the crumbling of the
welfare-state compromise, and of the potential for a critique of growth in new
movements, without surrendering the project of modernity or descending
into post- or anti-modernism, ‘tough’ new conservatism or ‘wild’ young

conservatism (1986, 107).

The parallels continue into Habermas® latest major work, Between Facts and Norms
(1997), which focusses on how the theory of communicative reason and its application
in a discourse ethics illuminates the study of law and legal systems. In some ways this
now seems closer again both to Tillich’s original task and to his own earlier project.
Habermas is concerned to explain how legal systems legitimately contain two apparently
conflicting components: the interpretation and application of actually existing laws,
and the requirement for a wider legitimation based on the norms created by a social
consensus. In other words, in the context of 2 plurality of ethical positions, how can the
law both do justice to all of those without imposing one upon the rest and yet retain
the confidence and respect of each in sustaining an overall legal process? In the context
of the theological debate, this is the tension between the particular and the universal.
However, the problem now is that the universal (reason) has either been undermined, or
differentiated into its component parts. [ will argue that the theory of communicative
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reason may be one way in which justice can be done to both the universal and the
particular.

Rehg argues that Kant faced a similar question two centuries earlier, but relied on
a metaphysical framework and particularly the notion of a pre-established harmony of
reason in order to provide an answer. The problem is that this presumes a consensus
prior to actual public discourse. Given a plurality of ethical views such a presumption
no longer holds:

Nonetheless, Kant’s appeal to rational consensus as a regulative ideal captures
an important part of the tension in law. If law is essentially constituted by
a tension between facticity and validity...then a theory that situates the
idealizing character of validity claims in concrete social contexts recommends
itself for the analysis of law. This is just what the theory of communicative
action allows, without the metaphysical pretensions and moralistic over-

simplification we find in Kant (Habermas 1997, xii).

Hence Habermas’ latest work is an attempt to steer a middle road between
a communitarian position that over-states the importance of the particular ethical
tradition or Lifeworld, and a liberalism that is over-abstract, too distant from the problems
of the particular and of application, and is always in danger of imposing a particular
ethical position under the guise of neutrality (reason!). The autonomy of specific ethical
positions is threatened by the heteronomy of a liberalism claiming too much for itself,
as Enlightenment reason and a narrow scientism have done before, but, if social and
political life is to be held together, there still needs to be some basis for a trans-traditional
legitimation for a legal structure. Communicative reason is Habermas’ candidate for this
role. Tillich’s ontological or theonomous reason is too close to Kant’s pre-established
harmony of reason, yet a total abandonment of rationality would yield social breakdown
and new and violent forms of heteronomy.

Simply expressed, the parallel between Tillich and Habermas is that both strive to
remain located between autonomy and heteronomy. The difference is that Tillich appeals
to theonomous reason whilst Habermas advocates a ‘Post-Foundational’ communicative
reason. Both these ideas now need to be examined in greater detail.

Tillich on ontological reason

Tillich prefaces his exposition of this subject in Systematic Theology vol. 1 by acknowledging
that much theological discussion of reason is unfortunately vague and that theologians
invariably fail to define what they are referring to by this term (1978, 72). He sets
out to remedy these faults by being clear and precise. To what extent he succeeds in
this is 2 matter that remains open to question. There is certainly a suspicion that the
descriptions to follow are driven by the needs of his own theological system and create
their own confusions.

He begins by making the distinction between ontological and technical reason. The
former has been predominant in the classical tradition and is to be defined as ‘the structure
of the mind which enables the mind to grasp and to transform reality’ (p.72). As such
it operates across and within the other areas as identified by Kant, in other words, the
cognitive, aesthetic, practical and technical functions of the human mind. It even includes
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the emotional dimension of human life as identified in the search for unity and truth.
Tillich is placing himself firmly within the tradition of Aquinas, Spinoza and Hegel.

However, this ontological concept of reason always carries with it a technical concept
and the latter sometimes displaces it whenever reason is reduced to the capacity for
reasoning. The cognitive functions of reason then predominate and the sense of reason as
Logos, the means of the relationship between the human and what lies beyond it, is lost.
Tillich maintains that this is exactly what has happened since the middle of the nineteenth
century and that the consequences are that either non-rational forces, or arbitrary decisions
serving the will to power, now determine the end (telos) of human life. ‘Critical reason has
ceased to exercise its controlling function over norms and ends’ (p.73).

It is interesting to note that Tillich introduces the notion of critical reason at this
juncture. However, it is not clear what he is referring to by this, nor how it relates to
ontological reason or differs from technical reason. Simply to state that there is such
a strand of reason and that it then ceases to function because ontological reason is replaced
by the technical surely begs too many questions. One assumes that Tillich would argue
that without reason as logos there can be no grounds for any critique, but then this is
exactly the domain of Critical Theory and of course of Habermas. Both have attempted
to show that there can be critical rationality even though the idea of a pre-difterentiated
ontological reason has been discredited.

Tillich goes on to argue that the separation of technical from ontological reason has
dehumanizing consequences because reason is thus excluded from any discussion about
what are appropriate human aims and objectives. Perhaps one might want to counter this
by saying that Tillich scts up an unnecessary polarity here, creating too stark an alternative
and thus ignoring the potential contribution of other forms of rationality. If reason can
also be cognitive, aesthetic, theoretical and practical, subjective and objective, why consign
these without further ado to the technical and thus deny them the possibility of exercising
a critical function? Is it not possible that these forms of reason might facilitate rational
discussion about human objectives?

The key issue that Tillich is concerned to address is that of the relationship between
reason and revelation and it is this that appears to drive his interpretation. The point
is that technical reason — as defined by Tillich — cannot then be seen as an attack on
revelation, for religion stands on the level of the ontological:

The traditional question of the relation of reason to revelation should not
be discussed on the level of technical reason, where it constitutes no genuine
problem, but on the level of ontological reason, of reason in the sense of

logos (p. 74).
A possible concern with this is that it sounds like a claim to immunicy from criticism
— that the real questions of faith are somchow above or beyond the interrogations of
science, for example. Perhaps this is to over-state Tillich’s position, but it does leave
one wondering what could be the basis for critical engagement between theology and
other disciplines. How can there be genuinely critical correlation if theology is always
free to withdraw to the safe and inviolable territory of the ontological when it comes

to real knowledge of faith?

Tillich introduces another distinction at this point in the argument, perhaps aware that
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he is vulnerable to some such criticism. The theologian must consider reason as actualized
in self and the world and thus dependent on the ‘destructive structures of existence and
the saving structures of life’ (p.74). So, not only is there a distinction between ontological
and technical reason, but also between ontological reason in its ‘essential perfection’
and in its predicament in the different stages of its actualization in existence, life and
history. The latter type of reason is fallible and capable of mistaken judgement and
therefore presumably not immune from critique. However it could be argued that this
new distinction between essential ontological reason and existential ontological reason
serves to confuse rather than to clarify. What is the relationship between the latter and the
technical, or for that matter, cognitive, aesthetic or practical reason?

One final example will go to illustrate that Tillich’s apparently tight categories create
more questions than answers. Within a few pages of the previous discussion he makes yet
another attempt to define reason. This time he refers to ‘the depth of reason’ (p.79). So:
‘the depth of reason is the expression of something that is not reason but which
precedes reason and is manifest through it’. Reason points to something beyond itself that
both appears in its structures and yet transcends them in power and meaning, Further
terms appear immediately: ‘substance’, ‘being-itself’, ‘ground’, ‘abyss’. All of these of
course have a metaphorical character and the sense in which they ‘precede’ reason is itself
metaphorical. The task here is to protect the essential nature of reason from the challenge
of the Enlightenment and rationalism. When the latter attack Christianity as myth, cult
or superstition, they are confusing the essential nature of reason with the predicament of
reason in existence. ‘Essentially reason is transparent towards its depth in each of its acts
and processes’ (p.80). So Tillich is still arguing that there is a metaphysical grounding
of reason to be identified with the Christian logos and that lies behind or beyond any
critique that other forms of reason might launch.

One final quote will link this whole discussion back to the earlier one on autonomy
and heteronomy and lead into an exploration of Habermas’ arguments:

Autonomy and heteronomy are rooted in theonomy, and each goes astray
when their theonomous unity is broken. Theonomy does not mean the
acceptance of a divine law imposed on reason by a highest authority; it means
autonomous reason united with its own depth... Since God (theos) is the law
(nomos) for both the structure and the ground of reason, they are united in
him, and their unity is manifest in a theonomous situation. But there is no
complete theonomy under the conditions of existence (p. 85).

Habermas’ theory of communicative reason

The main objective of this chapter is to establish a significant link between Tillich's concept
of ontological reason and Habermas® theory of communicative reason. In particular, I am
attempting to argue that it is the latter to which theology should now be giving attention
in the changed philosophical context best described as ‘Post-Foundational’. Hence one
can only claim to be examining Habermas’ work from a very specific perspective and one
that he himself would not necessarily share. However, it will become clear in what follows
that, even though Habermas® interest and intent is largely sociological and philosophical,
religious belief and practice play an important role in his overall argument.
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The major text for this is Habermas’ The Theory of Communicative Action published in
two volumes (1984 and 1987). What were his aims for this work, begun in the late 1970s
and first published in German in the early 1980s? It is clear that Habermas intends to
construct a theory of modernity that, while taking seriously the contributions of Weber,
Durkheim, Marx and Parsons, avoids the conclusion, associated with Weber in particular,
that modern society is destined to entrap itself in an iron cage built by an over-dependence
on instrumental reason. We recognize here an affinity with Tillich’s concern to challenge
the heteronomy represented by this limited manifestation of reason. In pursuing this goal
Habermas is affirming his own heritage of the early objectives of Critical Theory that
aimed to show that it was possible to launch a critique of capitalism taking into account
cultural as well as economic and political factors. One of the problems Habermas seeks to
address is that the later work of the Critical Theorists, notably Horkheimer and Adorno’s
The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1979), shares Weber’s negative assessment of potential
emancipatory action. Habermas aims to show, through a critical examination of Weber's
theory of modernity and selective use of other sociologists, that there is an alternative
interpretation of the evolution of modern society. Weber’s ‘iron cage’ is the result of his
own one-sided understanding of the processes associated with modernization, commonly
referred to as the rationalization of society.

Inevitably, the writing in Habermas’ two volumes is dense and complex and the
coverage here therefore somewhat schematic. Consequently it is essential to examine the
arguments in some detail in order to establish the insights required for this study. In
particular, it is Habermas’ interpretation of the role of reason and rationality that is central
to our concern. Habermas has to show that there is an alternative to the instrumental
reason (Zweckrationalitit) that lies at the heart of Weber’s argument, hence the notion of
communicative reason. The processes of rationalization or differentiation central to the
development of modern society have to be shown to carry this alternative understanding
of reason if Weber’s iron cage is not to become its predetermined fate. In order to achieve
this perspective Habermas draws heavily upon Durkheim’s interpretation of the role of
religion in social development and this will be a focus later in the chapter.

Before moving on it is essential to establish that Habermas does indeed characterize
the contemporary context as ‘Post-Foundational’ or ‘Post-Metaphysical’. He makes this
clear in the opening paragraphs of The Theory of Communicative Action vol. 1. Philosophy
throughout its history has endeavoured to explain the world as a whole, its unity in the
multiplicity of appearances, with principles to be discovered in reason. Even Greek thought,
though it did not share with the world religions a quest for deity, displays a concern for
ontology. ‘If there is anything common to philosophical theories, it 1s the intention of
thinking being or the unity of the world by way of explicating reason’s experience of itself’
(p.1). This is surely close to Tillich's view of ontological reason. However, in Habermas’
opinion, this whole philosophical tradition has now been brought into question:

Philosophy can no longer refer to the whole of the world, of nature, of history,
of society, in the sense of a totalizing knowledge. Theoretical surrogates for
worldviews have been devalued, not only by the factual advance of empirical

science but even more by the reflective consciousness accompanying it (p- 1)

Here then, once again, is the crucial challenge to Tillich's position and indeed to
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theology’s own selt-understanding,. It is not just the advance of science but the development
of reflective consciousness that undermines the possibility of a unifying reason. Once
one enters the domain where ideas and beliefs require clear articulation and thus become
subject to argument and the processes of justification and validation then reflexivity is
inescapable. This is as true for religious beliefs as it is for any other human discourse.
Thus it is language itself which becomes the focus for investigation and also possibly
the prime location for notions of both hope and promise. In a sense, everything that
follows is the working out of the implications of these ideas, both for Habermas and
for theology.

The simplest way to convey Habermas’ argument is to present it as a series of stages,
each of which describes a different period in social evolution. It should be noted that
theories of social evolution have tended to be prescriptive and retrospective; in other
words, they assume that either a current form of society, or one yet to be achieved, is the
aim (telos) of an inevitable process. Everything is designed to lead to a particular stage of
social evolution that represents the purpose or objective of human existence. However,
it is possible to study social evolution in a less determinist manner. So one can describe
what has happened without a view of what was meant to happen or without idealizing
some contemporary form of social life. Which of these alternatives represents Habermas’
stance and to which might theology subscribe? I suggest that both Habermas and theology
attempt to achieve a balance between a description of what has been and a vision of what
might be — although their respective visions will be different. Perhaps there is no such
thing as a pure theory of social evolution, one that does not harbour some view as to
what human social existence should be moving towards. Without such a view it becomes
impossible to critique the status quo.

