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This book examines Jürgen Habermas’ career as a public intellectual. It is divided into three parts. 

The introduction and chapter one address methodological issues. This is followed by a 

chronological review of Habermas’s political interventions (chapters Two through Eight), 

beginning with his student years and continuing through his later years. Finally, a concluding 

section asks whether Habermas might be the last “public intellectual.” 

 Verovšek introduces the problem in an apparently unproblematic way. Jürgen Habermas was 

one of the most important German philosophers of the 20th century. His lifework, first his study of 

the development of the public sphere as a distinct sphere located between the political and civil 

society, and later his more theoretical studies on communicative action, informs Habermas’ 

understanding of democratic society. It would therefore be unsurprising for Habermas, a 

philosopher of democracy, to intervene in some of the political debates of his time, where the very 

issue of democracy is at stake (1). 

 The account that Verovšek presents is somewhat more complex. According to his reading, 

Habermas sought to keep his interventions, some of them highly polemical, separate from his 

practice as a philosopher and university teacher. As a scholar and critical theorist, he felt bound by 

the standards of scientific discourse and entitled to the consideration due to a practitioner in his 

own area of specialization. But Habermas did not believe that he, nor any other scholar, should 

expect the same acknowledgment when taking a public position as a citizen on matters of general 

societal interest. Both aspects of Habermas’ work, the polemical and the systematic, are distinct yet 

connected. This is not always reflected in the secondary literature, particularly the English-

language literature, in part because Habermas’ polemical writings are less accessible and, in many 

cases, must be traced to newspapers and journals long forgotten. They also address circumstances 

that are less familiar to the English reader. 

 Verovšek highlights some peculiarities of Habermas’ praxis as a public intellectual. For one, he 

presented his arguments almost exclusively in print, keeping a distance from other media, such as 

radio and TV. In this, he differs from his mentor Adorno, who used radio effectively to deliver 

important essays. This reliance on the printed word creates exegetical problems in distinguishing 

between the systematic and the polemical. This is further complicated because Habermas’ outlets 
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of choice were journals and newspaper literary supplements (feuilleton), which occupy a gray area 

between the press in general and strictly academic journals. How, then, to separate the one from the 

other? Verovšek suggests several criteria: the tone and style of his publications, the greater 

difficulty of his academic style compared with the easier, more appealing polemical style, etc. 

Unfortunately, the re-edition of Habermas’ papers does not always respect the divide between 

academic and polemical. Ultimately, the only way to determine the character of a specific text is to 

check the context of its production and reception. But this is not the sole focus of Verovšek’s book. 

The book intends to use Habermas’ work as a case study regarding the relationship of theory and 

praxis, considering new tendencies in Anglo-Saxon political theory that advocate a ‘practical turn’ 

that welcomes the direct involvement of academics in the matters of the state (31). 

 What would be the role of the public intellectual according to Habermas? Taken together, 

Habermas’ exploration of the early bourgeois public realm and his more recent Between facts and 

norms show the importance of reasoned debate for the legitimation of the authority of democratic 

law. Democratic law is shaped by legislators. But between the strong argumentation conducted by 

elected officials and the weak argumentation circulating among the general public in informal 

settings, there is a mediating dimension that exists in the media (newspapers, journals, radio, TV, 

and today, different forms of expression on the internet). This seems to be the place the public 

intellectual occupies, together with, but not instead of, the professional journalist. This mediating 

role is endangered by the subjugation of the media by private interests and corporate might. 

 Having established the general framework of his book, Verovšek studies, in chapters Two to 

Eight, Habermas’ career as a public intellectual. His earlier articles, written as a student, seem to 

capture a duality between enthusiasm for the possibilities of democratic development in postwar 

