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I want to analyze Habermas's critique of instrumental reason in the context of his theory of communicative action and assess its relevance for adult education theory and practice with specific attention to the need for a social theory of adult education. 


In this analysis I want to say first that,over against the individualistic reading of Habermas given by some adult educators, Habermas's theory of rationality is a social theory, insistently, even polemically so. I then want to discuss the implications of this for adult education theory in general. Third, I want to discuss the implications of Habermas's theory for adult education in terms of a specific issue, namely, national information policy. In connection with this issue I want to focus specifically on Habermas's thesis concerning the colonization of the life-world. 

I. A social theory of rationality


The theory of communicative action is set forth by Habermas most comprehensively in a two-volume work by that title, which I shall hereafter refer to as TCA. The two volumes together constitute a critique of instrumental reason and the construction of an alternative theory of rationality. The first volume is more deconstructive, the second volume more constructive. That is, the first volume focuses on a critique of the theories of rationality in the work of Max Weber and the Frankfurt School scholars, Horkheimer and Adorno, whereas the second volume focuses on the construction of the theory of communicative rationality, starting with the work of Mead and Durkheim. 


The gist of Habermas's critique of instrumental reason can be captured in the statement that instrumental reason is a subset within the larger concept of communicative reason. This basic thesis is expressed at the very beginning of the first volume in his introductory discussion of the concept of rationality. Here Habermas draws a distinction between the two concepts and then subsumes instrumental rationality under the more comprehensive notion of communicative reason. 


Thus, a key aspect of his critique of Weber, Horkheimer, and Adorno is the insistence that rationality is not exhaustively defined in terms of instrumental reason. 


Instrumental reason is defined in terms of processes of validation in terms of goals, objectives, ends. It is equivalent to Weber's notion of purposive rationality. Its criteria is effectiveness in reaching articulated ends, and therefore focuses on the best means. It is therefore characterized as means/end calculation. Its realm is the objective world that can be brought under control by more efficient, more effective technical means. It is expressed above all in the methods of the classic physical sciences and the technologies that have emerged from them.


Communicative reason, by contrast, involves processes validated in terms of reaching understanding between subjects. It is therefore inherently, necessarily, irreducibly intersubjective, social. Its realm therefore is the social world in which the 'other' is irreducibly another subject. The criteria of validation have to do with reaching agreement based on mutual understanding of meanings. It is not only irreducibly social, it is also irreducibly concerned with subjects, agents. There is an irreducible reflexive dimension; that is, reaching agreement as Habermas defines it requires both self-understanding as well as understanding of the other. 


On the basis of this notion of communicative reason, Habermas develops his theory of communicative action. In this theory, communicative action is the overarching category that encompasses both instrumental action in relation to the objective world, as well as what he calls dramaturgical action in relation to the subjective world of the self. 


The heart of Habermas's critique of Weber, Horkheimer, and Adnorno is that they share the fundamental subject-object epistemology stemming from the Enlightenment, what Habermas also characterizes as the "philosophy of consciousness." The critical turning point in the argument is the call, at the end of the first volume, for a shift in paradigm, from this subject-object paradigm, to a linguistic paradigm, a communicative model. This is, concurrently, a shift from an individualistic to a social paradigm, from an individualistic to a social theory of rationality. Hence the starting point in the social theory of language of Mead in the second volume where the constructive half of the work begins. From Mead Habermas turns to Durkheim. But before looking at the rest of the second volume I want to interrupt and turn to the implications of what we have found so far for adult education. 

II. Implications for adult education theory in general


One of the ways in which Habermas's ideas have been introduced into adult education is through the work of Mezirow and his theory of perspective transformation. Mezirow has presented this theory as an explicit application of Habermas's ideas to adult education. He identifies it as "critical theory," so that a great deal of reference to "critical theory" within the adult education literature has Mezirow in mind; that is, understands Habermas through the filter of Mezirow's reading of Habermas.


Mezirow initially developed his interpretation on the basis of an earlier work by Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, in which Habermas differentiates out the notion of communicative rationality from technical rationality, and then further differentiates the distinctive validation processes involved in self-understanding on the basis of a critique of Freud and psychoanalysis. 


Mezirow has performed a valuable service by drawing on Habermas's rich concept of rationality to critique the narrow, positivistic, one-dimensional technicism of much adult education. His identification of three domains of knowledge, technical, social, and emancipatory, is clearly an improvement over the simplistic instrumentalism, behaviorism, psychologism of too much of the learning literature. Studies which have drawn on Mezirow's reading, such as the grounded theory study of returning nurses appearing in Simpson's collection  of research using grounded theory demonstrate the value of a richer epistemology.


