
Truth in Pragmatism and its effect on 
Germany: From Scheler to Habermas

Dr. Jobst Landgrebe
September 26th 2021
Buffalo, NY

Contact:
jobstlan@buffalo.edu
jobst.landgrebe@cognotekt.com

mailto:jobst.landgrebe@cognotekt.com


Today, we take a look at classical theories of truth and then discuss variants of the Pragmatic 
theory of truth before looking at their effects on important Germans from 1920 to 1980
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Aristotle introduced the correspondence theory of truth which dominated Western thought until 
the 19th century

Aristotle's correspondence theory of truth

The truth has (embodies) the confirmation of the correspondence, and negation of the separation.
Aristotelis metaphysica (Ed. by W. Jaeger. Oxford:1957 ),    E1027b20

The truth about the things is either the correspondence or the separation, so that it is true that what 
is held as the separated is separated, and what is seen as corresponding corresponds.
Aristotelis op. cit., 𝛩1051b3 (1)

The correspondence theory of truth was first formulated by Aristotle in his Metaphysics 
(                                               ) in books E and 𝛩.

1) Translations by J. Landgrebe

He distinguishes between scientific truth (θεορία) and practical truth (ἀλήθεια πρακτιή) [Ethica Nicomachea, p. VI, 2, 
1139b], an influential distinction used by many later authors, where an example of a practical truth might be that the sun 
rises every morning, and of a scientific truth that the earth moves in an almost exactly elliptical orbit around the sun. 

Truth and deception.
P. Baltens, 16th century



The dogmatic view of knowledge was systematicaly developed from Aristotle to Kant ... 

Realists and their opponents (1 of 2)

Aristotle’s correspondence approach to truth remained the predominant view at least as late as until the end of the 18th 
century, when Kant, in giving an answer to the question: 

‘What can I know?’, responded with: Truth, which consists of a ‘correspondence of cognition with its objects’ [Critique of pure 
reason, B82f.].

Aristotle and Kant both propose a view of knowledge that is ‘dogmatic’ in the sense that they both held 
1) that there are collections of interrelated true propositions – for example the truths of classical mechanics – which are 

known with certainty and
2) that each constitutes an associated field of knowledge.

The main difference between them is their view of how knowledge of this sort is obtained. Aristotle and Kant share also a 
realist position, in the sense that they view the one world in which we live and of which we form a part as real and as accessible 
to us through our interactions with it.

Immanuel Kant
1724-1804

Aristotle
384-322 BC



... and rejected by its enemies: Pyrrhon of Elis and his many followers

Realists and their opponents (2 of 2)

Pyrrhon of Elis was one generation younger than Aristotle. According to 
reports from his follower Timon, he taught that we should practice 
abstention from judgement and simultaneously maintain self-contradictory 
propositions in order to ensure that our thinking is in accordance with the 
inaccessibility of truth [0].
Since this first philosophical formulation by Pyrrhon, skepticism has served 
as a powerful counterpoint to realism. 

Pyrrhon of Elis 
360-270 BC

Richard Rorty(1)

1931 - 2007

1) "A dot blew himself up and became a null.' - H. Hochstetter, oral 
communication, 1987

Sextus Empiricus
160 - 210

Another important classical Pyrrhonean was Sextus Empiricus, a hellenist wirter in the second century. His surviving works 
are: Πυῤῥώνειοι ὑποτυπώσεις and Πρὸς μαθηματικούς. His main thesis is that the same "impressions" are not produced by the 
same objects due to inter-species and intra-species (inter-individual) differences in  perception. Therefore, we cannot "say 
what the external object is like by itself." "Since all things appear relative, we will suspend judgment about what things exist
absolutely and really existent."

Indeed we will see in what follows how the adoption of one or other version of the consensus theory of truth led some 
analytic philosophers (Willard Quine, Richard Rorty) to embrace a skepticist position during the so-called linguistic turn of 
philosophy after the second world war. 

WVO Quine
1908 - 2000 

[0] Andre Hurst, H Lloyd-Jones, and P Parsons. Supplementum Hellenisticum. Berlin and New York: 
de Gruyter, 1983. , pp. 368–395



The young Peirce was a Neo-Aristotelian and Neo-Kantian, ...