Habermas takes as his starting point a particular form of tribal society that he describes
as egalitarian. The crucial question for the sociologist is that of how each society manages
to establish and maintain coherence and identity. How do specific societies continue to
reproduce themselves in ways that ward off instability and disintegration? In this early
form of tribal society it is mythical world views — what we might describe as religious
beliefs — that perform this critical function. Kinship relations and systems of economic
exchange are also important, but on an ideological level it is religious beliefs and practices
that provide the unifying factor. The question then arises as to how and why these systems
break down and evolve into new forms. What are the forces that begin to undermine the
unquestioned authority of a mythical world view?

It is at this point that Habermas enters into an exposition of Weber’s thought, not
because he is going to accept it in full, but because he intends to critique and then move
beyond it. A major section of The Theory of Communicative Action vol. 1 is taken up with
a critical exposition of Weber and here it is only possible to offer a summary of the key
concepts and conclusions. Even this is not straightforward as Habermas uses this as the
occasion to introduce some of his own major themes.

The central and recurrent explanatory concept is that of differentiation. The simplest
way of explaining this is that what was once seen as a unity or a whole is increasingly
split apart, fragmented, segmented and separated out into new and discrete categories.
Although it appears to parallel the familiar philosophical problematic of the one and the
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many, in terms of social evolution the idea carries other connotations. Crucially, it suggests
the development of a further level of conscious awareness, the reflective consciousness
already referred to. The move from the pre-differentiated unity of mythical world views
of egalitarian tribal socicties towards the differentiation characteristic of modernity 1s
a paradigm shift involving the realization that what was once taken for granted and thus
effectively below the level of conscious awareness, is now brought to the surface and seen
to exist in a plurality of forms.

The term that Weber adopts to describe this process is rationalization — not to be
confused with its current usage in economic parlance. Habermas prefers to talk about
the rationalization of the Lifeworld, but this requires further explanation as Lifeworld
is a concept that he takes from another source in order to develop Weber's argument.
This must now be explained.

Remember that Habermas aims to show that Weber’s theory of social evolution is
one-sided, leading only to the idea of the dead-end of the iron cage of modernity. To
assist in this he requires, amongst other things, to be able to differentiate between two
aspects of recent social evolution. In order to do this he makes a distinction between
the Lifeworld and the Systems World. The Lifeworld is effectively what remains of the
pre-differentiated and unquestioned unity of world views, but now better described as
the background assumptions and ideas that supply social cohesion. However, these also
involve social structures, for instance, particular forms of family life. The Systems World,
by contrast, is to be identified as the sphere of business, commerce and technology — the
areas of life where instrumental reason has come into its own and informs and determines
decision making processes but without necessary reference to shared aims or values. Both
Lifeworld and Systems World are essential components of modern society, but Habermas
argues that conflicts now occur where the organisational principles of the Systems World
— the steering mechanisms of power and money — start encroaching upon the alternative
organisation of the Lifeworld, which relies on the capacity to reach a consensus through
open debate. This ‘colonization of the Lifeworld’ as Habermas describes it, can be seen,
for instance, in current debates about the future of the Welfare State, where economic
and political imperatives such as lowering direct taxation impinge upon people’s decisions
about family life.

In order to understand this process Habermas insists that it is necessary to realize that
there are three distinct dimensions to the Lifeworld, those being society, culture and
personality. Modernity can only be understood if it is possible to identify the impact of
social change on each of these three areas. Once the underlying unity of mythical world
views comes under threat, there is a growing apart of society, culture and personality
and thus of the ways in which they sustain their own coherence and identity. Crucially,
that which was once taken for granted and thus not articulated, now requires active and
thoughtful participation through debate and discussion. Issues have to be expressed,
described and conceptualized and views backed up by argument and justification. Thus
language and human communication become central to the reproduction of all three

aspects of the Lifeworld. So we get the first hint of how and why a theory of communicative
reason becomes significant for Habermas’ overall argument:

Subjects acting communicatively always come to an understanding in the
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horizon of a Lifewotld. Their Lifeworld is formed from more or less diffuse,

always unproblematic, background convictions... In their interpretative

accomplishments the members of a communication community demarcate

the one objective world and their intersubjectively shared social world from

the subjective worlds of individuals and (other) collectives (p.70).

However, once the processes of modernisation and differentiation set in — the

decentering of world views — the tasks of reproducing social life require a more reflective
approach:

The more the world-view that furnishes the cultural stock of knowledge is
decentered, the less the need for understanding is covered in advance by an
interpreted Lifeworld immune from critique, and the more this need has to be
met by the interpretative accomplishments of the participants themselves, that
is, by way of risky (because rationally motivated) agreement (p. 70).

Without going into further detail as to how this process impacts upon the three spheres
of society, culture and personality, it is still clear how crucial this idea is for understanding
modernity and indeed the development of religious life within this new context. This
development of the reflective consciousness and the need to articulate and support one’s
beliefs and values ~ if understood in this way — must have a substantive impact upon
religious institutions and the very expression of religious beliefs, Habermas® version of
communicative reason, if adopted by theology, carries with it the further connotations of
democracy and autonomy that present an enormous challenge to religious traditions.

However, it needs to be made clear now how this argument offers Habermas a way of
launching his critique of Weber. Within this process of the rationalization or differentiation
of the Lifeworld, the critical, innovative capacities of individuals are required in order to
reproduce the concepts and values that provide stability and coherence. Yet alongside this
communicative action there is also a corresponding increase in strategic or instrumental
action. It is on the boundary between these different types of action that conflict occurs.
Now the main weakness of Weber's approach to a theory of modernity is that he has
only allowed for the operation of strategic and instrumental action. In other words, he
interprets the process of rationalization as exclusively an increase in the dominance of
instrumental reason, hence he has no grasp of the critical and emancipatory role that can
be played by a communicative reason. His is a one-sided and unbalanced interpretation
of the process of social evolution, suggesting an inevitability about the process and
unable to differentiate between its logic and its dynamics : ‘it becomes clear that Weber's
intuitions point in the direction of a selective pattern of rationalization, a jagged profile
of modernization’ (p.241).

As a result of this skewed interpretation Weber portrays modern society as losing all
sense of purpose or meaning and becoming subject to an instrumental reason working
through science and technology to encapture humans in this ‘iron cage’. Just as Tillich
attempts to challenge this form of heteronomy, so Habermas wants to argue that forms
of human autonomy remain an alternative possibility. In order to do this though he
requires further distinctions.

First comes the demarcation between strategic or instrumental action and communicative
actton:

We call an action oriented to success instrumental when we consider it under
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the aspect of following technical rules of action and assess the efficiency of an
Intervention into a complex of circumstances and events. We call an action
oriented to success strategic when we consider it under the aspect of following
rules of rational choice and assess the efficacy of influencing the decisions
of a rational opponent... By contrast, I shall speak of communicative action
whenever the actions of the agents involved are co-ordinated not through
egocentric calculations of success but through acts of reaching understanding

(pp- 285-0).

How does Habermas connect communicative action to reason and rationality? The
point is that the process of reaching understanding aims at an agreement that meets
the conditions of rationally motivated assent to an utterance. Although it is possible
to impose agreement by force, that could not be described as a rational process. Why
should one person freely choose to agree with another unless the other has presented
a reasoned argument backed up by validity claims that can be tested and challenged? “The
speech act of one person succeeds only if the other accepts the offer contained in it by
taking (however implicitly) a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ position on a validity claim that is in principle
criticizable’ (p.287). Hence communicative action requires a form of rationality that
Habermas wants to argue is embedded in the very operation of language itself — this he
describes as a universal pragmatics (p. 287)."

There are four types of validity claim implicit in every speech act. First, the speaker
presumably intends that the hearer understands what he/she is saying, so that if a problem
arises, the hearer can pursue the conversation by asking for a clarification of meaning.
Second, the normative context within which a speech act is made has to be appropriate.
So, for instance, a priest in full robes walking on to a football pitch and showing a player
a red card is clearly out of place, just as a football referee would be out of place coming
forward in church to celebrate the Eucharist. Third, any statement must be able to be
tested for its truth content and, fourth, the hearer needs to be convinced of the sincerity
or truthfulness of the speaker. In other words, communication assumes that 1t s possible
and desirable to be able to discern whether or not a statement is true and the speaker
is to be trusted. Habermas™ argument is that the very nature of human communication
through discourse carries these validity claims and that this holds good in all languages and
cultures. Thus there is a form of rationality — essentially procedural — that can still be seen
as universal. So, even though the old unifying ontological reason has been undermined,
it has its ‘Post-Foundational’ successor in Habermas' communicative reason. This is
essentially the concluding point of The Theory of Communicative Action vol. 1, but his
exposition is not yet complete.

Having got thus far in the argument and decided that Weber’s theory of modernity
contains significant limitations, Habermas returns in vol. 2 to the earlier discussion
about stages of social evolution and examines the work of Durkheim. This analysis is
important for the purposes of this thesis because it focusses on the role of religion in social

t It needs to be noted that the concept of 2 validity claim being employed by Habermas
is an extension of the more familiar usage which refers simply to the matter of testing
logical inferences. Habermas is talking about validity claims as claims that are intrinsically
publically verifiable through the medium of language.
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reproduction and further establishes the link between religion and communicative action.
The key concept here is the linguistification of the sacred, meaning the processes through
which religious beliefs become articulated and then subject to open debate, and then forms
one of the roots of what Habermas describes as communicative reason.

One of the problems Durkheim set out to resolve was how it is possible for pcople
both to belong wholly to themselves and also to belong just as completely to wider social
groupings. Religious symbols can be seen as a way of crossing this apparent divide:

Religious symbols have the same meaning for the members of the same group:
on the basis of this uniform sacred semantics, they make possible a kind of
intersubjectivity that is still this side of the first, second and third persons, but
is nevertheless beyond the threshold of sheer collective contagion by feelings

(Habermas 1987, vol. 2, 52).

Once this is interpreted as a dynamic process it is possible to understand religious
symbolism as the medium of a special form of symbolically mediated interaction. ‘Ritual
practice serves to bring about communion in a communicative fashion’ (p.52). Hence
there is a more detailed explanation of how religion functions in the tasks of social
integration and reproduction. But, of course, this is to describe a situation that according

to Habermas no longer exists and it is the nature of and reasons for this change that
are his real interests here.

In order to provide an explanation Habermas employs yet another distinction, that
between the sacred and the profane. It is worth a longer quotation because the argument is

significant for our specific concern for the relationship between reason and religion:

I would conjecture that there is a split in the medium of communication
corresponding to the segregation of the sacred from the profane domains of
life: religious signification, which makes possible a normative consensus and
thereby provides the foundation for a ritual co-ordination of action, is the
archaic part left over from the stage of symbolically mediated interaction
after experiences from domains in which perceptible and manipulable objects
are dealt with in a more and more propositionally structured manner flow
into communication. Religious symbols are disengaged from functions of
adapting and mastering reality; they serve especially to link those behavioural
dispositions and instinctual energies set loose from innate programmes with
the medium of symbolic communication (p. 54).

There is both a positive and a negative here. On the one hand, it is being argued thar
religion has lost many of its former functions and is now surrounded by other disciplines
such as science that offer mastery and control. On the other, there is a clear link between
religion and communicative reason and Habermas states that religious symbolism is one
of the three pre-linguistic roots of communicative action (p.71). If this is to be accepted
then it seems that religion is bound to lose wider credibility as well as its social functions

as soon as the processes of linguistification or rationalization set in. This is certainly the
way that Habermas describes it:

the authority of the holy is gradually replaced by the authority of an achieved
consensus... The disenchantment and disempowering of the domain of the
sacred takes place by way of a linguistification of the ritually secured, basic,
normative agreement; going along with this is a release of the rationality
potential in communicative action (p.77).
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This leads to some uncomfortable questions. Is it simply that, as many sociologists
suggest, religion belongs to an earlier stage of social evolution and that what remains
now is merely a residue, surviving uneasily in the pockets of personal life as yet relatively
untouched by modern thought? Or is it rather that religions, like other traditions, are now
changing form in the light of the growth of reflective consciousness and the need for open
debate and reasoning over matters of belief and value? Habermas appears to be arguing
for the second alternative and suggests that all traditions now retain what conviction and
authority they have to the extent to which they are subject to criticizable validity claims

and thus to the criteria of communicative action:

The authority of the sacred that stands behind institutions is no longer valid
per se. Sacred authorization becomes dependent instead on the justificatory
accomplishments of religious world views (p. 89).

So the price that religion has to pay in a Habermasian world is that it must justify itself
by its achievements.

