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Abstract: Jirgen Habermas’s work is analyzed as an outstanding combination of
hermeneutic sensitivity to different theories and systematic theory integration.
Habermas’s theoretical method revolves around a problem-centered understand-
ing of theory that interprets it as a response to specific problems. The methodolog-
ical reconstruction of key texts shows that he used the distinction of theory and
problem as an all-purpose device for interpretation, critique, and theory construc-
tion. This method is superior to other, more common ways of integrating theoretical
plurality.
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One of the reasons why it is difficult to build social theories of general relevance is
the fragmentation of the theoretical landscape. Current social theory is challenged
to develop ideas of general relevance in a landscape where theoretical interests,
epistemic convictions, social-ontological assumptions, explanatory goals, and the
vocabulary for the description of the social are heterogeneous. Until the 1990s, it
was still plausible to describe the development of social theories as a discontinu-
ous succession of ‘generational paradigms’ (Abbott 2001). Whereas sociology was,
with perhaps an exception of a short phase of Parsonian dominance, never theoret-
ically integrated, generational paradigms had allowed for some form of cumulative
theory development ‘light’. It had allowed some scholars to spend an academic life-
time developing, challenging, or trying to refute an ambitious theoretical project
that stood in clear opposition to other paradigms. However, the conflictual rivalry
of competing paradigms that allowed for a partial epistemic orientation in social
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theory has given way to a much more heterogeneous and diffuse theoretical land-
scape. Currently, the contours of the theoretical debate are defined less by coher-
ent paradigms than by loose ‘umbrella enterprises’ (Schneider 2021) that allow for
much internal theoretical pluralism within.

The fragmentation of theoretical discourse is the condition of all social theo-
retic theorizing today. The sheer diversity of theoretical proposals, approaches, and
methodologies cannot be reduced to a few fundamental epistemic disagreements
anymore (see Schmitz and Schmidt-Wellenburg 2024) and there are currently no
theorists with the social authority to set the agenda for most of their peers. This
makes the scientific landscape more egalitarian and democratic, but it comes at
the cost of orientation. Where to start if you want to continue something like the
‘sociological discourse of modernity’ (Nassehi 2009)? How to disrupt the orthodox
consensus if all the priests are heretics already (see Bourdieu 1990)? While many
of the reasons for fragmentation are structural, I believe that some of the ensuing
problems can be addressed with a better methodology. In the following, I will first
analyze how social coordination is usually achieved in contemporary sociological
theory. The currently most successful formats for coordinating theoretical research
seem to be social-theoretical ‘turns’, and I will explain why they fail. There is a much
better alternative that is embedded in the theorizing techniques of many of the clas-
sical theorists but probably best exemplified in the work of Jiirgen Habermas. I will
methodologically reconstruct his theorizing technique, show its multifaceted appli-
cation, and point out how it can be an effective instrument to deal with theoretical
pluralism in a constructive fashion.!

1 Turning Down the Turns

Many established ways of approaching theoretical diversity are inadequate.
Two widely-used practices are eclecticism and theorizing within so-called social-
theoretical ‘turns.’” Eclectic theories selectively adopt concepts and claims from
various traditions wherever they seem appropriate, but they ignore the question
of theoretical compatibility. This leads to the use of theoretical terminology as a
mere collection of theoretical terms, preventing the development of a clear perspec-
tive. The incoherence of eclecticist thought prevents it from playing a meaningful
role in coordinating research. Even in the best case, eclecticist theorizing will suffer
from the unclear meaning of its theoretical concepts; in the worst case, theories are
reduced to their function as decorative material for catchy citations.

