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CRITICAL THEORY, HABERMAS, AND THE CRITIQUE OF POSITIVISM

Howard Ross, Eastern New Mexico University

INTRODUCTION
The scientific revolution of the 16th and 17th

centuries marks a break with the Middle Ages
and with Aristotelian physics. The thought of
the Middle Ages was dominated by Aristote
lian physics-a;set of dogmatic assumptions
eleborated in tail by the· doctors of the
Church and imposed with absolute authority.

The theorist of the Middle Ages was primar
ily concerned with the study of mechanics and
statics. However, Nicolas de Cusa (1401
1464) studied hydrostatics, and invented the
first bathometer based on. the reduction of a
submerged body, as well as the first hygrome
ter which measured moisture absorbed by
sheep's wool. Renaissance physics made a
more rigorous beginning with Leonardo da
Vinci (1452-1519) who took a number of
mechanical and.theorietical ideas from Hero.
He borrowed the thermometer from Philo and
the worm gear and pinon from Archimedes
(Reichen, 1963:26). Leonardo's work with ball
bearings and roller bearings helps explain mo
tion on an inclined plane.

Although Cop~rnicus was primarily an as
tronomer, his ide~s were expressed in terms of
physics. He shows that the planets move
around the sun obeying the laws of bal
which greatly upset the Thomists, who did not
want to have Aristotle's intelligence or
Thomas's angles ejected from their heavenly
spheres (Grant 1977).

Gaiiieo, a physicist and an ~stronomer,

bravely faced the Inquisition in order to refute
Aristotle, who· had maintained that heavier
bodies fall faster than lightones. According the
the legend, he d~opped a leaden ball and a
wooden ball of the same size from the top of
the leaning tower of Pisa and showed that they
reached the gr d at exactly the same time.
This.simple experiment brought Galilsa fame
and pushed scientific method into the
limelight, .but incurred the hatred of the Inquisi
tion.

The work of leonardo, Capernicus, Galileo,
and others, help to establish the experimental
method as a vital part of the knowledge gener
ating process. At the bottom of this new knowl
edge generating·process, called the scientific

method, lies experimental observation. When
followed by imaginative inductive reasoning it
leads to the formulation ofgreat scie laws.
A code valid forgenerating s for-
mulated Francis Baco ) of
England, who wanted to disprove sto-
tie and St. Thomas. Bacon a direct at-
tack with the publication of his NoV! r-
ganum and other works, on the who n

Schoolmen. Bacon's method led to the
development of some of the empirical sci
ences.

The historyofscience showsthat anyempir-
ical science in its normal hea ent
begins with a more purely inductive emph
in which the empiri atao atter
are systematica gathered, and then comes
to maturity with deductively formulated theory
through formal logic and mathematics.Geo-
metry, for example, began h the early land
measurements of the anci p, and
came to maturity wit edeductionofEuclid's
Elements. Physics began w aeks and
did not become a science I Ga sed
deduction to discover its key concepts, and
Newton, taking Euclid as his model,
generalizes Galileo's co ,the y de-
veloping them systematica his deductive
theory for mechanics in his now famous Prin-
cipia (N rop,1947:1 empirical sci-
ences have continued to br new ground,
while the social sciences appear to have lan
guished.

Many theorists have triad to explain this
chronic absence of development in e social
sciences. Thomas Kuhn,· uses the history of
the natural sciences as a model for under-
standing the social . ces. He vers
that all ful v sciences are governed
by a major paradigm unifying a rists
around one fundamental set of philosophical
and methodological.assumptions.

The social sciences are in a pre
period. What's needed in the
scientific is the transition to thep
period. Before this occurs,a number of
schools compete for the damin en
field. Afterwards, in the wake of some notable
scientific achievement, the number of schools
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reduced, ordinarily to one, and a
nt mode of scientific practice be

The latter is generally esoteric and
orien to puzzle-solving, as the work of a
grou only when its members can take

of their field forgranted (Ku
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particular event in sociology or historiography
has to be of essentially the same character
(Hemple, 1965:163).

