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WHAT DOES A CRISIS MEAN TODAY?
LEGITIMATION PROBLEMS IN
LATE CAPITALISM*

BY JURGEN HABERMAS

THE expression ‘“late capitalism” implicitly asserts that, even in
state-regulated capitalism, social developments are still passing
through “contradictions” or crises. I would therefore like to
begin by elucidating the concept of crisis.

Prior to its use in economics, we are familiar with the concept
of crisis in medicine. It refers to that phase of a disease in which
it is decided whether the self-healing powers of the organism are
sufficient for recovery. The critical process, the disease, seems to
be something objective. A contagious disease, for instance, af-
fects the organism from outside. The deviations of the organism
from what it should be—i.e., the patient’s normal condition—
can be observed and, if necessary, measured with the help of
indicators. The patient’s consciousness plays no part in this.
How the patient feels and how he experiences his illness is at
most a symptom of events that he himself can barely influence.
Nevertheless, we would not speak of a crisis in a medical situation
of life or death if the patient were not trapped in this process
with all his subjectivity. A crisis cannot be separated from the
victim’s inner view. He experiences his impotence toward the
objectivity of his illness only because he is a subject doomed to
passivity and temporarily unable to be a subject in full possession
of his strength.

Crisis suggests the notion of an objective power depriving a
subject of part of his normal sovereignty. If we interpret a
process as a crisis, we are tacitly giving it a normative meaning.
When the crisis is resolved, the trapped subject is liberated.
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644 SOCIAL RESEARCH

This becomes clearer when we pass from the medical to the
dramaturgical notion of crisis. In classical aesthetics from Aris
totle to Hegel, crisis signifies the turning point of a fateful process
which, although fully objective, does not simply break in from
the outside. There is a contradiction expressed in the catastrophic
culmination of a conflict of action, and that contradiction is
inherent in the very structure of the system of action and in the
personality systems of the characters. Fate is revealed in con-
flicting norms that destroy the identities of the characters unless
they in turn manage to regain their freedom by smashing the
mythical power of fate.

The notion of crisis developed by classical tragedy has its
counterpart in the notion of crisis to be found in the doctrine of
salvation. Recurring throughout the philosophy of history in the
eighteenth century, this figure of thought enters the evolutionary
social theories of the nineteenth century. Marx is the first to
develop a sociological concept of system crisis. It is against that
background that we now speak of social or economic crises. In
any discussion of, say, the great economic crisis in the early
‘thirties, the Marxist overtones are unmistakable.

Since capitalist societies have the capacity of steadily developing
technological productive forces, Marx conceives an economic crisis
as a crisis-ridden process of economic growth. Accumulation of
capital is tied to the acquisition of surplus. This means for Marx
that economic growth is regulated by a mechanism that both es-
tablishes and conceals a power relationship. Thus the model of
rising complexity is contradictory in the sense that the economic
system keeps creating new and more problems as it solves others.
The total accumulation of capital passes through periodic de-
valuations of capital components: this forms the cycle of crises,
which Marx in his time was able to observe. He tried to explain
the classical type of crisis by applying the theory of value with
the help of the law of the tendential fall of the rate of profit.
But that is outside my purpose at the moment. My question is
really: Is late capitalism following the same or similar self-destruc-
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LEGITIMATION 645

tive pattern of development as classical—i.e., competitive—capital-
ism? Or has the organizing principle of late capitalism changed
so greatly that the accumulation process no longer generates any
problems jeopardizing its existence?

My starting point will be a rough descriptive model of the most
important structural features of late-capitalist societies. I will
then mention three crisis tendencies which today, though not
specific to the system, are major topics of discussion. And finally,
I will deal with various explanations of the crisis tendencies in late
capitalism.

Structural Features of Late-Capitalist Societies

The expression “‘organized or state-regulated capitalism” refers
to two classes of phenomena both of which can be traced back
to the advanced stage of the accumulation process. One such
class is the process of economic concentration (the creation of
national and by now even multinational corporations) and the
organization of markets for goods, capital, and labor. On the
other hand, the interventionist state keeps filling the increasing
functional gaps in the market. The spread of oligopolistic market
structures certainly spells the end of competitive capitalism.
But no matter how far companies may see into the future or
extend their control over the environment, the steering mecha-
nism of the market will continue to function as long as invest-
ments are determined by company profits. At the same time,
by complementing and partially replacing the market mecha-
nism, government intervention means the end of liberal capital-
ism. But no matter how much the state may restrict the owner
of goods in his private autonomous activity, there will be no
political planning to allocate scarce resources as long as the over-
all societal priorities develop naturally—i.e., as indirect results
of the strategies of private enterprise. In advanced capitalist
societies, the economic, the administrative, and the legitimation
systems can be characterized as follows.
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646 SOCIAL RESEARCH

The Economic System. During the 1960s, various authors,
using the example of the United States, developed a three-sector
model based on the distinction between the private and public
areas. Private production is market-oriented, one sector still
regulated by competition, another by the market strategies of
the oligopolies that tolerate a competitive fringe. However, the
public area, especially in the wake of armament and space-travel
production, has witnessed the rise of great industries which, in
their investment decisions, can operate independently of the mar-
ket. These are either enterprises directly controlled by the
government or private firms living on government contracts. The
monopolistic and the public sectors are dominated by capital-in-
tensive industries; the competitive sector is dominated by labor-
intensive industries. In the monopolistic and the public sectors,
the industries are faced with powerful unions. But in the com-
petitive sector, labor is not as well organized, and the salary levels
are correspondingly different. In the monopolistic sector, we can
observe relatively rapid progress in production. However, in the
public sector, the companies do not need to be, and in the com-
petitive sector they cannot be, that efficient.