1 This article is partially based on blog posts originally published on praefaktisch.de and theo-
rieblog.de.
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Turns are more sensitive to the problem of theoretical coherence. They con-
centrate most of their efforts on assembling elements drawn from different the-
ories that are compatible with each other so that they can form a basis for new
theoretical developments. Modeled after the influential linguistic turn in philoso-
phy, social-theoretical turns primarily shift toward specific assumptions about the
social. There are turns to many things: to relational ontology, to culture, to the
visual, to affect, and so on, usually with some ambiguity whether the turners are
proclaiming a general social theory or whether they just think a given subject is of
special importance. One of the most influential turns in social theory — the turn to
practice (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and von Savigny 2005) — is a suitable example of
the limits of this approach. It explicitly addresses theoretical diversity and tries to
distill something like a common core in recent social theory. It arrives as a list of
social theoretical ‘basic elements’ that are shared between different theoretical tra-
ditions (Reckwitz 2003; Schatzki 2002; Hui, Schatzki, and Shove 2017). Schatzki lists
practical understandings, rules, a teleoaffective structure, and general understand-
ings as elements of the infrastructure of practice (Schatzki 2002, 77). Reckwitz men-
tions bodily movements, things, practical knowledge, and routine (Reckwitz 2002).
The goal of finding these common denominators among heterogeneous theories is
to establish unity within diversity and thereby provide orientation for collective
theoretical work.

However, this search for common theoretical ‘basic elements’ has two decisive
disadvantages. First, the turn is naturally drawn to the smallest common denomi-
nator between social theories and to the most abstract way of conceptualizing the
basic elements. If Bourdieu and the late Foucault are both claimed for the relevancy
of ‘the body’ in social theory, all differences between the Foucauldian and the Bour-
dieusian concept of the body are erased and mashed into one. By subsuming more
and more theories, the turn loses theoretical content instead of gaining it because
its implicit method of theory comparison tends to the smallest common denomi-
nator. Second, the theoretical common ground is too narrow a basis for effectively
coordinating research efforts. There is maybe some consensus about ‘what’ to look
for among the turners, but they do not share a common logic of research; there
is no shared idea about ‘how’ to do theory. The typical career of a turn starts by
being proclaimed as an emerging social theoretic consensus only to quickly unravel
into a multitude of very different appropriations. It ends after some time when its
advocates realize that the central theoretical concepts of a turn have become empty
gestures, offering little to no guidance for coordinating research (Anicker 2022).
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2 An Alternative: Hermeneutic, Problem-Centered
Theorizing

Given the challenges posed by theoretical fragmentation, Habermas offers a com-
pelling alternative. A tendency to isolate individual aspects in the reception has
obscured one of the dimensions in which it is particularly worthwhile to learn from
Habermas: his integrative method of linking systematic, problem-centered theory-
building with hermeneutic interpretation. Habermas’s work is characterized by
integrating heterogeneous intellectual movements and facilitating dialogue among
research traditions that develop without reference to one another.

Habermas is strongly influenced by the tradition of philosophical hermeneu-
tics. While he asserts the emancipatory significance of reflection against its con-
servative implications (Habermas 1971), he nevertheless adopts its fundamental
stance. In particular, he is influenced by a historical-interpretative mode of thought
that treats the continuation of tradition and innovation as mutually dependent and
understands the present as a site for selectively and creatively engaging with tradi-
tions (Habermas 1988a, 23—4). Consequently, Habermas systematically regards the
history of theory as a resource for contemporary theoretical endeavors. The geneal-
ogy of theory renders the contemporary theoretical self-understanding transparent
in its contingent historicity. Unlike Foucault, Habermas does not aim at the reve-
latory effect of exposing arbitrariness beneath the veil of necessity, but rather at
rediscovering forgotten alternatives. In Knowledge and Human Interest the devel-
opment of theory is itself seen as some kind of learning process whose “abandoned
stages” can be retraced to “recover the forgotten experience of reflection” (Haber-
mas 2001, 9). Awareness of past solutions to problems of scientific world-disclosure
and world-explanation allows one to distance oneself from the present and draw
alternative lessons from the history of reflection (see also Habermas 2019, 23-39). In
addition to the ‘vertical’ historicist orientation toward the history of ideas, he also
branches out his theory horizontally across many different fields of scholarship. His
material interest in finding “the unity of reason in the plurality of its voices” (Haber-
mas 1988b) forced Habermas to become a truly interdisciplinary scholar, fluently
moving between philosophy and multiple social sciences. Operating orthogonally
to disciplinary differentiation, he had to integrate thoughts from very different
fields that were built on heterogeneous theoretical underpinnings and epistemic
interests.?

