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FROM THE SKEPTIC TO THE CYNIC 

 
I would like to elaborate in depth the theme that I suggested in 1982 when I 
wrote, referring to Wittgenstein, "that skepticism turns ethically cynical...."1 
At the same time, I am interested in continuing the North-South dialogue 
initiated in Freiburg (November of 1989)2 and continued in Mexico (February 
and March of 1991).3 Now, however, I will attempt to show that the point of 
departure of discourse ethics is perhaps a moment within Liberation Philoso- 
phy, philosophy which philosophizes from the periphery of a capitalism that 
presents itself today cynically without alternatives.4 
     Our argumentative strategy in this chapter will be extremely simple: Apel’s 
discourse ethics attempts an “ultimate grounding” (Letztebegründung) before 
an opponent, the skeptic, to whom it can be shown that if they want to be 
radically skeptical, they will inevitably fall into a "performative self-contradic- 
tion." The Philosophy of Liberation, instead, departs from its confrontation 
with another opponent. Its original position is constituted in its confrontation 
with the cynic, who grounds the "moral system.. of the established structure on 
the irrational force of power (of the Will to Power we would say with Nietzsche), 
and which commands the Totality with strategic rationality. Both philosophi- 
cal discourses, as much in their strategies as in their architectonic structure, 
are, because of this, different. Not without reason Levinas wrote: 
 
     Does not lucidity, the mind.s openness upon the true, consist in catching 
     sight of the permanent possibility of war? The state of war suspends morality; 
     it divests the eternal institutions and obligations of their eternity and re- 
     scinds ad interim the unconditional imperatives.5 

 
In Philosophy of Liberation. I have written, 
 
     From Heraclitus to Karl von Clausewitz and Henry Kissinger, "war is the 
     origin of everything," if by "everything" one understands the order or sys- 
     tem that world dominators control by their power and armies. We are at 
     war.6 

 
Both texts deal with the Totality, the system, already dominated or controlled 
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by "strategic rationality," but which now we will denominate, with greater 
precision, cynical reason. 
 
4.1 The Skeptic and the Ultimate Grounding of Discourse 
Ethics 
 
The architectonic7 of discourse ethics culminates (and this is the point of de- 
parture for its Anwendung [application]) with the "ultimate grounding," thanks 
to its taking recourse to the "performative contradiction," in which the skeptic 
inevitably falls if he/she is to be radically skeptical, as it was mentioned. It 
would appear that, outside the skeptic,8 in its most varied forms (which Apel 
attacks in each case), no one can any longer be in opposition to the rational 
acceptance of the always already, a priori presupposed moments of any argu- 
mentation. In this manner, by destroying all the pseudo arguments of the skeptic, 
discourse ethics has attained an ultimate grounding, which is what Aristotle 
called a dialectical refutation. 
     Apel, ever since his earliest works on the theme,9 confronts positions like 
that of Hans A1bert,10 or those of the decisionist Karl Popper. For the latter, 
no reason can be given in favor of "opting for reason": critical rationalism falls 
into irrationalism, since the original decision in favor of reason is only a moral 
but not a rational decision.11 Apel begins his rebuttal by demonstrating that 
grounding (begründung) cannot and ought not to be thought of in logical terms, 
and thus takes seriously what Aristotle wrote: 
 
     For it is impossible that there should be demonstration of absolutely everything; 
     there would an infinite regress, so that there would still be no demonstration.12 
      
The point of departure for Apelian argumentation is the following: 
 
     Anyone who takes part in an argument implicitly acknowledges all the po- 
     tential claims of all the members of the communication community that can 
     be justified by rational arguments.13 

