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Abstract 

This paper is an attempt to discuss Jürgen Habermas' thoughts of the relationship between right and power. Habermas neither 
advocates the separation of right and power as liberals, nor advocates the absolute integration of the two as republicans. In his view, 
the right to be the outcome of citizens’ spontaneous interaction must rely on coercive political power to enter into force. At the same 
time, political power can only obtain the legitimacy of existence in accordance with the principle of “people’s sovereignty” of the 
discourse theory, and this legitimacy foundation is precisely reflected in the right system of communication cycle. In short, right and 
power restrict each other and depend on each other. 
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1. Introduction 

As a philosopher with a strong sense of social responsibility, Habermas has brought the issue of the relationship between 
right and power closely related to social and political practice into his theoretical vision since the beginning of his academic career.  
As opposed to the views of traditional liberals or republicans, Habermas thinks that right is neither a pure individual “human right” 
nor the “popular sovereignty” in the category of absolute collectivism, but a social relationship based on the discourse theory that can 
stipulate the mutual obligations and responsibilities between different subjects.  On this basis, Habermas further points out that there is 
neither a huge gap between right and power, nor an unbounded integration between them and they are interdependent and mutually 
restrictive. Habermas transcends the one-dimensional thinking mode of liberalism and republicanism, completes the reconstruction of 
the relationship between right and power, and creates a new situation for the development of political philosophy.  
 

In a word, the  relationship  between  right  and  power  is  one of  the  core  issues  of  Habermas’s  political  philosophy. In 
this  paper,  we  can  deeply understand  the  formation  basis,  evolution  path  and  thinking characteristics  of  Habermas’s  political  
philosophy. I will also analyze  the  relationship between  various  components  of  Habermas’s  grand philosophical  system  from  
one  side,  so  as  to  deepen  the overall  cognition  of  his  thought. 
 
2. Right  and  Power  in Traditional  Political  Philosophy  

What is  the  relationship  between  right  and  power?  It is  not  a new  problem.  Before  Habermas,  the  two  main  schools  
of political philosophy: liberalism  and  republicanism,  explored this  issue  in  depth  and  their  achievements  greatly  promoted the  
development  of  political  philosophy.  However,  due  to  the narrowness  of  their  views,  both  sides  have  some  defects  in their  
understanding  of  this  issue.  
 

In  general,  liberalism  has  always  adhered  to  the  basic concept  of  “the  separation  of  the  state  and  civil  society”  and 
“emphasizes  the  independent  existence  of  individuals,  and believes  that  such  independence  takes  precedence  over  any social  
organization  and  political  order”.  There  is  always  a  tension  between right  and  power. Liberals  have  drawn clear  operating  
boundaries  for  power,  trying  to  limit  power once  and  for  all  within  a  framework  conducive  to  the realization  of  civil  rights. 
It  is  common  that  in  the elitist  political  model,  “the  law  gives  the  appearance  of legitimacy  to  the  illegal  power”  (Habermas 
and Rehg 49),  and  the  basic  rights of  citizens  lose  the  last  barrier. 
 

In  contrast  to  liberalism, Republicanism never  believes  that there  exists  an  insurmountable  gap  between  the  political  
state and  civil  society,  and  highlights  that  the  whole  society  is  a unified  political  community.  In  the  perspective  of 
republicanism,  individual  rights  do  not  have  priority,  and  the connotation  of  “rights”  can  only  lie  in  the  freedom  of  all 
citizens  to  pursue  common  interests,  namely  “popular sovereignty”. In  the  ideological  system  of  republicanism,  power  is  
actually controlled  or  even  eliminated  by  collectivist  right.  Taking  this as  an  opportunity,  the  two  have  achieved  a  high  
degree  of integration.  
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3. Habermas on  the Relationship  Between  Right  and  Power  
Different  from  the  traditional  one-dimensional  political philosophy  theory,  Habermas  believes  that  right  and  power  are neither  
diametrically  opposed  nor  absolutely  integrated,  but  a kind  of  isomorphism  relation  that  depends  on  and  restricts each  other.  
Specifically,  the main  contents  of  Habermas’s  thought  on  the  relationship between  right  and  power  are  as  follows:  
 
● Right  Realizes  Itself  Through  Power  

Liberalism  is  based  on  the  individualism of rights (i.e., “human  rights”),  highlighting  the  opposition between  power  
and  right.  In  contrast,  republicanism  focuses on  the  collectivism  of  rights  (i.e., “popular  sovereignty”), emphasizing  the  
inherent  consistency  between  right  and power.  Thus  it  can  be  seen  that  the  priority  of  private autonomy  or  public  autonomy  
in  the  perspective  of  rights fundamentally  determines  the  theoretical  attitude  of  liberalism and  republicanism.  According  to  
Habermas,  private  autonomy  and  collective autonomy  are  not  isolated  from  each  other,  but  intrinsically intersected. 
 