Peirce's views of truth (1 of 3)

The young Peirce started out as a neo-Kantian and a strict realist. He embraced both independence realism and 
realism about universals, which means that he held

1. that the one reality we have is observer-independent and
2. that general predicates refer to universals, which are structures in reality [1].

For Peirce as a neo-Kantian, ‘a realist is simply one who knows no more recondite reality than that which is 
represented in a true representation.’ [2, p. 5.312].

The mature Peirce was also a proponent of the correspondence theory of truth: ‘A state of things is an abstract 
constituent part of reality, of such a nature that a proposition is needed to represent it.’ [2, p. 5.549]. Thus for him, 
states of things (Sachverhalte in the language of Scheler, Husserl, and Wittgenstein) make propositions true. 

Peirce A

[1] Frederik Stjernfelt. “Peirce as a Truthmaker Realist”. In: Blityri. Studies on History of Ideas on Signs and Languages 9.2 (2020), pp. 123–136
[2] Charles Sanders Peirce. “Truth and Falsity and Error [1901]”. In: Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Volumes V and VI). Ed. by Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss. Cambridge, MA: 1935, pp. 394–398
[3] Charles Sanders Peirce. “How to Make Our Ideas Clear [1878]”. In: Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition (Volume 3: 1872–1878). Ed. by C. Kloesel and M. Fisch. Bloomington, Indiana University 
Press, 1986, pp. 257–276 

1839 –1914



... but had an ambivalent theory of truth

Peirce's views of truth (2 of 3)

Peirce B

[1] Frederik Stjernfelt. “Peirce as a Truthmaker Realist”. In: Blityri. Studies on History of Ideas on Signs and Languages 9.2 (2020), pp. 123–136
[2] Charles Sanders Peirce. “Truth and Falsity and Error [1901]”. In: Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Volumes V and VI). Ed. by Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss. Cambridge, MA: 1935, pp. 394–398
[3] Charles Sanders Peirce. “How to Make Our Ideas Clear [1878]”. In: Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition (Volume 3: 1872–1878). Ed. by C. Kloesel and M. Fisch. Bloomington, Indiana University 
Press, 1986, pp. 257–276 

However, Peirce believed that the definition of truth as correspondence was incomplete because large parts of reality are not covered 
by scientific propositions. Therefore he added a second definition of truth in order to cover the gap left by the incomplete description 
of reality provided by science. 
He first described this new ‘pragmatic’ theory in his paper “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” in 1878. As the name suggests, this is a 
view of truth which focuses ‘on the connection between truth and epistemic practices, notably practices of inquiry and assertion’. 
Here, Peirce relates meaning to practical effects: 

"Consider what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our conception 
of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object." [3, p. 266]

Here it is not entirely clear what Peirce means by ‘conception’, it is possible to distinguish two different senses in which he uses the 
term. In the first two usages, he seems to mean ‘preception’, and in the final, he seems to mean ‘meaning’. On the latter interpretation, 
the meaning of an object is derived form our perception of its effects in reality. On either reading, the meaning of an entity in his view 
cannot be defined as the mental representation of an object except where this mental representation is of the object’s practical effects 
in reality. 

1839 –1914



Peirce invented the consensus theory of truth ...

By claiming that truth is the consequence of an activity – the specific social activity of investigation –
Peirce laid the foundation for his consensus theory of truth. 

Truth, as he puts it, is ‘the opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate’ [3, p. 
273]. 

Later, he defines truth as  that "concordance of an abstract statement with the ideal limit towards which 
endless investigation would tend to bring scientific belief." [2, p. 5.565]. 

This was a novel, pragmatic view, because truth is defined as resulting from a practical process, 
namely scientific investigation and dialogue. A true proposition is one on which investigators will 
ultimately agree. This is indeed a consensus theory of truth, but its function is not to describe an 
exclusive path to obtaining the truth. 