The service that Habermas provides to theology is to set out some of the key
considerations that would accompany a ‘Post-Foundational’ or ‘Post-Metaphysical’
approach. Theology of course is free to reject this possibility, but, as 1 suggested in the
opening chapter, it then runs the risk of failing to engage seriously with contemporary
thought. However, if one shares enough of Tillich’s concern to try to construct an
apologetic theology that does aim for critical engagement, then the option of withdrawal
from the world in that way is not open. In that case the arguments presented by Habermas
surely represent one of the major challenges to and points of engagement with theology. Is
the picture of the role of religion in social evolution anything like accurate? How could this
be established? If theology has its own vision or version of social evolution how does it see
this progressing in the light of the theories of modernity or even Post-Modernity?

If one is to seek an answer to these questions then Habermas' concept of communicative
reason needs to enter the picture. It may be both the contemporary form of ontological
reason and an heir to religious symbolism and world views as a factor in social reproduction
and integration. However, the implications of the reflective consciousness associated
with it must be taken fully into account. Tradition maintaining itself only on the basis
of shared agreement achieved through critical debate requires a theology prepared to be
open to question and not claiming immunity from critique. Tradition being willing to allow
a greater freedom of interpretation and flexibility of belief requires a theology more amenable
to engaging with those beyond its immediate boundaries. A theology responsive to the
demands of communicative reason must also acknowledge the requirements of democracy
and autonomy in its search for contemporary meaning, It is to a closer examination of these
implications that the thesis will turn following a brief historical excursus.
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Chapter Three

REASON AND THEOLOGY:
AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Introduction
Before the argument moves on to a more detailed examination of the implications of
Habermas® work on reason it is important to establish an historical perspective. The
objective is to illustrate that at least some of the key issues originate in debates reaching
back to the Enlightenment. It will also become clear that theology reflects the divisions
and differences that obtain within philosophy.

In order to set a framework for this discussion it will be useful to begin with a comment
on Habermas’ recent work on law as this sets the scene for subsequent investigation. In

the introduction to Between Facts and Norms (Habermas 1997, xii) William Rehg traces
the problems Habermas is tackling back to Kant:

...Kant’s account of legitimacy, as Habermas reads it, ultimately subordinates
law to morality. Kant also relied on a metaphysical framework that is no longer

plausible: on his account, the possibility of universal acceptability depends
on a pre-established harmony of reason beyond the empirical world. Whereas
subordinating law to morality oversimplifies the rational bases of legitimacy,
invoking a transcendentally unified reason presumes consensus prior to
actual public discourse. Nonetheless, Kant’s appeal to rational consensus as
a regulative ideal captures an important part of the tension in law. If law is
essentially constituted by a tension between facticity and validity — between
its factual generation, administration and enforcement in social institutions
on the one hand and its claim to deserve general recognition on the other
—~ then a theory that situates the idealizing character of validity claims in
concrete social contexts recommends itself for the analysis of law. This is just
what the theory of communicative action allows, without the metaphysical
pretensions and moralistic over-simplification we find in Kant.

In other words, Habermas ‘Post-Metaphysical’ version of reason attempts to do justice
both to the need for a universal dimension to law enshrined in the requirement for
recognition, and to the practical reality of its concrete manifestations. Communicative
reason caters for both the universal and the particular, to put it in terms of a more familiar
philosophical debate, but the universal is not in the form of a reason that predetermines
content, as had been the case in the Enlightenment debate with religion.

As will be illustrated shortly, this is precisely the recurrent source of controversy
over the relationship between reason and faith and this will be encountered in at least
the following forms. First there is a distinction between a reason that claims for itself
a God’s-eye view and a universal validity that transcends all specific religious viewpoints
and a Christian claim to truth that is founded on a particular set of historical events,
enshrined in narratives recounted by a particular group of people. This has sometimes
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been described as the scandal of particularity. Second, and related to it, is the debate
between forms of natural theology that would hold that truth about God is available
more widely through the natural order, including human reason, and a revealed theology
that holds that truth about God is only accessible through the specific and particular
revelation constituted by Jesus Christ. Third, there is a division between those who have
held a relatively optimistic view of human nature and human progress linked to its ability
to apply reason in the fields of morality, science and religion (liberals), and those who
doubt or question whether any such progress is possible and emphasize the fallen nature of
humanity (neo-orthodox). Fourth, there is a disagreement between those who would seck
to find God’s presence in the wider culture and those who see the Christian Gospel as at
all times distinct from and critical towards all cultural forms. Finally there is a subsequent
distinction between those who advocate a form of philosophical or apologetic theology,
explicitly acknowledging and using the insights of other disciplines, and those who adhere
to a dogmatic theology, claiming that the only valid sources of authority are those of
Scripture and Tradition.

To turn Habermas’ title around, the debate in theology is between norms and facts,
between validity and facticity. Norms and validity require some notion of reason and a way
of crossing boundaries: facticity refers to the actuality of Christian belief and practice from
within the faith community. The argument, as in contemporary political philosophy, is
berween the liberals who are still searching for an order that can cross cultural, ethnic and
religious boundaries and the communitarians who maintain that it is only from within
the confines of specific communities and narratives that moral and political orders can be
identified (Mulhall and Swift 1992).

As will be seen, the tension between reason and theology has arisen because reason has
been consistently identified with the first of each of these polarities — the universal; natural
theology; an optimistic view of human nature and its capacity for progress; confidence in
cultural forms and in the powers of human insight — and these have fed what is broadly
described as a liberal approach, both in theology and politics. The battle lines are drawn
wherever and whenever each of the above has proved mistaken or unfounded in its
optimism and been seen to distort and misrepresent the particularity of the Christian
faith. If the approach of Habermas and his colleagues to the nature of reason could offer
an alternative path through these debates, doing justice to what is of value on both sides
— situating validity claims in concrete social contexts — then theology could perhaps move
beyond the polarities outlined above.

For a brief illustration of how the tension between the liberal and the neo-orthodox
has dominated theology in recent generations one may turn to the autobiographical essays
of Martin Luther King, perhaps known better for his role in the American Civil Rights
Movement, yet also clearly a child of his time in terms of theology. He acknowledges
that he began his personal pilgrimage as a liberal, cherishing the following values: ‘its
devotion to the search for truth, its insistence on an open and analytical mind, its refusal
to abandon the best light of reason’ (King 1992, 55). However, the more he encountered
the depth of human evil the greater his questioning of the liberal approach: *...1 came to
recognize the complexity of man’s social involvement and the glaring reality of collective
evil. I came to feel that liberalism had been all too sentimental concerning human nature
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and that it leaned towards a false idealism’ (p.56). This included a growing disillusion

with reason itself:

Liberalism failed to see that reason by itself is little more than an instrument

to justify man’s defensive ways of thinking. Reason, devoid of purifying power
of faith, can never free itself from distortions and rationalizations.

However, this did not lead King to an uncritical adoption of neo-orthodoxy, for he

fele that the latter failed to answer basic questions, both because of its pessimism about
human nature and because of its doctrine of God:

In its attempt to preserve the transcendence of God, which had been neglected
by liberalism’s overstress of his immanence, neo-orthodoxy went to the
extreme of stressing a God who was hidden, unknown and ‘wholly other’.
In its revolt against liberalism’s overemphasis on the power of reason, neo-
orthodoxy fell into a mood of antirationalism and semifundamentalism,
stressing a narrow, uncritical biblicism.

King goes on to say that both approaches express a partial truth, and that his own
thought has moved on to utilize the existentialism popularized by Tillich as being
better able to acknowledge both the conflicts and the hopes in human existence. There
is a sense in which King’s journey is a cameo of theology since the Enlightenment,
a dissatisfaction with the extremes of both liberalism and neo-orthodoxy and an attempt to
identify resources that can carry the debate further. Rather than turning to existentialism

though, I aim to show that a Habermasian approach to reason is a more appropriate
contribution.

Kant
As has already been suggested, it is impossible to do justice to the debate about the
relationship between reason and faith without returning to the work of Kant. In significant
ways it was Kant who set the terms for the subsequent debate and later contributions
presuppose his exposition of the subject. For the philosophy of the time, concerned with
the nature of knowledge and the role of human reason within that, the starting point was
bound to be the question of how we can claim to know the things that we do and this,
in turn, was bound to have implications for human claims to know anything of God. It
is now acknowledged that Kant was responsible for a paradigm shift in philosophy where
knowledge can no longer be understood as resulting from a correspondence between
human concepts and an objective, external reality that provides a metaphysical grounding,
but must begin with the human understanding itself, and the forms and categories this
imposes upon reality. This being the case, reason becomes central to all human knowing.
As Hans Kiing says:

Hence the self-knowledge of the human reason, the human capacity for

reason in all its dimensions, more precisely the self-knowledge of the pure

understanding and the pure reason in so far as with their ‘pure’ concepts

and ideas they a priori constitute and regulate our experiences and their

objects. That is the prior, ‘transcendental’ question put by Kant about the

way in which we know objects, about the conditions of the possibility of

any human knowledge at all. In this way the whole of reality is constructed

from the human subject. But does that mean that Kant denied God? (Kiing
1995, 672).
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It is clear that he did not, but what Kant does do is to draw a strict demarcation
line between faith and reason. Although the caricature of Enlightenment philosophy is
of an over-arching confidence in a reason that claims to determine all forms of human
knowledge, such a view cannot be attributed to Kant, whose concern was as much the
limits of reason and its consequent relation to other domains of human thought. So
faith, for Kant, lies beyond the limits of reason. In the preface to the second edition of
The Critique of Pure Reason he comments: ‘I have therefore found it necessary to deny
knowledge, in order to make room for faith’ (1929, 29). Again, at the close of this volume
he states: ‘Belief in a God and in another world is so interwoven with my moral sentiment
that as there is little danger of my losing the latter, there is equally little cause for fear that
the former can ever be taken from me’ (p. 650).

So it is not the case that Kant’s understanding of reason leads in any way to atheism
or to a denial of a valid realm for theology. Yet it is the issues of the precise nature of
what then remains for theology and what form of Christianity Kant is positing that are of
concern to the traditional Christian. Does the strict demarcation between faith and reason
do justice to Christianity’s self-understanding, or does it dictate terms to theology about
where it can fit into a picture that is actually determined by philosophy?

We turn then to a brief examination of Kant’s work as it relates to the concerns of
this thesis. Kanc attempted to demonstrate that the traditional arguments to prove the
existence of God were a misguided exercise failing to take into account the limits of
human thought. It is equally the case though ~ according to Kant ~ that human reason
could not disprove the existence of God. What has to be understood is that there are
different types of reason in operation and one needs to be clear which is appropriate
for particular areas of human activity. As far as faith is concerned Kant believes that the
theoretical reason associated with the studies of the physical sciences and mathematics
is not appropriate, but that the realm of faith can only have contact with practical or
action-guiding moral reason.

Kant’s exclusion of theology from the realm of theoretical knowledge is an
example of a larger programme for establishing the boundaries of reason that
lies at the heart of his critical philosophy. The Critique of Pure Reason claims

to establish mathematics and physical science on a sure foundation, but only
at the price of restricting their scope to mere appearances (phenomena).

Things as they are (or may be) in themselves (noumena) are inaccessible
to our theoretical knowledge (R.M. Adams in the Introduction to Religion
within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, and Other Writings, trans. and ed. A.
Wood and G. Di Giovanni, 1998, ix).
Within this philosophical framework God is conceived by Kant as a thing in itself,
a noumenon, not to be identified with the appearances that are the subject of the greater
certainty of the physical sciences. This leaves God however beyond the realm of direct
human experience as the categories with which we receive and shape phenomena are not
capable of giving us access to this other reality. Clearly this approach will raise serious
questions for a particular religious tradition such as Christianity which does claim to have
access to God, specifically through revelation and the encounter with the person of Jesus
Christ. One must beware though of assuming that this means that Kant reduces theology

to morality, or that his concept of God is merely a philosophical abstraction: it is much
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more a matter of assigning modes of human thought to their appropriate domains and
thereby protecting their integrity. It is also the case that morality plays a considerable role
in Kant’s overall scheme. This is particularly so in his notion of the good will which is
central to his understanding of morality.

Kant’s aspiration for the good will is in important ways religious... He
indicates that he is looking for something that would be good without
limitation, something unqualifiedly good. Will we find empirically, in
ourselves or in our neighbours, any will that is good without limitation?
Kant (plausibly enough) thinks not. The good will for Kant is therefore
a transcendent object of aspiration, in the sense that it transcends any
empirically available realization of it, though he does not think of it as
transcending the human as such (p. xiv).

So where does this leave Kant’s understanding of organized religion and his relationship
to the doctrines of Christianity? Kant’s religion is indeed to be grounded in practical
reason and in that sense can be described as rationalistic; however he does allow that
revelation can play a carefully circumscribed role in religious life. Revelation represents
the empirical and historical sources of religious belief and practice and its role is to
determine the form of a church or ethical community in a way that his own essentially
rational doctrines formed by practical reason cannot. This is the ecclesiastical faith that
he contrasts with his own pure religious faith. However, for a church to be a true church
it must meet certain conditions. First its doctrines and practices must not contradict
the principles of rational morality and in that sense it will remain within the boundaries
of mere reason. Then it must also assign the pure religious faith of reason priority over
its own historically conditioned doctrines and practices, understanding the latter as the
means of fostering a public embodiment of the former. Finally, such a church must aim
for the point at which these historically bounded factors can be dispensed with as it moves
towards a pure religious faith. It is not clear whether Kant believes this will ever happen
or whether it is simply an horizon or goal to be aimed for. It is certainly the case then
that Kant constructs an understanding of faith, based upon practical reason, that creates
points of tension with traditional forms of Christianity.

