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The Frankfurt School andJurgen Habermashave developed critical the<.)ry 
but they have not been very successful in saying in general what critical the<.lry 
is, in what its criticalness consists and how it differs from other comprehensive 
conceptions of social science and of philosophy. Raymond Geuss in his Tlzt· ld£•a 
of a Critical Theory leaps into th1e breach and carefully and probingly seeks tt) 
answer these related questions.1 

Jurgen Haber1nas, for all hi,s extensive departures from Marx, sees himself 
as a Marxian.2 Marx, on Haber1nas's account, and on the account of not a few 
others .. should himself be viewed as a critical theorist. There are, specific 
problems about Marx's account aside, not unsurprisingly, general problems 
abouttheverystatus of his accountthatareimportantly similar to theproblen1s 
that affect later more explicitly articulated critical theory. They are questit1ns 
about the very nature of the enterprise. On the very first page of his bc.1ok Gettss 
puts the problem thus: 

ltis widely recognized that Marx was a revolutionary figure, 
but the exact nature of the revolution he initiated has not, in 
general, been correctly understood. Of course, .Marx did 
dramatically change many people's views about an impor
tant subject-matter, human society, but in some ways the 
greatest significance of his work lies in its implications for 
epistemology. Marx's theory of society, if properly con
strued, does clearly give us knowledge of society, b11t does 
not easily fit into any of the accepted categories of 'knowl
edge'. It obviously isn't a formal science like logic or math
ematics,. or a practical skill. Its supporters generally deny 
that it is a speculative world-view of the kind traditit)nally 
provided by religion and philosophy, yet neither Wt)uld it 
seem to be correctly interpreted as a strictly empirical theory 
like those in natural science. Finally, it isn't just a confused 
melangeofcognitiveandnon-cognitiveelements,anempiri
cal economics fortuitously co.njoined with a set of value 
judgments and moral commitments. Rather Marxism is n 
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radically new kind of theory; to give a proper philosophic 
account of its salient features requires drastic revisions in 
traditional views about the nature of knowledge.(1) 

• 

Not all Marxists, Marxians (including most particularly analytical Marx-
ists) or students of Marx would be happy with this characteri~ation . They 
would particularly demur at the claim that ''in some ways the greatest 
significance of his work lies in its implications for epistemology.''(1 ) They 
would rather stick with Engels's general summing up of the import of Marx's 
work where the claim is (a) tha·t Marx was first and foremost a revc.1lutionary 
activist and (b) that he made a Copernican turn in the social sciences, giving us 
a science that told us about the fundamental social structure t1f society, 
explained how and why from one epoch to another societies would change nnd 
(c) how this very social science would be a 'revolutionary social science' 
serving as a crucial tool, though not only that, in the making and sustaining t1f 

revolutions.3 But this, analytical Marxists would stress, requires no new 
epistemology or epistemological reorientation, but just a good standard bt1t 
rather comprehensive social science. The know ledge that Marx gives us is of 
a straightforwardly empirical kind, but, given our interests (if we are nt1t 
members of the haute bourgeoisie) and our reflective moral beliefs, we will pltt 
that empirical knowledge to revolutionary or to at least emancipatt1ry t1ses. 
Analytical Marxists will respond to critical theorists that this requires no 
special conception of knowledge or an altered epistemological stance or (f(1r 
that matter) any epistemological stance at all or a realignment of the categcJries 
of knowledge. Nothing so conceptually surprising should enter in. We sh<.1L1ld 
not, analytical Marxists claim, think of Marxism as a new kind of thet1ry t1r even 
a new kind of method but as a developing comprehensive empirical s(1cial 
theoryworkingwithin theparametersoftheestablishedsocialsciences.4 What 
makes it different-the content of its particular claims aside-is that it is a tl1e<.1ry 
which its practitioners can put to work in the service of the interests of the 
working class and finally, through the service of those interests, to ht1manity 
generally. (That it can do this is not, of course, independent of what thecc.1ntext 
is.) But it neither requires nor suggests a conceptual revolution which wot1ld 
shake up our traditional views about the nature of knowledge. Marx, as l'le 
madeclearenoughin The German Ideology,. settled his accounts with philost1pl1y 
and moved to a philosophically unencumbered concern with revolutionary 
activity and the constructing of a comprehensive social science which wc.1uld 
give us a true account of what the social world is like and would be useful i11 

the class struggle for human emancipation. Geuss and the critical thet1rists 
who developed their distinctive brand of neo-Marxism think otherwise. Wht1t· 
ever Marx's beliefs about the nature of his own work, the work itself is n<.1t St) 

straightforwardly empirical. Whether or not, they argue, we should speak of 
'Marx's method' or of a 'distinctive Marxian method' we should recc,gnize thnt 
critical theory is ~mportantly different in kind from a strictly empirical thet1ry 
such as Max Weber's or Talcott Parson's or Paul Samuelson's . 

• 
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Realizing that quite a few different things are going on in Das Kapital, ft1r 
example, than in a systematic value-free social science, both analytical Marxists 
and critical theorists need to face the challenge of Karl Popper that Marx's 
theory and Marxist theories more generally _ are ''a confused melange of 
cognitive .and non-cognitive elements, an empirical economics fortuitously 
conjoined with a set of value judgments and moral commitments."5 Analytical 
Marxists respond to this charge by rationally reconstructing Marx and Marxian 
theory in such a way that the moral commitments are purged from the 
empirical social theory, and they are separately argued for as part of an 
independent moral account competing with the work of Rawls, Nozick, 
Gauthier, Walzer and Dworkin. G.A. Cohen, Jon Elster, John Roemer, Jeffrey 
Reiman all brilliantly exemplify this work.6 However, it is-whether rightly or 
wrongly-philosophically and conceptually conservative, giving tis wh" t i11 

Frankfurt School ter1ns and in Geuss's ter111s is a 'positivist Marx'. 

Critical theory by contrast seeks to construct a theory which as a ct1mpre
hensive social science (where 'science' is construed non-scientistically) inte
grates into a single theory the descriptive-explanatory-interpretive side c1f 
thingsand thenor1native-evaluative-emancipatorysideof things. Thepositiv
istchallenge is that this will, if we try to place it in an integrated single the<.1ry, 
remain a confused melange. Geuss seeks to elucidate, and where necessary 
rationally to reconstruct, critical theory so as to rebut that positivist challenge 
and to articulate in a perspicuous and plausible manner a criticnl theory t)f 

society. 

The account of a critical theory that Geuss elucidates, critically inspects 
and seeks to defend in an appropriately rationally reconstructed f<.1rn1 is not 
that of Marx but basically a Frankfurt School neo-Marxisrn as adumbrated 
most fully by Jurgen Haber111as. He takes it, though he doesn't argue for this, 
to be an acco\.Ult faithful to the general thrust of Marx's work. I think this a 
plausible and interesting strategy and shall not challenge it here. (But we 
should not forget the analytical Marxist challenge.) My interest will be instead, 
whatever its Marxian pedigree, to see how good his case is for a distinct·ive 
critical theory with a powerful emancipatory capacity. My reason for sticking 
close to Geuss is that it seems to me he has raised the issue -the n1eta-issue if yc.111 
will- of what is the very idea of a critical theory-the second-order questio11 
aboutitsnature-more probingly than anyone else. He has underst0<.1d the fc.1rce 
of Habermas's theory very well and has a sense of the key questions to ask 
about it. What is at stake is whether we have anything like a viable concepti<.1n 
of critical theory that marks it as an important and distinctive type of thet)ry . 