Peirce's views of truth (3 of 3)

Peirce C

[2] Charles Sanders Peirce. “Truth and Falsity and Error [1901]”. In: Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Volumes V and VI). Ed. by Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss. Cambridge, MA: 1935, pp. 394–398
[3] Charles Sanders Peirce. “How to Make Our Ideas Clear [1878]”. In: Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition (Volume 3: 1872–1878). Ed. by C. Kloesel and M. Fisch. Bloomington, Indiana University 
Press, 1986, pp. 257–276 

Juliette and Charles 
Peirce in 1907 



... which currently dominates Western thinking in the humanities (but not in science)

Consequences of the consensus
theory of truth: An example

(1) https://harpers.org/a-letter-on-justice-and-open-debate/ - the letter is worth reading
(2) https://www.bariweiss.com/resignation-letter

Today, Western humanities are dominated by a perverted version of Peirce's consensus theory of truth.

Bari Weiss, a former NYT journalist who resigned from her job in summer 2020 after colleagues had been stigmatised as "Nazis"
for defending a letter signed by more than 100 intellectuals (some are shown above) about freedom of speech(1), wrote to NYT 
editor Sulzberger:
"Instead, a new consensus has emerged in the press, but perhaps especially at this paper: that truth isn’t a process of collective discovery, 
but an orthodoxy already known to an enlightened few whose job is to inform everyone else." (2)

Interestingly Weiss does not question the  consensus theory of truth. She takes it for granted, and merely complains about its 
slide into orthodoxy without understanding that it is an essential feature of this theory (which was not what Peirce intended). This is 
very characteristic of today's culture in the humanities.
In physics and engineering, the correspondence theory of truth remains unchallenged (for now).

Margaret
Atwood

JK
Rowling

Bari
Weiss

Salman
Rushdie

AG
Sulzberger

Signed (with many others) 
letter on justice and open 

debate(1)

Greil
Marcus

https://harpers.org/a-letter-on-justice-and-open-debate/


Peirce's followers gave up on Peirce A (Neo-Aristotelian truth theory), and created variants of 
Peirce B and C 

Turth according to William James

First, William James defines truth in the following manner: 
You can say of [a proposition] ... either that ‘it is useful because it is true’ or that ‘it is true because it is useful’. Both these 
phrases mean exactly the same thing. [5, p. 98]. 

But James does not hereby identify truth with utility; rather he sees the role of truth in terms of the process of 
verification, as something like as a pay-off for our behaviour: 
Truth for us is simply a collective name for verification-processes, just as health, wealth, strength, etc., are names for other
processes connected with life, and also pursued because it pays to pursue them. 

Truth, then, is not a property of propositions or statements. Rather it is a property of behaviour that results from 
certain activities. 
‘What does agreement with reality mean? It means verifiability. Verifiability means ability to guide us prosperously through 
experience.’ [5, p. 8]. 

Verifiability does not establish correspondence. James had an utilitarian, poeitic and anti-realist theory of truth.

[5] William James. Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking [1907]. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975. 
[6] John Dewey. “Propositions, warranted assertibility, and truth”. In: The Journal of Philosophy 38.7 (1941), pp. 169–186. 
[7] Willard Van Orman Quine. Quine in dialogue. Harvard University Press, 2008. 

1852- 1910



Peirce's followers gave up on Peirce A (Neo-Aristotelian truth theory), and created variants of 
Peirce B and C 

Turth according to John Dewey

[5] William James. Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking [1907]. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975. 
[6] John Dewey. “Propositions, warranted assertibility, and truth”. In: The Journal of Philosophy 38.7 (1941), pp. 169–186. 
[7] Willard Van Orman Quine. Quine in dialogue. Harvard University Press, 2008. 

John Dewey followed Peirce and James in his writings on truth, but introducing the additional idea of ‘answering’:

My own view takes correspondence in the operational sense . . . of answering, as a key answers to conditions imposed by a lock, or as 
two correspondents ‘answer’ each other; or, in general, as a reply is an adequate answer to a question or criticism; as, in short, a solution 
answers the requirements of a problem. [6, 178, emphasis added] 

This is not a correspondence view, but rather a view of truth as the solution to a problem; thus still very much in the tradition of James. 

Responding to criticism from Bertrand Russell and others, Dewey in his later work tried to circumvent the problem of defining truth as a 
feature of propositions by speaking instead of warranted assertability [6].