German society and disappointment with continuity with the past and the conservative policies 

pursued by the Adenauer administration. Verovšek points out similarities between Habermas’ 

concerns and Adorno’s, though it is unclear whether Habermas knew of Adorno’s work at this 

time. Several of the articles deal with aesthetics, ranging from films, radio dramas, and theater to 

puppet shows. In this period, Habermas is still searching for his voice and has not yet written from 

the position of a public intellectual. He is rather seeking an outlet for his social and political 

interests. He is still influenced by the work of Heidegger and other thinkers who supported national 

socialism. According to Verovšek, Habermas becomes more aware of the pervasive influence of 

intellectuals complicit with the recent past through his friendship with Karl-Otto Apel. It was Apel 
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who showed him the new edition of Heidegger’s Introduction to Metaphysics with the unexpunged 

paragraphs that refer, without any contextualization, to the “inner truth and greatness of national 

socialism”. Habermas acknowledges Heidegger’s greatness but is concerned about the practical 

influence of such ideas, not only in the realm of scholarship but also among youth and students. It 

is an indication, writes Verovšek, that even at this early stage Habermas is invoking a distinction 

between the scholar or scientist and the public intellectual (66). “With Heidegger against 

Heidegger” was published by FAZ in July 1953 and generated some limited exchanges in the press 

(68-69). For a few years after completing his doctoral degree, Habermas was a part-time journalist 

and essayist while pursuing a research project on ideology with support from the DFG. 

 After graduating, Habermas published extensively, initially in newspapers and their cultural 

supplements, as well as in prestigious semi-academic magazines such as Merkur. He also attended 

and reviewed academic meetings. One of his papers attracted the attention of rival sociologist 

Helmut Schelsky and Theodor Adorno, which eventually led to an invitation to serve as Adorno’s 

assistant at the University of Frankfurt. Habermas stayed in Frankfurt for 3 years, but because of 

objections from Horkheimer, still director of Frankfurt’s Institute of Social Research, he went to 

pursue his Habilitation with the Marxist political philosopher Wolfgang Abendroth at Marburg 

University. 

 During this period, Habermas became involved in student protest movements and in 

discussions within the Socialist Party’s youth sections. In a 1962 lecture at the Socialist German 

Students’ Union convention, he urged students to avoid the pitfalls of viewing themselves as a 

separate party and the temptation to become professional revolutionary cadres. Verovšek sees this 

message as anticipating the conflict that would develop between Habermas and the revolted student 

in 1968. It can also be read as a prefiguration of Habermas’ understanding of the proper role of a 

public intellectual, neither as a professional cadre nor as an intellectual speaking from without. 

Verovšek provides a detailed account of the complex relationship between Habermas and the 

leadership of the student protest movement. Habermas was both supportive and critical of the 

movement’s tactics. But the tensions between the student groups and Habermas probably led him 

to leave the highly politicized Frankfurt and to become codirector of the Max Planck Institute for 

the Study of the Scientific-Technical World. There he completed his work on the theory of 

communicative practice. During his stay at the MPI, Habermas curtailed his involvement in 

political debates, except for his support for persecuted intellectuals in Yugoslavia, Hungary, and 
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the Czech Republic. 

 In 1981, Habermas rejoined the faculty in Frankfurt and re-entered the public sphere. He played 

a central role in both the “Historians’ debate” and the “reunification debate.” Verovšek comments: 

“the period covered in this chapter is marked by the way in which Habermas draws on the 

deliberative conception of democratic legitimacy to criticize both attempts by the executive branch 

to push through a revisionist understanding of history that questioned the uniqueness of the 

Holocaust... as well as the use of bureaucratic, constituted powers to achieve the reunification” of 

West and East Germany (181-182). Habermas will continue to address the main political issues of 

his time, particularly the way in which the European Union was achieved as a union of states 

without a real democratic debate, and the way the EU addressed the economic crisis of 2010. 

 Concluding his argument, Verovšek raises the question of whether Habermas is the last public 

intellectual, or, as I understand him, whether the model Habermas developed is a viable and worthy 

proposal for intellectual public intervention, not in terms of social engineering or expert advice, but 

as a contribution to improving the quality of decisions by ensuring the best possible arguments are 

put forward in “the vibrant and maximally unregulated circulation of public opinions” (Habermas, 

quoted by Verovšek 279). Verovšek acknowledges that in his later years, Habermas became 

something of a state philosopher and did not shy away from offering concrete political suggestions. 

Nevertheless, it seems that his own understanding of the role of a public intellectual is more 

suitable for the construction of a democratic society than the Platonic fantasies of intellectuals. 
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