2 Theinterdisciplinary nature of Habermas’s theory is often mentioned but rarely taken seriously.
Ultimately his advocacy for a philosophy that employs the social sciences to inform itself about
the social situatedness of reason and for the social sciences to be aware of the methodological and
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Habermas was, therefore, perhaps more than most of his contemporaries, con-
fronted with the problem of theoretical pluralism. Being committed to the con-
viction that the discourse of the Western enlightenment and even its theological
precursors can be reconstructed as a complex cultural learning process (Habermas
2019), he needed to cover vast terrain in the history of ideas. Although Habermas
himself has made only cursory remarks about his method and has never posi-
tioned himself as a methodologist of theory construction, his writings do reveal an
underlying method for productively processing theoretical material. This method
can be understood as a combination of hermeneutic interpretation and system-
atic, problem-centered theory integration. In The Theory of Communicative Action
(TCA), Habermas calls this “the history of theory with systematic intent” (Habermas
1981, 201). He does not view ‘classical’ theories as outdated precursors but rather as
still-relevant attempts to capture key aspects of the emergence of modern society.
While these theories are historically contextualized, they are nevertheless treated
as substantively contemporary. This dual movement — taking theories seriously as
interlocutors while situating them in the historical context of influential intellec-
tual movements — commits Habermas to a systematic, comprehensive, and critical
reading of classical theory.

The guiding assumption of contemporaneity implies treating these theories as
contributions to still-relevant questions, which may be incomplete or no longer
fully adequate in certain respects but whose insights have helped shape our cur-
rent level of reflection. Existing theories have something to teach us because they
reveal the possibilities open to thought. From their history — both their achieve-
ments and their errors — we can learn which positions we can still uphold today and
which questions remain relevant within the disciplinary horizon. The history of the-
ory thus becomes readable like a Bildungsroman, whose stages represent necessary
steps in the development of thought. Instead of distancing prior theoretical thought,
the effect of Habermas’s theoretical technique is to present his theory as its natural
culminating point. In this regard, it is similar to the Hegelian spirit that propels
itself forward by negating its prior phases. However, in terms of the thorough-
ness with which he addresses prior theoreticians’ work, he is more on the side of

theoretical significance of rationality was not successful at irritating the respective disciplines’ self-
understanding. The theoretical and sociological aspects amalgamated in his work tend to be sepa-
rated and fed back into the very disciplinary discourses against whose isolation the Habermasian
theory was directed. In philosophy, scholars engage with his theories of meaning, rationality, dis-
course ethics, and formal pragmatics. Meanwhile, sociology focuses primarily on action theory,
social theory, and public sphere research, while political science has developed an empirically
oriented program of deliberative research that, although grounded in action-theoretical rational-
ity and a social-theoretical public sphere theory, often drifts into a form of social-technological
procedural analysis.
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hermeneutics and especially the dialectics of question and answer, as it was devel-
oped by Gadamer (1960), whereas the systematicity of his convergence theorizing
resembles Parsons’s strategy in his seminal study on action theory (Parsons 1937).
His method, though likely more inherited than explicitly chosen, represents the
most advanced synthesis of hermeneutics and systematic theory-building to date.
While certainly something gets lost by abstracting from the thicket of material
premises that underly Habermas’s work, there is also clarity and orientation to be
gained by distilling the methodical core of his technique of theorizing.

3 Theory and Problem as the Methodical
Foundation of Habermas’s Method

The following explication of a theoretical method is not intended as a revolution-
ary proposal. Rather; it recalls an aspect of theoretical practice that once belonged
to the tacit knowledge widely shared among theorists, but which has receded into
obscurity in recent decades. This implicit method of productively engaging with
heterogeneous social theories can be traced across a wide range of thinkers. Its
significance was recognized by figures such as Merton and Parsons, Bourdieu and
Luhmann, Popper, Toulmin, Gadamer, and many others (Anicker 2020; Schneider
1991). Nonetheless, I argue that Habermas’s theoretical practice deserves particu-
lar attention, as his work is especially attuned to the challenges posed by theoretical
pluralism.