Generally  speaking,  Habermas  opposes  the  natural endowment  of  rights  or  the  state  empowerment  of  rights,  but 
advocates  the  mutual  empowerment  of  rights.  In  his  view, rights  are  neither  things  that  are  merely  used  for  possession  or 
distribution  in  the  eyes  of  liberals,  nor  a  set  of  value  standards that  are  highly  suspended  in  social  life  advocated  by 
republicans,  but  “a  relationship,  a  social  convention...  which includes  both  the  qualification  requirements  for  others  and 
various  obligations  to  them”  (ibid 110-111). 
 

Obviously,  by integrating  the  relationship  between  “private  autonomy”  and “public  autonomy”,  Habermas  points  out  
the  homology between  “human  rights”  and  “popular  sovereignty”, establishes  a  new  connotation  of  the  concept  of  rights,  
thus greatly  expanding  the  theoretical  space  of  political  philosophy. But  Habermas  also  points  out  clearly  that,  although  
relying  on the  concept  of  rights  in  the  sense  of  discourse  theory,  the premises  for  members  of  modern  political  community  
to participate  in  political  life  are  finally  clarified.  The  problem, however,  is  that  this  kind  of  achievement  achieved  by  the 
spontaneous  interaction  of  all  citizens  can  only  be  regarded  as a  rational  moral  norm  in  nature,  and  it  cannot  be  directly 
regarded  as  the  norm  of  action  by  the  members  of  the  social community. In  order  to  ensure  the  unity  of  knowledge and  
practice  and  the  implementation  of  rights,  Habermas stresses  the  need  to  introduce  a  legal  system  backed  by political  power  
to  concretely  express  civil  rights.  
 

In  a  word,  Habermas  believes  that  only  by  relying  on  the supplement  and  support  of  the  institutionalized  legal  
system based  on  the  national  political  power  can  the  civil  rights system  with  strong  moral  color  complete  the  fundamental 
transformation  from  “oughtness”  to  “isness”  and  become  an effective  activity  norm  to  be  observed  by  members  of  the social  
community.  Therefore,  the  existence  of  political  power is  actually  required  in  advance  by  civil  rights,  and  the  scale and  
weight  of  the  former  in  fact  determine  the  degree  of realization  of  the  latter. 
 
● The  Legitimate  Existence  of  Power Depends  on  Right  

Although  political  power  is  preset  by  civil  rights,  it  does  not mean  that  its  formation  and  development  are  natural  
and reasonable.  In  Habermas’s  view,  if  power  attempts  to  gain legitimacy  for  its  own  existence  and  implementation,  it  must 
meet  the  relevant  requirements  of  the  principle  of  “popular sovereignty”.  In  briefly,  the  content  of  “popular  sovereignty” is  
simply  that  “all  political  power  comes  from  citizens’ communicative  power”  (ibid 207).  Therefore,  the  core  step  of proving  
the  legitimacy  of  power  lies  in  the  interpretation  of “communicative  power”. 
 

The  concept  of  “communicative power”  was  borrowed  by  Habermas  from  Hannah  Arendt’s theoretical  system. As  
Arendt  repeatedly  puts  it,  power “arises  when  people  come  together  and  ‘act  in  concert’  and disappears  once  they  leave”  
(Arendt et al. 54). Habermas  greatly  appreciates  Arendt’s  practice  of constructing  a  direct  link  between  power  and  human 
interaction.  However,  as  far  as  the  generation  mechanism  of communicative  power  is  concerned,  Habermas  does  not believe  
that  the  foundation  of  communicative  power  lies entirely in  the  public  domain.  That  is  to  say,  although  “the  people  are  
never corrupted,  they  are  often  deceived”  (Rousseau 35),  thus  public  opinion can  be  manipulated. In  a  word,  public  domain  
is  just  a  non-institutionalized communication  network. In  order  to  overcome  the  above  limitations  of  the  public domain,  
Habermas  decided  to  introduce  the  parliamentary group  into  the  generation  mechanism  of  communicative power.   
 

It  should  be  noted  that  Habermas  once referred  to  the parliamentary  group  as  a  kind  of  “organized  public  domain”. 
This  is  another interpretation  of  this  concept  in  order  to  perfect his  theoretical  system,  but  it  inadvertently  leads many 
researchers  to  think  that  the  public  domain  has  a “two-layer structure”  mistakenly.  In  fact, “organized  public  domain  of  the 
parliamentary  complex”  is  only  a  relative  concept  in Habermas’s context, and  its  character  of  “public”  is  more reflected  in  



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.01.09 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:1(1), January: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd January 2022   

 Publication Date:10th February 2022 
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
58 

 

the  public  power  possessed  by  the  state institutions.  Habermas  always  believes  that  the  formation  of institutionalized  political  
opinions  must  take  full  account  of the  trend  of  public  opinion,  which  shows  that  the  status  of parliamentary  groups  and  the  
public  domain  are  not  exactly equal  in  his  mind.  The  parliamentary  group,  therefore,  is essentially  just  a  frame  of  reference  
for  Habermas  to  develop in  his  argument  for  the  public  domain,  and  the  two  are  by  no means  comparable.  
 