• 
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Geuss remarks in his ''Introduction'' that the Frankfurt account of critical 
theory yields three putatively distinguishing features which are the essentinl 
distinguishing features of critical theory: 

1. Critical theories have special standing as guides for human actit1n 
in that: 

(a) they are aimed at producing enlightenment in the agents wht) 
hold them, i.e. at enabling those agents to determine what their 
true interests are; 
(b) they are inherently emancipatory, i.e. they free agents frt1m n 
kind of coercion which is at least partly self-imposed, from the 
self-frustration of conscious human action. 

2. Critical theories have cognitive content, i.e. they are forms t1f 
knowledge. 

3. Critical theories differ epistemologically in essential ways frtln1 
theories in the natural sciences. Theories in natural science are 
'objectifying'; critical theories are 'reflective' .(1-2) 

There are, of course, a host of questions here. Most prominently there nre 
questions about what kind of criteria we have for what is emancipatory and 
what is not, whether there are such things as 'true interests' or 'objectiv~ 
interests', and what does this talk about 'objectifying theories' and 'reflective 
theories' come to, if anything? Geuss, as we shall see, carefully examines these 
questions. However, before going into that, he contrasts critical theory witl1 
what critical theorists, using the term in a rather broad sense, call 'positivism'. 
(Popper and Quine on that account, as different as they are from each other and 
as different as they are from logical positivists, are paradigmatic positivists.) A 
positivist is someone who holds (1) that an empiricist account of na tura1 science 
is adequate and (2) ''that all cognition must have essentially the same cognitive 
structure as natural sciences". Positivism also (3) denies the very possibility of 
'reflective knowledge' or 'reflective understanding' because all knowledge has 
the same structure as natural science know ledge and all na tura 1 science 
knowledge is objectifying knowledge. We should also note that (2) and (3) are 
also the core of what Habermas calls scientism. Both scientism and positivism 
involve the denial of reflective understanding, or at least any theoretical 
reflective understanding, because they deny that ''theories could be bt1tl1 
reflective and cognitive." (2) The critical question for critical theory is, is there 
really any knowledge or understanding of this sort and, even given st1me 
fragmentary understanding here, could it ever be a knowledge or an under
standing that was embedded in a theory? A central goal of critical theory is the 
critique of positivism and the rehabilitation of 'reflection' asa categt1ryt1f valid 
knowledge. A central question to be asked, in turn, is whether it acl1ieves that 
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goaloreven makesitsufficientlyclear sothatwewouldhavesomeappropriate 
understanding of what achievement comes to here. 

Geuss, before he turns to the details of exa!J1ining critical theory, has t)ne 
further general remark to make. He claims that the ''very heart of the critical 
theory of society is its criticism of ideology."(2-3) What keeps peL1ple frc.1m 
correctly perceiving their true situation and real interests is idec.1logy. If they 
are to ''free themselves from social repression'' they ''must rid themselves of 
ideological illusion."(3) Geuss asks ''Can 'Ideologiekritik' form the basis of a 
critical theory as defined by the three theses?''(3) So the central effort is tc.) 
''explain what a critical theory is supposed to be'' and to ask whether such a 
theory is possible, where I take it that question is to ask whether it is a feasil1lc 

• 

possibility. 

• III 

Geuss starts his detailed examination by asking about ideolc.)gy and the 
critique of ideology. Geuss begins by noting that 'ideology' has been t1sed in 
a number of different ways by various theorists for different purpt)Ses. And 
among its uses are a number of neutral descriptive uses. Fc.1r his distinct 
purposes, purposes rather different than that of a social anthropc.)logist, Geuss 
narrows his conceptualization of ideology ''to refer only tc.1 t11e beliefs of the 
agents in thesociety."(7) This also squares withHabermas's usage. Butplainly 
not all such beliefs are ideological. Which subset among all the beliefs a pe<.)ple 
have are their ideological beliefs? Geuss goes at that rather indirectly. ''It will," 
he remarks, in general ''be an important fact about a given society how the 
various kinds of acts and institutions are individuated .... "(9) And in this 
individuation, it will be important to ascertain ''what kinds of beliefs, beliefs 
of what kind of manifest content, will be able to function as idetl]<.1gies fc.1rwhat 
domains of action. ''(9) Again, Geuss notes, since 'ideology' is rather a term of 
art here, the individuation, depending on who is doing it, goes in a number of 
different and possibly confusing ways. His task is to try to define, stipulating 
as he goes along for his purposes of specifying what is the sense c.1f idec.)lc.1gy 
used in critical theory's conception of 'ideology critique', a subset of beliefs 
which are ideological. He limits the subset to those beliefs whicl1 W<)ttld 

together constitute the world-view or world-picture of the grc.)up in qt1es
tion.{9) (Isn't that more likely to be a necessary condition tl1an a sttfficient 
condition for an ideology?) Geuss remarks: 

The intuition which motivates the introduction of a Ct)ncept 
of 'ideology as world-view' is that individuals and groups 
don't just 'have' randomly collected bundles of beliefs, 
attitudes, life-goals, forms of artistic activity, etc. The bundles 
generally have some coherency -although it is very hard t<.) 

• 
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say m genera. in what ttus coherency consists- i 1e e ements 
in the bundle are complexly related to each other, they all 
somehow 'fit', and the whole bundle has a characteristic 
structure which is often discernible even to an outside 
observer. By an 'ideology' in the ~ense of ''world-view''' 
then is meant a subset of the beliefs which constitute the 
ideology of the group (in a purely descriptive sense) which 
has the following properties: 

(a) the elements in the subset are widely shared among the 
agents in the group 

(b) the elements in this subset are systematically intercon-
nected 

(c) they are 'central to the agents' conceptual scheme' in 
Quine's sense, i.e. the agents won't easily give them up 

(d) the elements in the subset have a wide and deep inflt1-
ence on the agents' behavior or on some particularly 
important or central sphere of action 

(e) the beliefs in the subset are 'central' in that they deal with 
central issues of human life (i.e. they give interpretations 
of such things as death, the need to work, sexuality, etc.) 
or central metaphysical issues. (10) 

• 

This is one way of identifying from the beliefs of a society the subset c.1f beliefs 
to be called ideological. (We need critically to ask if it is a very useful wuy.) 

There is another way of conceiving of ideology that Geuss discusses. It is 
a way developed by Daniel Bell and other proponents of the end-of-ideology· 
thesis. Geuss calls the conception of ideology utilized here ''idet)logy in the 
programmatic sense."(11) An ideology in this sense is a way of translating 
ideas into action."(11) And there is something in addition which fc.1r Bell's 
theoretical purposes is very important, namely a conception of' a total idec.1lc.1gy' 
where this is construed as an all inclusive system of comprehensive reali ty: "ll 
set of beliefs, infused with passion'' which ''seeks to transform the whole way 
of life." (11) Put more pedantically a total ideology is: 

(a) a program or plan of action 
(b) based on an explicit, systematic model or theory of how the 

society works . 
(c) aimed at radical transformation or reconstruction of the 

society as a whole 
(d) held with more confidence ('passion') than the evidence for 

the theory or model warrants. (11) 

With the addition of ( c) and ( d) we get a polemical and tendentil1us use '1f 
'ideology'. The acceptance of (d) makes the having of an ideology something 
which is at least mildly irrational and (c) gives the characterization a political 
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use since now we can say liberals and conservatives, unlike rndicals, have n<.1 
ideology since their plans of action are not aimed at a ''radical transfc.1rmntic.1n 
or reconstruction of the society as a whole."(11) But we could use just (a) and 
(b) in our conceptualization of ideology in a p~grammatic sense and perhaps 
get a conception of ideologywhichisnotparti-pris and isa useful social scientific 
tool. 

