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The Ontology of Adult Learning:
Reading Habermas’ Knowledge 
and Human Interests
Michael Welton, Athabasca University, Canada

ABSTRACT

JurgenHabermasofferedarevolutionarywayofthinkingabouttherelationshipbetween
knowledge,learning,andthehumanconditioninknowledgeandhumaninterests.He
provideduswithapowerfulmeansofunderstandingtheunityindiversityofhuman
learning.Thearticlepresentsaphilosophicalframeworkthatenablesvocationaland
adulteducatorstosituatetheorientationoftheirowneducationalpracticewithinthe
threefoundationalcognitiveintereststhatformirreducibleorientationstotheworld.
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INTROdUCTION

Habermas’theoryofknowledge-constitutiveinterestshascapturedtheimagination
ofmanyadultlearningtheoristsandsocialthinkers.Inthiscelebratedtext,translated
intoEnglishintheearly1970s(the1971versionwaspublishedbyBeaconPress,and
the1972translationbyHeinemannPress),Habermasofferedarevolutionarywayof
thinkingabouttherelationshipbetweenknowledge,learningandthehumancondition.
Itprovidedapowerfulmeansofunderstandingtheunityin thediversityofhuman
learningprocessesandoutcomes.Adulteducatorsandlearningtheoristswhowere
doingtheoreticalworkinthedecadesfollowingthe1970srespondedtothecapacious
ideathatnotallhumanlearningcouldbepressedintoasinglemold.

Thisspoketotheminaworldinwhichtechnicalcontroloverthingsandpeople
seemed all-pervasive; their own discipline consumed by technocratic impulses
(see Collins, 1991; Hart, 1991; Mezirow, 1981, 1991; Plumb, 1989, 1995, 2001,
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2014; Simon, 1992; Gouthro, 1999, 2002; Welton, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2001, 2005,
2013,2014a,2014b;Doughty,2014;Brookfield,2005).Thisarticlewillexplicate
Habermas’s Knowledge and human interests, arguing that this text may still serve
as a foundational document for adult learning theory. But many criticisms of this
seminaltexthavebeenraised,andIwilltrytoengageHabermas’scriticstoclarify
our understanding of the importance of the idea of anthropologically deep-seated
cognitiveinterests.

LeadingHabermasscholarThomasMcCarthy(1979)thinksthatKnowledge and 
human interestsis“perhapsthemostintrinsicallydifficult[book]forAnglo-American
readerstocomprehend”(p.53).OnereasonisthepragmaticbentofAnglo-Americans
whodon’thavemuchtimetogivetoepistemologicalreflection:theywanttojustget
onwithit!AnotherreasonissimplythedifficultyofunderstandingintricateGerman
modesofdoingphilosophy.Inthisfirstattemptatasystematicpresentationofhis
ideas(whichwerecrystallizinginthe1960s),Habermassensedthatepistemologyitself
haddissolved,leavinghimtomakehis“wayoverabandonedstagesofreflection”(p.
53)inorderto“radicalizeepistemologybyunearthingtherootsofknowledgeinlife”
(p.55).AndHabermasmakeshiswaythroughthedensejungleofGermanthought
fromKanttoHegel,MarxtoFreudwithoutthinkingtoomuchabouthowcomplex
and difficult these ideas are for many of us. This way of proceeding—it is called
immanenttheorizing--isforeigntomostinNorthAmericanuniversities.Butrooting
“knowledge”inlife—thatis,ourembeddednessinandengagementwithnature,others
and formsofdominationhas the“formofa ‘learningprocess’” (p.55)—certainly
captivatedsomeadultlearningtheoristsandcriticallyorientedpractitioners.Itought
togoadustodigintothisintricatetext.

Thus,the“interests”thatwewillbeexaminingcloselyare“anthropologically
deep-seatedinterest[s]”(p.55).Theycannotbeavoided;theyformourirreducible
orientations to the world we inhabit; they are inescapable; they are built-in to
ourevolutionary species life.Habermas’ inaugural lecturedeliveredatFrankfurt
Universityin1965wasamajorevent(Itisincludedinthe“AppendixtoKHI(1971)
and entitled, “Knowledge and human interests: A general perspective”). Now
age 36, enmeshed in support and critique of the student movement (see Specter,
2010),Habermaswasprofoundlyawarethatcriticaltheorywasstandingonshaky
epistemological ground. During his boyhood in the 1940s and 1950s, hopes for
aproletarian revolutionhadbeendecisivelydimmedby thedarknessof fascism,
Stalinismandthe“cultureindustry”(coinedbyAdornoandHorkheimer,thislatter
phrasereferstothemarketingofcultureproducts).

He also knew that classical philosophy had sought to purge itself of grubby
interestsinordertopresentpureandobjectivetruth.Andthatpositivism(knowledge
basedonthepropertiesandrelationsofnaturalphenomena)wasnowrulingtheday
inthesocialsciences.Thebrilliantintuition,whichheelaboratedtheoretically,was
thattheirreduciblecognitiveinterestsofthehumanspeciesproducedknowledgefor
thousandsofyearsthatenabledittosurvive.AndHabermasthenlinkedourelemental
cognitive interests to three distinct modes of inquiry that emerge historically: the
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