From this point on one can identify at least most of the polarities that come to form
the subsequent debate over the relationship between reason and faith. Which is to be the
determining factor, reason or the revelation through Christ claimed by Christianity? If
the former dictates content in advance, then it is natural to expect Christianity to object
that the essential character of the faith is being denied. Kant’s search is for some untversal
form of religion, if not directly accessible to and lying beyond the scope of reason, then
positioned by the limits of reason and having more to do with moral duty than with
specific historical events. One also encounters a considerable degree of optimism in Kant’s
view of what humans can achieve for themselves, an inevitable consequence of the view
that knowledge itself is seen as the product of human concepts and categories. Thus the
battle lines are drawn between reason and faith, apparently to last to the present day. One
final quote from Kant provides a summary of the issues:

Natural theology is such a concept at the boundary of human reason,
being constr?lned to look beyond this boundary to the idea of a Supreme
Being...not in order to determine anything relatively to this mere being of
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the understanding, which lies beyond the world of sense, but in order to
guide the use of reason within the world of sense according to principles of
the greatest possible (theoretical as well as practical) unity... Thereby reason
does not merely invent a being, but, as beyond the sensible world there must
be something that can be thought only by the pure understanding, reason
determines that something in this particular way though only of course

according to analogy (1977, 101).

The problem for theology is that the apparent consequence of Kant’s claim is that
reason determines the location of faith rather than faith determining the location of reason
and that subsequently there is a failure to do justice to the specifics or the singularity
of the Christian faith experience.

Schleiermacher

In order to illustrate further dimensions of the debate about reason and faith we turn
to Schleiermacher. In particular, the concerns over the relationship between Gospel and
culture and the possibilities of constructing a theology that takes into account the insights
of other disciplines, come to the fore in the work of this theologian. Perhaps his major
project was to discover ways of making Christianity accessible to and comprehensible for
the ‘cultured despisers of religion’ (1958) — those who having accepted the intellectual
conclusions of a developing science, historical scholarship and philosophy, found
themselves unable to attribute any credibility to the Christian faith, So Schleicrmacher’s
starting point is exactly those ideas and interpretations that the cultured despisers now
took for granted. Hence the philosophies of Kant and Hegel, historical criticism as applied
to the foundation documents underlying the biblical revelation, and the literature, art
and social life which had become the backbone of contemporary culture, formed the base
from which Schleiermacher constructed his theology.

In addition, he was largely responsible for the subdivisions within theology that are
now taken for granted: philosophical theology, historical and dogmatic theology, and
practical or pastoral theology. The context to which he was responding was one in which
theology had lost its pre-eminence, both academically and culturally, The approaches
advocated by Kant had been taken up and developed in such a way as to bring further
into question the intellectual credibility of a faith that relied so heavily on specific
historical events.

Schleiermacher set out to show that one could be both a person of culture and learning
and a person of faith. His approach was basically apologetic, a potential resolution
of the tensions between Christianity and modernity. It is significant that many of his
key contemporaries, for instance Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, had turned away from
theology and into either philosophy or art, betraying perhaps a Kantian frustration with
traditional Christianicy:

Certainly, they had not given up ‘religion’ completely, but had incorporated
it into their speculative metaphysical system — as philosophical thinkers who
certainly cannot be said to have denied all religion (above all not the ‘piety of
thought’ claimed by Hegel); however the roots of their life and thought were
genuinely philosophical. Many of Schleiermacher’s new friends showed only
an incomprehension of religion (Kiing 1995, 697).
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The question becomes “What is the nature of religion?’. Is the form of religion
rejected by its cultured despisers of the essence of Christianity, or is what they reject
the result of a series of philosophical accretions? This is what Schleiermacher sets out
to prove, very much in reaction against the Post-Kantian form of Christianity. So
religion is not to be reduced to morality, or to aesthetics, still less to the speculative

reasoning of philosophy. It has its own distinctive character, clearly demarcated from
both metaphysics and ethics:

The contemplation of the pious is the immediate consciousness of the
universal existence of all finite things, in and through the Infinite, and of
all temporal things, in and through the Eternal. Religion is to seek this and
find it in all that lives and moves, in all growth and change, in all doing and
suffering. It is to have life and to know life in immediate feeling, only as
such an existence in the Infinite and Eternal. Where this is found, religion is
satisfied, where it hides itself there is for her unrest and anguish, extremity
and death. Wherefore it is a life in the infinite nature of the Whole, in the
One and in the All, in God, having and possessing all things in God, and
God in all. Yet religion is not knowledge and science, either of the world or
of God. Without being knowledge, it recognizes knowledge and science. In
itself it is an affection, a revelation of the Infinite in the finite, God being

seen in it and it in God (1958, 36).

Hence the implication of Schleiermacher’s position is that religion is the awareness
and articulation of the feeling of ultimate dependence. However, the question remains
whether, despite his intention of distinguishing between Christianity on the one
hand, and ethics and metaphysics on the other, he has in fact allowed the latter to
determine faith’s location. By starting from and accepting the presuppositions of the
contemporary culture he leaves himself open to the criticism that he has allowed alien
or non-Christian criteria to determine the acceptable form and location of faith. Is this
not merely another philosophical system, albeit one based on experience and feeling
rather than reason?

It would seem that this is not a justifiable critique of Schleiermacher’s position, nor
does it do justice to his overall intentions and one must beware of attributing to him ideas
that stem from a much later polarisation of Gospel and Culture. This becomes particularly
evident given a closer examination of Schleiermacher’s views on the nature and person of
Christ. He claims that the appearance of Jesus Christ in human history 1s 2 natural fact,
thus emphasizing the humanity of Christ. Yet this does not deny God's agency in these
events, or the vocation of Jesus to his messianic office in the context of God’s purposes
for his creation. It is in the person of Jesus that human nature, so far only realized in an
imperfect form, realizes its full potential. This places Schleiermacher within a tradition

of Christological thought that includes both St Paul and Irenaeus and he does in fact use
the language of the second Adam.

As everything which has been brought into human life through Christ is a new
creation, so Christ himself is the second Adam, the beginner and originator

of this more pcrfCCt human life, or the complction of the creation of man

(ED.E. Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, p.367).

So it needs to be recognised that Schleiermacher had a direct concern for the details
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of Jesus’ life and that his Christology is essentially historical rather than philosophical.
However, there were certain elements of the received tradition that were less amenable to
him, notably the views that stress the death or suftering or blood of Christ as a satisfaction
of God’s honour or the price of redemption or a punishment accepted on our behalf. It
is the corporate experience of redemption within the community of believers through the
growing of a consciousness of what God would have us become that has more meaning
for Schleiermacher, to the point where this may have greater significance than the actual
reports of the life of Jesus accessed through Scripture and Tradition. Thus there is in
his work a tension between the idea of how Christ is important for humanity, based
on his own reading of the Tradition, and the concerns to return to the fine detail of
biblical interpretation. Yet there is also a considerable subtlelty of understanding that
resists any simplistic reduction of his writing to a merely culture-bound interpretation

of the Christian faith.

Ritschl, Harnack and Troeltsch

Moving forward in time to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it is necessary
to examine how the key themes are played out in the works of three theologians who are
often described as the originators of Liberal Theology. That description is probably only
justifiable in the most general sense that each was prepared to take note of the findings
of non-theological disciplines. When it is used in a judgemental manner it obscures
significant differences between the three. Macquarrie treats Ritschl, Harnack and Troeltsch
under the heading of ‘Positivist Christology’ (1990, 251), but is at pains to point out
that this is not the same as the ‘positive religion’ identified by Kant and the young Hegel.
Both of those believed that, in its pure form, Christianity would be identical with the
religion of reason and be able to do without all dogmas, rituals and priests, and even the
historical figure of Jesus. The ‘positive religion’ to which they referred was Christianity
in its institutionalized historical form, attributable to the disciples rather than to Jesus
himself. However, this later ‘positivist Christology’ refers to the broad acceptance of
the philosophy that restricts human inquiry to what is observable and testable and
thus susceptible to reliable examination. So speculative and metaphysical questions are
automatically excluded on the grounds that they are unanswerable,

Hence there is a shift in the work of these three theologians towards the studies
of history and ethics. Natural theology and metaphysical arguments for the existence
of God are left behind and there is a concentration on the revelation of God in Jesus
Christ as a positive datum. Yet this movement can also be seen as related to a revival of
interest in Kant's philosophy in the two senses that he was also critical of metaphysics
and that he highlighted the idea that morality could point beyond itself to a deeper
spiritual realiry.

Ritschl picks up some of the familiar themes, the rejection of metaphysics and of the
traditional dogmas of the church, which he sces as an illicit mixture of metaphysics and
religion. Any emphasis upon faith being confined to the inner life receives considerable
criticism, and he is uneasy with Schleiermacher’s approach to religion. He focusses his
attention on the ethical significance of Christianity but, unlike Kant, he expresses a real
belief in the importance of history and a concern for the revelation given in Jesus Christ.
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Also, whereas Kant appears to have hoped for a time when a rational, ethical religion
would be able to establish itself without recourse to any historical events, Ritschl holds
that such an abstract religion is unviable and that the concrete, historical features of
Christianity are of the essence: “There is no religion that is not positive, and there never
has been: natural religion, so called, is an imagination’ (1900, 539).

However, the first issue with Ritschl is whether he attempts to place too much weight
on the actual historical events and their significance for the faith community. He takes up
Luther’s doctrine of justification and uses it to point to the religious community founded

by Jesus Christ, the final realization of which will be the Kingdom of God. So the figure

of Christ is not simply a paradigm or exemplar, but is right at the heart of the Christian
understanding of a new relationship with God.

If Christ, by what he has done and suffered for my salvation, is my Lord and
if, by trusting to the power of what he has done for me, I honour him as my
God, then that is a value judgement of a direct kind. It is not a judgement
which belongs to the sphere of disinterested scientific knowledge, like the
formula of Chalcedon. Every cognition of a religious sort is a direct judgement

of value (p.398).

Second, Ritschl is forced to return to the prior philosophical question of the basis
for human knowledge, despite his rejection of metaphysics, and resorts to this notion of
value judgement as a substitute answer. Yet there is a real suspicion that in doing this he is
merely re-introducing metaphysics in a concealed form. If Ritschl’s claim is to be justified
then the value judgement cannot be separated from an objective judgement as to what
is really the case. As Macquarrie says:

A judgement about what ‘really is the case’...could...be called a metaphysical

judgement... Whatever we call it, the point is that the ascription of divinity

to Jesus Christ is not merely a value judgement but entails also the assertion

of a relation between Jesus and God (1990, 256).
So there is a concern that Ritschl is unable to avoid the philosophical questions that
he claims to eschew. He fails to identify an alternative objective criterion to support
his claims, leaving him with what appears to be an arbitrary position. This particular
weakness will be encountered in later theological work that also attempts a similar cutting
of ties with philosophy.

It is in Harnack’s work that we find the high point but also the beginning of the end of
Liberal Theology. At the start of the twentieth century he was probably the most influential
contemporary theologian and, as such, became the main initial target of the reaction against
this approach to theology. His work is of interest in this context because of his belief that it
was possible to identify a central core or essence of Christianity, one not to be confused with
all the later trappings and accretions attributable to philosophical and cultural influences.
The task of the theologian was to liberate this authentic Christianity that would then carry
the power of conviction for those who had turned away from the faith. However, this
was not simply to be identified with some original, historical or ‘primitive Christianity as
his critics assumed, but some basic beliefs no longer weighed down by the doctrines and
dogmas of institutional religion. In this sense there is common ground with Kant’s search for
a religion unshackled from the accidents of history, and yet Harnack does still hold to the
importance of Jesus and particularly the content of his teaching.

Chapter 3 33



The specific aspects of his teaching that Harnack highlights arc the coming of the
Kingdom of God, interpreted as a universal moral commonwealth, God the Father and
the infinite value of the human soul, and the commandment of love that lifts human
morality to a new dimension. All of this assumes that it is possible to reconstruct a reliable
and accurate portrayal of Jesus Christ through historical scholarship, and yet Harnack's
own picture of Christ could be seen to rest upon contemporary interpretations as much
as upon detailed historical evidence. As with Ristchl, one questions whether this aspect

of Harnack’s approach can carry the weight he wishes to place upon it. Macquarrie
summarizes:

As we move from Kant to Ritschl and Harnack, we see the tide of the historical
more and more submerging what had once been regarded as the eternal
timeless truths of metaphysics and epistemology. Strauss had indeed pointed
out the greatest gulf that separates the modern conception of history from
the ancient one and had consigned much of the New Testament record to

the realm of myth. But even as late as Harnack there persists the belief in
a permanent and unchanging essence of Christianity that has been there from
the beginning and can still address us as ‘gospel’. Harnack believed that history
could purify the gospel by pruning away extranecous developments, but would

the reliance on history lead eventually to dissolution? (1990, 264).