Next Geuss turns to a very subtle and nuanced analysis of the pejorative or 
critical use of 'ideology' and the social analyses and critiques they can properly 
fit into. Here we get something that is more directly relevant to the ideology
critique of critical theory. I cannot here reproduce the nuanced, ct1mplicated 
typology of Geuss's account but I will attempt to give the core t)f it. (12-22) 
''Whatisatissuehereis the critical use of the term 'ideology'. Bt1t that menns that 
to show that something is an ideology would be to show thn t we <.)ught 
somehow to try to eliminate it." (16) The background assumpti(1n is, where this 
sense of 'ideology' is being talked about, ~at the agents who have the ideologi
cal beliefs ''are deluded about themselves, their position, their society and their 
interests'' and that being so deluded har1ns them and keeps them fr<.1m living 
as flourishing a life as they could have if they did not have those idet1lt)gical 
beliefs. A critical theory seeks (a) to show why they are so deluded and (b) t<.) 
free them from this delusion. Concerning this Geuss remarks significantly that 
in ''the most interesting cases the ideological delusion to be rooted out ... is not 
an empirical error even of a very sophisticated kind but S(>mething qt1ite 
different.'' (12) 

Here we have the famous or (if you will infamous) conceptic.1n t)f idec.1lcJgy 
as false consciousness. What is meant here is not, to understate it, crystal clear. 
Geuss,in trying to specify a coherent use for'falseconsciousness', asks ''In what 
sense or in virtue of what properties can a form of consciousness be idec.1logi
cally false?''(13) Reconsiders three kinds of answers to this questit1n . All of 
them are ways of answering the questions wha.t makes a form of conscit111sness 
an ideology, what makes a for1n of consciousness false. 

A. ''A form of consciousness is ideologically false in virtue of 
someepiste1nicproperties of the beliefs which are its constitu
ents." ( 13) 

B. ''A form of consciousness is ideologically false in virtue of its 
functional properties.'' (13) 

C. ''A form of consciousness is ideologically false in virtue t1f 
some of its genetic properties.''(13) 

Consider (A) first. There are a number of ways in which the epistemic 
properties of a belief can render it ideological. The belief may not be st1ppc.1rted 
by the available evidence, beliefs of different types may be conft1sed, i.e. we 
mayconfusefactual beliefswithnor1nativeones. Here a ''formofconscic.1usness 
is an ideology if it is essentially dependent on the epistemic status of sc.1me t1f its 
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apparently constituent beliefs."(13) Geuss calls our attention to a diverse 1t1tof 
significant ways beliefs can misfire here. (13-14) I will give only one very 
simple case but one which is politically very central. 11 A for1n of consciousness 
is ideologically false if it contains a false beli~f to the effect that the partict1lar 
interest of some subgroup is the general interest of the group as a wht)le. ''I shall 
turn to a discussion of this later. We will, that is, then look at this particular 
alleged epistemological misfiring. 

His second general answer, namely (B), to what makes a form of ct1n
sciousness an ideology is in virtue of some of its functional properties. This 
functionalist approach to ideology has three versions. I shall, however, only 
discuss one. It maintains that 11 a form of ~onsciousness is an ideology in virtue 
of the function or role it plays in supporting, stabilizing, or legitimizing cert<1 in 
kinds of social institutions or practices." (15) This fits well with Habermas's 
speaking of ''an ideology as a 'world picture' which stabilizes or legitin1izes 
domination or hegemony." But, of course, not all hegemony is bad. The 
hegemony that is objectionable is one that produces more repression than 
necessary for the society. There is for the society more repressit)n than 
necessary where people's needs are not being met as op.timally as the level t1f 
material development of society allows while still not undermining st1ciety's 
capacity to maintain and reproduce itself, albeit without its unnecessary 
repressive character. Where this hegemony justifies or supports reprehensible 
social institutions, unjust social practices or relations of exploitation, a form of 
consciousness which just accepts such a state of affairs, without in <.)ne wny t1r 
another reacting against it, is an ideological form of consciousness. To tlccept 
such domination as legitimate is to be held captive by an ideologica 1 ft>rn1 t)f 

consciousness. In speaking of the ideological belief resting on false C<.)nscit1t1s
ness, the claim is that if the people with the false conscious came to understand 
how the functional properties of their ideological belief actually W(>rked they 
would give up the belief and thus they would no longer suffer from false 
consciousness or be held captive by an ideology. Their ideological belief rests 
on a rationalization for if the agents in question became aware that these beliefs 
had those functional properties they would abandon them . 

• 

• 
• 

• 

IV 

We have isolated some of the senses of 'ideology' that are vita 1 t<.) critical 
theory. Whatlhave ignored is Geuss's importantcharacteriZc1tion of a pt>sitive 
sense of 

/ 
ideology', something that would need at ten ti on in a fuller disct1ssitln 

of his views and which is an important notion in its own right.(22-26) Bt1t it is 
not so central to a discussion of the critique of ideology so I set it aside. 

Traditional critical theory has formulated its conception of the critiqt1e of 
ideology in three different ways. 
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1. Radical criticism of society and criticism of its dominant 
ideology (ldeologiekritik) are inseparable; the ultimate goal 
of all social research should be the elaboration of a critiec1l 
theory of society of which ldeologiekritik would be an 
integral part. · 

2. ldeologiekritik isnotjusta form of 'moralizing criticism', i.e. 
an ideological for1n of consciousness is not criticised ft)r 
being nasty, ilnmoral1 unpleasant, etc. but for being false, for 
being a form of delusion. ldeologiekritik is itself a cognitive 
enterprise, a for1n of knowledge. 

3. Ideologiekritik (and hence also the social theory l)f which it 
• 

is a part) differs significantly in cognitive structure from 
natural science, and requires for its proper analysis basic 
changes in the epistemological views we have inherited 
from traditional empiricism (modelled as it is on the study 
of natural science). (26) 

; 

Of this conception or cluster of conceptions, Geuss asks twc.1 fundamer1tnl 
questions: (1) ''In what sense is the particular kind of Ideologiekritik tmder 
discussion cognitive?'' and (2) ''In what sense would a proper acc<.)unt t)f the 
kind of ldeologiekritik under discussion require revisions in t1ur inherited 
epistemology?'' (26) 

• 

Geuss first considers critique of ideology as a form of ''criticism alt)ng the 
epistemic dimension''(26). He asks whether (pace what the Frankfurt .sch()()] 
believes) this for1n of criticism cannot, after all, be accornmt)dated within a 
traditional empiricist framework, accommodated within what the Frankft1rt 
school calls positivism. Critical theory characterizes positivism thus: pc.1sitiv
ism identifies those statements which, analytic propositions apart, are at least 
potentially true or false. Those are statements which are scientifically testable 
and those in turn are statements with observational content. They nls<.) seek t<.) 
identify statements which have cognitive content, by which is meant stllte
ments which make genuine knowledge claims. They also seek tl) identify 
statements which can be rationally assessed, i.e, which are warrantably 
acceptable or regrettable. (It may well be that to make genuine knowledge
claims they must be warrantably assertible.) Statements witht1ut Ct)gnitive 
content are cognitively meaningless. There is no sense in which they can be 
rationally assessed orwarrantably asserted. Only those statements which have 
observational content -paradigmatically cognitive statements- are scientifi
cally testable. This is what the Frankfurt school characterizes as a scientistic 
view in which rationality is simply and solely scientific rationality n11d t)111y 
statements with observational content could possibly be knt)wledge claims 
Which could be subject to rational discussion and criticism.7 
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Geuss asks whether such a scientistic positivism (a pleonasm) Ct)uld 
accommodate ldeologiekritik. Faced with an ideological forrn of consci()Lts
ness it could make two for111s of criticism. It could in straightf<)rward 
empiricist fashion reject those ideological beliefs which are empirically false or 
not well supported.(27) It could also in that same vein of argument clearly 
distinguish cognitive from non-cognitive beliefs and reject all second-order 
beliefs which attribute to noncognitive beliefs cognitive standing. (That is a 
familiar positivist critique of religious belief or, if you will, religious idet1l
ogy. )8 The various objectifying beliefs which are a prominent for111 of ideolc>gy 
are subject, from within their empiricist epistemological parameters, to 
positivistically oriented ideology critique. Similarly a positivist oriented cri
tique of ideology can handle the critique of self-fulfilling beliefs where the 
evidence is tainted. But what it cannot accommodate, Geuss claims, are tht)se 
familiar ideological beliefs which rest on the ''confusion of a partic11lar ft)r a 
general interest."(27) Those ideological beliefs, Geuss maintains, are ''gt1ite 
beyond the scope of positivist criticism."(27) This claim baffles me. The 
ideological belief in question ''contains a false belief to the effect that the 
particular interest of some subgroup is the general interest of the grt1t1p as " 
whole."(14) But that seems to me plainly a factual, empirical beliefwht1se trttth 
or falsity is determined in a standard empirical way. It is in the interest t1f the 
capitalist class that there be little labor strife (strikes and the like) . Supptlse it 
is also asserted that it is in the interest of workers as well that this partict1lar 
interest be satisfied, i.e. that there be little labor strife. What is to be said <.1n such 
matters may not always be obvious, but this is typically true of Ct)mplex 
empirical matters. But at least in principle what is the case can be det~rmined 
in the same way it is determined whether people should have lots of filire in 
their diet or have automobile insurance. There is nothing here which is nt)t in 
the purview of positivist critique. . 