At the core of Habermas’s method lies a problem-based understanding of the-
ory that requires an analytic distinction between a theory and the problem that
it addresses. According to this metatheoretical paradigm, to understand a theory
means to understand how it can be seen as an answer to a question or, alterna-
tively, a solution to a problem (for the general applicability of this scheme, see
Anicker 2024). So, what does it mean to say that theories are answers to questions? It
means that a theory is something that has a purpose; itis directed to something. This
problem-dependence of interpretation is taken to be not only a contingent method
of theory interpretation but an explication of the very concept of understanding
(Gadamer 1960). Thus, this is the method that everyone is already using to some
degree, whether they realize it or not. However, unconscious users are like intuitive
reasoners — getting it right in many cases but prone to confusion and error when
faced with complexity. The directedness of solutions to problems is essential for
scientific theories. A mere understanding of theories as systems of interconnected
propositions is insufficient because we can only understand the theory if we under-
stand its purpose. Conversely, we could not make sense of the claim that someone
understood a theory but not what it is for.
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The relation between theory and problem is one of mutual interpretation. The
problem provides the framework of relevance within which the theoretical vocabu-
lary of a theory acquires meaning — it articulates the cognitive interest and specific
presuppositions of the theory (see e.g. Abend 2020). It also restricts the frame of rel-
evancy: there are many true and generally interesting propositions in a theory that
are still not relevant for its problem-based interpretation. At the same time, theo-
ries interpret their central problem by framing it in a particular way. For example,
Talcott Parsons was very explicit that the central problem of his sociology is the
explanation of social order (Parsons 1937). This makes the theory interpretable as
a solution to the problem of order, while the meaning of the problem of social
order gets specified by Parsons’ theoretical commitments as an explanation of the
interpenetration of normative values and behavioral tendencies (Miinch 1988).

While the analytic distinction of theory and problem is, first of all, a device for
theory interpretation, it is also of excellent use for theory comparison and theory
integration (Anicker 2017; Schneider 1996). Scientific problems can usually be for-
mulated at a level of generality that allows different theories to be understood as
competing or complementary solutions to the same problem. It makes a difference
whether you think of the problem of social order from a Parsonian, a Bourdieu-
sian, or an ethnomethodological perspective — but there is certainly some sense in
claiming that these perspectives all have something to say about this problem. They
share the problem, even if their vocabularies are incommensurable.? In contrast
to the quest for common theoretical commitments in social-theoretical turns, the
distinction between a theory and its central problem makes it possible to observe
convergent problems between theories without necessarily claiming a theoretical
convergence between them. The theoretical assumptions need not be translatable
into one another. This distinction between a theory and its problem leads to similar
advantages as the switch from substantial concepts to function concepts on the level
of theoretical propositions (Cassirer 1910). If you compare theories by asking, ‘What
do two theories have in common?’, you will maybe be able to find some common
ground, but it will shrink if you extend your analysis to more theories. The more

3 Kuhn’s concept of incommensurability is often misunderstood. It neither implies incompara-
bility nor incommunicability, but only that there is no common measure between two vocabu-
laries that allows frictionless translation from one into the other. One of his examples is that the
hypotenuse of a right triangle is incommensurable with its sides — but there are plenty of geomet-
ric techniques that can be applied to both and allow to compare them to “any required degree of
approximation” (Kuhn 1982, 670). In our case, the incommensurability of two theoretical languages
neither means that they are logically incompatible in the sense that the use of one precludes us
from using the other, nor does it prevent them from referring to the same problem. To the contrary,
if one theory could express everything that another theory says without residue, there would be
no need for theory integration.
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you include, the more trivial your theoretical synthesis becomes (just like species
concepts become thinner and less informative the more different kinds they sub-
sume). We saw this problem in the example of the turns. A problem-centered view
on theories allows to refer theories to each other on a very general level (problem
convergence) without losing specificity on the level of the theoretical vocabular-
ies. Theoretical concepts channeling thought in specific directions are just as cen-
tral as the problem awareness guiding reflection. Generalizing systematization and
detailed hermeneutics can be pursued simultaneously. Thus, relations among dif-
ferent theories can be established, even if there are few material assumptions they
share — they speak in different tongues to the same question.

