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A Rational Society?
Student Protest, Politics and the 
Relevance of Jürgen Habermas
Howard Doughty, Seneca College, Toronto, Canada

ABSTRACT

Within the past century in North America, Europe, and elsewhere, brief episodes
of studentpolitical activismandprotest have alternatedwithmuch longerperiods
ofapparentapathyandsocialconformity (fringeelementsofartisticbohemianism
notwithstanding).Thisarticlelookstotheideologicaloriginsofstudentprotestinthe
Marxisttraditionandtotherelationshipamonggenerationalprotest,criticaltheory
and the influenceofJürgenHabermason theevolving issuesofdemocracy,social
justice,andenvironmentalsustainability.WhileMarxremainscentraltothecritique
ofcapitalisteconomicsandtheexploitationofworkersundercapitalism,Habermas
opensthepathtoamoreexpansive,communication-basedunderstandingofdomination
withimplicationsfortransformativeeducationthatwillcontributetoasocialchange
basedonawiderplatformthansocialclass,includingissuesofecologyandsocial
justiceinacomprehensiveapproachtohumanemancipation.
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INTRodUCTIoN

KarlMarxandFriedrichEngelswerenothingifnotoptimists.Theywerealsoexemplars
oftheEuropeanEnlightenmentandtheculturalmovementof“Modernism”(Berman,
1982,pp.87-130,1999,pp.91-152,2000).They joined in theview thatauthentic
humanhistorywould trulybeginwith thepassageofstagesofsocialdevelopment
from infancy throughadolescenceand intomaturity.Allprevious formsofhuman
society from the earliest nomadic bands in subsistence economies through eras of
primitiveagriculture,slavery,feudalism,mercantilismandintoindustrialcapitalism
werequasi-Darwinianstagesofdevelopmentdominatedinvariouswaysbytheprimary
problem of scarcity and our species’ response to it. Increasing economic progress
wasmarkedbyagrowingdivisionoflabor,thecreationofprivateproperty,andthe
exploitationofhumanlaborbasedonthesocialclassformationsappropriatetothe
politicaleconomiesofthetime.BytheseMarxianlights,havingsuccessfullypassed
through the social infancy and adolescence of our species, the full flourishing of
humanitywouldrequirenofulfillmentoftheDarwinianfate—infirmityanddeath;
instead, it reassuringlysuggested that,comingfrompre-history intohistorywould
permitustoendlesslyfinessetheinevitabilityofextinctionforaslongastheplanet
rotatesaroundtheSun.

Inanycase, thescientificstudyofsocietysurelyallowsus tocomprehendour
developmentfromsimplerculturesthroughincreasinglyadvancedsystemsofeconomic
exploitation and political domination, into an era of potential emancipation when
technologyandnewmethodsofsocialorganizationpermit theproblemofscarcity
tobeovercome.That,atleast,isthemodernistconceitassharedbycapitalistsand
communistsalike.

Fromthelatterperspective,thekeytothecreationofasocietyofindividualfreedom
andsocialequitywasthedynamicevolutionofsuccessivemodesofproduction(based
onampleresources,increasingenergysources,labor,andtechnology(the“meansof
production”),andcorrespondingarrangementsthatorganizedthosemeansincluding
thedivisionoflaborandtheallocationanddistributionofcommodities,goodsand
services(the“socialrelationsofproduction”).Astechnologybecamemorepowerful,
manufacturing,transportation,communicationsandtheappliedartsofeducationand
medicinetransformedthesuccessivesocieties.Leavingbehindscarcityandinequity
became real possibilities. The principal instrument of achieving the conditions of
humanfulfillment,ashadbeenthecasewithpreviousevolutionarytransformations,
wasclassconflictovertheownershipandcontrolofthemeansofproduction.

TheoptimismdisplayedbyMarx,Engels,andtheirmanyanddiversefollowers
hasbeenseverelytestedduringthe125yearssinceEngels’death,thealmost140years
sinceMarx’sdeath,andthenearly175yearssincetheywrotetheirmuchreferenced,
butlessoftenread,Communist Manifesto.Short-livedperiodsofhopefortheendof
capitalisminamightyuprisingofworkershavebeenrepeatedlydashed.Occasionally
successfulrevolutionshaveappearedmerelytosubstitutetheparty-controlledstate
for thecapitalist-controlledstate, leavingdisillusionmentandworse in theirwake.
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