This critique has been extended to include
their intention of formulating scientific laws of
the exact logical form as those in the natural
sciences. It doesn't appear possible to estab
lish, uniiver:sallawsof society. The best we can
establish are statistical uniformities. Positivists

'stt,efciilulreofthes ces
some clar in fundamental and

I issues and the structure and
in the social sciences. (Nagel

ial phenomena made

Another positivistic assumption is the con-
a neutral "value " social science.

s confronti ial sciences
es" Since social scientists

er in theirvalue commitments, the
value neutra that seems to be pervasive in
the natural sciences is therefore often held to
be impossible in social inquiry. In the judge
ment of many thinkers, it is accordingly absurd
to expect the social sciences to exhibit the
unanimity so common among natural scien
tists concerning what are the established facts
and satis ory explanations for them. It is,
moreover, also i sible to eliminate values
because a scientist selects for

Ined , as well as what
he sees as sl leant facts. Concepts of right

wrong enter into the very assessment of
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United States, not returning to Germany until
the 1 s (Friedman 1981 :13).

The FrankfurtSchoot was a syste pro-
ject of scholars from diversed ines
united in a common effort of cre 'au-
thentic' critical theory, to explicate the socio-
cultural crisis .affecting the ry
world. The Frankfurt School tries to de a
third way between positivism and idealism
(Friedman, 1 ; Van der Berg,

The Frankfurt· School views ism as
both a fulfilment and a perversion of the en-
light t. .Part of this perversion
of p hical su tty and
removing su. ty and rati
positivism collapses the distinction.
no longer exist, only facts or ap
Along this removal of essence
traditional disciplines whose was eal
with them, such as metaphysics, stemol-
ogy, or ontology. (Friedman, 1 ).

Finally, positivism presents itself a totaliz-
ing theory, leaving little room for t stance
of any alternative theorie~, such
metaphysics or epistemology. It views
providing the 'only' valid interpretatio
ity. Frankfurt School's intention was
tack this dogmatic claim by developing an au-
thentic c . I theory.

The Frankfurt Institute's search for a third
way, says Van der Berg, was doomed from the
outset (1981). Th that by Lukacs
and Korsch, who placed heavy e asis on
the voluntaristic and dialectical side of I~arx,

they would discover some third Finding a
third way was an absolute necessity for the
Frankfurt Institute, for failure means that no
firm foundation exists for grounding critical
theory (Friedman, 1981).

Marx and Engels, the first critical theorists,
did not experience this sort of problem for they
had lived at a time when a new revo-
lutionary force in society-the t-was
stirring, a force that could be s
that would fulfill their philoso
1930's, however, signs of the prolet
etration into society was becomi reas
ingly apparent. ·This was especially evident to
the members of the Institute their emigra-
tion to America. Thus, it mi said 0

first generation of critical theorists t theirs
was an immanent critique of soc· sed on
the existenceofa real historical .Bythe

evidence. Conceptions held by a social scien
tist of what constitutes cogent evidence or
sound in ual workmanship are the prod
ucts of his education and his place in society,
and are affe by the social values transmit
ted by this training and associated with his so
cial position. (Nagel, 1961 :485-497).

CRITICAL THEORY
Critical theory arises in the early 20's with

the publication of two important books,
Lukacs's History and Class Consciousness
a sch's Marxism and Philosophy. Each
book deals different themes but shares a
central concern, that is, the return to the dialec-
tual, m n Marx. Both thinkers found
them deep trouble with Moscow, and
soon were ex ed from their respective par
ti . However, Lukacs was able to remain in
the party, following a recantation of the
heresies in his book. Addressing the
philosophical section of the Communist
Academy in 1934, Lukacs said: the mistakes
into wh I fell in my book, History and Class
Consciousness are completely in line with
these deviations...1began as a student of Sim-
mel a Weber...at the same time, the
philos y of syndicalism (Sorel) had a great
influence on my development, it strengthened
my inclinations towards romantic anti
capitalism...thus I entered the Communist
Party of Hungary in 1918 with a world outlook
that was distinctly syndicalist and idealist...