Habermas employs the differentiation between problem statements and the-
ory with great flexibility. In the following, I will draw on examples from his work
to illustrate different uses he makes of the hermeneutic method of theory com-
parison and theory development. There are four main functions that the theory-
problem-scheme serves in Habermas’s theorizing: they are, first, to interpret theo-
ries, second, to provide an abstract overview over the theoretical discourse, third,
to criticize theories in the light of insufficient problem solutions and, fourth, to sys-
tematically integrate theories by relating their problems and vocabularies to each
other. Usually, these functions blend into each other seamlessly in Habermas’s writ-
ings, but the following examples are picked with an eye to them foregrounding one
function above others for illustrative purposes.

3.1 Theory Interpretation and Recombining Theories and
Problems

Habermas uses the distinction of theory and problem constantly to interpret theo-
ries. By measuring the theories against standards inherent to their objectives, the
interpretation gains an objectivity that detaches it from the authors’ subjective
self-understanding. Habermas can claim, for example, that he understood Mead’s
theory “maybe a bit better” (Habermas 1988c, 215) than the author himself. The
objectifying effect of seeing theories as solutions to problems allows seeing the
vocabulary of any theory as one option among others that could be improved upon
or even abandoned in favor of a superior alternative. In The Theory of Commu-
nicative Action (TCA), Habermas takes up Mead’s problem statement — how does
symbolic gesture-based communication emerge from a stimulus-response-based
form of behavioral coordination? — but draws on Wittgenstein’s rule-following
theory to clarify this transition from behavior to rule-governed (symbolic) action
(cf. Habermas 1981, 27-40). Wittgenstein’s conceptual framework allows for a more
precise answer to Mead’s question — a simple argumentative move that would be
inaccessible without the distinction between theory and problem statement.
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3.2 Overview and Ordering of Theoretical and Empirical
Discourses

Habermas’s ability to systematize huge swaths of literature and reconstruct debates
is unparalleled in sociological theory. This skill benefits greatly from the problem-
focused scheme of interpretation. A simple example can be found in the introduc-
tion to The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. Habermas employs an abstract
problem to establish a shared question that the philosophical discourse of moder-
nity is supposed to revolve around. Modern thinking, according to Habermas, is
committed to the immanence of philosophical normativity and the loss of transcen-
dent certainty of epistemic, normative, and aesthetic standards — modernity must
draw its normativity from itself (cf. Habermas 1988a, 15). He refines this problem
by restating it in terms of the question of how cultural and societal modernization
relate to each other.* Cultural modernization refers to the institutions of modernity
(law, education, science, religion, and so on), while societal modernization means
the systemic rationalization of technology, administration, and the economy. The
central question thus becomes in what way the participants in the philosophical
discourse of modernity conceptualize cultural and systemic development — and
whether they still see processes of cultural learning in place that can be defended as
a source oflegitimacy (cf. Habermas 1988a, 31). This problem focus allows Habermas
to provide a frame that can be alluded to throughout his complex study of dif-
ferent authors, to present the contemporary philosophical discourse of modernity
in terms of the opposition between “neoconservative” and “postmodern” currents
(Habermas 1988a, 9-13), and thereby prepare the ground for his own theoretical
positioning.

3.3 Constructing Polarities Between Theories to Find Some
Middle Ground

Habermas uses problem-based comparisons between theories not only for order-
ing discourse but also to develop his position as a synthesis of opposing traditions
that keeps their strengths and avoids their weaknesses (similar to Hegelian Aufhe-
bung). This is particularly evident in the influential article Three Normative Models
of Democracy (Habermas 1994). In this paper, Habermas delineates his normative
foundation for deliberative democracy theory by presenting it as a mediating syn-
thesis between the liberal and republican traditions.

4 Thisisa very abstract problem formulation that is too vague to also contain criteria for weighing
the advantages and disadvantages of possible solutions. In general, more abstractly formulated
problems allow for more connections and thus ‘more overview’ while the bond that they constitute
between the subsumed theories becomes weaker.
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Liberalism and republicanism are interpreted as competing and mutually
incompatible responses to the question of the normative meaning of democracy.
While republicanism conceives democracy as a form of self-realization for an
ethical community, liberalism views it as a regulatory mechanism for manag-
ing shared and conflicting interests within a collective of private individuals.
Whereas liberalism conceptualizes civil rights as ‘negative’ rights — protections
against state intervention — republicanism frames rights, particularly participa-
tory rights, as enabling mechanisms for political participation; they are ‘positive’
rights that serve as both expressions and instruments of a political community’s
self-realization. These positions also reflect differing views on the foundation of
civil rights: Whereas liberals claim an extralegal basis for fundamental political
rights, republicans see them as rooted in the collective will of a political-ethical
community (Habermas 1994, 1-3).