According  to  the  understanding  of  Habermas,  political  power is  actually  made  up  of  communicative  power  and 
administrative  power  together:  “Politics  as  a  whole  is  not confined  to  the  practice  of  talking  to  one  another  in  order  to act  
autonomously  in  politics”  and  its  concept  has  been extended  to  “the  use  of  executive  power  in  the  process  of competition  
for  access  to  the  political  system”  (Habermas and Rehg 184). Therefore,  if  the  process  is  not  explained,  political  power 
cannot  prove  its  own  legitimacy.  Once  this  situation  occurs,  it may  have  two  consequences.  One  is  that  communicative 
power  directly  replaces  administrative  power,  but  it  is  very easy  for  social  and  political  life  to  fall  into  the  undisciplined 
democratic  chaos.  The  other  is  to  compromise  to  the  reality and  recognize  that  the  generation  and  implementation  of 
political  power  are  two  separate  processes,  which  cut  off  the connection  between  communicative  power  and  administrative 
power (Habermas 1984),  but  this  deviates  from  the  original  intention  of  Arendt’s concept  of  “communicative  power”.  In  
order  to  solve  the above  difficulties,  Habermas  suggests  that  “law  should  be regarded  as  the  medium  through  which  
communicative  power can  be  transformed  into  administrative  power”  (Habermas and Rehg 184).  
 

Therefore,  as  long  as  the  formation  process  of  public opinion,  the  election  process  of  institutionalization  and 
legislative  decisions  are  combined,  it  is  possible  to  ensure  the smooth  transformation  of  communicative  power  into 
administrative  power  through  legislative  activities,  thereby establishing  the  legal  basis  of  political  power.  Fundamentally  
speaking,  this  concept  is  a  principle  of  power legitimacy  in  the  sense  of  discourse  theory  and  its  foundation lies  in  the  
communication  cycle  composed  of  social  forums and  parliamentary  groups.  Whether  in  the  public  domain  or  in the  
parliamentary  group,  the  direct  premise  of  achieving universal  political  communication  lies  in  the  equal  right  of political  
participation  enjoyed  by  citizens.  Thus  it  can  be  seen that  the  ultimate  purpose  of  the  new  principle  of  popular sovereignty  
advocated  by  Habermas  is  to  explain  that  only  the rights  system  formed  on  the  basis  of  general  recognition  is qualified  to  
act  as  the  source  of  political  power  legitimacy.  
 

In  Habermas’s  view,  the  relationship  between right  and  power  is  such  an  isomorphic  relation:  they  are neither  
incompatible  as  fire  and  water,  nor  in  perfect  harmony, but  always  maintain  a  certain  degree  of  tension.  While restricting  
each  other,  they  also  serve  as  the  basis  of  each other’s  existence. Habermas  breaks  the  long-standing separation  between  
individual  freedom  and  collective  freedom with  his  unique  inter-subjective  thinking  mode,  and  gives  a new  interpretation  to  
the  concept  of  rights.  This  is  actually  an internal  integration  of  freedom  and  equality,  so  that  they  can confirm  the  necessity  
and  legitimacy  of  each  other’s  existence.  All  in all,  right  and  power  support  and  supervise  each  other, maintaining  a  delicate  
balance  between  freedom  and  equality.  
 
4. Conclusion  

In  some  people’s  opinion,  Habermas’s  reconstruction  of  the relationship  between  right  and  power  is  just  a  simple 
combination  of  the  related  ideas  of  liberalism  and republicanism.  It  is  undeniable  that  Habermas  often  shows some  neutral  
temperament  in  his  ideological  construction. Habermas’s thought  on  the  relationship  between  right  and  power  has  two 
prominent  values: Firstly,  the  argument  angle  of  Habermas’s  thought  is holistic.  In Habermas’s  opinion,  right  and  power  have  
no  primary  or secondary  distinction,  so  he  always  insists  on  analyzing  the relationship  between  them  from  the  overall  
dimension  of social  democratic  politics,  and  makes  a  more  comprehensive and  objective  judgment. Secondly,  the  thinking  
mode  of  Habermas’s  thought  is dialectical.  On  the  whole,  Habermas  abandoned  the  conventional one-dimensional  linear  
thinking  mode  of  traditional  political philosophy.  
 

To  sum  up,  Habermas’s  cognition  of  the  relationship between  right  and  power  is  relatively  radical  in  theoretical 
attitude,  and  reflects  a  strong  spirit  of  innovation.  More importantly,  the  thought  includes  the  social  communication field  
neglected  by  the  current  representative  democracy  model, and  successfully  realizes  the  benign  interaction  between  the social  
communication  field  and  the  political  field,  which  is undoubtedly  of  great  significance  for  maintaining  the legitimacy  of  
political  power  and  enhancing  social  solidarity. 
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