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Professor Jürgen Habermas asked me to keep my introduction simple, but it is difficult to contain the excitement of welcoming at Purdue a very special guest from Johann-Wolfgang Goethe University in Frankfurt, Germany, a person who was named among the 100 most influential personalities of the 20th century and who in the estimate of many is among the most important social and political thinkers living today. Permit me then to begin by thanking our sponsors who made his visit possible: The English and Philosophy Ph.D. Program conceived of this event as its annual colloquium. We are grateful for additional support from the co-sponsoring departments of anthropology and sociology, communication, philosophy, political science, interdisciplinary studies, and the school of liberal arts. In place of reciting the titles of numerous books, articles, visiting lectureships, honorary doctorates, and distinguished awards, of which the Kyoto Prize for lifetime achievement is the most recent, I would like to take a brief moment to describe in ordinary language what I learned as Professor Habermas’s student and biographer to be the core intuitions, motives, and contemporary relevance of his lifework.


Habermas’s core intuitions and motives can be brought under three generational umbrellas. The first motive emerged in the postwar generation that lived through Germany’s Nazi dictatorship and its defeat. At age 15, Habermas witnessed Germany at once liberated by the allies and lying in ruins. As a mature thinker, he affirms the intuition that reason is able to act against its failures from within its native resources.  The contemporary relevance of his work is that he turns the defining aspiration of the generation of 1945 into a life-long search for the non-ideological foundations for a democratic, constitutional, and lawful state. In his view, only such a polity has a chance to survive in today’s pluralist, multicultural, and multireligious societies.


Against the same horizon of Germany’s disaster, the second motive was inspired by the generation of Habermas’s students. In 1968 they were protesting against the fascist continuities that had survived in the values of their parents, teachers, political authorities, and in general culture. From the student revolt, Habermas adopts the intuition that no human culture or tradition can claim for itself an original innocence. His view of the past and future of national founding myths is marked by a profound ambivalence towards nationalism that impacted his youth and by the fresh need to engage in public discussions concerning those bankrupt traditions which we must jettison and those life-giving traditions we need to affirm and preserve. The question how to safeguard democratic institutions today highlights the second aspect of contemporary relevance that Habermas’s lifework has: He envisions political culture maturing into a postnational attitude that sheds raw, emotive, sectarian nationalism for the civic virtues of constitutional patriotism.


While I was only 11 in 1968 when the Soviet Empire under the pretense of brotherly help and liberation invaded my native Czechoslovakia, I was privileged to study with Habermas as a Fulbrighter in 1989 just as the Berlin Wall crumbled and the Velvet Revolution in my native country symbolized new beginnings. In those historical months, I discovered in Habermas not only a bold thinker, but also a great teacher and passionately engaged intellectual. Habermas’s third motive arose from this latest world constellation in which the fall of the Iron Curtain, Germany’s unification, the European Union’s expansion, and the global impact of the state of international relations all test anew the generational aspirations: The ‘45ers founded the democratic state on a patriotism that rallied around constitution and law, while the ‘68ers resisted cultural restoration of authoritarian regimes at the heart of democracy. Habermas’s third core intuition comes to life in the hope now that against all odds we may still rescue ethical communities by rooting them in solidarity with the victims of history. This defines the third aspect of contemporary relevance of Habermas’s lifework: It consists in guiding our learning how to sustain global institutions in a more robust democracy of world cosmopolitan citizenship and international law. 


Habermas’s theoretical articulation of the first core motive and intuition points us to his philosophical-political origins—integrating the securing generational sensibilities of the ’45ers. In the articulation of the second motive and intuition, he learns from the student rebellion against the fear of open society. His third articulation comes from a post-1989, future-projected ideal that completes this entire equation: Habermas’s lifework integrates the constitutional-democratic needs of the securing ’45ers and the revolutionary core of the protesting ’68ers. He inhabits a soberly critical ground between the conserving and progressive interests. To say this most succinctly, the contemporary relevance of Haberma’s lifework is the thorough articulation of what must be at once conserved institutionally and protected by nonviolent forms of civil dissent when engendered — the deliberative democratic check-and-balances on the strategic dominance of power and money.


Many often ask, what are the sources of Habermas’s unwavering, almost uncanny optimism that a margin of reason may prevail in the midst of human destruction and insanity? His own remarkable journey through the 20th century bears witness to the fact that things did get better in postwar Europe. Habermas’s most recent writings about religion and tolerance in the global village are postsecular in scope, yet his hope and thinking remain decidedly disconsolate.  His theory of communicative action expresses this fact by locating the resources for learning on this side of the world — in human linguistic competencies — that is in our ability and willingness to rise up from the ashes of our dastardly deeds and rebuild the fragments of fragile social bonds. As long as we do not go entirely mad or cease to communicate with one another as humans about something in the world, what other options do we have, he would ask his skeptics as often as they question him, than take recourse in hope lodged in our very speech, communicative action, and want of mutual recognition?


Habermas’s hope in the power of mutual understanding seems to be a voice crying in the wilderness. Last year he joined with Jacques Derrida, who passed away a week ago today, on the side of world-wide antiwar protests, and the two of them crossing the modern/postmodern divide strove to resurrect Kant’s dream from 200 years ago of perpetual peace and the league of nations. Yet Habermas does not pretend to deliver us from death or offer his theory as redemption. In that nuance, his hope is perhaps more sober than that of many a secular politician or religious leader. Perhaps in this self-limitation, critical theory may likewise be a placeholder where genuinely non-ideological questions of how or to whom hope is granted can still be asked. 


Please help me to welcome Professor Jürgen Habermas at Purdue!