Habermas builds upon this problem-based opposition between liberal and
republican democratic theory to introduce deliberative democracy as a third alter-
native — one that does not simply stand alongside the other two but instead syn-
thesizes and transcends their conflicting tendencies. His theoretical approach is
positioned within the conceptual space revealed by the mutual critique of the two
traditions. Liberals might argue that republicanism fails to sufficiently secure the
principles of the rule of law because legal rights are treated as a contingent prod-
uct of collective will-formation. However, the inverse critique of liberalism holds
that the pre-political validity of fundamental freedoms cannot ultimately be justi-
fied within the secular discourse of modernity that knows no other principles than
those inherent in collective will formation.

The theory of deliberative democracy situates itself between these two posi-
tions: It exempts fundamental rights from arbitrary democratic decision-making
but does not ground them in a pre-political notion of reason. Rather, it embeds
their justification within the constitutive conditions of political discourse itself (see
also Habermas 1989, 1992). A similar approach applies to the collective aims of
democracy and the mechanisms of political consensus-building. While deliberative
democracy rejects the strong consensus expectations of republicanism concerning
a collective democratic way of life, it also avoids conceding to liberalism’s insistence
on the irreconcilability of conflicts of interest. Whereas liberalism sees democracy
as a process of bargaining between private interests, republicanism envisions it as
the formation of a collective will through ethical-political discourse. Deliberative
democracy is then introduced as a mediating (but more liberal-leaning) position:
a process of compromise formation that is guided by collective discourse-ethical
principles.

The following schema provides a (simplified) overview of the resulting contrast
between the traditions and the development of the deliberative model from the
opposition between republicanism and liberalism (Figure 1).
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P: What is the normative meaning of democracy?
a) Whatis the purpose of democracy?

b) What is the status of civil liberties?

c) Whatis democatic will formation?

T, Liberalism

a) Setting collective rules as
boundary conditions for individual
action

b) Negative rights, transcendent
justification

c) Compromise between
incompatible interests

T, Republicanism

a) Self-realization of a political
community

b) Positive rights, immanent
justification

c) Ethical-political discourse of
collective will formation

T, Deliberative democracy

a) Creation of a just political order under
conditions of a pluralism of ethical
communities

b) Positive rights of participation exempt
from collective will, justified
immanently from the conditions of
rational collective will formation

c) Compromises against the backdrop of
general discourse-ethical and moral
criteria

——p Interpretation
T Theory
P Problem

Figure 1: Deliberative democracy as middle ground (created by the author).

3.4 Theory Critique

Habermas employs problem-oriented theory interpretation for critique: He exam-
ines to what extent existing theories can systematically address those problems
whose relevance emerges from the historical development of the discipline — and
he bases his critique on the diagnosis of either insufficient problem awareness or
inadequate problem resolution. A good example is a manuscript whose German
title can be translated as On Theory Comparison in Sociology: The Case of Theo-
ries of Social Evolution (Habermas 1995).° It was originally presented as part of a

5 Thave analyzed this example in more detail in Anicker 2020.
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joint lecture with Klaus Eder at the 1974 Kassel Conference of Sociologists. The topic
of the lecture was set by the broader theme of the conference: the explanation of
social evolutionary processes. Other speakers on the same topic included Niklas
Luhmann, Karl-Dieter Opp, and Karl Hermann Tjaden, whose system-theoretical,
behavioral-theoretical, and Marxist alternatives provided points of contrast for
Habermas.