However, Mezirow has also performed a profound disservice by disengaging Habermas's triadic concept of rationality from its societal roots. Even in Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas was already polemically calling for a social view of knowledge. He calls for a view of "knowledge as social theory." 


In TCA the paradigm shift to a social theory of rationality is as explicit as it can possibly be. The whole point of the first volume is to locate the point where first Weber and then Horkheimer and Adorno reach a dead end in their critiques of modernity and instrumental reason. And Habermas locates that point precisely in their adherence to a subject-object model which in essence approaches knowledge from a starting point in the isolated individual. 


This means that it is utterly misleading to set forth the three "domains of knowledge" side by side as aspects of adult development as Mezirow has done. The adult developmental paradigm is explicit in Mezirow`s work. He has located Habermas within the framework of Piaget, Bruner, Gould, and others. Furthermore, he links his theory of perspective transformation with andragogy and self-directed learning as together constituting a comprehensive theory of adult education. 


What Habermas has done is to help lay the foundations for a radical paradigm shift in adult education from an individualistic model to a social theory. This is not only so in that he has developed an explicitly social theory of rationality. More directly, one of the themes that recurs throughout Habermas's works is the concept of social learning processes. This does not refer to the theory of social learning in the sense of learning from social models. Rather, Habermas uses this phrase to refer to collective change, societal change, the ways in which Western societies specifically have evolved, changed on the basis of learning processes. This is closer to a kind of theory of cultural change.


While not subscribing to all of the evolutionary assumptions which might be implied in Habermas's view, he has nevertheless pointed to a kind of learning dimension which it seems to me must form the starting point for a new social theory of adult education. I prefer Raymond Williams' formulation of the same point. Williams says that a society is a process of learning and communication - as well as a set of economic and political processes. Williams and Habermas provide a basis for reconsidering the relegation of "enculturation" theories of education to childhood or primitive societies. Modern societies have undoubtedly swept away the old forms of enculturation which were associated with highly stable societies which changed only very slowly. The continuous sweeping changes, Williams's "long revolution," characteristic of modern societies now mean that "enculturation" processes take place all through life. Such enculturation processes do not involve elders who know the secrets and can initiate the young. Rather, everyone is initiated into new worlds, new stages, new cultures together, with the young sometimes ahead of their elders, as with the computer cultures. Nevertheless, and this is my point, these are societal learning processes. They cannot begin to be understood if one starts from an individualistic model. 

NATIONAL INFORMATION POLICY AND THE COLONIZATION OF THE LIFE WORLD


I want to turn now to a more specific way in which Habermas's theory could be useful for adult education. National information policy has become front page news as a result of the Clinton administration's strong backing for a data superhighway. The significance of such policy for adult education is hard to exaggerate. A number of adult educators have recognized that, discounting all the hype, the fact of the matter is that the information age will redefine the social role of learning, is, in fact, already doing so. Some have recognized that adult education/learning has already moved from a marginal to a central place in society. 


The most vocal on this subject have been those from the business and corporate end of the adult education enterprise, those advocating a greater role for the corporate sector in education at all levels, those advocating privatization of education. Futurists such as Toffler anticipated this shift in the social role of learning early, building on the early recognition of the changing importance of information to the economy by Daniel Bell and others. Bell was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, to call attention to information infrastructures. 


One of the most extreme statements of this point of view is by Lewis Perelman in a work published in 1992 entitled School's Out. It would be easy to dismiss this work as just one more in the series of popularizers of what is now a tired cliche about the information age. But Perelman, I believe, should not be dismissed too quickly. In the first place his subject throughout is education and learning. He has focused all his attention on this. Second, he has done the educational enterprise a service by bringing together in a powerful synthesis many of the most important developments in learning technology. Third, he has explicitly repudiated a narrowly technicist interpretation, insisting, on the contrary, on the vital necessity of a political dimension. He has, fourth, recognized that the learning technologies must be interpreted in terms of the changing social role of learning. 


On the other hand, Perelman advocates the position that the business sector is best qualified to take the leadership in responding to the challenge of the new social role of learning. He has dismissed the formal educational industry lock, stock, and barrel, especially reformers, as entrenched, myopic, rear-view mirror scholastics. 


Perelman's point of view represents one of the most consistent articulations of a social theory of adult education and learning, even though he is not focusing on the adult population. I cite him here to make the point that an adult education enterprise which rests on the foundation of individualistic learning theories such as andragogy, self-directed learning, perspective transformation, or any other version of such, will be swept aside as irrelevant in the face of history. 


Adult education needs to turn itself inside out. It needs to put its roots back down into the soil of history, culture, society, economics, politics. Adult education as an organized enterprise has its roots in liberalism, which in turn has its roots in a social, political, economic, cultural process of resistance and opposition to earlier hegemonies legitimated by religious and traditional institutions. This means that if adult education is to counter the oversimplifications and mystifications of social theories such as Perelman, it must develop social theories of adult education and learning.