This seems to be so obvious that I wonder whether Geuss did n<.1t ht1ve 
something else in mind. What the Frankfurt school believes is that ''tl1e 
positivist' s notion of 'rationality' is too narrow and restricted, and can't handle 
any of the more interesting cases of ideological delusion; by excluding n<.1rma
tive ... beliefs ... from rational discussion and evaluation, the positivist leaves 
without guidance ... important parts of our form of consciousness, a11d thereby 
abandons whole areas of our life to mere contingent taste, arbitrary decisit>n, 
and sheer irrationality."(28) Perhaps what Geuss had in mind nbot1t the 
particular interest and general interest was to consider why we sht,uld ccteris 
paribus give the latter more weight in moral deliberation. Still, Geuss in a 
related matter asks a very positivistically oriented question of the critical 
theorist. Suppose,asisnotimplausible, that instrumental rationality is the only 
clear conception of rationality. How, particularly if that is so, he asks, ''dti we 
know that taste, preference, and decision aren't the best we can do as gttides tt1 

what attitudes, normative beliefs, etc. we should adopt. How do we knt1W it 
isn't just wishful thinking to think that we have some kind of normative 
knowledge, or attain some rational set of preferences and attitudes."(28) 
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Suppose, to flesh the above considerations out with some examples, I 
prefer jogging to walking because I believe jogging is better for my hetllth. If I 
learn that it is false (empirically false) that jogging is better for my health at my 
age I will then drop that preference if I really p~efer jogging tt1 walking l1cca11sc 
I believe it is better for my health. However, not all preferences behave that 
way. I might, for an evening's drink, though not at dinner, prefer white wine 
to red wine believing mistakenly that white wine is better for me. However, 
evenafterldiscovermyempiricalmistake,Imightstillcontinuetopreferwhite 
wine to red in those situations simply because in those co.ntexts I enjoy it more. 
For so keeping my preferences in their old mold, even after I recognize my 
cognitive mistake, I need not be any the less rational for all of that. What is 
important to see here, in thinking about how ideology works, is that ''if the c111ly 
reason [unlike the white wine case] we hold the belief is that we (falsely) tl1ink 
that it is a cognitive belief, then, when we are enlightened about its epistemic 
standing, we will give it up.'' (29) Suppose A has a tendency to ht1mosext1ali ty 
-it would be his unschooled sexual preference-but is actually hetert1sexual and 
prefers heterosexuality because he believes homosexuality is unnatt1ral. He 
takes that latter belief to be cognitive belief but when he discovers it is not-that 
we have no intelligible criteria for what is unnatural and what is nt1t- he will 
give it up and very likely come to prefer homosexuality. When he disct1vers his 
prior belief about what is unnatural lacks cognitive standing, he will, in all 
likelihood, drop the schooled preference ordering that is dependent t1n it. 
Indeed,ifhedoesn't,hetherebyshowsthatthepreferenceorderingisreallync.1t 
dependentonit. Thisisnotlikethecaseofaperson'spreferenceft1rwhitewine. 
When a preference or value judgment is presented as a cognitive belief, tl1is, 
where the ideological deception works, tends, where it is believed tt> be a true 
cognitive belief, to compel acceptance in a way that people will nt1t feel 
compelled (rationally constrained) to accept other preferences. But when it is 
clearly seen not to be a cognitive belief its hold is dissipated. 

This, or so it seems at least, shows something effective about pt1sitivist · 
ideology-critique. ''Positivists can count on people giving up beliefs wl1icl1 
have been shown not to be cognitive, but to be expressions of preference which 
cannot be acknowledged publicly as grounds for acting."(27) But, that nt1t
withstanding, Geuss claims in defense of critical theory that pc>sitivists cannot 
give an account of why it is that they make the right judgment here. Get1ss 
remarks the ''motivation of the program must be to free agents frt1m irratit1nnl 
belief and action by causing them to give up beliefs based on preferences thc.1se 
agents could not acknowledge: but the positivists can't admit that the n1t1tiva
tion of the program is rational (since there aren't any 'rational motivatit1ns') t1r 
that the effect is to make the agents more rational. So positivists can't justify 
their own activity of criticising ideologies except as a personal preference c.1r 
arbitrary decision.'' (29-30) . 

Geuss in turn gives the positivist a powerful reply. We sht1uld ask 
ourselves, reflecting as well on the argument of the previous two paragraphs, 
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whether it does not after all give us all that we need by way of a criticC1l 
conception without going on a complicated detour through the special episte
mological claims of critical theory? I shall quote Geuss's reply <?n behalf l1f the 
positivist in full. _ 

To this the positivist may reply that the fact that people 
do change their beliefs as described in the last paragraph is 
no grounds for saying that they have thereby become more 
rational, acquired a more 'justified' or 'truer' or more 'war
ranted' set of beliefs. What they have done is to bring their 
beliefs, preferences, and value judgments into closer agree
ment with the rest of their non-cognitive beliefs, e .g. beliefs 
aboutwhich preferences they' ought' to allow themselves tt1 
express or by which they 'ought' to allow themselves to· be 
moved. From the fact that the resulting set of beliefs, 
preferences, etc. is more coherent and consistent, it doesn' t 
follow that it is 'knowledge', or 'true'. Furthermore, it is 
sheer defamation to claim that positivists need consider 
their own activity a mere 'arbitrary' decision; to say that an 
activity is not grounded on some 'substantial concept l) f 

human rationalitY (whatever that might mean) is not to say 
that it is based on some arbitrary decision . It isn't' arbitrary' 
if it is motivated by deep seated human needs, an expression 
of concern for human suffering, etc. But that doesn't make 
this decision one 'motivated byre~son itself' -it is motivated 
by perfectly understandable and unexceptionable human 
desires. The decision.to eat when one is very hungry is not 
arbitrary- I couldn't equally well have decided to go swim
ming- but that doesn't make eating a for111 of knowledge. 
(30) 

• 

While acknowledging the force of the above, still, given their thel1reticnl 
assumptions, there is only a rather constrained sense -or so Geuss argues- in 
which positivists can argue about nor1ns. Geuss wonders if it is sttfficient tl) 
provide an adeqt1ate ideology-critique. Attitudes, preferences, value judge
ments and normative beliefs can have no direct observational content and they 
cannot, or so positivists claim, have any cognitive content or be tn1e (>r fa lse. 
This being so there is, as Geuss puts it, ''strong limits to rational discussil)n t1f 
them, and ultimately one can have no warrant for adopting or acting t)n them; 