The Administrative System. The state apparatus regulates the
overall economic cycle by means of global planning. On the
other hand, it also improves the conditions for utilizing capital.

Global planning is limited by private autonomous use of
the means of production (the investment freedom of private
enterprises cannot be restricted). It is limited on the other hand
by the general purpose of crisis management. There are fiscal
and financial measures to regulate cycles, as well as individual
measures to regulate investments and overall demand (credits,
price guarantees, subsidies, loans, secondary redistribution of in-
come, government contracts based on business-cycle policies, in-
direct labor-market policies, etc.). All these measures have the
reactive character of avoidance strategies within the context of a
well-known preference system. This system is determined by a
didactically demanded compromise between competing impera-
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LEGITIMATION 647

tives: steady growth, stability of money value, full employment,
and balance of trade.

Global planning manipulates the marginal conditions of deci-
sions made by private enterprise. It does so in order to correct
the market mechanism by neutralizing dysfunctional side effects.
The state, however, supplants the market mechanism wherever
the government creates and improves conditions for utilizing
excess accumulated capital. It does so:

® by “strengthening the competitive capacity of the nation,”
by organizing supranational economic blocks, by an imperialis-
tic safeguarding of international stratification, etc.;

® by unproductive government consumption (armament and
space-travel industry);

® by politically structured guidance of capital in sectors ne-
glected by an autonomous market;

® by improving the material infrastucture (transportation, edu-
cation and health, vocation centers, urban and regional plan-
ning, housing, etc.);

® by improving the immaterial infrastructure (promotion of
scientific research, capital expenditure in research and develop-
ment, intermediary of patents, etc.);

® by increasing the productivity of human labor (universal
education, vocational schooling, programs of training and re-
education, etc.);

® by paying for the social costs and real consequences of private
production (unemployment, welfare; ecological damage).

The Legitimation System. With the functional weaknesses of
the market and the dysfunctional side effects of the market mech-
anism, the basic bourgeois ideology of fair exchange also col-
lapsed. Yet there is a need for even greater legitimation. The gov-
ernment apparatus no longer merely safeguards the prerequisites
for the production process. It also, on its own initiative, inter-
venes in that process. It must therefore be legitimated in the
growing realms of state intervention, even though there is now
no possibility of reverting to the traditions that have been under-
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648 SOCIAL RESEARCH

mined and worn out in competitive capitalism. The universal-
istic value systems of bourgeois ideology have made civil rights,
including suffrage, universal. Independent of general elections,
legitimation can thus be gotten only in extraordinary circum-
stances and temporarily. The resulting problem is resolved
through formal democracy.

A wide participation by the citizens in the process of shaping
political will—i.e., genuine democracy—would have to expose the
contradiction between administratively socialized production and
a still private form of acquiring the produced values. In order to
keep the contradiction from being thematized, one thing is neces-
sary. The administrative system has to be sufficiently indepen-
dent of the shaping of legitimating will. This occurs in a legiti-
mation process that elicits mass loyalty but avoids participation.
In the midst of an objectively politicized society, the members en-
joy the status of passive citizens with the right to withhold their
acclaim. The private autonomous decision about investments is
complemented by the civil privatism of the population.

Class Structure. The structures of late capitalism can be re-
garded as a kind of reaction formation. To stave off the system
crisis, late-capitalist societies focus all socially integrative strength
on the conflict that is structurally most probable. They do so
in order all the more effectively to keep that conflict latent.

In this connection, an important part is played by the quasi-
political wage structure, which depends on negotiations between
companies and unions. Price fixing, which has replaced price
competition in the oligopolistic markets, has its counterpart in
the labor market. The great industries almost administratively
control the prices in their marketing territories. Likewise, through
wage negotiations, they achieve quasi-political compromises with
their union adversaries. In those industrial branches of the mo-
nopolistic and public sectors that are crucial to economic develop-
ment, the commodity known as labor has a “political” price. The
“wage-scale partners” find a broad zone of compromise, since in-
creased labor costs can be passed on into the prices, and the middle-
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LEGITIMATION 649

range demands made by both sides against the government tend to
converge. The main consequences of immunizing the original
conflict zone are as follows: (1) disparate wage developments; (2) a
permanent inflation with the corresponding short-lived redistribu-
tion of incomes to the disadvantage of unorganized wage earners
and other marginal groups; (3) a permanent crisis in government
finances, coupled with public poverty—i.e., pauperization of
public transportation, education, housing, and health; (4) an in-
sufficient balance of disproportionate economic developments,
both sectoral (e.g., agriculture) and regional (marginal areas).