The notion of a national information infrastructure dramatically illustrates the impotence of individualistic theories of adult education and learning. Regardless of the outcome of the debate over such an infrastructure, the social role of learning and education is a matter of national policy. Indeed, it is a matter of global policy, since the national networks are in turn networked internationally. 


The intense lobbying of the communications industries, television, cable, telephone, both long-distance and regional over the amendments introduced in 1993 to amend the 1991 High Performance Computing Act and related telecommunications legislation indicate the high stakes involved in such legislation. The convergence of data communications networks and voice telecommunications has moved such adult education concerns as distance learning into the forefront of formal educational institutions at all levels. 


Some of the challenges to adult education posed by such national information policy developments are evident, such as their impact on existing social inequities. While information networks have the potential of increasing access and participation, they concurrently will create new differences and inequities in the ability to exploit and make use of such access. Robert Reich, in The Work of Nations, draws a clear picture of the way in which the global "webs" and the new "symbolic analysts" are redrawing the boundaries of privilege. 


Other challenges have to do with the way such technicizing of information, education, communication will affect what counts as knowledge, the dimensions of knowledge and knowing, the quality of social interaction. 


Adult education has not even begun to articulate a theory to address such issues. Here is where Habermas comes into the picture. In the first place, his theory is a theory of communication, at the most profound level. More specifically, however, in the second volume of his work Habermas lays the groundwork for a theory of media. He develops this theory in connection with the concept of the "colonization of the lifeworld," a concept which can be understood in analogy to Gramsci's notion of hegemony. Both have to do with the saturation of culture (lifeworld) with alien divisions grounded in systems of power, economics, class. 


To understand the theory of media, and the theory of lifeworld colonization it is necessary to follow Habermas one more step in his development of the concept of communicative rationality and action. 


Communicative action is action that is rooted in the lifeworld, indeed, has its complement in the lifeworld of intersubjective understanding and meaning. Thus, there is a form of rationality that is intrinsic in the lifeworld. In contrast to this are the subsystems of economics and politics, which, in modern society, have been differentiated out from the lifeworld as autonomous systems that are integrated through "steering media" rather than being integrated through communication aimed at reaching understanding.


Thus Habermas draws a sharp distinction between two fundamental types of communication,  "steering media," and communicative action. Steering media include money and power. Money is the classic steering media. It is a means of integrating society which has become totally abstracted from meaning, from communicative understanding. 


The peculiar distinctiveness of all this is that Habermas is concerned to defend the notion of a rationality that is intrinsic, appropriate, "at home" in the lifeworld, not alien to it. In this he stands over against the postmodernists, who, in terms of this view, have relegated all forms of rationality to a sphere that is alien to the intrinsically human or societal lifeworld. 


The colonization of the lifeworld, therefore, is not a matter of the presence of rationality as such, but rather, of intrusions of forms of rationality into spheres where they are inappropriate, oppressive, restricting, inhibiting, dominating, destructive of trust, of life, of the spirit. 


In terms of national information policy, it seems to me that Habermas offers a vocabulary and set of conceptual tools for interrogating such policy. For example, is the national information infrastructure as conceived likely to contribute to the further colonization of the lifeworld. Does it represent a potential strengthening of communicative action aimed at reaching understanding, or still greater domination by "steering media"? How can adult education as an organized enterprise intervene to encourage and support policies aimed at increasing participation, interaction, aimed at strengthening the lifeworld? 


One of the central issues in the information debate concerns the commercialization of the Internet. The Internet is the national data network developed in the 1970s that forms the core of the future data superhighway as conceived in the 1993 legislation. The debate has been cast explicitly in terms of the conflict between democracy and commerce. Habermas speaks of the "indissoluble tension" between democracy and capitalism, and links this tension directly to the contrast between the lifeworld, characterized by agency, by reflexivity, by meaning, by all that we mean by "life," on the one hand, and "systems."  Thus there is a direct translation of the debate into Habermasian terms that broaden the context from the sterile, empty cliches of the media. 


One observer has drawn a contrast between the Internet and what he calls the "Anti-net." The Antinet is the network envisioned by the broadcast industries. It represents a top-down, centralized, fundamentally one-way communications infrastructure, exemplified in television, radio, even cable, and the entertainment industries. The Internet, by contrast, represents a fundamentally interactive model, characterized by dialogue, by e-mail, by "chat" bulletin boards. The author suggests that instead of one network, there is room for both. He urges those on the side of the Internet model to avoid insisting on all or nothing on their terms and run the risk of being swept away by the powerful media interests. 