Moving on to Troceltsch it is possible to sce that this is exactly what now happens. The
turn to the historical associated with Ritschl and Harnack is carried to its logical conclusion
in Troeltsch’s outright adoption of the historical-critical method with its subsequent
implications for theology. Although the whole debate may now seem dated, as Van Harvey
says, the issues and questions it raises are still on the theological agenda:

The issue with which he wrestled throughout the greater part of his life was
the significance of the historical-critical method for traditional Christian belief
and theology. He discerned that the development of this method constituted
one of the great advances in human thought... Western culture...has always
been characterized by a sense of history. But only in the nineteenth century
did this manifest itself in a sustained and critical attempt to recover the
past by means of the patient analysis of evidence and the insistence on the

impartiality and truthfulness of the historian (1967, 3-4).

The precise changes brought about by the application of this method include the
making of distinctions between history and nature, fact and myth, the tendency to evaluate
events in terms of their origins, and an awareness of the relativity of one’s own norms
of thought and valuation. It is perhaps the last of these, the awareness of cultural and
historical relativism, that poses the greatest challenge to traditional theology.

If theologians were now to continue to place great weight upon the historical events
of Christ’s life and teaching, were they going to claim an immunity from historical-
critical method espoused by the rest of the academic community? In the case of biblical
interpretation more generally, were theologians prepared to submit themselves to a way
of working that could, at best, yicld probability rather than certainty? Even more
fundamentally — and here we return to the classic problem of an alien reason imposing
both form and content on faith — were theologians prepared to accept the application of
a method that was based on assumptions irreconcilable with traditional belief?

If the theologian regards the Scripture as supernaturally inspired, the historian
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must assume that the Bible is intelligible only in terms of its historical
context and is subject to the same principles of interpretation and criticism
that are applied to other ancient literature... If the theologian believes on
faith that certain events occurred, the historian regards all historical claims
as having only a greater or lesser degree of probability, and he regards the
attachment of faith to these claims as a corruption of historical judgement

(Van Harvey 1967, 5).

Troeltsch's view was that theology had to adopt the historical-critical method in full
if it was to retain any intellectual credibility and that also meant having to live with the
consequences of that decision. Thus we encounter again the problem of the scandal of
particularity, the clash between what claims to be a universal method of inquiry, and
beliefs based on a specific set of historical events. The floodgates had been opened to make
theology susceptible to each succeeding form of historical scholarship with the subsequent
disruption for its interpretation of the figure of Jesus. The question, says Troeltsch, now
facing theology is whether it can continue to place such a central emphasis upon the
New Testament accounts when it appears the best they can yield is a degree of probability
that certain events occurred as actually recorded. The choice is between cutting theology
off from the presuppositions of contemporary scholarship or accepting that its own
presuppositions are now subject to the uncertainties of historical scholarship.

A closer examination of Troeltsch’s own ideas illustrates an even deeper complexity.
A major concern was the extent to which the historian’s own assumptions determine
the conclusions he reaches. Troeltsch argues that critical historical inquiry rests on three
inter-related principles. First is the principle of criticism that acknowledges that our
judgements about the past cannot simply be classified as true or false, but can only claim
a greater or lesser degree of probability and must always be open to revision. Second is
the principle of analogy by which we assume that there is a sufficient degree of similarity
between the present and the past that we are studying to justify our judgements. Third
there is the principle of correlation, which assumes that events are so related and inter-
dependent that no radical change can take place in the historical nexus without effecting
a change in all that immediately surrounds it. Troeltsch also believed that these principles
were incompatable with traditional Christian belief. So, for example, assumptions about
the supernatural events of Jesus’ life appear to conflict with the principle of analogy.
However, this takes the discussion into the realm of whether this is another instance of
modern beliefs about what is possible, dictating terms to a reality where God manifested
himself in ways that traditional human thought patterns could not accommodate.

What was to become of theology in Troeltsch’s view? Like Harnack he was concerned
with the idea that there is an essential Christianity, an identifiable core that could be
separated from its particular historical forms, notably its association with hellenistic
culture and Greek mythology. So, ‘the salvation of persons united with the holy and
loving will of God in a kingdom of love is the innermost kernel of the Gospel. The special
nature of Christianity is determined by the formulation of its purpose alone’ (1913,
261). As with both Ritschl and Harnack the key questions are whether this assumed
central core is anything other than an arbitrary conclusion reflecting the author’s own
prejudices and beliefs, and what remains of Christianity after it has been taken apart by
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critical scholarship? Troeltsch appears to place his trust in the continuing significance of
Christianity on the person of Christ as the central symbol that any religion needs, but,
as Sykes points out, this is a description of the way churches behave, not a justification
of that behaviour (1984, 173), and seems a wafer-thin assumption on which to base the
validity of the Christian faith. Is there really enough substance left in Christianity to
warrant people’s trust and adherence once one has accepted the criteria of critical reason,
or can the conflict between reason and faith only yicld one winner? Liberal Theology
now faced its fiercest opponent in the figure of Karl Barth, and it is to his response to the
tradition of Ritschl, Harnack and Troeltsch that attention will now turn.

Barth

There is obviously no possibility of being able to do justice to such a body of theological
thought in what is a brief historical reconstruction of a particular aspect of theology. The
concern of this chapter is simply to offer an account of the relation between reason and
faith since the Enlightenment, and yet it feels as though all that has been narrated so far
is merely a prelude to Barth's opening chord. If Kant is the dominant philosopher to date,
then Barth has to be his theological equivalent. The latter began his working life within
the Liberal establishment, a pupil of both Hermann and Harnack, and also an editorial
assistant of the Christliche Welt, the most influential journal of Liberal Protestantism. This
was the dominant approach of the time and Barth had his own roots within it.

However, a combination of events was to change everything. Barth's own appointment
to be pastor of Safenwil, where he was brought face to face with the challenge of preaching
the gospel, and the outbreak of the First World War — a turning point for many of
his contemporaries within theology — were the decisive factors. In both spheres the
inadequacies and limitations of Liberal Protestantism were rapidly exposed. The task of
preaching — to become so central to Barth’s theology — required a source of inspiration
and confidence that the academic theology of the time could not supply. Current political
events solicited from the theological establishment a compliant and uncritical response
that failed to do justice to any Christian word of prophecy or judgement:

One day in carly August 1914 stands out in my personal memory as a black
day. Ninety-three German intellectuals impressed public opinion by their
proclamation in support of the war policy of Withelm II and his counsellors.
Among these intellectuals I discovered to my horror almost all of my
theological teachers whom I had greatly venerated. In despair over what this
indicated about the signs of the time I suddenly realized that I could not any
longer follow cither their ethics or dogmatics or their understanding of the
Bible and of history. For me at least, nincteenth-century theology no longer

held any future (1967, 13).

What were the sources of Barth’s frustration with the content of Liberal Theology?
Clearly the fact that it based its approach on what was essentially a philosophical position
that carried with it a humanistic idealism and optimism about the future and a notion of
progress founded on the human capacity to exercise reason. For Christianity this meant
the reduction of the significance of the person of Christ to an abstract principle or ideal,
and that as part of a more general understanding of religion that viewed Christianity as
just one of a number rather than as the definitive point of access to God. At the heart
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of this rested an emphasis upon humanity rather than upon God, a concentration upon
religion as a human activity and achievement rather than upon Christianity as expressing
God’s call to his people. In addition to this there was a tendency, if not to subordinate
Christianity to contemporary culture, then at least to locate it in relation to the dominant
cultural ideas and influences. The overall result appeared to be the reduction of theology to
a bland moralism that was unable to take a critical distance from predominant political and
philosophical ideas. In other words, its basic form could be traced back to the influence

of Kant and Schleiermacher and the concern to respond to an external environment
permeated by a confidence in reason.

In an address he gave in 1957 Barth acknowledges that he can understand how and

why Liberal Theology had developed; however, his complaint is that it went too far in
an apologetic direction:

Theology, however, went overboard — and this was its weakness — insofar
as confrontation with the contemporary age was its decisive and primary
concern. This was true not only, as happened so often, when it addressed the
outside world ex professo, in the form of so-called apologetics, but also when it

dealt with the questions most proper to itself. Theology never failed to react,
whether approvingly or disapprovingly, critically or uncritically, to impulses
from outside, at times even with extreme nervousness (1967, 17).

This led to three major consequences. The first is that there is an excess of external
stimulation through the encounter with non-Christian ideas that resulted in the neglect
of the Christian truth itself. Second there is an uncritical acceptance of some of these
ideas at the expense of the development of some key Christian insights. Third there
follows a consequent introduction of errors into theology that then gained a certain

authority.

Finally, we miss a certain carefree and joyful confidence in the self-validation
of the basic concerns of theology, a trust that the most honest commerce
with the world might best be answered when the theologians, unheeding
the favours or disfavours of this world, confronted it with the results of
theological research carried out for its own sake. It did not enter their minds

that respectable dogmatics could be good apologetics (p. 18).

Essentially Barth’s project was to recapture theology for Christianity and to rescue it
from the alien influences of Enlightenment philosophy. What is never really clear in this
approach is whether it is advocating a return to a Pre-Enlightenment self-understanding
or whether it is arguing for a different and more critical appropriation of Enlightenment
ideas. The same ambiguity casts a shadow over contemporary forms of neo-orthodoxy.
Is it possible to separate a core or an authentic Christianity from all cultural influences
or philosophical ideas and then to do justice to it in its own terms in a way that still
performs an apologetic objective? Are Barth and his followers not still pursuing the Holy
Grail of an essential Christianity in the manner of Harnack and Troeltsch, albeit more
purified from philosophical traits?

Barth would not accept this of course, and he turns his criticism on those who reduce
Christianity to merely one form of religion, quoting Schleiermacher and Troeltsch as
examples of this mistake (p.20). He questions whether this actually enabled theology to
convince its cultured despisers of its intellectual integrity and credibility and if the price
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to be paid for this was a betrayal of Christianity.

The Christian faith had to be understood as a ‘religion’ if it was to be generally
accepted as valid. What if it resisted this classification? What if acceptance
was so eagerly sought that Christian faith ceased to be Christian faith as soon
as it was interpreted as ‘religion’. What if the attempt 1o give it the ‘firm’ basis
actually removed the real ground from under it? (p. 22)

The result of these attempts to construct an apologetic theology was that the theologians
‘were more interested in the Christian faith than in the Christian message’ (p. 23). Man's
relationship to God replaced God's dealings with man as the focus of their concern. Barth's
own early published work, notably his commentary on the Epistle to the Romans sets out
to redress the balance and to refocus the theological task, although it is worth noting that,
towards the end of his theological output, he does acknowledge that there is some validity
in studying the human response to God.

It is clear that Barth's overall approach has significant implications for the relation
between reason and faith. Perhaps more than any other recent theologian he has done
the most to separate the two themes. In each of his major concerns he battles to extract
theology from any philosophical influences. As Bowden states, there are three highlights
in Barth’s theology: ‘God — whose transcendence he stressed to such a degree; Christ -
on whom the whole revelation of God to man is centred; and the Bible - through the
medium of which that revelation is communicated’ (1983, 94). Yet there are weaknesses
and problems in each of these areas. Does Barth face up to the question of epistemology
in a convincing manner? Kant's question as to the basis of human knowledge is deflected
rather than answered on the assumption that any such answer would compromise
Christianity with ideas from an alien philosophy. But then theology risks cutting itself off
from other disciplines that still struggle with this question and setting up what appears to
be an arbitrary and idiosyncratic position. Knowledge of God is a miracle, a gift of God,
and God is wholly other and thus beyond all human language. Yet we continue to use the
word God on the basis of divine fiat alone.

Similarly with his emphasis on the person of Jesus Christ, Barth's statements read like
an attempt to by-pass the difficult questions raised by historical scholarship rather than
to tackle them head on. Who and what is this figure of Christ that is so central to Barth,
and on what basis do Christians claim to know him or relate to him? Barth appears
to be dismissive of all the quests for the historical Jesus, but then is what he presents
merely another convenient construct, or simply a reiteration of the classic Christian
language without further justification? Finally the Bible itself is understood as a given, the
source of the revelation that lies at the heart of the Christian faith. Yet Barth deigns to
engage directly with the traditions of biblical criticism and occasionally resorts to forced
interpretations of the text in order to support his own position. In cach of thesc key arcas
he runs the risk of claiming for himself a privileged knowledge and interpretation that he
makes no effort to defend or support.

In terms of the polarities identified at the outset of this chapter Barth stands firmly
at one extreme. He advocates the unique character of the Christian faith in opposition
to any human attempts to discern the truth through reason. There can only be revealed
theology, and the role of argument or encounter with God through the natural order is
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ruled out in advance. The emphasis is upon human sinfulness and the abject failure of
humanity to achieve moral or spiritual progress through its own efforts. Culture is not
the realm in which God is to be encountered, neither should theology be over-concerned
about adapting to or expressing itself in cultural forms. Finally dogmatic theology is to
take precedence over all attempts to construct an apologetics. The best way to engage with
the cultured despisers is to stand firm within one’s own faith tradition and to preach the
word of God without fear or compromise.