Lukacs and Korsch had a tremendous influ
ence on Max Horkeimer and Theodor Adorno.
Much of what they argued was confirmed a de
cade later, with the revelations produced by
the circulation of Marx's long-neglected Paris
manuscripts. When their efforts faltered, the
tasks of reinvigorating Marxist theory was
taken up primarily by the young thinkers at the
Frankfurt Institute for Social Research (Jay,
1973:42).

The Frankfurt Institute for Social Research
used many of Lukacs's and Korsch's ideas in
developing a critique of positivistdogmatism in
the social sciences. Therefore, the Frankfurt
School, founded in Frankfurt, Germany, in
1923, was both a distinctive mode of thought
and an institution, reaching intellectual matur
ity in 1931, when Max Horkheimer became di
rector. With the rise of European Fascism, the
Institute continued its work in exite in the
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economics, sociology,. and political science,
wh the historico-hermeneutic cas
deals with with those sciences c
lingUistic understanding eat
1975:224). These sciences are re
sense of being part of the dev ental his
tory of the human s of the cas
are part of the grand efforts of the human
species to survive (Kortian, 1).

The self-conception of a modern posi
orie ted natural and .·social
cludes reflection on the inter
knowledge and social inquiry. It
positivism is Virtually unable to un
co utive role of the subj
facts. It knows no c epistemol
questioning of its own actions., It
ences as simply facts among oth
world. Lacking anyteleol g,' it
tends to be strongly supportive of the status
quo, or at the very least-a-political.

to immunize science against philosophy.
Habermas hopes to revive the theory of

knowl as reflection abandoned .by
positivism. His theory of 'cognitive interests is
an attempt to radicalize epistemology by un
earthing the roots of knowledge in life.

Once a certain level of dev ment is
reached, if the process of formation of the
species is not to be endangered, knowledge
mustassume the form of methodi research,
of organized science. We have essentially two
types of sciences: empirical-analytic (natural)
and historico-hermeneutic (social and
human).

Habermas takes up this question by show-
/' ing /that the empirical-analytic sciences coin
cide in apeculiar way with ancient ontology.
Just as the latter insisted on the objective real
ity ofself generated ideas and concepts, so the
former religiously maintains that in presenting
empirical facts, they have succeeded in pre
senting an entity with the negative a itions or
subjectivity, even though the facts appear in a
societed framework, tested by a so-
cial part and parcel of this framework. If
we say t the facts of a scientific experiment
are const ed by means of a prior preliminary
organization, then the important question that
must be answered is-what is the viewpoint
from which this organization is carried out?
Habermas answers: from the viewpoint of the
interest in an informative testing and expan
sion of successfully controlled instrumental
behavior, fr9m an interest in the gr st pos
sible technical mastery of objeotivized natural
processes (Habermas, 1968).

The historico-hermeneutic sciences deal
with a different set of relationships. Instead of
experiments, they use sensible understanding
to ar~ive at facts. The interpreter must I his
way in, and e himself in the horizon of the
world or in the language network. Just as the
facts in the empirical-analytic sciences are al
ways· mediatedl,through hermeneutic knowl
edge, so, in the historico-hermeneutic' sci
ences, the intQrpreter's fore-knowledge plays
a vital role. in formulating knowled e his
torico-hermeneutic sciences are governed by
the interest of testing and expanding intersub
jeetive, practical life understanding, in reach
ing a consensus within the communicative
framework. The empirical-analytic sciences
include both the natural sciences, and



FREE INQUIRY in CREATIVE SOCIOLOGY Volume10No1 May1982 68

n Habermas: A New
,No. 83.

1. "Critical Theory is
r 80: 449-479.

t. 1971. Critical Theory of
. New York: Seabury.

(From p 62)

t Snell and Gail J. Putney. 1964. The
American. New York: Harper and

Row.
Teaching Sociology. 1977. Textbook Rating

Formt rt 112.