·any consistent set of preferences, attitudes, etc. is as good, as 'rational' as any 
other.'' (31) This, Geuss believes, shows that ~e positivist conception of 
rationality is impoverished and rests on a mistake. Ha bermas, Geuss remarks, 
is perfectly justified in making the obvious counter that ''clear1y nt1t any 
consistent set of preferences, attitudes, and normative beliefs is as 'ratic.1nnl' ns 
any other. This sense of 'rational' may be unclear and difficult to analyze but . 
thatdoesn'tmean that it is illicit or doesn'texist, and if positivism can't give an 
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account of it, so much the worse for positivism."9 Still, recognizing this we 
need not-and indeed should not-go on in a fine rationalist fiddle; we need not, 
and indeed should not, that is, go on to claim ''that there is a single, 'true', 
uniquely rational set of preferences, attitudes and normative beliefs."(31) In 
rejecting the positivist attitude because it is too circumscribed, we need not 
claim that there is a distinct something that could be called 'normative 
knowledge', or claim that it even makes sense to say that some preferences are 
true and others false or even that some norms are true and others false. But 
while a factual or mathematical proposition is true or false, it d<.1es not make 
sense to speak of such propositions as being more or less true or (more 

• 

generally) to speak of truth as admitting of degrees. But, as Geuss observes, 
''rationality is not like that. ''(31) It admits of degrees. ''Decisions, preferences, 
attitudes, etc. can be more or less rational; agents can have strc)nger <.)r weaker 
warrant for their actions, can be more or less aware of their own m<.1tives, can 
be more or less enlightened in theirnor1native beliefs." (31) M<.1rec.1ver, suppc.1se 
we have two sets of moral beliefs and attitudes A and Band thepersc.1nsh<.1lding 
A and the persons holding B both seek to have these beliefs fc.1rm a C<.)nsistent 
set. More than that, they both seek to get these beliefs and attitudes intc.1 
agreement with their other beliefs and with what is understood abc.)ut the 
world, including what we know about human nature and the social w<.1rld . 
Doing these things will be seen by reflective agents as a reasonable thing t<.l dtl. 

A and B both act reasonably in doing this. Now, if A is more successful in 
this than B, then A has a more reasonable account of the world and <.1f how t<.) 
act than B. The greater the coherency here the more rational the account is, i.e. 
the more plausible the whole set of beliefs (nor1native and non-n<.)rmative), 
attitudes, preferences, theories and the like. They are not, in tJ1at eventt1ality, 
just a jumble. Instead, they fit together into a coherent whole: indeed &1me 
clusters of belief more so than others. What A and B achieve, if they are 
reasonably successful in their activity (B more so than A), is a coherent clttster 
of beliefs, attitudes, etc. It is always a matter of more or less here. 5<.)me 
accounts have fewer loose ends than others: are more coherent than c.1thers and 
those accounts are the accounts that it is the more reasonable to hold . But we 
hardly have any conception of 'perfect coherency' here; that, like 'perfect 
clarity', is something we have little understanding of (Wittge11stein was very 
much on the mark here.) Yet some accounts have more warrant than t)thers, fit 
things together more adequately than others. We are not in a place where we 
should speak of arbitrariness or should say that decision is king . 

• 

v 

Geuss turns now to an examination of functionalist accounts of idec.1l<.1gy, 
that is, to the functional properties of for111s of consciousness. Here an 
''ideology is a world-picture which stabilizes or legitimizes dc>minatic.1n."(31) 

• 
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Geuss asks of such an account ''what is the relation between the 'falsity' t)f the 
forrn of consciousness and its functioning to support or legitimize oppres
sion?'' (32) He then, in an acute but inconclusive discussion, examines ft)ttr 
possibilities.(32-26) I shall only discuss on~. It is, however, one of crucial 
importance. It is this: ''the world-picture is false -we assume from the start that 
we have whatever grounds are necessary for asserting that- and the judgment 
that the world-picture functions oppressively is parasitic on our judgment thnt 
it is false."(32) A crucial case is this. We have a world-picture that is false, 
whereby what is meant is that no rationally warranted world-picture ct1uld 
yield a sound argument for the de jure legitimacy of the set of institutions and 
practices of that society. Some of the norrna tive beliefs, some key fa ctua 1 beliefs 
and, as well, the merely factual sounding beliefs embedded in these instih1tit)ns 
and practices are unwarranted and there are no rational reconstructit)ns l)f 

them (or at least none are plausibly in sight) which would re11der th~n1 
wa~rantable Gustifiable, rationally acceptable to people with clear heads and 
accurate factual infor1nation). No world-picture, acceptable and accessible ttl 
agents, where they are accurately informed and reasoning correctly (making 
no invalid inferences), could yield sound arguments for the de ju11e legitin1i.1cy 
of their social institutions. Yet, though the institutions continue tt) functir>n 
oppressively (they cause unnecessary suffering, deprivation of needs and 
impede human flourishing), the agents continue to accept them and believe in 
their legitimacy. People who stand free of the ideology in questic.111, knt1w t1r 
reasonably believe the institutions to be oppressive (repress beyond wh11t 
could be rationally justified). They know or reasonably believe, that is, that 
there are no justified or justifiable norms or warrantably assertible nt)rms 
which would justify those repressive institutions. Here the judgment that the 
world-picture functions oppressively is parasitic on the judgme11t that tJ1e 
world-picture is false. In sajring it is false, what is meant is that it is cc.1nstituted 
by a set of factual beliefs and factual sounding beliefs where some of the crucial 
ones are false or incoherent and where that world-picture as well has a set c.1f 

nor1native beliefs which cannot be warrantably asserted. There is in tl1nt 
society the deprivation of human wants and needs, and there is ht1n1an 
suffering and lack of self-fulfillment. Moreover, these maladies cannt)t be 
shown to be unfortunate necessities to be born with, for the nom1s used tt) 
justify the institutions requiring these ills could not have a rational warrn11t, 
given the development of the productive forces and their potential ft)f f t1rther 
development in our time and some quite unproblematic facts about hun1nn 
nature (e.g. that people have certain identifiable needs and in most circt1m
stances do not want them frustrated). The functional picture is that we have an 
ideology which is a world-picture which stabilizes or legitimizes dc.>minntit1n. 
That is its principal function on such a conception. In the situation described 
here -a typical situation- our judgment that it so functions depends c:>n t1ur 
judgment that the world-picture is false in the way specified above. The 
soundness of such an argument, as Geuss stresses in another context, depends 
crucially on our being able to give an objective (rationally warrnnted 
intersubjective) account of what our wants, desires and needs are and, in 
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relation to them, what the requirements of the economy are.(35) He gt1es t1n t<J 
remark, correctly I believe, that these conceptualizations are not unprc.1blema tic. 

Geuss remarks that ''associated with every human society there will be a 
set of 'accepted' wants, 'needs' and desires and a traditional level t1f expected 
satisfactions of these wants and desires."(35) But here ideological consider
ations return like the repressed, for, Geuss goes on to remark, ''the set of 
'accepted' wants, needs and desires, and the traditional level t1f consumptit1n 
may themselves be part of the 'ideology we wish to criticize. ''(36) What we 
seem at least to need, but it appears at least that we do not have, and perhaps 
cannot have, is ''a standpoint outside the given social in terpreta ti on of the 
agents' needs, from which tocriticizetheideological picture of needs and wants 
and their proper scheduling. Any appeal that would claim our only real needs 
are those which must be satisfied to ensure minimal biological survival w<.1t1ld, 
though it might break out of the ideological circle, not be adequate ft)r a critical 
normative perspective. Even very oppressive social orders dc.1 nt1t tl1rea te11 

biological survival generally. Some individuals might go tmder -predictably 
would go under- but most would not and the species wc.1t1ld st1rvive. T<1 
intellectually combat such a society we need (a) a justified conceptit1n l1f s<.)cial 
justice, (b) a rationally warranted picture of what our genuine wan ts and needs 
are along with an account of which are the more basic, ( c) a scheduling <.1f their 
relative importance when they conflict, and finally(d) an accurate picture c.1f the 
level of material development in the world: a good understanding of the 
capacity of the productive forces to continue to develop and s<.1me reasc.1nable 
understanding of the mechanisms for their development. Is it plausible t<.1 
believe that we can get an adequate account of these things? It indeed asks ft1r 
a lot but what it asks for does not seem at least to be a conceptual impossibility. 

