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Jürgen Habermas on Corona: “Never before 
has so much been known about what we 
do not know”

In ter view with Mar kus Schwe ring1

Phi los o pher Jürgen Habermas on the cur rent pres sure to have to make de -

ci sions and to have to live un der con di tions of un cer tainty - and on his

early vac ci na tion against the lure of Nietz sche’s prose.

1

“Every ado les cent who’s ever been pro ne to li te ra tu re will have de clai med his Nietz sche

aloud at some point, and so did I,” says Jür gen Ha ber mas. 

© GOU LIA MA Ki/afp

• Jürgen Habermas com ments on the Co rona cri sis in an in ter view
• He is widely re garded as one of the most im por tant phi los o phers of mod ern times
• So cial con se quences of the Co rona pan demic are not yet clear, he says

1 Frank furter Rundschau 10th April, 2020. 
https://www.fr.de/kul tur/gesellschaft/juergen-habermas-coronavirus-krise-covid19-in -
ter view-13642491.html 



Schwe ring: Pro fes sor Ha ber mas, how are you per so nal ly
co ping with the Co ro na cri sis, how are you ex per ien cing
this?

I can only state what is go ing through my mind these days. Our com plex so -
ci et ies are con stantly con fronted with great un cer tain ties, but these oc cur
lo cally and un evenly and are more or less un ob tru sively dealt with in one or 
the other sub sys tem of so ci ety by the re spon si ble ex perts. In con trast, ex is -
ten tial in se cu rity is now spread ing glob ally and si mul ta neously, in the
minds of the media-linked people themselves.

Jürgen Habermas on Corona: Social
con sequences not foreseeable

Ev ery one is be ing made aware of the risks, be cause the most im por tant sin -
gle vari able in com bat ing the pan demic is the self-iso la tion of the in di vid -
ual in the face of over bur dened health sys tems. More over, the un cer tainty
per tains not only to the man age ment of the ep i demic risks them selves, but
just as much to the com pletely un fore see able eco nomic and so cial con se -
quences. In this re gard - this much we can know - un like with the vi rus it -
self, for the time be ing there are no ex perts who are able to as sess these con -
se quences with any cer tainty. The eco nomic and so cial sci ence ex perts
should be cau tious about mak ing ill-con sid ered fore casts. One thing can be
said: there has never been so much aware ness of our ig no rance and of the
ne ces sity to have to act and to have to live under conditions of uncertainty.

Your new book Auch eine Ge schich te der Phi lo so phie
[One more Hi sto ry of Phi lo so phy] is al rea dy in its third
print run. Your to pic - the re la tions hip bet ween faith and
know led ge in the We stern tra di tion of thought - is by no
me ans an easy one. Had you coun ted on this success?

That’s not some thing you think about when you write a book like this.
You’re just afraid of mak ing mis takes - with ev ery chap ter you’re think ing
about pos si ble ob jec tions from the ex perts, who af ter all know more about
the specifics.
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Per so nal ly I no ti ced a di dac tic stre ak - re pe ti tions, flash -
backs, de ta ched sum ma ries struc tu ring the work as a
who le and pro vi ding bre at hing spa ce. It would seem that
they are me ant to make it ea sier for the in ter ested lay -
per son to get to grips with it.

Up to now, the read ers of my books were prob a bly mostly among ac a demic 
col leagues and stu dents of var i ous sub jects, also and es pe cially among
teach ers, some of whom teach eth ics and so cial stud ies. But this time, dur -
ing these first few months since I pub lished the book, I got to know a very
dif fer ent au di ence of read ers - namely those who are in ter ested in the sub -
ject of faith and know l edge al to gether, but also peo ple who are gen er ally
thought ful and look ing for ori en ta tion, in clud ing phy si cians, man ag ers,
law yers etc. It seems that they still have some faith in phi los o phy. This I
find grat i fy ing, since a cer tain over-spe cial iza tion, which is par tic u larly
det ri men tal for the way phi los o phers think and for the sub ject as a whole,
was one of my reasons for embarking on this venture.

Jürgen Habermas: What we can learn from the
discourse on faith and know ledge

In the tit le of your work - which goes back to Her der - the 
word “also” ir ri ta tes me.