He thus dodged Russell’s criticisms in an attempt to maintain consistency with the pragmatic tradition of which he formed a part, by 
adopting a strategy later described by Quine as an attempt to ‘simply avoid the truth predicate and limp along with warranted belief’ 
[7, p. 165] 

1859-1952



For the German realist, anti-nominalist, phenomenologist and ethicist Max Scheler, pragmatism 
made a major contribution to philosophy with the motor theory of perception

Max Scheler
1874 - 1927

Scheler's view of pragmatism (1 of 2) 

1. American philosophy made a major contribution of to the theory of perception, a contribution which 
attained considerable influence during the first two thirds of the 20th century, namely the so-called 
motor theory of perception, according to which the act of perception goes hand in hand with a 
disposition to act [8]. Scheler:

"Pragmatism correctly teaches that every sensory perception is necessarily connected with a 
definite practical-motor set (Haltung), at least with the beginning of a psycho-motor process." [9]

2. For Scheler, it is clear that what he called the ‘theory of animalistic-motor causation of perception’ is 
valid [9, p. 126], and that pragmatism is right to point out that the primary relationship of humans to 
their environment is practical, as for example when individuals in their perception and action perform 
an active selection of aspects of their environment [9, pp. 63, 66]. For Scheler: ‘The pragmatic-motor 
theory of perception,’ first developed as a comprehensive theory by ‘pragmatically inclined 
philosophers’,7 is the ‘most secure element in pragmatism’ [9, p. 47]. 

[8] Kevin Mulligan. “How to Marry Phenomenology and Pragmatism. Scheler’s Proposal”. In: Pragmatism and the European Traditions. Ed. by Maria Baghramian and Sarin Marchetti. London: 
Routledge, 2018, pp. 37–64. 
[9] Max Scheler. Cognition and Work. A Study concerning the Value and Limits of the Pragmatic Motifs in the Cognition of the World. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2021. 



However, he saw the consensus theory of truth as "complete nonsense" and rejected James 
theory of knowledge

Max Scheler
1874 - 1927

Scheler's view of pragmatism (2 of 2) 

[9] Max Scheler. Cognition and Work. A Study concerning the Value and Limits of the Pragmatic Motifs in the Cognition of the World. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2021. 
[10] Max Scheler. “Phänomenologie und Erkenntnistheorie”. In: Schriften aus dem Nachlass I, Gesammelte Werke Bd. 10. Ed. by Maria Scheler. Bern: Franke Verlag, 1957, pp. 377–430. 

3. Scheler rejects the consensus theory of truth as ‘complete nonsense’ [9, p. 20]
4. According to Scheler, we are able to assert ‘insightfully (einsichtig) true’ propositions both in the scientific and in 

the common-sense context, their truth-value is identical [10, p. 408] 
5. Scheler sees the following fallacies of James theory of knowledge:

o a distorted view of knowledge, 
o an erroneous view of the causal relationship between knowledge and actions, 
o a misconception of the difference between a priori and inductive knowledge, and 
o an incorrect view of the foundations of pragmatic logic (some aspects of which are briefly described in what 

follows below). 
6. Scheler objects that knowledge has no necessary relationship to how we act. He accepts that knowledge can be 

correlated with the ability to act, but not in the way proposed by pragmatism. He rather asserts that knowledge 
enables reaction to the environment, namely for the choice of certain objects among many that a subject could 
select from the environment 

7. Pragmatism fails to differentiate knowledge based on induction (empirical knowledge) from the sort of a priori 
knowledge of essences [Wesen] that we find in the realm of mathematics or of values, and thus that it also fails 
to acknowledge the importance of philosophical and cultural knowledge [Bildungswissen]. 

8. Jamesian pragmatism fails to understand metaphysical and religious knowledge (here James differs from Peirce)



Arnold Gehlen made strong usage of pragmatism in his very important work "Man: His Nature 
and Place in the World" (1940) 

Arnold Gehlen(1)

1904 -1976

Gehlen's theory of knowledge

Knowledge is generated in four steps:

1. The act of constructing new relations between a state of affairs [Sachverhalt] and the ‘known’ [das Bekannte] and 
the formulation of such relations as propositions.