VI 

An ideology is (at least) a for1n of consciousness which answers tl1 certain 
class interests, most typically the interests of the dominant class in the society, 
where the ideology has intellectual and moral hegemony. Where w~ speak elf 
an ideology as a world-picture we can speak of the world picture as answering 
to such class interests. A simple way, following this considerati<.1n out, t1f 
stating what ldeologiekritik would characteristically come to is tt1 S<1y that tht1se 
who''sufferfromideologicallyfalseconsciousnessaredeluded,1b(1uttheir<.1wn 
true interests."( 45) A central-perhaps the principal- task of ldt·olr>gick1·itik is t<.1 
enlighten people so deluded, or prone to such delusion or at risk c.1f coming t<.1 
be so deluded, about their true interests.( 45) The thing is to help pe(1ple tc.1 c<.1me 
to see what their true interests are. Understanding class interests and under
standing how deeply antagonistic they are is of ".'ital importance here. 

As attractive as it is, this, as is widely recognized, gives rise tl1 a wht1le 
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hornet'snestofproblems: what is a human interest? How, if at all, does it differ 
from what people want or desire? And what are their true, genuine, t1bjective 
or real interests? Is it just that a bunch of persuasive definitions are being 
surreptitiously introduced or do these adjec~ves actually qualify interests and 
if so how? These are just some of the problems, though they are the key l1nes, 
that well up concerning interests. Geuss identifies the key problems th us: what 
might it ''mean to distinguish the 'true' or 'real' or 'objective' interests l1f agents 
from their 'merely apparent' or 'merely phenomenal' or 'perceived' interests, 
and what might be meant by the claim that a group of agents is deceived t1 r 

deluded about its true interests?''(45) 

Geuss, though I think he may overdo this point, wants to treat bt1th 
'desires' and 'needs' as theoretical constructs. I think pace Geuss that we 
discover them and then, to overcome certain ambiguities in our conceptualiL1 tit1n 
of them, we make some stipulations on our use of the terms. But perhaps there 
is little more than a verbal difference between us here and in any event it is nt1t 
central. It is crucial, however, to distinguish between desires, interests and 
needs. Geuss writes: 

Up to now I have spoken of wants, interests, needs, 
desires, and preferences of a group of agents as if they were 
all more or less the same thing. We attribute a set of wants, 
preferences, and desires to a group of agents on the basis l1f 
their explicit avowals-that is, on the basis of what they &1y 
theywant-andon thebasisoftheiractualovertbehavior. Bttt 
the avowals may be confused, fragmentary, and contradic
tory, and may stand in a most tenuous relation to a body l)f 
equally confused and conflict-ridden behavior. We neither 
wish to take what they say strictly at face-value despite 
overwhelming evidence that they never act on their avowed 
'desires,' nor will we want to ignore completely the fact t1f 
human weakness and assume that their sincere assertit1ns 
are hypocritical, if they don't always act on them. So the set 
of desires and preferences we attribute to the grt1up is a 
theoretical construct which fills out the fragmentary evi
dence, removes some of the contradictions between avow a ls 
and behavior, wants and desires of which no individual 
member is aware. It will be quite difficult in making this 
theoretical construct not to impose on the group too determi
nate and coherent a set of desires; when should apparent 
contradictions be allowed to stand and what kind of rationnl
ity assumptions should be made when smoothing them out? 
Individuals and grou.ps, then, may be unaware of some t)f 

their own desires and preferences, i.e. on the basis of their 
manifest behavior we may have reason to attribute to them 
preferences and desires which they not only themselves 
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never articulate, but which they would verbally disav<.)W. 
(45-46) 

Needs, by contrast, are defined and identifi~d by reference to the successful 
functioning of individuals, and (according to Geuss) to societies as well. Pec.1ple 
can determine whether or not they need food, rest, sex, security, W<.1rk, friend
ship, companionship, recognition, community, social identity or religion by 
determining whether these things are necessary for their successful functit)n
ing. Sometimes it is fairly obvious as in the cases of rest and foe.xi, companion
ship and recognition; at other times it is less obvious. It is also the cnse that 
'successful functioning' is a rather flexible and indeter1ninate ct1nception and 
that in some cases we cannot deter111ine (at least at the present) with any 
assurance what it would come to. It is even more difficult with respect tt) 

society. What is it, Geuss asks rhetorically, for a society to be 'healthy' <.)r 
'pathological'? Surely these are not unproblematic notions. Bt1t it does not at a 11 
follow from that that nothing can be made of them. However, even wl1ere we 
are speaking of individuals, in some cases we cannot, or cannc.1t clearly, deter
mine what is necessary for successful functioning, in other cases we ca11 
deter111ine it quite unproblematically. If, for example, I want t<.) ftmcti<.1n &1t a11 
successfully I better not try to get along on two hours of sleep per night ft)r a 
fortnight. Because sometimes we do not know what to say we sht1t1ld not 11ave 
a fit of skepticism. Sometimes what we need to successfully functil>n is qt1ite 
unproblematic. 

In most cases we are aware of our own desires but in a n<.1t inc<.)nsidernble 
number of cases we will not be aware of our own needs. What we clearheadedly 
avow we want seems to settle it for when we avow it at least, btt t what we 
clearheadedly avow that we need does not settle it. We may honestly avow that 
we need something when we do not and similarly deny that we 11eed something 
when we really do. But, very unusual circumstances aside, if I h<.1nestly say I am 
tired and want to go to bed thatsettlesitina way my claim that I need mt)res1eep 
than I have been getting lately does not. Someone might correctly assert tl1at I 
sleep too much anyway and do not need any more sleep and their asserti<.)tl 
might very well be true, my avowals to the contrary notwithstanding. 

The concept of interest is tricky. Geuss, rightly I believe, carefully distin
guishes between desires and interests. People may not tc1ke an interest in 
satisfying their own desires and wishes. And they may (thougl1 Geuss dc.1esn't 
note that) take no interest in what is in their own interest. Crucially, they may 
desire things that are not in their own interests or not at all desire or want what 
it is in their own interests to have. Evidence that the difference here is not jt1st 
that between first-order and second-order desires is brought ot1t by the foll<.1w
ing example. ''Unregenerate alcoholics assert that they have a strc.1ng desire f<.1r 
drink and deny that they have any desire not to drink, and their behavic.)r bears 
them out. Still, the unregenerate alcoholic has an interest in nt1t drinking (and 
in developing the appropriate second-order desire).''(47) He l1as this interest 
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though he may take no interest in what is in his interest. This shows thnt, given 
our common employment of concepts, desires and interests (and needs as well) 
are importantly different. (This is reflected in French, English and German in 
our use of the relevant terms. But presumably these generalizations about use 
to show what our concepts are would go over i:o other natural languages as well. 
If they do not, we are surely in trouble.) 