The “also” in the ti tle makes the reader aware that this is only one, al beit a
new, in ter pre ta tion of the his tory of phi los o phy - among other pos si ble in -
ter pre ta tions. This ges ture of mod er a tion alerts the reader to the mis con -
cep tion that this is an ex haus tive or even de fin i tive his tory of phi los o phy
that they have be fore them. I my self fol low the line of in ter pre ta tion which
holds that his tory can be un der stood as a learn ing pro cess, from the per -
spec tive of a par tic u lar con cep tion of post-meta phys i cal thought. No au -
thor can avoid adopt ing a spe cific per spec tive, and this, of course, al ways
re flects some thing of their the o ret i cal con vic tions. But this is only an ex -
pres sion of a fallibilistic con scious ness and is by no means meant to
relativize the truth claim contained in what I write.
The “also” in the ti tle raises the ques tion of the re la tion ship be tween the
his tory of phi los o phy and the topic of faith/know l edge. I have the im pres -
sion that this re la tion ship is not ex actly tension-free.
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As a phi los o pher, I am in ter ested in the ques tion of what we can learn
from the dis course on be lief and know l edge. The prob lem of the re la tion -
ship be tween mo ral ity and eth ics - that’s been pend ing ever since Kant and
Hegel - oc cu pies a large space pre cisely for this rea son; for this prob lem
has emerged from the at once sec u lar iz ing and rad i cal iz ing ap pro pri a tion
of the uni ver sal ist ic core of the Chris tian eth ics of love. The pro cess of the
con cep tual trans la tion of cen tral con tents of re li gious tra di tion is my theme
- in this case, there fore, the post-meta phys i cal ap pro pri a tion of the idea that 
all be liev ers form a uni ver sal and yet fra ter nal com mu nity and that ev ery
sin gle mem ber de serves to be treated justly, tak ing into ac count his or her
unique and un mis tak able in di vid u al ity. This equal ity of each person is not
a trivial issue, as we see today also in the Corona crisis.

Jürgen Habermas on the Corona Crisis: The
differing approaches of governments to the
crisis

How so?

In the course of the cri sis so far, one could and can ob serve pol i ti cians in
some coun tries who are hes i tant to base their strat egy on the prin ci ple that
the ef forts of the state to save ev ery sin gle hu man life must have ab so lute
pri or ity over a util i tar ian off set ting of the un de sir able eco nomic costs that
this goal may en tail. If the state gave free rein to the ep i demic in or der to
achieve rap idly a suf fi cient im mu nity in the en tire pop u la tion, it would be
forced to ac cept the avoid able risk of an im mi nent col lapse of the health
sys tem and thus a rel a tively higher pro por tion of deaths. My “His tory” also 
throws light on the moral-philo soph i cal back ground to current strategies
for dealing with such crises.

The de ve lop men tal path of We stern phi lo so phy seems to
be a re la ti ve ly con si stent one for you, re gard less of all
bre aks and new de par tu res. But isn’t the re a down-side to 
this consistency?

A con ven tional his tory of phi los o phy with out the ir ri tat ing “also” strives
for a com plete ness which, as I said, an in di vid ual au thor can not even
attempt. 

Though it must be ad mit ted that the am bi tion to seek out “learn ing pro -
cesses”, al most as if this were a his tory of the sci ences, be trays a quite un -
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con ven tional per spec tive. On the one hand, this goes against the Platonist
con vic tion that all great phi los o phers al ways think the same thing in dif fer -
ent ways, but on the other hand, it also goes against the pre vail ing, sup pos -
edly his tor i cally en light ened scep ti cism con cern ing any no tion of pro g ress. 
I, too, am far from hold ing to a his tor i cal-philo soph i cal con cept of pro g -
ress. If one chooses “learn ing” in the sense of some thing that is path-de -
pend ent - i.e. from the per spec tive of con ti nu ity in prob lem solv ing -, this
does not mean that one is im put ing a te le ol ogy to the his tory of phi los o phy.
There’s no telos that is discernable from some “view from no where”, but
only “our” view, look ing back on the path of more or less good grounds,
from which the pro vi sional and then his tor i cally al ways chal lenged
solutions of a certain type of problems follow on from each other.