Again, I cite this article because it suggests to me the immediate applicability of Habermas's theories and an enrichment of the discussion. For example, it would be useful to ask whether Habermas's idea of the colonization of the lifeworld illumines the discussion of the Anti-net threat to the democratic culture of the Internet and similar interactive network cultures. It would be useful to ask whether adult education should not advocate strongly the preservation by whatever transformation is necessary of the Internet models of learning and communiction as new expressions of lifeworld interests and concerns. 


Such a standpoint suggests a question for critics of technicism such as Mechthild Hart. Hart, it seems, to me, is too one-sided in her analysis of information technology. There does not seem to be room for the liberating, emancipatory, democratic, lifeworld possibilities that are undeniable in new technologies. This one-sidedness is particularly evident in her critique of Shoshana Zuboff's magnificent analysis of the computerization of several organizations in In the Age of the Smart Machine. Zuboff's basic point is that the technology poses a choice for organizations, managers, a choice between greater participation, i.e., enlarged scope for communicative action, versus top-down control and continuation of hierarchical divisions. 


On the other hand, I am not, when all is said and done, advocating that Habermas be swallowed whole. I am particularly disappointed in what Dreyfus describes as the "intellectualistic" tone of his concept of rationality. Although lifeworld knowledge plays an absolutely foundational role in Habermas's theory as the "complement" to communicative action, as the "background" world of such action, nevertheless, its fundamentally intuitive, background, indirect character is left undeveloped; stated, acknowledged, insisted on, but not exploited. Here is where feminists such as Hart have made a contribution to a more satisfying and rich epistemology for a social theory of adult education and learning. 


A final point. Habermas does indicate, in his final chapter on the role of social theory, that the role of social theory is to contribute to the societal learning process, the evolutionary societal learning that he has promoted all the way through. It is clear that he understands his own work as a contribution to such "real understanding," such a search for solutions to our understanding of ourselves as beings. In this statement he also returns to the lifeworld and suggests that the threat to it posed by the dominance of economic and political subsystems with their forms of rationality has brought it into view and has also brought into view its own "native" form of rationality. Which suggests that the next step would be illuminating the life world further. I suggest that one implication of such a step would be to construct an epistemology that starts from such indirect, background, implicit knowing. That is something feminists have already begun. But such an enterprise, again, should not dismiss Habermas as a foundationalist or as in the same camp with Eurocentric rationalists. What he has in common with such writers as Rorty is more importnt than their differences.


APPENDIX


ADULT EDUCATION THEORY AND HABERMAS


SOME BIBLIOGRAPHY

On the universality of rationality


One of the most fundamental issues in dispute concerning Habermas's social theory has to do with the universality of rationality. For example, Hemphill's paper at the 1994 AERC first reports on a study which relied on Habermas's notion of critical rationality, and then calls this notion into question "as an unexamined, arguably Eurocentric thought form that needs to be recast in the context of a multicultural society" (1994, p. 187). 
On the same issue Edward Said asserts that Frankfurt School critical theory, "despite its seminal insights into the relationships between domination, modern society, and the opportunities for redemption through art as critique, is stunningly silent on racist theory, anti-imperialist resistance, and oppositional practice in the empire. And lest that silence be interpreted as an oversight, we have today's leading Frankfurt theorist, Jurgen Habermas, explaining in an interview (originally published in The New Left Review) that the silence is deliberate abstention: no, he says, we have nothing to say to 'anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist struggles in the Third World,' even if, he adds, 'I am aware of the fact that this is a eurocentrically limited view'" (Said, 1993, p. 278, citing Habermas, 1986, p. 187). 

On Mezirow


There is a debate within the adult education literature over whether Mezirow's theory of perspective transformation is individualistic. According to Mark C. Tennant, for example, Mezirow's theory "can be legitimately viewed as highlighting the social dimension of adult learning and education" (Tennant, 1993, p. 34). Likewise, Hemphill cites Mezirow, along with Freire, Brookfield, and Giroux as introducing the notion of social and political context into the interpretation of critical thinking and rationality (Hemphill, 1994, p. 189). 


On the other hand, Phyllis Cunningham criticizes Mezirow's theory for stopping short of viewing critical pedagogy as directed towards social transformation and the equalizing of power relations in society (Cunningham, 1992, p. 185). Tennant cites others who have criticized Mezirow along similar lines, such as Mechthild Hart, who faults Mezirow for not "directly criticising current economic, social, and political arrangements" (Tennant, 1994, p. 36, citing Hart, 1990, p. 127). See also Collard and Law (1989). 


Clark and Wilson (1991) make the same criticism of Mezirow that others have made of Habermas, that his concept of rationality is essentially ahistorical and decontextualized (Tennant, 1994, p. 36). 

On Mezirow's reading of Habermas


I have not yet found anyone who has criticized Mezirow's reading of Habermas along the lines of my comments above. 
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