Since World War II, the most advanced capitalist countries
have kept the class conflict latent in its essential areas. They
have extended the business cycle, transforming the periodic pres-
sures of capital devaluation into a permanent inflationary crisis
with milder cyclical fluctuations. And they have filtered down
the dysfunctional side effects of the intercepted economic crisis
and scattered them over quasi-groups (such as consumers, school
children and their parents, transportation users, the sick, the el-
derly) or divided groups difficult to organize. This process
breaks down the social identity of the classes and frag-
ments class conciousness. In the class compromise now part of
the structure of late capitalism, nearly everyone both participates
and is affected as an individual—although, with the clear and
sometimes growing unequal distribution of monetary values and
power, one can well distinguish between those belonging more to
the one or to the other category.

Three Developing Crises

The rapid growth processes of late-capitalist societies have con-
fronted the system of world society with new problems. These
problems cannot be regarded as crisis phenomena specific to the
system, even though the possibilities of coping with the crises are
specific to the system and therefore limited. I am thinking of

This content downloaded from
46.196.167.223 on Mon, 23 May 2022 14:41:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



650 SOCIAL RESEARCH

the disturbance of the ecological balance, the violation of the per-
sonality system (alienation), and the explosive strain on inter-
national relations.

The Ecological Balance. If physically economic growth can be
traced back to the technologically sophisticated use of more energy
to increase the productivity of human labor, then the societal for-
mation of capitalism is remarkable for impressively solving the
problem of economic growth. To be sure, capital accumulation
originally pushes economic growth ahead, so there is no option
for the conscious steering of this process. The growth imperatives
originally followed by capitalism have meanwhile achieved a
global validity by way of system competition and worldwide dif-
fusion (despite the stagnation or even retrogressive trends in some
Third World countries).

The mechanisms of growth are forcing an increase of both pop-
ulation and production on a worldwide scale. The economic
needs of a growing population and the productive exploitation of
nature are faced with material restrictions: on the one hand, finite
resources (cultivable and inhabitable land, fresh water, metals,
minerals, etc.); on the other hand, irreplaceable ecological systems
that absorb pollutants such as fallout, carbon dioxide, and waste
heat. Forrester and others have estimated the limits of the ex-
ponential growth of population, industrial production, exploita-
tion of natural resources, and environmental pollution. To be
sure, their estimates have rather weak empirical foundations. The
mechanisms of population growth are as little known as the
maximum limits of the earth’s potential for absorbing even the
major pollutants. Moreover, we cannot forecast technological
development accurately enough to know which raw materials will
be replaced or renovated by future technology.

However, despite any optimistic assurances, we are able to
indicate (if not precisely determine) one absolute limitation on
growth: the thermal strain on the environment due to consump-
tion of energy. If economic growth is necessarily coupled with
increasing consumption of energy, and if all natural energy that
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LEGITIMATION 651

is transformed into economically useful energy is ultimately re-
leased as heat, it will eventually raise the temperature of the
atmosphere. Again, determining the deadline is not easy. Never-
theless, these reflections show that an exponential growth of
population and production—i.e., an expanded control over ex-
ternal nature—will some day run up against the limits of the
biological capacity of the environment.

This is not limited to complex societal systems. Specific to
these systems are the possibilities of warding off dangers to the
ecology. Late-capitalist societies would have a very hard time
limiting growth without abandoning their principle of organiza-
tion, because an overall shift from spontaneous capitalist growth to
qualitative growth would require production planning in terms
of use-values.

The Anthropological Balance. While the disturbance of the
ecological balance points out the negative aspect of the exploita-
tion of natural resources, there are no sure signals for the capacity
limits of personality systems. I doubt whether it is possible to
identify such things as psychological constants of human nature
that inwardly limit the socialization process. I do, however, see
a limitation in the kind of socializing that societal systems have
been using to create motives for action. Our behavior is oriented
by norms requiring justification and by interpretative systems
guaranteeing identity. Such a communicative organization of
behavior can become an obstacle in complex societies for a simple
reason. The adaptive capacity in organizations increases propor-
tionately as the administrative authorities become independent of
the particular motivations of the members. The choice and
achievement of organization goals in systems of high intrinsic com-
plexity have to be independent of the influx of narrowly delimited
motives. This requires a generalized willingness to comply (in
political systems, such willingness has the form of legitimation). As
long as socialization brings inner nature into a communicative be-
havioral organization, no legitimation for norms of action could
conceivably secure an unmotivated acceptance of decisions. In
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regard to decisions whose contents are still undetermined, people
will comply if convinced that those decisions are based on a legiti-
mate norm of action. If the motives for acting were no longer to
pass through norms requiring justification, and if the personality
structures no longer had to find their unity under interpretative
systems guaranteeing identity, then (and only then) the unmoti-
vated acceptance of decisions would become an irreproachable
routine, and the readiness to comply could thus be produced to
any desirable degree.