Habermas utilizes this for critically delineating his approach from competing
theories. He begins his lecture with the assertion that no adequate theory of social
evolution has yet been developed (129). He then uses his contribution as a program-
matic outline, deriving his problem statement precisely from the deficiencies of
existing approaches. In his analysis (likely also influenced by the composition of
the Kassel panel), he considers three competing approaches to his problem:

1. Historical Materialism (Tjaden)
2. Rational Choice Theory (Opp)
3. Functionalist Systems Theory (Luhmann)

Habermas makes his first theoretical commitment by adopting the goals and also,
more or less, the problem statement of historical materialism — the theory of social
evolution should be able to explain developmental stages of society (he mentions
high cultures, class societies, and global society, cf. 129-39). However, this affir-
mation of the problem statement is compatible with a clear rejection of historical
materialism’s specific problem solution:

I do not see, on the other hand, why these intentions should oblige me to more or less dog-
matically adopt the construction principles and specific assumptions of a theory rooted in the
19th century ... (130)

Thus, Habermas pursues historical materialism not by adhering to its theoreti-

cal assumptions but by continuing its problem statement. This way of defining

the problem is then used as a yardstick for his own theory development and

for the critique of the rivaling approaches presented in Kassel. His claims are

exemplary for the differentiated uses of the distinction of theory and problem for

critique:

— Rational Choice Theory (that he calls ‘hehavioral theory’) fails to even pose the
relevant problems

—  Historical Materialism poses the right problems but fails to solve them due to
its outdated Marxist theoretical assumptions.

—  Systems Theory fails to theoretically justify the relationship between problem
and solution
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This array of critical remarks exhausts the basic logical possibilities of the scheme
of theory and problem: The critique can either target the problem awareness of a
theory (that may be unable to address relevant problems), or the solution to the
problem (e.g. untenable theoretical claims or theoretical incoherence) or the rela-
tion between theory and problem. This latter option, that Habermas uses in his
criticism of Systems Theory is maybe the most interesting. Habermas argues that
Luhmann’s theory is ‘overly abstract,” to the point that “the selection of reference
problems can no longer be theoretically justified” (141). The implicit criterion of this
critique is the understanding, that theories need to coordinate and specify their ref-
erence problems through their social-theoretical vocabulary in such a way that the
selection of problems is constrained rather than left arbitrary. In his view, good
theory construction ought to be conceived as a process of gradually reducing theo-
retical arbitrariness by committing to increasingly specific problem statements and
solutions.

3.5 Theory Integration and Theory Construction

The problem-oriented integration of theories is of central importance for the the-
oretical architecture of The Theory of Communicative Action (TCA). A key method-
ological advantage in the problem-oriented search for convergence is that theories
can be connected not only through the similarity of their fundamental categories
or merely shared reference problems (theories as responses to the same question)
but also through a more abstract integration of their reference problems — under-
standing theories as responses to different questions that, nonetheless, relate to a
broader epistemic interest (see the following scheme) (Figure 2).

In the scheme below, two theories T, and T;;, are not related by mapping
their theoretical vocabularies onto each other (which may be incommensurable),

Po
A
TO
P1a P1b
4 A
-|-1 T1b Figure 2: Complex relation between two theories (created by the
a
author).
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but rather by demonstrating how their respective problems arise as natural conse-
quences of a more general theory (T,) that responds to an overarching theoretical
problem. This possibility of problem-mediated theory integration (for problem-
mediated theory comparison, see Anicker 2017) allows for quite complex theoretical
constructions. I will use one of Habermas’s more challenging theoretical ideas as
an example for this: The dual concept of society. My primary interest here is not
the (undoubtedly controversial) conceptual design itself, but rather the method of
theory integration underlying it.