Jürgen Habermas: The old philosophers still
have something to tell us

But does your book not im ply that the re is “pro gress” in
phi lo so phi cal thought? Put ting it a bit col lo quial ly: Is Kant 
“bet ter” than Ari stot le?

Of course not - no more than Ein stein was “better” than New ton. I don’t
want to blur the con sid er able dif fer ences be tween philo soph i cal and sci en -
tific think ing, and I don’t want to speak of “pro g ress” in the same sense. In
each case, the o ret i cal ap proaches and par a digms “be come ob so lete” in a
very dif fer ent way. But the above-men tioned au thors be came pi o neers on
the ba sis of the prob lems they solved, based on the is sues at hand and on the 
in for ma tion and rea son ing avail able at the time. They over turned pre vi -
ously valid views. And have be come clas si cal think ers - where “clas si cal”
here means: they still have some thing to tell us. The con tem po rary the ory
of sci ence still draws on in sights from Ar is totle’s Pos te rior Ana lyt ics, and
mod ern eth ics on Kant’s con cepts of au ton omy and jus tice - albeit within
the framework of changed theoretical languages.

I no ti ce a strong sym pat hy with the phi lo so phi cal achie -
ve ments of me die val Chri sti an thought - which I did not
su spect at first. Is this sym pat hy per haps the re sult of a
le ar ning pro cess that sur pri ses even you yourself?
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In my last lec ture be fore my re tire ment, a long time ago, I had al ready dealt
with Thomas. At that time I was al ready fas ci nated by the con struc tive
power and in ner con sis tency of this great sys tem. Now, read ing Dun Scotus 
and Wil liam of Ockham has im pressed me in a sim i lar way. Yes, these are
back logged learn ing pro cesses, but, if I’m not mis taken, they lead me into
an al ready long stand ing re search trend that con sists in the re val u a tion of
the high Mid dle Ages, a pe riod that is draw ing closer to us, to the modern
age.

Still, if I were as ked the que stion as to which fi gu re in the 
hi sto ry of phi lo so phy in your pre sen ta tion would be the
one that holds the grea test po ten ti al for iden ti fi ca tion for
you per so nal ly I would ans wer: Spi no za. The re are sec -
tions in the Spi no za chap ter of which I would spon ta ne -
ous ly say: here Habermas is describing himself.

That sur prises me a bit. But then the in ter preter un der stands an au thor
better than the au thor un der stands him self. There is some thing I have only
un der stood now while read ing Spinoza. Against the back ground of the his -
tory of the Marranos - those per se cuted Span ish Jews who out wardly con -
verted to the Cath o lic faith un der the pres sure of the Span ish king - I un der -
stood why Spinoza en joyed al most even greater ven er a tion than Kant in the 
bour geois Ger man-Jew ish pa ren tal homes of so many 20th cen tury in tel -
lec tu als. Leo Strauß has re ported on this in the in tro duc tion to the Eng lish
trans la tion of his Spinoza book: Spinoza was not the apos tate and sim ple
athe ist for which he was per se cuted in his time, but the hon est En light en -
ment scholar, by no means dis avow ing the sub stance of his re li gious or i -
gins - as long as there were good rea sons for it -, but in stead “sub lates” it, in
the He geli an sense. I do in deed have sym pa thies for that. From the point of
view of the his tory of ideas Spinoza’s think ing, above all through the nat u -
ral phi los o phy of the young Schelling, very much laid the basis for the great 
speculative movement of German idealism.