For the sake of discussion at least, one could accept, though nt1t at all ft1r 
Churchlandian reasons, that interests is a suspect concept, a concept that we 
should perhaps set aside as we do the concept of sin. For, as Geuss asks, going 
back to theabovecaseof theunregeneratealcoholic: '' ... what does it mean to stty 
thatalcoholicshaveaninterest, butnodesiretorestricttheirdrinkingotherthan 
we, the outside observers, think that it would be better for them not to have the 
desire for drink?'' (Emphasis mine; 47) I think it does mean more than that. Tt1 
see this we should start by recogtlizing that the concept of interest is prt)blem
atic and obscure, Geuss claims, ''partly because it is suppose to connect or 
'mediate reason' with the faculty of 'desire'."(47) Interests arise out of desires . 
If we were not creatures who had desires we would not be creatures that had 
interests. Yourcarmayhaveneeds but it has no interests. Only beings wht1 had 
desires could have interests. But from this it does not follow that interests and 
desires are the same thing. 

Geuss, fastening in now on a specification of what he t1kes this elusive 
concept"of interest to be, remarks: ''To speak of an agent's 'interests' is t<.) speak 
of the way that agent's particular desires could be rationally integrated intt1 a 
coherent 'good life'."(47-8) We can specify clearly enough what that wc.>uld 

• 

come to in some specific cases as Geuss does: ''Alcoholics can be said t<.1 have nn 
'interest' in giving up drink, even if they don't recognize it because we knc.1w 
that health (and, in extreme cases, life itself) is central to their conception c.1f the 
'good life' and that excessive drinking cannot be integrated into such a life."(48) 
That is a useful and successful example, and we no doubt could extensively 
provide other and similar examples. Still, I think it is not a very satisfact<.>rywtiy 
of proceeQing. It is not that we come to understand what is good frt)m 
understanding what our interests are, but we come to understand what <1ur 
inte.rests are from knowing what is good, or at least from understanding wl1t1t 
we believe to be good. One of the seeming advantages of talking about interests 
-think of its role in a theory like that of Ralph Barton Perry's or Paul Ziff' s- is tl1n t 
we would have, if those theories are on the mark, in talking about interests, a 
purely naturalistic and empirical concept that we could appeal tt1 with<1t1t 
appealing to any prior moral or nor111ative notions and which, in tun1, we cc.1t1ld 
use in giving content to our conceptions of the good. But if we have to specify 
what our interests are by way of a conception of a coherent good life we have 
lost that naturalistic advantage and, moreover, and independently, we have 
taken to specifying something which is not very clear in terms of something 
which is still less clear, namely a conception of 'a coherent good life' where 
'good life', to add insult to injury, is put in scare quotes by Geuss. 
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Be that as it may, we have a sufficient specification of desires, needs and 
interests here to be able correctly to say that ~ple can rightly be said tc.1 be 
mistaken about what they desire, need and what is in their interests. And this 
leaves conceptual space for the very possibility of Ideologiekritik. 

Geuss puts the point well: • 

Just as I may have wants and desires of which I am 
unaware-wants and desires I evince in my behavior, but 
which I do not recognize and avow-and needs of which I nm 
unaware, I can also have interests of which I am unt1ware. 
From thefactthatlhavea certain need, it does not follow thnt 
I have a desire to satisfy that need. HI am unaware ()f the 
need I may not act in any way which could be construed as 
trying to satisfy the need. However I do wish to say that I 
have an 'interest' in the satisfaction of anything which can 
reasonably be tern1ed a 'need'. 

There is no mystery, then, to the claim that agents are 
deceived or mistaken about their wants and desires or their 
interests. I may sincerely avow a desire which my bel1avi(1r 
belies, or vehemently repudiate a desire, which, as my be
havior shows, I clearly have. If the agents are unaware of 
some of their needs, they may have for1ned a set of interests 
which is incompatible with the satisfaction of those needs, or 
they may have formed a set of interests which is inconsistent 
or self-defeating, or I may have perfectly good 'empirical' 
grounds for thinking that the pursuit of their present set of 
interests will lead them not, as they suppose, to happiness, 
tranquillity, and contentment, but to pain, misery, and frus
tration. H agents are deceived or mistaken about their 
interests, we will say that they are pursing 'merely apparent' 
interests, and not their 'real' or 'true' interests. ( 48) 

This via-negativa may be enough. Still theoreticians who have engaged in 
ldeologiekritik have, not unreasonably, wanted something more robust. They 
have wanted to speak in some reasonably determinate way c.1f 'real', ' true' ()f 
'objective' interests sans scare quotes. They have wanted to say what they are 
and how we could come to know them. Geuss takes the problem here tc.1 be that 
of defining 'true interests' and he considers two attempts to dt1 &1, tlzc 'pe1fect
knowledge approach' and the 'optimal conditions approach'. 

The perfect-knowledge approach can most easily be illustrated if we tttm 
again to the unregenerate alcoholic example. Suppose Matti is sttch an alcc.1-

disClosure: The Bzl)'ing anrl S£1llirig oj· C1,lt11rc' 



• 

• 

• 
• 

128 Kai Nielsen 

holic. He has a strong first-order desire to drink, no second-order desire tt1 stop 
or even moderate his drinking and he does not see that it is in his interests to stop 
drinking. But, as Geuss points out, we can still correctly say he does not knt)W 
his true interests. He takes no interest in and does not see that it is in his t1wn 

• 

interest to stop drinking because he is ignorant and has false views about what 
is in his own interests. He has never heard of cirrhosis and he thinks that 
drinking is good for his circulation. ''In that case we say that he is mistaken 
about his interests, and what we mean by that is that if he knew mt1re th;in he 
does -if, for instance, he had correct views about the effects of drinking on his 
health-he would recognize that it is not in his interest to drink."(49) As we gain 
the appropriate knowledge we will gain an even clearer and more Ct)rrect view 
about what our interests actually are. Extrapolating from that we should &1y 
that if we were tohaveperfectknowledge then we would finally knt1w whnt<.>Llr 
true interests are. 

• 

There are at least two problems with this approach but they may very well 
not be insuperable. One is what is to count as perfect k11owlcdge? ''Presumnbly it 
must include at least all empirical knowledge of the kind that can be provided 
by the sciences, but does it include such things as the kind of self-knowledge 
acquired in psychoanalysis or knowledge of what could satisfy a pers<.1n. 
(Asked in quite a first person way.) Do I know my real interests if I have 
available 'perfect' empirical knowledge, but have not used it to reflect ct1rrectly 
on my present wants and interests to make them consistent?''(49) (And wJ1at 
does 'reflect correctly' come to here? How do we test when we have dt1ne it 
right? Recall the importance that that arch positivist Rudolph Camnp attached 
to testability.) How strong we should make the requirement ft1r 'perfect 
knowledge' here is not evident. Moreover, it is not independent t1f whnt we 
think we can know. If our approach is rather positivist and we are wary abt)LJt 
talk of 'self-knowledge', we will work with a more minimal conceptil1n tlf 
perfect knowledge. If, alternatively, we think that such caution here reflectSllLtr 
being hobbled by a scientistic metaphysics (metaphysics within t11e limits t)f 
natural science alone), we will go for a richer conception of perfect knowledge, 
a conception that involves some appeal to self-knowledge. Whichever way we 
go, we seem to do so because we embrace one of two stances nbout what it is 
possible to know: the positivist one or the critical theory one. 

If we take the latter route we need to be prepared to give an accounting t1f 
what reflective knowledge comes to. (I do not, however, want to st1ggest for a 
moment that we cannot. But only to say that we need very carefully t<.1 dtl it.) 
I think it also needs to be noted that even if we take the positivist mirumalistway 
here to perfect knowledge (and thus rather limit ourselves) we still can get ll 
good empirical look into what our true interests are. 

-
There is a second difficulty that may be no more than a putative difficttlty. 