The International Balance. The dangers of destroying the
world system with thermonuclear weapons are on a different
level. The accumulated potential for annihilation is a result of
the advanced stage of productive forces. Its basis is technologi-
cally neutral, and so the productive forces can also take the form of
destructive forces (which has happened because international com-
munication is still undeveloped). Today, mortal damage to the
natural substratum of global society is quite possible. Interna-
tional communication is therefore governed by a historically new
imperative of self-limitation. Once again, this is not limited to
all highly militarized societal systems, but the possibilities of
tackling this problem have limits specific to the systems.
An actual disarmament may be unlikely because of the forces
behind capitalist and postcapitalist class societies. Yet regulating
the arms race is not basically incompatible with the structure of
late-capitalist societies if it is possible to increase technologically
the use-value of capital to the degree that the capacity effect of the
government’s demand for unproductive consumer goods can be
balanced.

Disturbances Specific to the System

I would now like to leave these three global consequences of late-
capitalist growth and investigate disturbances specific to the sys-
tem. I will start with a thesis, widespread among Marxists, that
the basic capitalist structures continue unaltered and create eco-
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nomic crises in altered manifestations. In late capitalism, the state
pursues the politics of capital with other means. This thesis
occurs in two versions.

Orthodox state-theory maintains that the activities of the inter-
ventionist state, no less than the exchange processes in liberal
capitalism, obey economic laws. The altered manifestations (the
crisis of state finances and permanent inflation, growing dispari-
ties between public poverty and private wealth, etc.) are due to
the fact that the self-regulation of the realization process is gov-
erned by power rather than by exchange. However, the crisis
tendency is determined, as much as ever, by the law of value, the
structurally forced asymmetry in the exchange of wage labor for
capital. As a result, state activity cannot permanently compen-
sate for the tendency of falling rates of profit. It can at best
mediate that trend—i.e., consummate it with political means.
The replacement of market functions by state functions does not
alter the unconscious nature of the overall economic process.
This is shown by the narrow limits of the state’s possibilities for
manipulation. The state cannot substantially intervene in the
property structure without causing an investment strike. Neither
can it manage to permanently avoid cyclical stagnation tendencies
of the accumulation process—i.e., stagnation tendencies that are
created endogenously.

A revisionist version of the Marxist theory of the state is cur-
rent among leading economists in the German Democratic Re-
public. According to this version, the state apparatus, instead of
naturally obeying the logic of the law of value, is consciously
supporting the interests of united monopoly capitalists. This
agency theory, adapted to late capitalism, regards the state not
as a blind organ of the realization process but as a potent supreme
capitalist who makes the accumulation of capital the substance of
his political planning. The high degree of the socialization of
production brings together the individual interests of the large
corporations and the interest in maintaining the system. And all
the more so because its existence is threatened internally by forces
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transcending the system. This leads to an overall capitalist in-
terest, which the united monopolies sustain with the aid of the
state apparatus.

I consider both versions of the theory of economic crises in-
adequate. One version underestimates the state, the other over-
estimates it.

In regard to the orthodox thesis, I wonder if the state-controlled
organization of scientific and technological progress and the system
of collective bargaining (a system producing a class compromise,
especially in the capital- and growth-intensive economic sectors)
have not altered the mode of production. The state, having been
drawn into the process of production, has modified the deter-
minants of the process of utilizing capital. On the basis of a partial
class compromise, the administrative system has gained a limited
planning capacity. This can be used within the framework of the
democratic acquisition of legitimation for purposes of reactive
avoidance of crises. The cycle of crises is deactivated and
rendered less harmful in its social consequences. It is replaced by
inflation and a permanent crisis of public finances. The ques-
tion as to whether these surrogates indicate a successful halting of
the economic crisis or merely its temporary shift into the politi-
cal system is an empirical one. Ultimately, this depends on
whether the indirectly productive capital invested in research,
development, and education can continue the process of accumula-
tion. It can manage to do so. by making labor more productive,
raising the rate of surplus value, and cheapening the fixed com-
ponents of capital. '

The revisionist theory has elicited the following reservations.
For one thing, we cannot empirically support the assumption that
the state apparatus, no matter in whose interest, can actively
plan, as well as draft and carry through, a central economic
strategy. The theory of state-monopoly capitalism (akin to West-
ern theories of technocracy) fails to recognize the limits of ad-
ministrative planning in late capitalism. Bureaucracies for
planning always reactively avoid crises. The various bureau-

This content downloaded from
46.196.167.223 on Mon, 23 May 2022 14:41:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



LEGITIMATION 655

cracies are not fully coordinated, and because of their limited ca-
pacity for perceiving and steering, they tend to depend largely on
the influence of their clients. It is because of this very inefficiency
that organized partial interests have a chance to penetrate the ad-
ministrative apparatus. Nor can we empirically support the other
assumption that the state is active as the agent of the united mono-
polists. The theory of state-monopoly capitalism (akin to Western
elite theories) overrates the significance of personal contacts and
direct influence. Studies on the recruiting, make-up, and inter-
action of the various power elites fail to cogently explain the
functional connections between the economic and administrative
systems.