What is so important now is that much recent theology has turned back to a Barthian
approach in the light of what it believes to be the decisive undermining of Enlightenment
reason by Post-Modernity. If there is no universal reason and all that remains are a series
of narratives, then Christianity is free once again to tell its story in traditional fashion with
confidence and conviction. If all argument is shown to be partial and power-ridden then
what remains is to shout the loudest, or to preach with the most self-belief and hope that
people will be persuaded by the sheer power of the Christian story. The pendulum has
swung back in Barth’s direction, but it is still far from obvious whether critical questions
have been answered or merely shelved.

Pannenberg

Before bringing the debate right up to date, and noting that Tillich stands in stark
contrast to the Barthian approach, we now view the arguments of a more recent German
theologian on the subject of faith and reason. The debate has clearly moved on since Barth
and Pannenberg is at pains to show that the difficult philosophical questions cannot be
by-passed by dogmatic statements. His interpretation of the modern period is that the
problem of the relationship between faith and reason has shifted because the initiative has
gone over to the side of reason. We note that the theologians to be examined in the final
section maintain that the initiative has been taken away from reason by Post-Modernity.
However it is Pannenberg’s view that:

It is no longer a question of whether the authority of the Christian source of
revelation, viz. Scripture, can be accepted by reason without contradiction.
In the modern period the question is instead whether reason, after it has been
shown that belief on the basis of authority is irrational, can still allow any
room at all for the Christian faith (1971, 50-1).

Hence the position that Barth appears to adopt is surely untenable, and the days when
theology could just retreat to a standpoint of authority are in the past. This is so because
the medieval situation in which the authority of the Christian tradition was unproblematic,
has been replaced by the modern context in which questions have now been raised,
particularly by the new science of historical criticism. To fail to give attention to these in
the manner of Barth fundamentally alters the character of faith itself.

This insistence upon an authority that is no longer generally convincing as an
authority takes on the character of an external coercion, and an individual’s

acceptance of such a claim becomes an arbitrary decision — quite the opposite
of what it was eatlier, when the acceptance of an authority was grounded in
insight into its credibility. If the authority is no longer intelligible as such,

and if it no longer convinces our reason of its legitimacy, then all external
maintenance of its claim is in vain. For in that case, no matter how much one
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may emphasize a prior authority, the believer turns himself into the ultimate
ground of faith, as Hume incisively showed (1971, 51-2),

Pannenberg has surely touched upon a vital issue here and offers an explanation of why
much contemporary religion, including Christianity, appears to have become a form of
subjectivism. As we have learnt from Kant, it is no longer possible to avoid the question of
how we know; thus, if knowledge of God can no longer be guaranteed by an appeal to an
external authority, the only alternative appears to be the authority or self-authentication
of personal experience. If God-talk is no longer about the correspondence of religious
language to an objective external reality, then it can only be the articulation of some inner
experience or sct of values. Again we note in passing that Cupitt’s theological non-realism
is the logical outworking of this latter position. However, the argument of this thesis is that
there is now, following a Habermasian approach, another alternative, a third developing
paradigm of truth that goes beyond a pure subjectivism.

Pannenberg is also dissatisfied with dependence upon self-understanding as the basis
for the truth of the Christian message, for the simple reason that self-understanding can
only be carried out in the wider context of an understanding of the world. There has to
be a correlation between the two, in which case the question of the truth of the Christian
message involves both ethical and theoretical knowledge. In other words, theology cannot
simply choose to ignore or to by-pass the arguments and findings of other disciplines
because they have an impact upon how we think of ourselves, whether we acknowledge
this or not. Thus whether the challenges to faith emerge from historical criticism or from
within the sciences or philosophy, they have to be faced openly and explicitly, or else they
will exercise a purely implicit influence. It is not possible to divorce theology from other
disciplines. This insight will become crucial in the consideration of those theologians who
see Post-Modernity as the occasion and opportunity to do just that.

If the question of the truth of the Christian message is to acknowledge the role of
theoretical knowledge, how does this affect the turn to cither ethical response associated
with Kant, or religious experience as in Schleiermacher? As Pannenberg argues, the
opposition between faith and reason continues to be effective even here as both religious
and ethical contents are always mediated by theoretical consciousness. Again, failure
to acknowledge this reduces the debate between faith and reason to the realm of self-
understanding,

The universal validity of a special religious province within the human spirit

is what needs to be proven. And beyond this, the peculiar appropriateness of
Christian doctrine to this religious disposition must be shown if there is to
be any basis for acknowledging the pre-eminence of Christianity over other
religions. If such proofs are not forthcoming, the appeal to experience can
draw upon only the experience of the individual and thereby transform the
Christian faith completely into a phenomenon of subjectivity, claiming no

universal obligatoriness (1971, 53).

The fact that this subjective form of religious belief has taken a hold in contemporary
society is merely because the sciences have yet to give proper attention to this aspect
of human life, ‘and therefore leaves it vacant for occupation by subjective tastes which
nevertheless remain without any universally binding power’ (p. 53). This is what is often
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now described as the privatization of religion and is a source of frustration for those who
advocate the development of a public theology. Yet how can there be a public theology
when theology itself carries no intellectual credibility beyond the confines of the faith
community? How can it penetrate beyond these confines unless it can display that it has
some stake in the processes of rationality that are at work in the public arena?

Pannenberg is surely correct in saying that theology cannot afford to withdraw from
the debate about reason. Abandoning metaphysics, whether it is to retreat to a purely
ethical religion, or to one based on religious experience, or to an ultimately subjectivist
restatement of dogmatic propositions, does not satisfy the questions raised by Liberal
Theology. However, that also is no longer viable in its familiar form as it does appear
to sacrifice the particularity of the Christian tradition to a universal reason. What is

required is an understanding of reason that can deal differently with the tension between
the universal and the particular.

The communitarian response: Frei, Lindbeck, Hauerwas and Milbank
During the last twenty years theological discussion in the USA and to a large extent in
Britain has centred on developing the neo-orthodox position, certainly within the broad
heritage of a Barthian approach although employing the insights of linguistic philosophy
and Wittgenstein in particular, or else espousing an interpretation of Post-Modernity.
The objectives however remain familiar: the attempt to free the Christian tradition
from the confines of what remains of the Enlightenment and to establish a distinctive
Christianity capable of repelling the challenges both of other faiths and of secularisation.
The work of Hans Frei and his efforts to liberate biblical interpretation from Enlightenment
presuppositions form the obvious starting point. He has argued that biblical interpretation
has allowed itself to be shaped by the dictates of reason, thus submerging and distorting
the real demands of the Christian message. Thus the assumption of human autonomy has
led biblical scholarship to the point where the meaning of the Christian narratives has to be
subordinated to or fit in with modern human self-understanding. If Christianity does not
coincide with the way we now think of ourselves, so much the worse for Christianity.
What Frei claims to be able to do is to reclaim the prophetic challenge and difterence
of the Christian tradition by emphasizing its narrative aspect. So the biblical narrative
in particular is a story — or series of stories — for Christians to dwell in, not a text to
be interpreted for or by those who live outside the world of this text. Hence my use of
the term communitarian in this context, making it clear that the meaning and shape
of the text can only be discerned once one is already inside and a part of the faith
community. There should be no imposition of external criteria of interpretation upon

the biblical text.

George Lindbeck has built upon this initial work and extended it to the area of
Christian doctrine. Using Wittgenstein’s idea of language games he has argued that
doctrines are communally authoritative rules of discourse, attitude and action, providing
the framework within which Christian belief and practice are shaped and perpetuated. It
is only once one is within the framework or language game that interpretation of texts
is possible and that Christian meaning can be identified. So rather than there being an
emphasis upon some sort of religious experience as being the prerequisite for faith, it 1s
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only from within the shared grammar of the Christian community that an experience can
be recognized as religious. Following Wittgenstein this is described as a cultural-linguistic

approach to theology.

Although such an approach has a superficial attraction and there is an element of
truth in the notion that meaning and understanding follow practice and convention as
much as they create it, certain questions are left unanswered. How are Christians to go
about the task of communicating the faith to those outside the community boundaries?
Can Christian ideas and insights have no purchase beyond the ‘enclave of recognition’?
Does not a cultural-linguistic approach lead only to a form of relativism? If the Christian
tradition is as self-sufficient as is being suggested then why does it need to draw upon
an external philosophical tradition at all? One may also question whether Wittgenstein
intended the concept of language games to lead to the notion of watertight traditions
in this way. The danger and limitation, as with Barth, is of setting up what appear to
be arbitrary criteria of judgement and placing Christianity so far apart from normal
human discourse that it can only dictate its truth from a supposedly safe distance -
a location that others may safely ignore. There is also once again the implication that
it is possible to identify a pure or essential core of Christianity that remains impervious
to external influences.

In terms of the Post-Modern debate it appears that Frei and Lindbeck want to argue
both that there can be no Grand Narrative of the Enlightenment, in other words a universal
reason that is the final arbiter of truth and meaning, and that Christianity is still the
Grand Narrative that offers privileged access to God. Yet a consistently Post-Modern
position would hold that there can be no Grand Narratives of any description, only serics
of local narratives. So Christianity is claiming for itself a privilege that scems arbitrary
and immune from external critique. The price of safety is then the end of all meaningful
communication. In any case, one may ask which version of Christianity is to be the
Grand Narrative. Does not Christianity itself consist of a series of narratives or different
interpretations? In which case one is back with the problem of why and how a particular
version should claim to be dominant.

Stanley Hauerwas is another scholar from the evangelical stable who adopts a similar
communitarian approach. The spur for his reaction against Liberal Theology was the
response of Reinhold Niebuhr to the Vietnam War. Despite the fact that the latter was
critical of the American government, Niebuhr's only conclusion was that Christians needed
to make democracy work more effectively. Hauerwas is critical of this close identification
of Christianity with liberal democracy and has since been working to establish a distinctive
Christian standpoint on a range of political and ethical issues. Like Lindbeck he holds
that it is only from within the Christian community that a Christian approach can be
articulated. He is opposed to the idea that the churches should be in dialogue with other
groups in order to develop a theology of politics, or of economics, or of whatever the
current social concern might be (1991). This is to concede too much ground to the
prevailing non-Christian orthodoxies within society. Instead the church should concentrate
on identifying and living out its own distinctive narratives and practices.

Part of this rests upon the assumption that liberal democracy is now fading in
significance and so Christians would be misguided to become too closely associated with
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it. However, there is a more significant dimension to this debate centring on the notion
of belief itself. Christianity in the context of liberal democracy, where religious practice
is no longer a matter of controversy, tends to become reduced to a matter of belief. This
is in contrast to contexts where Christianity was socially and politically condemned and
when it was clear that all questions of truth and falsity are political. In that setting what
mattered was not belief as such, but rather incorporation into the community of the
church. Where believing in Christianity has become a reasonable thing to do — as is the

case in liberal democracies — faith loses its cutting edge and becomes just another harmless
cultural practice. Against this Hauerwas asserts:

It is my thesis that questions of the truth or the falsity of Christian
convictions cannot even be addressed until Christians recover the church as
a political community necessary for our salvation... Our beliefs, or better our
convictions, only make sense as they are embodied in a political community

we call the church (1991, 26).

A further implication of Hauerwas’ position is that there is no longer any point using
argument as a means of communicating the Christian faith to others as that would
presuppose the very Enlightenment hope in open, rational and democratic discussion
that Christians should reject. There is no basis for a discourse common to and yet also
external to different traditions. In other words, there is no universal that can transcend the
particularity of the Christian faith, there are only the universal claims of Christianity itself
made from within the confines of its own tradition. It is difficult to see how this approach
can avoid leading to relativism and creating an arbitrary Christianity so distinct from the
surrounding culture as to be both unable and unwilling to communicate with it. One
suspects that Hauerwas is making a particular historical form of the church paradigmatic
in reaction to a church that is too closely identified with current political forms. Yet this is
almost bound to be the response when theology abandons reason altogether.

It would be misleading to categorise the three previous theologians as Post-Modern,
but that term can be applied to John Milbank, now part of a group who go under the
banner of Radical Orthodoxy (Milbank, Pickstock and Ward, 1999). However, like those
just examined, he too wants to maintain that Christianity is still a Grand Narrative, albeit
by employing a more sophisticated philosophical route. It is his understanding of reason
though that is the main concern here. On one level the argument is the familiar one that
theology has allowed itself to be located in a false position by willingly but mistakenly
submitting itself to secular reason. He refers to this as ‘the policing of the sublime’ (1990,
106). Yet he carries this further by arguing that the other disciplines that have been
dictating terms to theology are themselves distorted forms of theology. The claim of the
social sciences, based on the self-understanding of a supposedly neutral and value-free
reason, is itself shown to be partial and ideological. The task of theology therefore is to
regain a sense of itsclf as a social science and even the queen of sciences, at least for those
who are on the Christian pilgrimage to the alternative city:

Theology has frequently sought to borrow from elsewhere a fundamental

account of society or history, and then to see what theological insights will
cohere with it. But it has been shown that no such fundamental account, in

the sense of something neutral, rational and universal, is really available. It
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is theology itself that will have to provide its own account of the final causes
at work in human history, on the basis of its own particular and historically

specific faith (p.380).