 
These "validity claims" (geltung Ansprüchen) of every communication can be 
neither negated without contradiction nor demonstrated without begging the 
question. This is, however, not simply a traditional logical contradiction; in- 
stead, departing from the speech-act theory of Seatle and Austin, the "perfor- 
mative self-contradiction" (performative Selbstwiderspruch) is defined as the new 
form of the dialectical contradiction. The "Münchausen trilemma" (the regress 
ad infinitum, the vicious logical circle, the dogmatic interruption in an arbi- 
trary point) only demonstrates the impossibility of deducing a proposition from 
other propositions. On the contrary, in pragmatics there enters in play, in ad- 
dition, the validity claims which all communication always presupposes a pri- 
ori, in such a way that a new realm of argumentative grounding is reached.14 
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     The entire transcendental, pragmatic, argumentative strategy always confronts 
a skeptic. If the skeptic "enters" into the argumentation (that is to say, partici- 
pates in the communication community, thus preparing himself to effectively 
argue), he will fall inevitably in a performative self-contradiction when attempting, 
for example, to claim that "every principie is falsifiable" or "I always lie." The 
skeptic will never be able to put in question or negate the validity claim pre- 
supposed in the very act of argumentation itself (even when pretending to 
argue against all possible argumentation). 
     Jürgen Habermas, on the other hand, searches for arguments against Apel's 
position.15 Habermas points out that the entire Apelian argumentation depends 
on the position of the skeptic, and has some effect on the opponent if the 
opponent "enters" into argumentation. But if the opponent decides not to 
enter into discussion, the possible effect of the Apelian argumentation would 
be annulled. However, under the definition itself of the skeptic, and Habermas 
does not seem to take note of this, he cannot abandon the discussion, lest he 
stops being a skeptic. 
     In fact, the skeptic is the rhetorical figure of an opponent in the discussion 
who has a “rational position” of negation or doubt concerning some moment 
of the exercise of the rational act itself, but that includes in its definition the 
Other of the discussion, as affirmation (of the person of the naive dogmatist or 
rationalist, for the skeptic) of what is negated (some moment of the rational 
act). That is, the skeptic supposes the “encounter” with the argumentative Other, 
but negates the validity of some of the rational moments. Thus, the pretense 
of assuming a radical position is contradicted “by its very definition”: the skeptic 
uses before the Other (pragmatic position) a reason that attempts to be ne- 
gated. In addition to that already mentioned, the case of the postmoderns, and 
especially that of Richard Rorty, operates under the definition of the skeptic. 
Rorty “enters” into the discussion, in the "encounter" with the Other, but 
negates that it is an argumentative, rational encounter; Rorty "enters" only in 
order to establish a “conversation.”16 He cannot but fall into a performative 
self-contradiction, in Apelian terminology. If he does not enter, just the same 
he contradicts himself if he attempts any other action (rational or practical), 
because in order to carry it out he ought to have some reason, and, by defini- 
tion, affirms not to want to argue or give any reason (Grund, ratio). 
     But, is this not entering into the discussion always a contradiction? Is there 
no other rhetorical figure that allows perfeccly not to enter into the discussion, 
and, nevertheless, not to fall into any contradiction (whether logical or prag- 
matic)? I believe that this figure exists, and it would clarify the intention (not 
achieved if the figure of the skeptic is the only one taken) of the path under- 
taken by Habermas when he points out that the opponent can decide "not to 
enter" or would like to dispense with participating in the community, in the 
discussion or in argument. If there was a virtual or real opponent who could 
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not enter into discussion, and, however, would not bring about with that a 
contradiction, the Apelian argument for the ultimate grounding would lose its 
logical efficacy, as well as its social and historical applicability-a loss that 
many judge to be precisely the practical problem of Apel’s ultimate grounding, 
namely, that it has no real effectiveness.17 
 