In my opinion, the late-capitalist state can be properly under-
stood neither as the unconscious executive organ of economic laws
nor as a systematic agent of the united monopoly capitalists. In-
stead, I would join Claus Offe in advocating the theory that late-
capitalist societies are faced with two difficulties caused by the state’s
having to intervene in the growing functional gaps of the market.
We can regard the state as a system that uses legitimate power. Its
output consists in sovereignly executing administrative decisions.
To this end, it needs an input of mass loyalty that is as unspecific
as possible. Both directions can lead to crisislike disturbances.
Output crises have the form of the efficiency crisis. The admin-
istrative system fails to fulfill the steering imperative that it has
taken over from the economic system. This results in the disor-
ganization of different areas of life. Input crises have the form of
the legitimation crisis. The legitimation system fails to maintain
the necessary level of mass loyalty. We can clarify this with the
example of the acute difficulties in public finances, with which
all late-capitalist societies are now struggling.

The government budget, as I have said, is burdened with the
public expenses of an increasingly socialized production. It bears
the costs of international competition and of the demand for
unproductive consumer goods (armament and space travel). It
bears the costs for the infrastructural output (transportation and
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communication, scientific and technological progress, vocational
training). It bears the costs of the social consumption indirectly
concerned with production (housing, transportation, health, lei-
sure, general education, social security). It bears the costs of pro-
viding for the unemployed. And finally, it bears the externalized
costs of environmental damage caused by private production. Ul-
timately, these expenses have to be met by taxes. The state ap-
paratus thus has two simultaneous tasks. It has to levy the neces-
sary taxes from profits and income and employ them so efficiently
as to prevent any crises from disturbing growth. In addition the
selective raising of taxes, the recognizable priority model of their
utilization, and the administrative performance have to function
in such a way as to satisfy the resulting need for legitimation. If
the state fails in the former task, the result is a deficit in adminis-
trative efficiency. If it fails in the latter task, the result is a deficit

in legitimation.

Theorems of the Legitimation Crisis

I would like to restrict myself to the legitimation problem.
There is nothing mysterious about its genesis. Legitimate power
has to be available for administrative planning. The functions
accruing to the state apparatus in late capitalism and the expan-
sion of social areas treated by administration increase the
need for legitimation. Liberal capitalism constituted itself in
the forms of bourgeois democracy, which is easy to explain in
terms of the bourgeois revolution. As a result, the growing need
for legitimation now has to work with the means of political
democracy (on the basis of universal suffrage). The formal dem-
ocratic means, however, are expensive. After all, the state appara-
tus does not just see itself in the role of the supreme capitalist
facing the conflicting interests of the various capital factions. It
also has to consider the generalizable interests of the population as
far as necessary to retain mass loyalty and prevent a conflict-ridden
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withdrawal of legitimation. The state has to gauge these three
interest areas (individual capitalism, state capitalism, and gen-
eralizable interests), in order to find a compromise for competing
demands. A theorem of crisis has to explain not only why the
state apparatus encounters difficulties but also why certain prob-
lems remain unsolved in the long run.

First, an obvious objection. The state can avoid legitimation
problems to the extent that it can manage to make the administra-
tive system independent of the formation of legitimating will.
To that end, it can, say, separate expressive symbols (which
create a universal willingness to follow) from the instrumental
functions of administration. Well known strategies of this sort
are: the personalizing of objective issues, the symbolic use of
inquiries, expert opinions, legal incantations, etc. Advertisiny
techniques, borrowed from oligopolistic competition, both cor
firm and exploit curic 2t structures of prejudice. By resorting to
emotional appeals, they arouse unconscious motives, occupy cer-
tain contents positively, and devalue others. The public, which is
engineered for purposes of legitimation, primarily has the function
of structuring attention by means of areas of themes and thereby
of pushing uncomfortable themes, problems, and arguments below
the threshold of attention. As Niklas Luhmann put it: The
political system takes over tasks of ideology planning.

The scope for manipulation, however, is narrowly delimited,
for the cultural system remains peculiarly resistant to admin-
istrative control. There is no administrative creation of meaning,
there is at best an ideological erosion of cultural values. The
acquisition of legitimation is self-destructive as soon as the mode
of acquisition is exposed. Thus, there is a systematic limit for
attempts at making up for legitimation deficits by means of well
aimed manipulation. This limit is the structural dissimilarity
between areas of administrative action and cultural tradition.

A crisis argument, to be sure, can be constructed out of these
considerations only with the viewpoint that the expansion of state
activity has the side effect of disproportionately increasing the need
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for legitimation. I regard such an overproportionate increase as
likely because things that are taken for granted culturally, and
have so far been external conditions of the political systems,
are now being drawn into the planning area of administration.
This process thematizes traditions which previously were not part
of public programming, much less of practical discourse. An
example of such direct administrative processing of cultural
tradition is educational planning, especially the planning of the
curriculum. Hitherto, the school administration merely had to
codify a given naturally evolved canon. But now the planning of
the curriculum is based on the premise that the tradition models
can also be different. Administrative planning creates a universal
compulsion for justification toward a sphere that was actually
distinguished by the power of self-legitimation.

In regard to the direct disturbance of things that were cul-
turally taken for granted, there are further examples in regional
and urban planning (private ownership of land), health planning
(“classless hospital”), and family planning and marriage-law
planning (which are shaking sexual taboos and facilitating eman-
cipation).