Utilizing again the concept of narrative so popular with the advocates of neo-orthodoxy,
Milbank suggests that Christianity can do justice to itself by displaying that it has the
best story of all — the one that presents a vision of a peaceful and non-violent realm.
This is in contrast to secular reason that Milbank interprets as essentially nihilistic and
can lead only to social and intellectual anarchy. Thus theology has no need to engage
in dialogue with other disciplines or to take note of reason as it is now clear that the
latter is a destructive force.

The task of such a theology is not apologetic, nor even argument. Rather it
is to tell again the Christian mythos, pronounce again the Christian logos
and call again for Christian praxis in a manner that restores their freshness
and originality. It must articulate Christian difference in such a fashion as
to make it strange (p.381).

There are very specific criticisms of this position that I have articulated elsewhere
(1997, 88-94), and that I will only summarize here. First Milbank’s presentation rests
upon a questionable interpretation of Post-Modern philosophers such as Foucault, Lyotard
and Derrida in which he categorises them as Nietzschian nihilists and fails to acknowledge
the extent to which their critique of reason is less its destruction than its reconstruction.
Second, he also chooses to ignore the possibility that there is a potential route between the
Scylla of foundationalism and the Charybdis of difference using the ideas and resources
of Habermas and colleagues. Finally, very much in the manner of the theologians before
him who have attempted to abandon philosophy, he is in danger of constructing a purely
arbitrary version of Christianity and then claiming an immunity from critique that
achieves intellectual safery at the cost of a wider credibility. One might also want to argue
that the pressure to create a distinctive Christianity is actually to fall prey to the tendency
to construct clear products and packages that is the result of the market forces of the

liberal democracies to which Milbank himself is so opposed.

Conclusion

What this brief historical survey has revealed is that the questions that are the focus of
this particular study can be traced back at least 200 years and are a further development of
the debate about the place of reason in theology that began with the Enlightenment. No
satisfactory resolution has yet been identified. Either theology espouses a reason that then
endangers the specificity of the Christian tradition or it sets itself apart in such a way that
it can be accused of failing to address some of its own philosophical presuppositions and
risks its intellectual and cultural credibility. However, a form of reason that could offer
a route for making trans-contextual validity claims while not determining the content of
the tradition itself may have a contribution to make to this dilemma.
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Chapter Four

DISCOURSE ETHICS

Introduction

This chapter contains a more substantial examination of Habermas® work as it relates to
the issues of the relationship between reason and faith, especially the tension between
the universal and the particular. Is there a form of reason that both transcends specific
contexts and yet does not compromise the content of, in this case, the faith tradition of
Christianity? It will need to be established whether Habermas’ concept of communicative
reason in its practical application as discourse ethics can do justice both to the universal
elements essential for a context transcending reason and the particular or singular aspects
of this religious tradition.

The course of the argument is as follows. First there will be an exposition of how
Habermas’ interest in communicative reason evolves into his theory of discourse ethics,
thus picking up the threads of the discussion in chapter two. Then there follows an
examination of Habermas® recent work in the field of law as providing the most obvious
practical example of discourse ethics in action. This will be followed by an excursus into
the Kantian nature of discourse ethics, emphasizing the way in which Habermas deals with
the question of the universal aspects of reason and morality, leading into the exposition
of discourse ethics itself. This may appear to be taking a lengthy route to reach the
destination but is the best way of allowing the critical theme of the relationship between
the universal and the particular to emerge. The penultimate section will summarize the
debate between Habermas and Apel — one of his closest collaborators in this field —
on the foundational nature of discourse ethics and the concluding part of the chapter
will contain a review of the most substantial criticisms of Habermas® theory. At this
point it will be possible to grasp both the strengths and weaknesses of Habermas’ overall

ar gumcnts.

From communicative reason to discourse ethics

In the second volume of The Theory of Communicative Action Habermas argues that the
authority of the sacred has been broken down by the forces of modernity, thus both
redefining the role of religious ideas in social integration and creating a context in which
his notion of communicative reason emerges as the new integrating factor. Following
Mead and Durkheim Habermas employs the concept of the linguistification of the sacred
to describe this process. The turn to language itself has significant implications both for
the understanding of tradition and for the operation of what is deemed to supersede it. It

is here that we encounter the suggestion that the structural differentiation associated with
modernity leads to an increased reflexivity of traditions:

In the relation of culture to society structural differentiation is to be found in
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the gradual uncoupling of the institutional system from worldviews...in the
relations of culture to personality, it is manifested in the fact that the renewal
of traditions depends more and more on individuals’ readiness to criticize and

their ability to innovate (1987, 140).

In other words, neither the authority of traditions to determine meaning for peoples’
lives nor the actual content of those traditions remain unchallenged or unquestioned.
Both become subject to the individual’s willingness and capacity to stand back, reflect
and cven reconstruct. The same process occurs in the relationship of the individual to
the state where social and legal norms require public and democratic justification, and
in the individual’s own identity construction now requiring greater self-awareness and
flexibility. Thus communicative reason begins to figure as the crucial component of
social reproduction:

These trends can establish themselves only insofar as the yes/no decisions
that carry everyday communicative practice no longer go back to an ascribed
normative consensus, but issuc from the co-operative interpretation processes
of participants themselves. Thus they signal a release of the rationality
potential inherent in communicative action (p. 140).

The general idea of the reflexivity of traditions is now becoming common currency
in sociological circles and sociologists such as Anthony Giddens have developed further
the notion of de-traditionalization (1994, 100—4). However, there is still an ambivalence
here towards the very notion of tradition. In part this stems from the Enlightenment idea
that traditions — particularly religious ones — were inherently oppressive and reactionary,
that which reason could now critique and replace. One now encounters a more positive
interpretation of the role of tradition as being a legitimate factor in social integration,
one that cannot simply be dismissed or denied, but what authority traditions still carry
must be subject to judgements derived from an external source. Traditions cannot be
self-authenticating, even though one can argue that they perform an important social
function. It is the source of that authentication that is so important to Habermas
position:

Universal discourse points to an idealized Lifeworld reproduced through

processes of mutual understanding that have been largely detached from
normative contexts and transferred over to rationally motivated yes/no
positions. This sort of growing autonomy can come to pass only to the extent
that the constraints of material production no longer hide behind the mask
of a rationally impenetrable, basic, normative consensus, that is to say, behind
the authority of the sacred. A Lifeworld rationalized in this sense would by
no means reproduce itself in conflict-free forms. But the conflicts would
appear in their own names; they would no longer be concealed by convictions
immune from discursive examination (1987, 145).

This points towards the conclusion that the rationalization of the Lifeworld and the
linguistification of the sacred associated with the dynamics of modernity lead irrevocably
to traditions turned reflexive and to discourse itself as the contemporary form of social
integration. Uncritical adherence to authoritative traditions is replaced by open public
debate on contestable social norms. However, Habermas presents this as an incomplete
process and a developing form of social evolution. So, in the early modern period, the
realm of the sacred was still identifiable, if only in the guise of artistic activity and through

46 Chapter 4



existing religious and philosophical traditions, but with the secularization of bourgeois
culture their immunity from critique is steadily undermined. So

the irrationally binding, sacrally preserved power of a level of rationality that
had been superseded in everyday practice begins to wane. The substance
of basic convictions that were culturally sanctioned and did not need to be

argued for begins to evaporate (p.353).

In this way the ideological function performed by religious beliefs as part of the

background assumptions of a pre-modern Lifeworld is destroyed and the only way forward
for such traditions is to submit themselves to discursive interrogation:

The imperatives of autonomous subsystems then have to exert their influence
on socially integrated domains of action from the outside in a discernible
fashion. They can no longer hide behind the rationality differential between
the sacred and the profane realms of action and reach inconspicuously through
action orientations so as to draw the Lifeworld into intuitively inaccessible
functional interconnections (p. 354).

Thus the structural differentiation of society into the realms of science, morality
and art works against a discursively-based form of social integration and enables the
old traditions to persist in unpenetrated corners of social life. Hence Habermas is able
to avoid the picture of a perfectly regulated new social order and can attribute current
deformations and dysfunctions to the failings of capitalist society. His project is still to
reformulate a Critical Theory and that requires both an ideal towards which society could
be progressing and an explanation of why such progress does not occur:

Everyday consciousness sees itself thrown back on traditions whose claims
to validity have already been suspended: where it does escape the spell of
traditionalism, it is hopelessly splintered. In place of “false consciousness we
today have a ‘fragmented consciousness’ that blocks enlightenment by the
mechanisms of reification... When stripped of their ideological veils, the
imperatives of autonomous subsystems make their way into the Lifeworld

from the outside — like colonial masters coming into a tribal society —and force
a process of assimilation upon it. The diffused perspectives of the local culture

cannot be sufficiently co-ordinated to permit the play of the metropolis and
the world market to be grasped from the periphery (p.355).

It can be seen from this that Habermas’ work of the early 1980s presents the picture
of a2 complex process of social evolution. While progress has been made towards a more
discursively-based culture in which traditions no longer hold an unquestioned authority,
there are still forces working against this, notably the fragmentation of consciousness,
allowing pockets of unchallenged tradition to persist. Thus the degree of penetration of
communicative reason into social and cultural formation is varied and inconsistent. As one
moves into Habermas’ later work the challenge for him is still to show that communicative
reason has any significant purchase on real human activity. Is it anything other than
another abstract ideal so detached from the realities of normal life as not to form the
basis of a workable critique? Since the publication of The Theory of Communicative Action
vols. 1 and 2, Habermas has been at pains to argue that this is not the case, largely through

the development of communicative reason into what he terms discourse ethics. The details
of this will be examined shortly.
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Discourse ethics and the law
Habermas’ work of the early 1990s focussed on the subject of law and the way in which
a discourse ethics might illuminate some of the tensions involved in its construction and
application. An understanding of Habermas’ overall project requires attention to this part
of his corpus. The issue of social integration is still of concern to Habermas. Given that
the ‘sacred canopy’ of religious and metaphysical worldviews has been torn apart by the
forces of modernity and that the subsequent fragmentation of consciousness has impeded
the creation of a unified discursive replacement, what is there that can still hold a society
together? Legal structures and systems appear to be the obvious candidates. If this is the
case, and if Habermas can show how his notion of discourse ethics can contribute to
an understanding of this, then it both offers a hope that his version of social evolution
is not without grounds and supports the argument that communicative reason has an
eminently practical application.

The determining dynamic of this study is that: ‘law is two things at the same time,
a system of knowledge and a system of action’ (1996, 114). Hence the title of Habermas
book, Between Facts and Norms. In other words, law has to operate within the tension
between what already exists, the context of a particular social structure, and the making
of judgements and decisions about the way things ought to be, the construction of norms
for appropriate public behaviour. This tension becomes even more complex given the
pluralist nature of modern societies and the fact that there is now a range of cthical
viewpoints, all wanting a voice in the legal and political processes. As Rehg says in his
introduction to the book:

Pluralization and disenchantment undermine the ways in which communities
can stabilize themselves against shared backgrounds and authorities that
removed certain issues and assumptions from challenge. Modern societies
witness an increasing variety of groups and subcultures, each having its
own distinct traditions, values and worldview. As a result, more and more
conflicts must be settled by reaching explicit agreement on a greater range of
contestable matters, under conditions in which the shared basis for reaching

such agreement is diminishing (pp. xvii-xviii).

The co-ordinating role of law thus becomes plain. It must both provide a stable social
environment in which people can form their own identitics as members of different
traditions and be constituted by a discursive process that makes laws rationally acceptable
to people who are oriented to reaching an understanding on the basis of validity claims.
It must be able to do justice both to context and to tradition and to the requirements of
social integration and legitimation. This is a contemporary form of the debate between
the particular and the universal, or between tradition and reason. Hence the high stakes
both for Habermas and the research of this specific project.

Habermas® first challenge is to address the context within which the tension between
facts and norms can be appropriately acknowledged. This clearly requires an understanding
that goes beyond the immediate issues and establishes the conditions that enable this to
happen. An exclusive focus upon the norms of a particular interpretation community
cannot perform this function, for then it would not be possible to account for an external
referent for the language being employed. At this point Habermas draws upon Peirce’s
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concept of the ideal communication community in order to describe what he terms
a ‘transcendence from within’:

Even it we cannot break out of the sphere of language and argumentation, even
if we must understand reality as what we can represent in true statements, we
must not forget that the relation to reality contains a reference to something
independent of us and thus, in this sense, transcendent. With each truth
claim, speakers and hearers transcend the provincial standards of a particular
collectivity, of a particular process of communication localized here and

now (p. 14).