What Habermas attempts to do in the TCA is to reconcile two traditions in soci-
ology that are usually conceived as opposing methodological principles: holistic
functionalism and individualist action theory. The theory of the society in the TCA
emerges from the synthesis of these two traditions. Both theoretical traditions are
interpreted in detail and critically on the level of their most influential authors and
only brought together in a second step of systematic theory development. This divi-
sion of labor between hermeneutics and systematicity is reflected in the structure
of the TCA. While most of the chapters contain hermeneutically sensitive but also
critical discussions of philosophical and sociological traditions, the systematic the-
ory development takes place in the Zwischenbetrachtungen (interim reflections). In
the hermeneutic parts of the TCA, Habermas uses the form of theory critique that
is familiar from the above scheme of problem-based criticism. To integrate both
perspectives, he (a) contests both theories’ claims that both already provide the
foundations of a general social theory and (b) tries to interpret them in ways that
make them compatible with each other. Through the problem-based critique of both
theoretical strands, he tries to show that action theory reaches its limits when soci-
ety is conceived exclusively as a lifeworld. System theoretic functionalism, on the
other hand, needs action theory to identify learning mechanisms and conditions
of functional differentiation in the life-world (see already Habermas 1995, 134). On
their own, Habermas claims, they do not offer a satisfactory theory of modernity.
His interpretation of the traditions suggests that they have mutual blind spots and
a potential for complementarity: One is strong where the other is weak.

The traditions are brought together in the second interim reflection of TCA.
Habermas integrates the competing theoretical paradigms of systems theory and
theories of action by relating them to specific problem areas within a “two-tiered”
social theory (Habermas 1981, 225-93). On the level of theoretical convergence, he
argues that action theory is naturally drawn toward a paradigm of communica-
tive action (and thereby away from individual actors as the methodological refer-
ence point of analysis), which makes it more compatible with the methodological
premises of functionalism (Habermas 1981, 182-228). By adopting the theoretical
thesis that societies should be understood as “systemically stabilized networks of
action within socially integrated groups” (1981, 228), Habermas effectively splits the
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classical problem of social order into two distinct variants (see already Lockwood
1964): the problem of system integration (Parsons, and also Marx) and the problem
of social integration (action theory, especially communicative action).

Action theories, especially in their symbolic interactionist form, are applied
only to the problem of social integration; the symbolic reproduction of ‘society-
as-lifeworld’, whereas Parsons’s Systems Theory serves to describe especially the
stabilization forms of order that escape the intentional horizon of society’s mem-
bers - ‘society-as-system’. The reframing of the problems of both theoretical strands
as sub-problems of a dual concept of society allows for a form of intellectual division
of labor, while maintaining the distinctiveness of the respective theoretical vocabu-
laries and their different problem focus. The following diagram provides a (highly
simplified) overview of the resulting theory architecture (Figure 3).

P: How is modern society
integrated?

t: Modern society is the social integration of systemically stabilized groups

P: How is shared meaning and social P: How does society adapt functionally
cohesion produced in social groups? (social to its environment? (system integration)
integration) Y
T: Theories of life-world and T: Systems Theory (Parsons):
communicative action Functional adaptation and
systemic stabilzation
« Integration of different theories

of symbolic interaction in a
comprehensive theory of
communicative action

« Life-world as ressource and
product of communicative action

——» Interpretation

T Theory
t Thesis
P Problem

Figure 3: Habermas’s theory of society as a problem-based theory synthesis (created by the author).
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4 Conclusions

The fragmentation of theory in philosophy, sociology, and many other social sci-
ences has reached proportions that require considerable synthetic effort for anyone
who wishes to incorporate theoretical diversity productively and do theory that
is relevant beyond a small niche. However, the widespread tendency to coordi-
nate theoretical research through the orchestration of social-theoretical turns is
ill-suited to this task. I argued that Habermas’s interdisciplinary and historicist
theorizing offers a superior model for combining hermeneutic sensitivity to the
nuances of theories with strong systematic-theoretical ambitions.

Ireconstructed the core of Habermas’s theoretical method as revolving around
the distinction of theory and problem. Theories are understood as solutions to prob-
lems. This separates a theory’s meaning from the intentions of its author and makes
relating and comparing theories to each other possible. The methodological recon-
struction of some key texts shows that Habermas used this as an all-purpose device:
for interpretation, for critique, and for theory construction. By relating different
theoretical positions to a common problem and selectively integrating them, a form
of theory development emerges that builds upon existing ideas but creates some-
thing new through the comparison and critique of these positions. Habermas inher-
ited many aspects of his practical theoretical understanding from predecessors.
Nonetheless, there is no doubt that his work, due to the transparency of its the-
ory construction and the breadth of its syntheses, stands as an impressive example
of the possibilities of hermeneutic-systematic theory-building.
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