2. The act of placing the new proposition in the context of established knowledge to which it relates. ‘The true 
sentence contains a “specific significance” [Stellenwert] in a system of other true sentences and [. . .] this 
interrelation constitutes knowledge [...] of reality [reale Wirklichkeit].’ [11, p. 285]

3. The act of verifying the proposition by establishing its ability to predict consequences. Note that Gehlen here 
deploys the strongest criterion for the validity of scientific hypothesis of the three proposed by Max Weber [12, 
542f.], namely prediction, explanation and description.

4. The creation of an invariant product of knowledge detached from the mind of its creator, a ‘transportable truth’, 
such as Kekule ́’s model of the benzene ring. 

[11] Arnold Gehlen. Man: His Nature and Place in the World [1940]. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.
[12] Max Weber. Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre. Tu ̈bingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1988. 
(1) Gehlen was comparatively young when he wrote his most important book "Man". His later works elaborated this book further. He also wrote a fascinating theory of art ("Zeit-Bilder"). His last book ("Moral 
and Hypermoral", 1969) was a visionary theory of the emerging self-negation of Western culture. 

For Gehlen, the knowledge gained through these successive steps enables what he calls ‘relief’ [Entlastung], a 
central concept in his philosophy, which captures the fact that humans are freed from the direct subjugation to 

nature and can devote their capacities to the elaboration of culture. 



Gehlen sees three aspects of truth, the third is James' and Dewey's

1. The relation of a sentence to the facts with which it is concerned 
(correspondence).

2. The relation of a sentence to other sentences (coherence).
3. The relation of a sentence to its practical and theoretical consequences in 

the future (pragmatic aspect of truth). 

Gehlen's usage of pragmatism: Three aspects of truth

Arnold Gehlen
1904 -1976

The second aspect, which if taken alone would yield a 
version of the coherence theory defended, for 

example by Davidson [13], is understood by Gehlen 
to mean that a sentence only gains significance in the 

context of other sentences which form a system of 
knowledge. 

[11] Arnold Gehlen. Man: His Nature and Place in the World [1940]. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.
[13] Donald Davidson. “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge”. In: Truth and Interpretation. Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson. Ed. by Ernest LePore. Blackwell, 1986, pp. 
307–319. 
[14] John Dewey. The Quest for Certainty. London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1929.

Humans are motivated to discover true propositions because these can be ‘fruitful’ in that they enable new ways of acting. Here 
Gehlen quotes Dewey: 
The test of ideas is found in the consequences of the act to which the ideas lead, that is, in the new arrangements of things which are 
brought into evidence. [...] The business of thought is not to conform to or reproduce the characters already possessed by objects but to 
judge them as potentialities of what they become through an indicated operation. [14, 131f.]. 
But Gehlen fails to see that the discovery potential via consequences is evidently not a criterion of the truth of propositions. In 
spite of this, however, Gehlen still maintains that the pragmatic theory of truth implicitly incorporates the correspondence and
coherence theories [11, p. 292]. There is therefore a tendency in his thinking to confound the process of yielding new cognition
[Erkenntnis] with the status of a proposition’s being true. But he does not accept the consensus theory of truth.



Jürgen Habermas, currently the most main-steram German philosopher, is a Marxist, Kantian 
Gesinnungsethiker (ethics of principle) and unwillingly a Rortian skeptic

Habermas refutation of the correspondence theory of truth
1. There can be no correspondence theory of truth because 

"language and reality permeate each other in an indissoluble manner. There is no natural 
possibility to isolate the restriction of reality which make a proposition true from the 
semantic rules which determine the conditions of its truth. We can only explain the 
nature of a fact with the help of the truth-value of a fact-proposition. We can state what 
is real only using concepts of what is true. [. . .] Because the truth of opinions or 
propositions can only be stated using other opinions or propositions, we cannot escape 
the spell of language." [15, p. 246]

2. The process of evaluation of a sentence as true or false serves a useful purpose only if 
the speaker raises an assertive claim (Geltungsanspruch); in a simple proposition without 
such a claim – that is, in the course of most normal speech – claims cannot be true or 
false [16, pp. 127-129]. 