If Matti, let us say, gains perfect knowledge about his excessive d rinking: 
knowledge, that is, about alcohol's effect on his liver, his brain, his ability t<.1 
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control his life, keep his job and the like-that is, if he is clear abc.1ut hc.1w much 
itwillharmhim, andhe reflectively and ina cool hour takes all this tc.1 heart, and 
still doesn't judge that it is not in his interests to drink then his c<.1ntinuing tc.1 
drink does not, on the perfect-knowledge approach, after al], run a thwart his 
genuine interests. What is in Matti's interests (by definition on this accc.1unt) is 
what Matti takes to be in his interest when he has perfect know ledge reflectively 
entertained in a cool hour. But, if the result of such an entertainment by Matti 
is that of the above, it is not impossible to think that this is a rt'dz1cti<> of such a 
definition of 'true interests'. Such a definition of 'interests' is just too subjective. 
We moved from talk of desires to talk of interests, in the first place, to avoid st1cl1 
subjectivism. Now we are back in the stew again. 

To this response in return it might be replied: people as a t11attc1· cif fact just 
do not so judge of their interests. It is only by dragging in irrelevant desert
island examples -things which are little more than mere lc.1gical pc.)ssibilities
that it can come to seem that what would be in Matti's true interests in st1cl1 a 
circumstance is at all problematic. It just is not in a person's i11terests, if t11eir 
circumstances are at all normal, to drink themselves to death. If the pers<.111 i11 
question would judge otherwise even under conditions of perfect knc.1wledge 
that does not change matters. But that, if correct, certainly reveals a weakness 
in the perfect-knowledge approach. We cannot detern1ine in all cases wh<1t are in 
our true interests by ascertaining what we would desire or what we W(>ulc.i 
choose under conditions of perfect knowledge. . 

Geuss next considers the 'optimal conditions approac/1' to ascertain wht1t c.>ttr 
true interests are. It starts, Geuss points out, ''from the observatit)n that t11e 
desires and hence the interests of human agents have been extremely variable, 

• 

and that what desires and interests the agents will for111 will depend tc.1 a large 
extent on the circumstances in which they find themselves.''(49) In l1c.1rrifyi11g 
circumstances-circumstances of great deprivation and suffering-pec.)ple, as the 
lk, will behave in horrendous ways. Where these behav ic.>r pa ttems get 
stamped in, people will tend to act in these ways for a time even if it nc.) lc.1nger 
answers to their interests to do so. To look for people's real interests, the c.1ptiml1 l 
conditions approach argues, we need to ascertain what interests wc.1t1ld be 
formed under optimal (i.e. beneficent) conditions.(50) It is, as Get1ss nt1tes, 
difficult to say what these optimal conditions for for111ing interests are. And he 
does not say, or even hint at, what they are, though he does say what they aren't, 
namely ''positive hindrances to the formation of 'true' interests. ''(5()) What 
impedes the formation of true interests are extreme deprivation, circumstances 
where people are maltreated or unduly coerced, pressured or inflttenced, t1r in 
conditions of considerable ignorance or where they have many false beliefs. 
Where those conditions or conditions like them do not obtai11, Wf! apprc.>acl1 
optimal conditions. Interests formed under those optimal conditic.>ns are c.1t1r 
true interests. Interests formed under conditions approximating tht1se c.1pti n1a 1 
conditions are approximations of our true interests. 
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The question arises as to whether the true interests identified under the 
perfect-knowledge approach and the optimal-conditions approach are the same. 
Prima facie at least they are distinct for ''the task of becoming fully aware of the 
wants and interests one actually has is different from the task of acquiring the 
'right' human interests -the ones one would have been able to acquire had <.1ne 
lived in supremely fortunate circumstances." (SO) Geuss argues that appear
ances here are deceiving and both approaches yield the same true interests and 
do not conflict with each other, for in coming to have perfect knowledge we will 
come to know what the optimal conditions for forming desires and interests are. 
And in that way, given that we would want what we recognize to be n1t1st 
beneficial (optimal) for ourselves, we would seek to put ourselves in tl1a t 

. optimal position. Optimal conditions are conditions of, at the very least, nt)n
deprivation, non-coercion and minimally correct information. People whtl 
grow up, as we do, in conditions which are far from optimal, but still n t1t st1 l1ad 
as the conditions of some others, will in that situation have interests which nre 
somewhatdifferentfrom thetrueintereststhey(we)wouldhaveunder t)ptin1nl 
conditions. That notwithstanding, we (that is people so formed), wl1ere we see 
they were so optimal, would still prefer to live under optimal conditions where 
different interests would forr11: interests which are our true interests and wl1ich 
we would recognize to be such in optimal circumstances. 

Interests, we should also note, are not only related to effective desi1·c but a lst1 
to judgment. As we saw in the alcoholic case, it is possible for .an alcoholic tt1hnvt' 
no effective desire, second order or otherwise, to stop drinking an d still judge 
thatitisnotinhistrueinterests to drink so much and mean bythat thatifhe hrid 
been born and had grown up in more optimal circumstances the interests he 

1 

would have formed would include an interest in not drinking to excess. And, 
if he had grown up in those circumstances, he would at the very least have 
formed a second-order desire not to drink so excessively and he w ot1ld, as well, 
judge that it is not in his true interests to so drink. Moreover, this is '1lst1 a 
judgment he would realize, if he were in such circumstances, he wot1ld have 
made if he had perfect knowledge and that he would have perfect knt1wledge 
in such circumstances. ''If the agents have the requisite 'perfect knc.1wledge' tl1e 
interests they will acknowledge as their 'real interests' will be those they knt1w 
they would forn1 under optimal conditions of non-deprivation and nt1n
coercion.''(53) (But we still have the counter-example trotted c.1ut ab<.)Ve.) 

Geuss thinks that this claiffi is at least roughly correct and that it is a cl,1im 
that Habermas and the Frankfurt school would accept, though for slightly 
different reasons. But they would also stress the double bind that we are in here. 
They would stress, as more orthodox Marxists do as well, that a society, all t)f 
whose members live under conditions of great deprivation, is not gc.1ing t<.1 gain 
even anything like (even remotely approximating) perfect knowledge. We can 
approach that only as the development of the productive forces advances very 
far and there is a considerable amount of social wealth widely distribttted. 
Moreover, the knowledge we need to gain of our wants, needs, motives, of whnt 
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kind of life one would find acceptable and satisfying and the like is t111ly 
something we will attain, if we attain it at all, in a society where there is 
''extensive room for free discussion and the unrestrained play of the imagina
tion with alternative ways of living." (54) Our real or true interests are the 

• 

interests we would form or come to have in conditions of perfect knc.1wledge 
and freedom. Still there are problems here and Geuss shows us our bind here 
and something of the way out of it. 

This line of argument shows how 'real interests' in both senses might 
converge, but only at the cost of creating a double bind: the interests the agents 
would forn1 given perfect knowledge coincide with those they would forrn i11 

optimal conditions, because the agents couldn't acquire 'perfect knc.1wledge' 
unless they were in' optimal conditions'. But to be in' optimal c<.>ndi tic.1ns' is n<.)t 
only to be in conditions of freedom, but also not to lack any re1ev ant knt)W ledge. 
We can't be fully free without having perfect knowledge, nor acq11ire perfect 
knowledge unless we live in conditions of complete freedt1m . Ot1r 'real 
interests' are those we would form in such conditions of perfect knowledge and 
freedom. Although we can be in a position fully to recognize <.)t1r 'real interests' 
only if our society satisfies the utopian condition of perfect freedt1m, still, 
although we do not live in that utopia, we may be free enc.1ugh t<.J rec<.1gnize htlW 
we might act to abolish some of the coercion from which we suffer and mc.1ve 
closer to 'optimal conditions' of freedom and knowledge. The task t)f a critical 
theory is to show us which way to move. (54) 
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