4.2 The Cynic and the Power of Strategic Rationality as 
Criticized by Liberation Philosophy 
 
The skeptic affirms the Other, enters into argument (and by not entering, 
stops being a skeptic, because then the skeptic simply stops being an arguer), 
and by entering contradicts herself (because she cannot radically use reason 
pragmatically against itself). The cynic,18 on the contrary, negates the other 
from the beginning. It is a practical position that has decided (implicitly or 
explicitly) to negate the Other, thus negating all priority of discursive ration- 
ality: that is to say, it supposes the negation of any argumentative "encounter." 
The face-to-face is the ethical position of the illocutory moment of the speech 
act, the primary moment of the communication community as the "encoun- 
ter" between persons, since it is the "entering" itself (face-to-face) into argu- 
mentation. This face-to-face is negated by the cynic; given that the Other, for 
the cynic, is a mediation of his project (a means for "systematic," i.e., politi- 
cal, economic, educational, military, interests), an "object" as mediation with 
respect to goals that are managed by strategic rationality. Strategic rationality, 
on the other hand, is also a mediation (as in the attitude of "disenchantment" 
of Max Weber, or in Karl Popper's anti-utopian "Open Society") of Power. 
Power here is not the affirmation of the dignity of persons in community, as is 
the case with discursive rationality; instead, it is the autopoietic, totalitarian 
totalization of the Totality, the mere self-referential Will.19 Power (read Nietzsche, 
Foucault, but now interpreted in its naked cynicism, and not as simple actual- 
ity, but as the reality of a "closed Totality," as Levinas would say) is the ground 
of cynical reason (and not vice versa), a reason of terror-against which the 
postmoderns rebel, without noticing that it is only a modality of reason and 
not reason itself. 
     In the face of cynicism, discourse ethics cannot argue for its claim to ultimate 
grounding, because, the cynic will not enter, without contradiction (neither 
logical nor pragmatic), ever, into any ethical argumentation. The cynic's stra- 
tegic rationality is only interested in entering into an argument of negotiation, 
of Power to Power, of force, of efficacy. It is a poietic (autopoietic) rationality. 
Through power, through the use of strategical rationality as an instrument, is 
established the "morality" of the system (self-referential, autopoietic, without 
subject),20 in its one-dimensionality, as articulated by Herbert Marcuse2l 
     Liberation Philosophy confronts, from the outset, "within" a Totality (system 
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or world), and opposes the domination of cynical reason: for example, that of 
the transnational businessman who leaves workers unemployed in order to re- 
ceive greater profits from cheaper labor in "underdeveloped countries"; or that 
of the military general who must win the war; or that of the director of the 
intelligence service who must plan an assassination attempt against an enemy; 
or that of the torturer before the tottured. Liberation philosophy confronts the 
cunning of such a strategic rationality grounded in Power.22 
     This determines the architectonic of Liberation Philosophy. In the first place, 
it needs to describe what cynical reason negates above all: the Other (the question 
of “proximity”).23 In the second place, it describes the necessary categories24 in 
order to be able to locate the process of totalization, which we described under 
the rubric of the domination of cynical reason25 (See Chap. 2.5.2, “The Other 
as Enemy”; 2.5.3, “The Negation of Difference”; 2.5.4, “The Totalization of 
Exteriority”; 2.5.5, “Alienation”26). This architectonic of the discourse is radi- 
cally necessary as an a priori of all a posteriori philosophical reflection. Not 
even the discourse on ultimate grounding in the face of the skeptic is prior, 
because-and this is unnoticed by Apel-the transcendental-pragmatic philos- 
opher who argues in the face of the skeptic finds him/herself already within a 
system where cynical reason reigns. The argumentative action of discourse eth- 
ics accomplishes an “internal” function to that system, since it only confronts 
the skeptic, the academic, the scientist (who may be a “functionary” of cynical 
reason), but does not discover its most deep and real opponent: the “cynical 
reason” that dominates and controls the system as Totality. Emmanuel Levinas 
begins all discourse having as the opponent this Totality. Marx was aware that 
capital (as a self-referential and autopoietic system) negates the personhood of 
the Other (the lebendige Arbeit) when this is transformed into a "mediation of 
the valorization of value" (the Being of Capital, Sein des Kapitals);27 it is the 
inversion which consists in fetishism: for cynical reason the person becomes a 
thing (Ding), and the thing (the system as totality) becomes an autonomous 
subjectivity, like the person (the power out of which strategic rationality de- 
ploys itself). 
 
Schema 1. Opponents of the Different Philosophical Discourses 

It is because of this that the process of liberation28 only begins when, in the 
interior of the system, dominated by cynical reason, the Other manifests him/ 
herself, the face of the other as someone. We call "ethical consciousness"29 the 
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“practical action” which re-establishes a relation of communication (it is an 
authentic kommunikativen Handeln) with the Other. Only from the manifesta- 
tion, as revelation (Offenbarung, in the Schellingian sense) of the Other, is 
received, without a prior decision, responsibility (Verantwortung) for the destiny 
of the oppressed who is negated by the movement of totalization of cynical 
reason as domination (as non-ethics par excellence). This constitutes a priori 
responsibility, prior to any discursive argumentation, prior to any ultimate 
grounding, prior to any possible Anwendung (application), which, in fact, ini- 
tiates the path of a Weberian (or also, in the sense of Hans Jonas) a posteriori 
responsibility, as political or practical responsibility in order to act empirically 
in the organization of institutions and carry out actions, public works, etc. 
     In this case, in order to act institutionally and rationally, the liberation 
philosopher can now, and only now, have recourse to universal or transcen- 
dental pragmatics and attempt an ultimate grounding against the skeptic (of 
the system), and as a function of an indirect critique of cynical reason. This 
cannot be accomplished before, because in the confrontation with cynical rea- 
son liberation philosophy does not begin with arguments (by definition, the 
cynic does not “enter” or is not interested in any argumentation, since he 
already has Power, and this is deployed by means of a strategic rationality, 
which is not interested in the results of an ethical discursive rationality). Lib- 
eration Philosophy, in contrast to discourse ethics, ought to be articulated in 
action, or praxis, in order to challenge Power. In this case, philosophy is a 
moment in the “assumption of consciousness” (the concientizaçáo of Paulo Freire) 
of the oppressed, of and in their praxis, which desctibes, and with that criti- 
cizes, the mechanisms of cynical rationality.30 It is only now that the ultimate 
grounding can assure the use of discursive rationality, the validity of ethical 
norms (necessary in the struggle of the liberation praxis) and their posterior 
application (Anwendung) in the process of liberation itself. 
     However, at this moment of application, we can now have a fundamental 
criterion of difference: between 1) the application of actions directed to the 
accomplishment of the goals of strategic rationality, as a moment which is 
grounded in the cynical reason of the system (which is a contradiction);31 and 
2) the application of normativity to actions directed at accomplishing a libera- 
tion project (parcially reformist, or more radical, as the case may be) of an 
ethically justified strategic rationality. This is the problematic which, in Phi- 
losophy of Liberation, I have schamatized under the heading “Liberation.”32 But 
it is precisely because of the prudential and consensual complexity of the inno- 
vative or creative action of liberation that the reformer, innovator, or liberator 
has difficulty in justifying as ethically valid what is being realized in praxis. 
Hence the need for a philosophy that attempts to prove the justice of the 
apparent "Illegitimacy of the Good."33 It is necessary to prove that the praxis 
of liberation of the oppressed, against cynicism, is legitimate because of the 
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grounding of the supreme ethical norm. It is no little task for Liberation Phi- 
losophy, then, to attempt to prove the ethical validity of the action of heroes 
(from Joan of Arc to Washington, to Martin Luther King, Jr., to Carlos Fonseca, 
or to Jean Bertrand Aristide), who rise up against the reigning legality (and 
even the accepted morality). 
 