Unless it is possible to presuppose even this kind of transcendence from within, related
to the very notion of human communication, one that extends across social space and
time, it is difficult to see how the study of law as a factor of social integration could
move beyond the specificity of particular contexts. In terms of the tension central for
both Habermas and this research into the relationship between reason and the particular
tradition of Christianity, Peirce’s ideas provide a potential bridging principle:

Only this transcendent moment of unconditionality distinguishes the

argumentative practice of justification from other practices that are regulated
merely by social convention. For Peirce, the reference to an unlimited
communication community serves to replace the eternal moment (or the
supratemporal character) of unconditionality with the idea of an open but
ultimately cumulative process of interpretation that transcends the boundaries
of social space and historical time from within, from the perspective of a finite
existence situated in this world (p. 15).!

So in the ‘Post-Metaphysical’ setting where religious worldviews can no longer provide
an overarching framework of explanation, let alone a means of social integration, this is
the form that transcendence might take. This element of Habermas argument is crucial
because without it it is hard to see how his approach can avoid sliding into the relativism
he so opposes. One might almost argue that the idea of the unlimited communication
community is a contemporary secularized version of the Kingdom of God. It is certainly
one linchpin of Habermas overall position that it is discourse that now takes over the
co-ordinating and integrating function formerly performed by religious and metaphysical
worldviews.

The theory of communicative action does detranscendentalize those realms but replaces
them with ‘the idealizing force of context-transcending anticipations...in the unavoidable
pragmatic presuppositions of speech acts, and hence in the heart of ordinary, everyday
communicative practice’ (p.19). Even the most fleeting speech acts rely on potential
reasons that could be offered as justification and as therefore rationally acceptable to
an unlimited interpretation community. Such validity claims are both grounded in the
here and now of locally-bounded practice and yet can be judged in the light of a context-

t Charles S. Peirce (1839—-1914) IS known as the founder of semiotic pragmatism and
a key figure in the school of American Pragmatism. He is of particular interest to
Habermas because he argued that interpretation requires a community of interpreters,
thus emphasizing its intersubjective nature, and that behind this must rest the concept
of an ideal or unlimited community of interpretation acting as the goal or telos of all

communication. See Karl-Otto Apel, Towards 4 Transformation of Philosophy, 100~10.
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transcending ideal of communication. In this way Habermas hopes to cater for both the
particular and the universal.

Such a substantial claim requires further support, particularly in respect of the obvious
criticism that will arise both from those who are uneasy with Habermas' objective of
context-transcendence and those who are unwilling to concede that religion can no longer
perform that transcending or integrating function. Habermas attempts to offer this by
recalling his notion of the Lifeworld and its role in the grounding of specific contexts or
traditions. Unless there is such a Lifeworld, an horizon of shared unproblematic belicfs,
then the validity claims embedded in language would be unable to play an integrating
role. ‘If communicative action were not embedded in Lifeworld contexts that provide the
backing of a massive background consensus, such risks would make the use of language
oriented to mutual understanding an unlikely route to social integration’ (1996, 22).
Presumably, unless there is already substantial agreement or shared understanding in
advance, it would be expecting too much of language to create that social integration.
However, there is a real problem now because such Lifeworlds themselves exist in increasing
numbers and the zones of shared background beliefs shrink as individuals increasingly
construct and pursue their own lifestyles and beliefs. In other words, the fragmentation
of consciousness, registered by Habermas in his earlier work, is itself a threat to the
ctfectiveness of communicative reason. Social complexity and cultural pluralism place
additional burdens on the tasks of integration and communication. So:

how can disenchanted, internally differentiated and pluralized Lifeworlds
be socially integrated, if, at the same time, the risk of dissension is growing,
particularly in the spheres of communicative action that have been cut loose
from the ties of sacred authorities and released from the bonds of archaic
institutions? According to this scenario, the increasing need for intcgration
must hopelessly overtax the integrating capacity of communicative action,
especially if the functionally necessary spheres of strategic interaction are
growing, as is the case in modern economic societies? (p. 26).

Thus we return to the criticism that Habermas® theory of communicative reason is too
abstract and idealistic to have any purchase on the complex realities of modern society.
This is where the study of law comes forcibly into the picture because, according to
Habermas, this is now the only territory where the demands of social integration and
thus the application of communicative reason can come into play. Habermas' claim
that discourse now replaces religious and metaphysical worldviews as the factor of social
integration can best be supported by a study of how legal systems and structures form
the main contemporary location for holding together the plurality of Lifeworlds that
constitute modern society. If his arguments have no grasp on reality here then his critics’
suspicions of practical irrelevance may be confirmed.

The level of Habermas® discussion now shifts once again to examine in greater detail
the actual study of legal justification and formation. Why is it that this has now become
the contested territory for the debate? In one sense this appears fairly obvious, for the
legal system is surely the one place where all the different lifestyles and worldviews that
make up a modern society have to come together and agree common ground and accepted
practices despite their substantive differences. If this were not the case social anarchy

would rapidly ensue, although whether this requires a positive commitment to abide
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by certain rules, or merely a negative attitude that abiding by the law is the lesser of
a number of evils is an important question. However, Habermas needs to argue that there
is a further level of justification required if this system is to work, and this leads into
a discussion of how laws are constructed.

The situation now to be faced is as follows. Either the legal order still gains its
legitimation from some form of overarching sacred worldview (as was still the case in early

modernity) or individual liberties are supplemented by rights of a different type geared
to autonomy in the Kantian sense:

For without religious or metaphysical support, the coercive law tailored for
the self-interested use of individual rights can preserve its socially integrating
force only insofar as the addressees of legal norms may at the same time
understand themselves, taken as a whole, as the rational authors of those
norms. To this extent, modern law lives off a solidarity concentrated in the
value orientations of citizens and ultimately issuing from communicative
action and deliberation (p. 33).

Here then is a vital claim for Habermas. People have to be able to feel that, in some
meaningful way, they have had a hand in constructing and agreeing the laws by which they
are to abide. If this is not the case, if they cannot own both the process of construction
as well as its outcome, their individual autonomy will have been denied. If the content of
the law can no longer be accepted on the basis of an external authority or sacred tradition,
then a practical application of communicative reason, an open and democratic process
in which all affected can feel they have been involved, is the only alternative source of
legitimation: ‘the only law that counts as legitimate is one that could be rationally accepted
by all citizens in a discursive process of opinion and will-formation’ (p. 135).

Once again though, Habermas has to deepen the level of debate by examining
contemporary scholarship relating to the subject of law in order both to locate and to
justify his particular stance. A brief reference to this is necessary, not just in order to
pursue the flow of Habermas’ argument, but also because it highlights again the tension
between the particular and the universal that cuts right through both the philosophical
and theological discussions. The two contrasting approaches that Habermas expounds
are those of Luhmann and Rawls.

Luhmann is associated with the notion of Systems Theory in sociology and particularly
with the theory of autopoiesis. This latter idea as applied to the study of law suggests
that the legal system is essentially self-referential, closed in upon itself, and therefore
largely unable to influence or to be influenced by, other social structures. Although such
a perspective can yield valuable research insights Habermas considers it limited and
ultimately inadequate to explain how law operates. It emphasizes context, or tradition,
the actual facts of what is already in place, at the expense of genuine encounter or
dialogue with other contexts or traditions: ‘Because the system always constructs its own
environments, contact through observation with events beyond the system boundaries can
only provide occasions for the autopoietically closed legal system to act on itself” (p.49).
An obvious comment here is that a theology pursuing 2 communitarian or sectarian
agenda is going to find itself in a similar isolated and limited position. Such an emphasis

upon the particular leaves any subject, law or theology, in an intellectual tight corner
from which there seems no escape.
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The other major problem with Luhmann’s approach from the point of view of the
law is that it offers no route to public legitimation: ‘even the political process, the public
sphere, and political culture present environments whose language the legal system cannot
understand’ (p.51). So it is difficult to see in what ways the legal system could gain
support across a plurality of Lifeworlds and ethical differences.

Do Rawls’ ideas, coming from a background of political liberalism, provide a better
explanation of how law operates? Habermas belicves not, although again they do make
a contribution to a deeper understanding, Rawls errs on the side of the universal and
the trans-contextual, particularly through his use of the notion of public reason and an
overlapping consensus of comprehensive doctrines. It is Rawls’ suggestion that individual
communities or traditions can both adhere firmly to their particular beliefs and moral
frameworks — their comprehensive doctrines — and also give their agreement and loyalty to
a broader concept of the common good or need to establish political consensus through an
acknowledgement of what he terms public reason. The problem is, as ever, what happens
when there is real conflict between the two levels of argument or belicf. Will not the
content of the particular tradition have to be abandoned or compromised by genuine
adherence to an overriding principle that remains an alien and external force? The precise
details of this theory do not need to be elaborated here, but it can be scen from this that
Rawls is less concerned with the particularities of specific legal or cthical traditions than
with the question of how 2 modern democratic society is held together in the face of
a plurality of different beliefs and practices. In that sense there is much common ground
with Habermas, but there are two distinct problems with his overall approach. First, it is
far from clear that Rawls’ suggestion of an overlapping consensus has any real purchase
or practical application beyond the confines of Western liberal democracices such as the
United States. It is difficult to seec how the citizens of less liberal regimes could fecl
motivated to bracket their own specific commitments in order to establish a broader
political consensus. It is important to note this objection because it could also be scen as
applicable to Habermas. The difference — and the critical one = is that Habermas grounds
his trans-contextual approach in the nature of language itsclf, the presuppositions of
normal human discourse as found across cultures.

The second objection to Rawls is that his ideas fail to cater for the institutionalization
of law. His theory is weak precisely where Luhmann's is strong, i.c. on the actualities of

legal systems. Rawls is strong on norms but weak on facts; Luhmann strong on facts but
weak on norms. Hence Habermas concludes:

The philosophical discourse of justice misses the institutional dimension
toward which the sociological discourse on law is directed from the outset.
Without the view of law as an empirical action system, philosophical
concepts remain empty. However, insofar as the sociology of law insists on

an objectivating view from the outside, remaining insensitive to the symbolic
dimension whose meaning is only internally accessible, sociological perception
falls into the opposite danger of remaining blind (p. 60).
What Habermas aims to establish is an approach that does justice to both sides of the
equation, the facts of the particular tradition and the requirement for an understanding

that transcends that tradition and caters for communication and legitimation in a pluralist

52 Chapter 4



and ‘Post-Metaphysical’ setting. This is precisely the nature of the current debate on the
relationship between faith and reason.

Having established the location of his approach as a combination of what is most
appropriate from both Luhmann and Rawls, Habermas proceeds to carry out a similar
exercise in relation to the work of Kant and Rousseau. Once again this is important from
a theological perspective because the tension it highlights is equally important for this
debate with reason. The tension here is between private and public autonomy, between
individual rights and public law in the field of jurisprudence, and between human rights
and popular sovereignty in social-contract theory. This parallels the debate in theology
between communitarians and liberals, and the significance of Habermas’ contribution
is that he draws attention to the weaknesses of both sides and yet aims to construct
a position that builds on their respective strengths. Discourse theory as the application of
communicative reason is of course the key to this process. The reason for this is that in
a ‘Post-Metaphysical’ setting the legitimation of law requires both an acknowledgement of
individual rights and lifestyle choices and a concern and respect for the shared enterprise
of creating and sustaining an agreed legal process.

Reasons that are convenient for the legitimation of law, must, on pain of
cognitive dissonances, harmonize with the moral principles of universal
justice and solidarity. They must also harmonize with the ethical principles
of a consciously ‘projected’ life conduct for which the subjects themselves,
at both the individual and collective levels, take responsibility. However,
these ideas of self-determination and self-realization cannot be put together
without tension (p. 99).

Hence we can interpret the tension as being between the liberal tradition that concelves
human rights as the expression of moral self-determination, and the civic republican
approach that tends to interpret popular sovereignty as the expression of ethical self-
realization. Or again the tension is between a Kantian emphasis upon the autonomy of the
individual that challenges or transcends the specifics of particular traditions or contexts,
and ideas associated with Rousseau of the need to ground personal ethics in an identifiable
and clearly bounded tradition. Although, as Habermas says, Kant and Rousseau themselves
may well have wished and intended these two approaches to complement and interpret
each other, the current debate is such that Kant suggests more of a liberal reading of
political autonomy and Rousseau a republican reading (p. 100).

How does Habermas intend to carry the debate beyond this apparent impasse between
the rights of the individual and the requirements of the collective? According to Habermas,
what unites the two perspectives is the communicative form of discursive processes of
opinion and will-formation. Thus private individuals concerned for their own rights
will have to take account of what is in the best interests of the wider collective simply
because the pragmatic presuppositions of communication itself require the offering of
valid reasons and justifications. Similarly, those placing the emphasts upon the needs
of the particular community to establish its own norms cannot ignore the articulated
concerns of individuals unless they are to abandon reason for coercion. Both concepts
of private and public autonomy ‘miss the legitimating force of a discursive process of
opinion and will-formation, in which the illocutionary binding force of a use of language
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oriented to mutual understanding serve to bring reason and will together — and lead to
convinc