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Benhabib's Critical Reflection on the Normative Foundations Of
Critical Theory

Wang Fengcai, Wu Min (Fudan University )

Abstract Seyla Benhabib, an American feminist political philosopher and critical theorist, critically re-
flected on the normative basis of critical theory of Max Hokheimer, Theodor Adorno and Jiirgen Habermas.
She believes that the fundamental criterion for the success or failure of a critical theory lies in whether it can
integrate the "critical" and "normative" dimensions, namely, the "explanatory-diagnostic" dimension and the
"anticipatory-utopian" dimension. Only the integration of the two can lay the legitimacy of criticism and
solve the normative basis of the critical theory. According to this standard, Benhabib saw the transformation
of the old critical theory as one that turned internal critique into negative dialectics, de-fetishism critique into
cultural criticism, and crisis diagnosis into historical philosophy with utopian intention, and concluded in
terms of the result of this transformation that the old critical theory did not lack the "normative" basis, but
failed to successfully reconcile the "critical”" and "normative" aspects. With regard to the success or failure of
the transformation of the new critical theory, Benhabib examined the important performance of Habermas'
transformation against the defects of the old critical theory (the diagnosis of the late capitalist society), the ba-
sis of the transformation (the normative conception), and the result of the transformation (the legitimacy of
the critical theory). In other words, she examined whether communicative ethics successfully reconciled the
"critical" and "normative" aspects. The purpose of Benhabib's work, from a negative perspective, is to step
out of the shadows that Hegel brought to the subjective philosophy and historical philosophy of the critical
theory, or from a positive perspective, is to emphasize that critical theory, taking the situation of human diver-
sity seriously, must reflect human suffering and express human hope.

Key words Benhabib; critical theory; normative basis; dualism of perspective; crisis diagnosis; utopi-

an intention
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