3. All supposed knowledge is fallible [15, pp. 244, 255f., 262]. 
4. A strict separation of speech acts and discourse acts is required to understand the 

meaning of truth. Habermas believes that there is a special type of discourse stance 
which one can obtain only using what he calls a ‘suspension of intentionality’. 

[15] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung”. In: Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1999, pp. 230–270. (available in English as: Truth 
and Justification. MIT Press, 2003.) - all translations of Habermas given here are by JL
[16] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheitstheorien (1973)”. In: Vorstudien und Ergänzungen zur Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1989, pp. 
127–186. 
(1) 1907- 1974, Leader of the Hitlerjugend which significantly contributed to Habermas socialisation. The legacy of the Nazis is clearly visible in Habermas' anti-
liberalism and collectivist subjectivism.
(2) The set of influencers on Habermas is very typical for his generation. Most of them had NS-influence and then compensated this with Marxism, skepticism or 
millenialism (Heidegger). This is the main-stream position in Germany today. (3) A skeptic like Th. Kuhn or P. Feyerabend.

Jürgen Habermas(2)

*1929

influenced

Karl
Marx

Th W
Adorno
(JH was

his assistant )

Richard
Rorty

Immanuel
Kant (ethics)

Ch S
Peirce

Karl
Popper(3)

Baldur
von Schirach(1)



Habermas consensus theory of truth states that truth can only be established via the 'discursive 
redemption of assertive claims'

Habermas(1) apotheosis of the consensus theory of truth 

Habermas: "Discourses require us to suspend act-
related necessities in order to first of all 
extinguish all motives other than the sole 
willingness to cooperate. And secondly, they 
require a virtualisation of assertive claims with the 
purpose of declaring a reservation as concerns the 
existence of objects of experience (things, events, 
persons, utterances) and to view facts and norms 
rather under the point of view of possible 
existence or legitimacy " [16, p. 131]. 

[15] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung”. In: Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1999, pp. 230–270. (available in English as: Truth and Justification. MIT 
Press, 2003.) - all translations of Habermas given here are by JL
[16] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheitstheorien (1973)”. In: Vorstudien und Ergänzungen zur Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1989, pp. 127–186.
[17] Richard Rorty. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton University Press, 1979.  
(1) "He would have liked to have three mouths." Ludwig Landgrebe, oral communication 1988

According to Habermas consensus theory, truth can only be established 
via the ‘discursive redemption (Einlösung) of assertive claims. [. . .] The 
condition of truth of a proposition is the potential approval of all other 
persons’ [16, pp. 136-137]. In line with this view, the ‘dual relation 
between perceiving subject and perceived object is replaced by a tripartite 
relation of symbolic expression which brings a state of affairs into focus 
for an interpretation community.’ [15, p. 237]. Habermas sees this as the 
core of the pragmatic turn in the theory of truth launched already by 
Peirce, and, according to him [15, p. 237], fully formulated by Rorty [17, p. 
297]. 

We will see in what follows that Habermas’s theory of truth uses erroneous premises based on an overestimation of the ontological and 
epistemological reach of those sources in the philosophy of language – including Putnam, Davidson, Rorty – upon which he draws. 

Habermas in
the late 1950s



What's wrong with Habermas?

A refutation of Habermas based on his premises:
Dualism (1 of 5)

Habermas’s first premise:
"There can be no correspondence theory of truth because  "language and reality permeate each other in an indissoluble manner." 

shows that he overestimates the ontological and epistemological reach of the movement in the philosophy of language upon which 
he relies. Habermas believes that human subjectivity entails a dualism between the inner mental life of the subject on the one hand 
and the external world on the other. He holds that this dualism makes ‘my subjective experience private’, and this leads him to a 
skeptical view of the world. The ‘world, as it appears to us, might be an illusion. This skepticism is embedded in the paradigmatic 
foundation concepts of mentalism.’ [15, p. 243] Habermas sees this rift between mental experience and the real world as tied into 
our language; that is, it is reflected in the way we use language to describe reality. 
We have a certain sort of subjective certainty, based on introspection, as concerns our mental experience. This certainty – which 
might take the form of ‘I am now experiencing the smell of roses’ – obtains independently of the epistemic validity of the experience 
itself (thus independently of whether there is indeed an aroma of roses in my environment). We experience our environment, from 
which we are delimited by the outer boundary of our bodies (skin, mucosa and cornea), through physical interactions. There are 
physical processes in our brains which are directly caused by such interactions and there is thus a physical continuity between 
environment and mind. Mental experience is physical and in direct causal continuity with our environment. 
The dualism which Habermas describes does not exist. Our mind is not a mirror of nature, but is in direct causal and physical 
continuity with nature, of which it is a part. The sort of dualism embraced by Habermas rests on an outdated model of the 
relationship between body and mind, which has been superseded by our understanding of physics and neuroscience.