An awareness of contingency is created not just for con-
tents of tradition but also for the techniques of tradition—
i.e., socialization. Among preschool children, formal schooling is
already competing with family upbringing. The new problems
afflicting the educational routine, and the widespread awareness of
these problems, are reflected by, among other indications, a new
type of pedagogical and psychological writing addressed to the
general public.

On all these levels, administrative planning has unintentional
effects of disquieting and publicizing. These effects weaken the
justification potential of traditions that have been forced out
of their natural condition. Once they are no longer indisputable,
their demands for validity can be stabilized only by way of dis-
course. Thus, the forcible shift of things that have been cultur-
ally taken for granted further politicizes areas of life that pre-
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viously could be assigned to the private domain. However, this
spells danger for bourgeois privatism, which is informally assured
by the structures of the public. I see signs of this danger in
strivings for participation and in models for alternatives, such
as have developed particularly in secondary and primary schools,
in the press, the church, theaters, publishing, etc.

These arguments support the contention that late-capitalist
societies are afflicted with serious problems of legitimation. But
do these arguments suffice to explain why these problems cannot
be solved? Do they explain the prediction of a crisis in legitima-
tion? Let us assume the state apparatus could succeed in making
labor more productive and in distributing the gains in pro-
ductivity in such a way as to assure an economic growth free of
crises (if not disturbances). Such growth would nevertheless pro-
ceed in terms of priorities independent of the generalizable in-
terests of the population. The priority models that Galbraith
has analyzed from the viewpoint of “private wealth vs. public
poverty” result from a class structure which, as always, is still
being kept latent. This structure is ultimately the cause of the
legitimation deficit.

We have seen that the state cannot simply take over the cultural
system and that, in fact, the expansion of areas for state planning
creates problems for things that are culturally taken for granted.
“Meaning” is an increasingly scarce resource. Which is why
those expectations that are governed by concrete and identifiable
needs—i.e., that can be checked by their success—keep mounting
in the civil population. The rising level of aspirations is propor-
tionate to the growing need for legitimation. The resource of
“value,” siphoned off by the tax office, has to make up for the
scanty resource of “meaning.” Missing legitimations have to be
replaced by social rewards such as money, time, and security. A
crisis of legitimation arises as soon as the demands for these re-
wards mount more rapidly than the available mass of values, or if
expectations come about that are different and cannot be satisfied
by those categories of rewards conforming with the present system.
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Why, then, should not the level of demands keep within
operable limits? As long as the welfare state’s programming in
connection with a widespread technocratic consciousness (which
makes uninfluenceable system-restraints responsible for bottle-
necks) maintains a sufficient amount of civil privatism, then the
legitimation emergencies do not have to turn into crises. To be
sure, the democratic form of legitimation could cause expenses
that cannot be covered if that form drives the competing parties
to outdo one another in their platforms and thereby raise the
expectations of the population higher and higher. Granted, this
argument could be amply demonstrated empirically. But we
would still have to explain why late-capitalist societies even bother
to retain formal democracy. Merely in terms of the administra-
tive system, formal democracy could just as easily be replaced
by a variant—a conservative, authoritarian welfare state that re-
duces the political participation of the citizens to a harmless
level; or a Fascist authoritarian state that keeps the population
toeing the mark on a relatively high level of permanent mobiliza-
tion. Evidently, both variants are in the long run less compatible
with developed capitalism than a party state based on mass de-
mocracy. The sociocultural system creates demands that cannot
be satisfied in authoritarian systems.

This reflection leads me to the following thesis: Only a rigid
sociocultural system, incapable of being randomly functionalized
for the needs of the administrative system, could explain how
legitimation difficulties result in a legitimation crisis. This de-
velopment must therefore be based on a motivation crisis—i.e., a
discrepancy between the need for motives that the state and the
occupational system announce and the supply of motivation
offered by the sociocultural system.

Theorems of the Motivation Crisis

The most important motivation contributed by the sociocul-
tural system in late-capitalist societies consists in syndromes of
civil and family/vocational privatism. Civil privatism means
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strong interests in the administrative system’s output and minor
participation in the process of will-formation (high-output orienta-
tion vs. low-input orientation). Civil privatism thus corresponds
to the structures of a depoliticized public. Family and vocational
privatism complements civil privatism. It consists of a family
orientation with consumer and leisure interests, and of a career
orientation consistent with status competition. This privatism
thus corresponds to the structures of educational and occupational
systems regulated by competitive performance.

The motivational syndromes mentioned are vital to the political
and economic system. However, bourgeois ideologies have com-
ponents directly relevant to privatistic orientations, and social
changes deprive those components of their basis. A brief outline
may clarify this.

Performance Ideology. According to bourgeois notions which
have remained constant from the beginnings of modern natural
law to contemporary election speeches, social rewards should be
distributed on the basis of individual achievement. The dis-
tribution of gratifications should correlate to every individual’s
performance. A basic condition is equal opportunity to partici-
pate in a competition which is regulated in such a way that ex-
ternal influences can be neutralized. One such allocation mechan-
ism was the market. But ever since the general public realized
that social violence is practiced in the forms of exchange, the
market has been losing its credibility as a mechanism for distribut-
ing rewards based on performance. Thus, in the more recent
versions of performance ideology, market success is being replaced
by the professional success mediated by formal schooling. How-
ever, this version can claim credibility only when the following
conditions have been fulfilled:

® equal opportunity of access to higher schools;

® nondiscriminatory evaluation standards for school perform-
ance;

® synchronic developments of the educational and occupational
systems;
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® work processes whose objective structure permits evaluation
according to performances that can be ascribed to individuals.