Jürgen Habermas: The Churches are losing their
ability to bond in the western world

Of all peo ple, Nietz sche, who, espe ci al ly in the con text of
the “God is dead” theo lo gy, would have fit ted per fect ly to
the cen tral the me of “faith and know led ge”, is omit ted.
Why?
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Ev ery ad o les cent sus cep ti ble to lit er a ture will once have de claimed his
Nietz sche aloud, and that holds for me too. But af ter the war, Nietz sche,
who had been cel e brated as a state phi los o pher dur ing the Nazi era with his
So cial-Dar win ist in ter pre ta tion of “Will for Power”, was still too close. It
was for this po lit i cal rea son that I was im mune to the on go ing lure of this
prose. Even af ter I had be come better ac quainted with his more ur bane
sides from the French per spec tive, I kept my dis tance from this au thor - ex -
cept for his epistemological-an thro po log i cal think ing. Also, from the fac -
tual ob jec tive point of view, the “Ge ne al ogy of Chris tian ity” does n’t con -
vince me, not even as food for thought - Nietz sche re veals therein a re la -
tion ship to his sub ject that is far from be ing free. I am ac tu ally only in ter -
ested in a cer tain as pect of the im pact of his work - which, how ever, would
not have fit ted into the time-frame of my pro ject - namely, the fa tal ten -
dency of some phi los o phers to some how sublimate repressed religious
experiences into the realm of the aesthetic.

You use the ex pres sion “mass athe ism”, re la ting to mo -
dern We stern so cie ties, qui te of ten. This sounds dis pa ra -
ging and could fit in with your ge ne ral in cli na tion to take
a stand that is at cross-pur po ses to the zeit geist - i.e. you 
were de ci ded ly “world ly” when this was not par ti cu lar ly
po pu lar, and you are as just as re so lu te in your cri ti cism
when it is the “world ly” that has become the unreflected
mainstream.

I find my self mis un der stood by this. With the so cio log i cal term “mass athe -
ism” I want to re fer only to the quan ti ta tive as pect of the churches’ di min -
ish ing bind ing power, which we ob serve to day par tic u larly in West ern and
Cen tral Eu ro pean so ci et ies, and which is dealt with in the first chap ter. But
you are skew er ing an at ti tude which I my self would de scribe with the ex -
pres sion “secularist”, used critically.

Bio gra phy

Jürgen Habermas, born on June 18th, 1929 in Düsseldorf, grew up in

Gum mers bach, taught at the Uni ver sity of Frank furt and now lives in

Starnberg. Widely in flu en tial has been his dis course-the o ret i cal con tin u a -

tion of the crit i cal the ory of Marx ism, which has led to a highly dis cern ing

jus ti fi ca tion of the con sti tu tional state based on dem o cratic prin ci ples. 
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Jürgen Habermas’ work “Auch eine Geschichte der Philosophie” was pub -

lished last au tumn (Frank furter Rundschau of No vem ber 12th, 2019). In

two vol umes, Habermas de scribes the his tory of West ern phi los o phy as a

path from faith to know l edge: Vol ume 1: The oc ci den tal con stel la tion of

faith and know l edge, Vol ume 2: Rea son able free dom. Traces of the dis -

course on faith and know l edge.

[trans. Frederik van Gelder - April 13th, 2020]2
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2 Trans la tor’s note. There are a cou ple of as pects to this in ter view that make it nec es sary
for me to make a few per sonal com ments. Re: ’Marranos’. I trans lated this, un der con di -
tions of self-iso la tion im posed by the Co rona pan demic, in the old Jew ish quar ter of
Am ster dam - called ’Mokum’ in the now ex tinct ’West ern Jiddish’ di a lect of the
Marranos. A tra di tion from which I my self come. I first met Jürgen Habermas in 1977,
stud ied un der him, did my Ph.D. un der him, did a pro ject for him (“Pri mate Com mu ni -
ca tion”) in the old Starnberg years. The synagoge from which Spinoza was ex pelled
around about 1630 is al most vis i ble when I look out the win dow. This ar ti cle was pub -
lished on my birth day, 10th April. That was ex actly 75 years ago, at the end of the war
that is also be ing com mem o rated this year. I was born into a hid ing place not very dif -
fer ent from that of Anne Frank, at a time when Jürgen Habermas was in the Hit ler
Jugend. I have never been able to speak to him about this - it seemed not all that im por -
tant at the time. I once learnt Ger man, long ago, be cause the di rec tion he rep re sented
seemed to me to of fer the only hope for rec on cil i a tion and a more peace ful fu ture. I still
be lieve that, even if the suf fer ing to day, and what it is that threat ens us to day, seems to
be com ing from an en tirely different direction, namely from something in the natural
world itself.




