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The Habermas/Foucault Debate and its Implications for Rhetoric and Composition 

In Moving Beyond Academic Discourse: Composition Studies and the Public Sphere 

(2002), Christian Weisser states “radical theories in composition studies…have recently begun to 

conceive of the public sphere as … a useful metaphor for how we might envision writing 

classrooms” (xiii). Indeed, Weisser’s book deals largely with how “many writing instructors are 

interested in both theories and practices that allow student writing to have real political and 

social ramifications” (57).  Consequently, Weisser dedicates much of his discussion to the 

social/critical theorist Jürgen Habermas whose theories of communication within an ideal speech 

situation—that is, the public sphere—were taken up by compositionists in the 1980’s and 1990’s.  

Composition appropriated Habermasian theory, it appears, in order to provide a theoretical 

background for their discussions of consensus and intersubjectivity—particularly in collaborative 

learning—and their examination of the social motives that drive dominant discourses. However, 

compositions’ focus on Habermas’s continuation of the Enlightenment project which finds 

universality in reasoned and consensual communication—and thus idealized dialogic space--has 

proved troubling for some. Indeed, in her essay “Paralogy, Externalism, and Competence: 

Exploring Habermas through Thomas Kent,” Jacqueline Rhodes writes “compositionists have 

grappled (and only sporadically) with [Habermas’s] ideas without much success” (1).  The 

problem, perhaps, stems from the complexity of Habermas’s theories; or more importantly, from 

the fact that his attempt to continue the Enlightenment project with his focus on Universal 

Pragmatics does not fit neatly into the landscape of postmodern composition studies (Rhodes 5).   
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By introducing Habermasian theory into a principally postmodern discipline, 

compositionists’ efforts amount to, as Rhodes puts it, a series of “false starts and misfires” (2). 

For this thesis, therefore, I propose to examine several compositionists’ discussions of Habermas 

which contradictorily “hinge on the idea that language and knowledge are local rather than 

universal—that they are context-bound, specific, and most importantly, they do not stem from a 

god’s eye objectivism” (Rhodes 4; emphasis added).  Specifically, I will investigate the work of 

compositionists such as John Aber, Patricia Roberts, and John Trimbur who discuss Habermas’s 

work in terms of the potential of emancipatory discourse based on universal structures.  Using 

Rhodes’s assessment of composition’s misuse of Habermasian theory as a springboard, I will 

explore composition’s Habermasian dilemma through the lens of his “debate” with postmodern 

philosopher Michel Foucault, who strongly critiqued Habermasian universalism.  Why Foucault? 

As I see it, in their efforts to make Habermas “work” for composition studies, scholars often 

make amendments to their discussions by incorporating what look suspiciously like Foucaultian 

principles. This thesis, therefore aims to shed light on (1) the extent to which composition has 

fallen short in its efforts to examine discourse in the public sphere/politicized classroom; and (2) 

whether, through a careful exploration of the Habermas/Foucault debate and their competing 

concepts of discourse, I will demonstrate how they might be used in composition studies, as 

Bernd Stahl puts it, “…to complement each other, despite their fundamental differences” (4329).  

While their “debate” was never a formal, public one, Habermas and Foucault both 

addressed communication in terms of Enlightenment ideals and responded prolifically to the 

other’s work. This “debate” has been examined in detail in the publications that will inform my 

analysis: in particular, Critique and Power: Recasting the Foucault/Habermas Debate, ed. 

Michael Kelly; Critical Theory by David Couzens Hoy and Thomas McCarthy; and lastly, the 



                                                                                                                 Harris-Ramsby 3

research of technologist and policy advisor Dr. Bent Flyvbjerg.  From what I have gleaned from 

the above texts, Foucault rejects Habermasian notions of universal ideals in communication 

which attempt to overcome difference via rational consensus.  Indeed, Flyvbjerg–channeling 

Foucault--states: “we should operate as if universals do not exist… [In fact] where universals are 

said to exist, [they] must be questioned” (222; emphasis added).  Instead, Foucault posits that 

domination in public discourse is impaired not by “consensus and the absence of power [but by 

an examination of] the exercise of power and rhetoric” (216).  

I will suggest that Foucault offers radical composition a more realistic conception of 

communication within the public sphere/politicized classroom based on his focus on realpolitik.  

For, as Flyvbjerg states, “Whereas Habermas approaches regulation [of dominance] from a 

universalistic theory of discourse, Foucault seeks out a genealogical understanding of actual 

power relations in specific contexts” (223; emphasis added). It would seem, therefore, that 

Foucault’s approach (as a complement to Habermas) would intrigue radical compositionists’ 

keen interest in the politicized classroom, especially with its postmodern perception of the 

classroom/public sphere as a “contested, historically textured, multilayered, and sometimes 

contradictory site” (Weisser xiii; emphasis added).   

 As Weisser states, in composition studies, progressive social constructivists have 

“attempted to more fully account for the relationship between power and discourse” (25).  

Habermas appears to be a likely candidate for appropriation into the field since his theory of 

communicative rationality “brings along with it the connotations of a noncoercively unifying, 

consensus-building force of discourse in which the participants overcome their at first 

subjectively based views in favour of a rationally motivated agreement” (Habermas 314). 

However, Foucault might suggest that aiming for consensus through rationalized debate is 
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simply the wrong way to go about it. Indeed, the participants in a politicized classroom should 

not be guided by abstract systems of theoretical thinking but, perhaps, via examinations of 

resistance and struggle in real, social, and historically grounded context.  

 Chapter one will provide an overview of the Habermas/Foucault “debate,” focusing not 

only on the fundamental opposition between the two philosophers’ ideas on language in public 

contexts, but also on points of complementarity.  Chapter two will explore the past use and 

current place of Habermasian theory within composition studies; including composition’s 

attempts to rehabilitate Habermas through an unvoiced (or even unconscious) reliance on 

Foucault.  Finally, chapter three will explore what use composition might make of a fully 

articulated, deliberate use of the “debate” between Habermas and Foucault in a politicized 

classroom.  
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Habermasian theories of communication and how these theories are situated in a 

politicized classroom. 
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