“School justice” in terms of opportunity of access and standards
of evaluation has increased in all advanced capitalist societies at
least to some degree. But a countertrend can be observed in the
two other dimensions. The expansion of the educational system is
becoming more and more independent of changes in the occupa-
tional system, so that ultimately the connection between formal
schooling and professional success will most likely loosen. At the
same time, there are more and more areas in which production
structures and work dynamics make it increasingly difficult to
evaluate individual performance. Instead, the extrafunctional ele-
ments of occupational roles are becoming more and more impor-
tant for conferring occupational status.

Moreover, fragmented and monotonous work processes are in-
creasingly entering sectors in which previously a personal identity
could be developed through the vocational role. An intrinsic
motivation for performance is getting less and less sup-
port from the structure of the work process in market-dependent
work areas. An instrumentalist attitude toward work is spreading
even in the traditionally bourgeois professions (white-collar work-
ers, professionals). A performance motivation coming from out-
side can, however, be sufficiently stimulated by wage income only:

o if the reserve army on the labor market exercises an effective
competitive pressure;

® if a sufficient income differential exists between the lower
wage groups and the inactive work population.

Both conditions are not necessarily met today. Even in capi-
talist countries with chronic unemployment (such as the United
States), the divsion of the labor market (into organized and com-
petitive sectors) interferes with the natural mechanism of com-
petition. With a mounting poverty line (recognized by the wel-
fare state), the living standards of the lower income groups and
the groups temporarily released from the labor process are mutu-
ally assimilating on the other side in the subproletarian strata.
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Possessive Individualism. Bourgeois society sees itself as an
instrumental group that accumulates social wealth only by way of
private wealth—i.e., guarantees economic growth and general
welfare through competition between strategically acting private
persons. Collective goals, under such circumstances, can be
achieved only by way of individual utility orientations. This
preference system, of course, presupposes:

® that the private economic subjects can with subjective un-
ambiguity recognize and calculate needs that remain constant over
given time periods;

® that this need can be satisfied by individually demandable
goods (normally, by way of monetary decisions that conform to
the system).

Both presuppositions are no longer fulfilled as a matter of
course in the developed capitalist societies. These societies have
reached a level of societal wealth far beyond warding off a few
fundamental hazards to life and the satisfying of basic needs. This
is why the individualistic system of preference is becoming vague.
The steady interpreting and reinterpreting of needs is becoming a
matter of the collective formation of the will, a fact which opens
the alternatives of either free and quasi-political communication
among consumers as citizens or massive manipulation—i.e.,
strong indirect steering. The greater the degree of freedom
for the preference system of the demanders, the more urgent the
problem of sales policies for the suppliers—at least if they are to
maintain the illusion that the consumers can make private and
autonomous decisions. Opportunistic adjustment of the con-
sumers to market strategies is the ironical form of every consumer
autonomy, which is to be maintained as the facade of possessive
individualism. In addition, with increasing socialization of pro-
duction, the quota of collective commodities among the con-
sumer goods keeps growing. The urban living conditions in
complex societies are more and more dependent on an infrastruc-
ture (transportation, leisure, health, education, etc.) that is with-
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drawing further and further from the forms of differential demand
and private appropriation.

Exchange-value Orientation. Here 1 have to mention the
tendencies that weaken the socialization effects of the market,
especially the increase of those parts of the population that do not
reproduce their lives through income from work (students, welfare
recipients, social-security recipients, invalids, criminals, soldiers,
etc.) as well as the expansion of areas of activity in which, as in
civil service or in teaching, abstract work is replaced by concrete
work. In addition, the relevance that leisure acquires with fewer
working hours (and higher real income), compared with the rele-
vance of issues within the occupational sphere of life, does not
in the long run privilege those needs that can be satisfied mone-
tarily.

The erosion of bourgeois tradition brings out normative struc-
tures that are no longer appropriate to reproducing civil and
family and professional privatism. The now dominant com-
ponents of cultural heritage crystalize around a faith in science, a
“postauratic” art, and universalistic values. Irreversible develop-
ments have occurred in each of these areas. As a result, functional
inequalities of the economic and the political systems are blocked
by cultural barriers, and they can be broken down only at the
psychological cost of regressions—i.e., with extraordinary motiva-
tional damage. German Fascism was an example of the wasteful at-
tempt at a collectively organized regression of consciousness below
the thresholds of fundamental scientistic convictions, modern art,
and universalistic law and morals.

Scientism. The political consequences of the authority en-
joyed by the scientific system in developed societies are ambivalent.
The rise of modern science established a demand for discursive
justification, and traditionalistic attitudes cannot hold out against
that demand. On the other hand, short-lived popular syntheses
of scientific data (which have replaced global interpretations)
guarantee the authority of science in the abstract. The authority
known as “science” can thus cover both things: the broadly effec-
tive criticism of any prejudice, as well as the new esoterics of
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specialized knowledge and expertise. A self-affirmation of the
sciences can further a positivistic common sense on the part of the
depoliticized public. Yet scientism establishes standards by which
it can also be criticized itself and found guilty of residual dogma-
tism. Theories of technocracy and of democratic elitism, assert-
ing the necessity of an institutionalized civic privatism, come forth
with the presumption of theories. But this does not make them
immune to criticism.