[15] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung”. In: Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1999, pp. 230–270. (available in English as: Truth and 
Justification. MIT Press, 2003.) - all translations of Habermas given here are by JL



What's wrong with Habermas?

A refutation of Habermas based on his premises:
Language (2 of 5)

Now to language as the source of truth. 

o Language is a sensorimotor human social capability which enables us to interact with other human beings. Truth is not only established and 
communicated via the use of language, but it is the fundamental mode of human survival, which is made possible through our sensorimotor 
interaction with the world [11, ch. 13, 19, 26-33]. 

o Infants use the correspondence between sensory perception and their non-verbal inner experience to guide and gauge this interaction. The 
correspondence involved in each such case is no different from the correspondence between true assertive sentences and the portions of 
reality which make them true.

o Adults and older children, too, establish non-verbal correspondence of mental experience with reality , albeit mostly unconsciously. For once 
they have mastered language, this forces all their conscious self-reflective experience into a linguistic form.

o In principle, language is a sensorimotor capability similar to touching, feeling and manipulating physical objects with one’s hands, but its 
reach is extended to include not only physically present objects but also objects which are temporally or spatially remote from the speaker or 
which belong to abstract realms such as mathematics or poetry [11, ch. 33–34]. 

o There is no rift between reality and language, language is just a more abstract and efficient way in which humans interact with reality in 
order to establish the correspondence between the mental and the physical and to shape the nature – both inanimate and animate –
that surrounds us. 

o There is no ‘spell of language’, because language is itself a sensorimotor evolutionary adaptation that does not burden humans by somehow 
walling them off from their environment but rather, again, provides relief (Entlastung), freeing us from the need for constant direct 
interaction with our environment and enabling the development of radically new technologies which bring benefits to humans in medicine as 
in many other areas. 

[11] Arnold Gehlen. Man: His Nature and Place in the World [1940]. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.



What's wrong with Habermas?

A refutation of Habermas based on his premises:
Assertive claims (3 of 5)

Habermas’s second premise:

The process of evaluation of a sentence as true or false serves a useful purpose only if the speaker raises an assertive claim 
(Geltungsanspruch); in a simple proposition without such a claim – that is, in the course of most normal speech – claims cannot be 
true or false [16, pp. 127-129]. 

This erroneous idea is rooted in Habermas’s view of language as an exclusively social phenomenon. It is trivial that, while the 
disposition to learn some language is genetic, socialisation is needed to learn any specific language (for instance, one’s mother 
tongue). But once language is learned, it becomes a capability which, like the ability to use a handtool or computer keyboard, can be 
exercised alone. 
Every act in reality is based on knowledge on which we must rely to act successfully,  even when conducting dialogues in which we do 
not make the question of truth explicit. We need true propositions to survive alone and in groups, and we know that a proposition is 
true if its content can be verified in and by reality. 

[16] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheitstheorien (1973)”. In: Vorstudien und Ergänzungen zur Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1989, pp. 127–186.



What's wrong with Habermas?

A refutation of Habermas based on his premises:
Fallibilism (4 of 5)

Habermas’s third premise:

All supposed knowledge is fallible [15, pp. 244, 255f., 262].

