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Abstract

This paper critically examines Jiirgen Habermas’s engagement with
logical positivism. By elaborating his theory of knowledge-
constitutive interests, Habermas demonstrates that positivism, through
its confinement of science to the empirical domain and its neglect of
both practical and emancipatory interests, diminishes the very
conditions for social critique and self-reflection. Employing an
analytical-conceptual approach, the study first revisits the theoretical
premises of Marx, the Frankfurt School, and logical positivism, before
turning to Habermas’s critical response. The central aim is to elucidate
the place of communicative rationality as opposed to instrumental
rationality in the human sciences.

The unprecedented growth of empirical sciences and their
profound impact on human life encouraged scholars to demarcate the
boundaries between “science” and “non-science.” With the
establishment of the Vienna Circle, methodological discussions
acquired a formal structure; however, its adherents reduced science to
observation and hypothesis testing, thereby excluding alternative
forms of knowledge. This perspective soon extended to the human
sciences. Thinkers such as Popper, Kuhn, and Lakatos sought to
mitigate the extreme claims of positivism and steered scientific
inquiry toward a more human-oriented orientation. Habermas’s works,
in terms of methodology, may be divided into two phases: the first,
devoted to his critique of the Frankfurt School, the reconstruction of
Marx’s ideas, and the challenge to positivist methodology; and the
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second, associated with the “linguistic turn,” culminating in the theory
of communicative action. The present article concentrates on the
theoretical contributions of the first phase and explicates Habermas’s
epistemological conception of the human sciences.

Logical Positivism was the name introduced by E.A. Blumberg
and Herbert Feigl in 1931 to describe the set of ideas developed by the
Vienna Circle. The logical positivists saw themselves as heirs to a
nineteenth-century Viennese tradition of empiricism, strongly
connected to British empiricism, which, in their view, reached its peak
in Ernst Mach’s anti-metaphysical and science-oriented philosophy.

Jurgen Habermas is often recognized as a leading theorist of the
reconstruction of the human sciences. His thought builds on the
Western philosophical tradition, yet he approaches it critically in order
to propose new directions of thinking. This effort aligns with both his
talent for rigorous critique and his integrative intellectual style.

From a |historical perspective, Habermas’s theoretical
development can be divided into two phases (this is a useful
framework for understanding his ideas, although the core of his
thought has remained stable). The central theme that runs through all
his work is the attempt to link the human sciences with the ideal of
emancipation:

1. The first phase, culminating in his book Knowledge and Human
Interests (1968).

2. The second phase, associated with the so-called linguistic turn.

In the first phase (up to the mid-1970s), Habermas focused on
criticizing positivist methodology, revisiting and reconstructing
Frankfurt School thought, and re-engaging with the theories of Marx,
Weber, and Simmel. He also began preparing for a pragmatic shift
toward theories of communication. Although deeply influenced by the
Frankfurt School, Habermas also became one of its most important
critics. In this period, he sought to reinterpret Marxist ideas on culture
and knowledge. By criticizing instrumental rationality, he introduced
the concept of communicative rationality. During these years, he
entered into major debates with proponents of positivism—most
notably the 1961 exchange between Theodor Adorno and Karl Popper.
In 1963, Habermas defended Adorno’s position against Popper’s
student Hans Albert. As William Outhwaite observes, “Habermas’s
work on the methodology of the human sciences essentially centers on
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a critique of positivism.” (Outhwaite, 2002, p. 315).

In the second phase, Habermas turned to addressing the limits of
Knowledge and Human Interests. Using insights from analytic
philosophy, he developed the theory of communicative action based
on language. He drew on Wittgenstein, and especially J.L. Austin’s
and John Searle’s theories of speech acts, as well as Noam Chomsky’s
theory of syntax. Through this, he criticized the “philosophy of the
subject” and grounded knowledge in forms of collective rational
action. Habermas viewed knowledge as something that symbolically
represents the social world and reveals the hidden rules of human
interaction. He termed this approach universal pragmatics, and
considered the relevant disciplines to be reconstructive sciences.

Keywords: Methodology, Humanities, Frankfurt School, Positivism,
Pragmatism, Habermass.
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