4.3 The Skeptic as a Functionary of Cynical Reason 
 
I have repeatedly said that Apel's proposal is extremely "healthy" for Latin 
America (as well as for Asia and Africa), because it demonstrates the contradiction 
of the academic skeptic, of Popperian critical rationalism, of the linguistic- 
turn philosopher who uses sophistical cunning in order to confuse the uninitiated. 
These skeptics pretend to destroy the reason of an ethics of liberation and 
allow cynical decisionism to reign without scruples. Just as Apel fears the return 
of nazism and discovers certain affinities of it with some skeptics, in the same 
way we, in Latin America, have lived the functionality of many skeptics within 
the military regimes of "national security." There is in skepticism, then, a degree 
of functionality34 with respect to a system under the control of cynical reason. 
Max Weber can be used in this sense, just as John Rawls or Richard Rorty.35 
     For Apel's discourse ethics, Liberation Philosophy may perhaps be seen as a 
complementary horizon to the empirical order (level B in Apel's philosophy). 
Liberation philosophy cannot accept this "classification" without challenging 
it. What if it were the reverse? Could not discourse ethics be a moment within 
Liberation Philosophy, given that it occupies a very precise location within the 
order of discourses, under the exigency of the imperative of ethical-emancipa- 
tory rationality, which takes a different real and historical point of departure 
for discourse? Discourse ethics will say that nothing can be prior to the ulti- 
mate foundation or justification. What if said foundation or justification is 
carried out in the face of a skeptic who is already determined by prior mo- 
ments, such as being an accomplice to a Totality under the reign of cynical 
reason, who does not enter, and will never enter into discussion with the prag- 
matic philosopher? Or put differently: What if the discussion itself against the 
skeptic is allowed and serves the interests of the strategic rationality of the 
cynic? In this case discourse ethics would attack a secondary moment and with 
disproportionate means: first, it would attack the skeptic, and not the cynic 
(hiding it, occluding it in its forgetfulness); second, it would argue in the face 
of a Power that does not give any importance, space, or efficacy to theoretical 
action (it would be, then, a naive activity, without public effectiveness). And 
what if, on the contraty, Liberation Philosophy attacks the principal opponent 
(cynical reason in power), and with appropriate means? When we refer to the 
appropriate means we want to indicate the exercise of another type of philosophy; 
a philosophy as a service of solidaristic theoretical action (of Gramsci's "organic 
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intellectual"), of critical-discursive reason as a function of the organization of 
an actual or future counter-power, as a fruit of the praxis of the oppressed 
(women in machist systems, discriminated races, miserable urban dwellers, ex- 
ploited wage earners, indigenous ethnicities, national interests, peripheral capi- 
talist or poor socialist countries, popular cultures, future generations immolated 
beforehand by ecological destruction, etc.), in view of one day coming to exer- 
cise the power of justice, in the new institutional order that will have to be 
established through reform or founded by the legitimate (by liberation phi- 
losophy validly proved) praxis of liberation. 
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