Fallibilism is a skeptical doctrine, famously proposed by Popper in his "The Logic of Scientific Discovery", according to which scientific 
theories consist of collections of hypotheses awaiting falsification [18]. Habermas uses this doctrine to underpin his idea that all true 
propositions can be exposed over time as falsehoods, and that therefore a discourse is needed to constantly readjust the consensus 
that is consensus in consensus of truth. 
On the one hand, scientific models of reality evolve over time, and many propositions deemed as true at a certain time become
falsified at a later time as other propositions are introduced on the basis of new observations or new ideas. 
Since the rise of the scientific experiment as part of our culture, this collection of propositions has been complemented over time 
using experiment-based induction, a method yielding true and expanding contributions to knowledge in fields such as physics, 
chemistry, biology and their myriads of technical applications. Science is a growing edifice, and not a collection of hypotheses
awaiting falsification. 
Of course, discourse and the search for falsification are crucial for the progress of science, but the agreement among scientists is 
obtained by establishing the truth of propositions in the sense of (1) their correspondence to reality by means of experiments, 
combined with (2) their coherence within the framework of scientific theories – not by some ‘discoursive redemption of assertive
claims’ [16, p. 136]

[16] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheitstheorien (1973)”. In: Vorstudien und Ergänzungen zur Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1989, pp. 127–186
[18] David Stove. Popper and after: Four modern irrationalists. Pergamon Press, 1982. 



What's wrong with Habermas?

A refutation of Habermas based on his premises:
The Habermasian Epoché (5 of 5)

Habermas’s third premise:

A strict separation of speech acts and discourse acts is required to understand the meaning of truth. 
Habermas believes that there is a special type of discourse stance which one can obtain only using what he calls a ‘suspension of 
intentionality’. 

Husserl [19] presents the idea of an epoche ́, a special mental stance in which the philosopher suspends his natural, everyday and 
common-sense conscious stance in order to arrive at a new stance of ‘phenomenological reduction’, that will allow us, as Husserl
sees matters, to obtain insight into a ‘pure phenomenological psychology’. To realise such a mental stance is of course not possible 
because we cannot circumvent the neurobiological processes which constitute our consciousness in order to achieve a deeper or
purer view of what is going on in our minds. We are biologically bound to the one consciousness that we have. Husserl fell into this 
metaphysical trap in his futile attempt to create a subjectivist philosophy of pure objectivity based on introspection, which is
impossible. 

Habermas formally (though with a different content) repeats this same metaphysical mistake. Paraphrasing Scheler, our ego (he calls 
it ‘soul’) is the sum of all our intentions and acts. We cannot avoid intentions and acts. If we enter into a discourse, we do not suspend 
anything, for discourse is just another way of acting, as is engaging in verbal conflict, kissing, cutting down a tree, pulling on a rope, or 
formulating a mathematical proof. There is no ‘virtualisation of assertive claims’; the very idea is a metaphysical phantasy.

[19] Edmund Husserl. Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy. First Book: General Introduction to a Pure Phenomenology. Springer, 1982. 



What's wrong with Habermas?

Habermas resigns himself to the idea of replacing ‘truth’ by what he calls a ‘rational acceptabil- ity as a sufficient documentation of 
truth’ (p. 260). This comes very close to Dewey’s ‘warranted assertability’ but suffers from the problem of circularity. Habermas thereby 
confirms that, when once the correspondence theory of truth is abandoned, there is no escape from Rorty’s skepticism. 

Habermas theory does not yield true statements, but merely collective subjectivism. And in his ethics (presented in The Theory of 
Communicative Action) he indeed replaces the Kantian individual subjectivism of the categorical imperative by a collective subjectivism. 

Because Habermas theory of truth is dysfunctional, his entire main work "A theory of communicative action" is worthless and will be 
forgotten in one generation.

Habermas collective subjectivism

25 years after formulating his theory of truth for the first time, Habermas became concerned with 
regard to the epistemic validity of his theory after comparing it to the results obtained by Rorty. The 
latter had ended up in a total skepticism and in the total refutation of the notion of truth, even 
assuming a consensus theory as his starting point.

Habermas tries to escape this skepticism, which is in fact a necessary consequence of his and 
Rorty’s attempted refutation of the correspondence theory of truth and its replace- ment with a 
discourse-based theory, by stating that the redemption of assertive claims can be achieved in all 
human cultures [15, p. 258]. 

[15] Jürgen Habermas. “Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung”. In: Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1999, pp. 230–270. (available in English as: Truth and 
Justification. MIT Press, 2003.) - all translations of Habermas given here are by JL
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