Postauratic Art. The consequences of modern art are some-
what less ambivalent. The modern age has radicalized the
autonomy of bourgeois art in regard to the external purposes for
which art could be used. For the first time, bourgeois society it-
self produced a counterculture against the bourgeois life style of
possessive individualism, performance, and practicality. The
Bohéme, first established in Paris, the capital of the nineteenth
century, embodies a critical demand that had arisen, unpolemically
still, in the aura of the bourgeois artwork. The alter ego of the
businessman, the “human being,” whom the bourgeois used to
encounter in the lonesome contemplation of the artwork, soon
split away from him. In the shape of the artistic avant-garde, it
confronted him as a hostile, at best seductive force. In artistic
beauty, the bourgeoisie had been able to experience its own ideals
and the (as always) fictitious redemption of the promise of happi-
ness which was merely suspended in everyday life. In radicalized
art, however, the bourgeois soon had to recognize the negation of
social practice as its complement.

Modern art is the outer covering in which the transformation
of bourgeois art into a counterculture was prepared. Surrealism
marks the historical moment when modern art programmatically
destroyed the outer covering of no-longer-beautiful illusion in
order to enter life desublimated. The leveling of the different
reality degrees of art and life was accelerated (although not, as
Walter Benjamin assumed, introduced) by the new techniques of
mass reproduction and mass reception. Modern art had already
sloughed off the aura of classical bourgeois art in that the art
work made the production process visible and presented itself as
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a made product. But art enters the ensemble of utility values only
when abandoning its autonomous status. The process is cer-
tainly ambivalent. It can signify the degeneration of art into a
propagandistic mass art or commercialized mass culture, or else
its transformation into a subversive counterculture.

Universalist Morality. The blockage which bourgeois ideol-
ogies, stripped of their functional components, create for develop-
ing the political and economic system, is even clearer in the
moral system than in the authority of science and the self-disin-
tegration of modern art. The moment traditional societies enter
a process of modernization, the growing complexity results in
steering problems that necessitate an accelerated change of social
norms. The tempo inherent in natural cultural tradition has
to be heightened. This leads to bourgeois formal law which per-
mits releasing the norm contents from the dogmatic structure of
mere tradition and defining them in terms of intention. The
legal norms are uncoupled from the corps of privatized moral
norms. In addition, they need to be created (and justified) accord-
ing to principles. Abstract law counts only for that area pacified
by state power. But the morality of bourgeois private persons, a
morality likewise raised to the level of universal principles, en-
counters no barrier in the continuing natural condition between
the states. Since principled morality is sanctioned only by the
purely inward authority of the conscience, its claim to universality
conflicts with public morality, which is still bound to a concrete
state-subject. This is the conflict between the cosmopolitanism
of the human being and the loyalties of the citizen.

If we follow the developmental logic of overall societal systems
of norms (leaving the area of historical examples), we can settle
that conflict. But its resolution is conceivable only under certain
conditions. The dichotomy between inner and outer morality has
to disappear. The contrast between morally and legally regu-
lated areas has to be relativized. And the validity of all norms
has to be tied to the discursive formation of the will of the people
potentially affected.
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Competitive capitalism for the first time gave a binding force
to strictly universalistic value systems. This occurred because the
system of exchange had to be regulated universalistically and be-
cause the exchange of equivalents offered a basic ideology effective
in the bourgeois class. In organized capitalism, the bottom
drops out of this legitimation model. At the same time, new
and increased demands for legitimation arise. However, the sys-
tem of science cannot intentionally fall behind an attained stage
of cumulative knowledge. Similarly, the moral system, once
practical discourse has been admitted, cannot simply make us
forget a collectively attained stage of moral consciousness.

I would like to conclude with a final reflection.

If no sufficient concordance exists between the normative struc-
tures that still have some power today and the politicoeconomic
system, then we can still avoid motivation crises by uncoupling
the cultural system. Culture would then become a nonobligatory
leisure occupation or the object of professional knowledge. This
solution would be blocked if the basic convictions of a communi-
cative ethics and the experience complexes of countercultures (in
which postauratic art is embodied) acquired a motive-forming
power determining typical socialization processes. Such a con-
jecture is supported by several behavior syndromes spreading more
and more among young people—either retreat as a reaction to an
exorbitant claim on the personality-resources; or protest as a
result of an autonomous ego organization that cannot be stabilized
without conflicts under given conditions. On the activist side we
find: ‘the student movement, revolts by high-school students and
apprentices, pacifists, women’s lib. The retreatist side is rep-
resented by hippies, Jesus people, the drug subculture, phe-
nomena of undermotivation in schools, etc. These are the primary
areas for checking our hypothesis that late-capitalist societies are
endangered by a collapse of legitimation.

* Originally published in Merkur, April-May 1973.
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