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Critical Theory and 
Transformative Learning:
Rethinking the Radical Intent of Mezirow’s Theory
Ted Fleming, Teachers College Columbia University, New York, USA

ABSTRACT

Mezirow relieson the critical theoryofHabermas togivehis theoryof transformative learning
rigor.Yetcritiquespersistandfocusonwhetherthetheoryhasanadequateunderstandingofthe
socialdimensionoflearningandwhetherit isoverlyrational.Thisarticleaddressestheseissues
andexploresrelevantideasfromHabermasandHonneth.CriticaltheoryhasevolvedandHonneth’s
theoryofrecognitionhasimplicationsfortransformativelearning.Followingthecommunicativeturn
ofHabermas,Honnethmakesrecognitionandfreedomkeyconceptsthatcontributetodeveloping
transformativelearningtheory.Intersubjectivityandrecognitionbecomethenecessarypreconditions
forcriticalreflection,discourse,democracyandtransformativelearning.Freedomisalsoreconfigured
andtheseideasaddressthemaincritiquesoftransformationtheory.

KEywoRdS
Critical Theory, Habermas, Honneth, Recognition Theory, Transformative Learning

INTRodUCTIoN

Jefferson,Marx,Gramsci,DeweyandPauloFreireallnotethatdemocraticparticipationisameansof
self-developmentandproducesindividualswhoaremoretolerantofdifference,sensitivetoreciprocity
andmoreself-reflective(Mezirow,2003).AccordingtoDeweydemocracy“necessarilyemergeson
theconditionofanantecedentintersubjectivityofsociallife”(Honneth,1998,p.767).Democracy
andeducationpresupposeeachother.

Mezirow(1981)linkstransformativelearningwiththecriticaltheoryofJürgenHabermas,a
memberoftheFrankfurtSchool.Hishighlyrationalandabstractdiscourseanditsrulesinfluence
transformation theory.Engaging indiscourse requires thecapacity tobecritically reflectiveand
theabilitytoengagein“criticaldialecticaldiscourseinvolvingtheassessmentofassumptionsand
expectationssupportingbeliefs,valuesandfeelings”(Mezirow,2003,p.60).ThoughMezirowwas
awareoftheFrankfurtSchoolthroughtheworkofSchroyer(1975)andJay(1973)heneverfully
adoptedthecriticaltheoryofHabermasandthismayhavegiventractiontosomeofthecritiquesof
transformativelearningtheory.

Thetheoryoftransformativelearningviewslearningashavingindividualandsocialdimensions
(Cranton & Taylor, 2012) and critiques argue that transformation theory has an inadequate
understandingofthesocial(Clarke&Wilson,1991;Collard&Law,1989,1992;Newman,1993).
Cranton&Taylor (2012) identify thisasacontinuing issuepromptingclarificationsand further
developmentof thetheorybyMezirow(1989,1991a,1995,1996).Criticsassert thatMezirow’s
emphasisontheindividualdoesnotaccuratelyrepresenttheemphasisinHabermas’swork.According
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toMezirow,theymisunderstandtransformationtheory.Thishaspromptedclarificationsandfurther
developmentofthetheory(Mezirow,2003).Transformationtheoryisbuiltontwosetsofassumptions.
Firstly,therearehumanisticandconstructivistassumptionsthatfocusontheindividualasaunitof
analysis(Crantonetal.,2012).Secondly,thereareassumptionsfromcriticaltheorythatfocuson
thesocialasaunitofanalysis(Brookfield,2012;Mezirow,1991b).Attemptshavebeenmadeto
addressthesecomments(Fleming,2014)andothersarguethatMezirowwasalwaysconvincedof
thecentralityofsocialjustice(Rose,2016).

Taylor&Cranton(2013)callattentiontothecontinuingabsenceoftheoreticaldevelopments
in transformation theory. The high level of rationality, the demands of critical reflection, the
developmentaldividendofdemocraticengagementsandthecritiquedindividualismofMezirow’s
theorycanbebetterunderstoodbyamoredetailedengagementwiththecriticaltheoryofHabermas.
ThispaperexploreshowthetheoriesofHabermasandHonnethhaverecentlyevolved,exploreshow
thisaddressescritiquesandenhancesthetheoryoftransformativelearning.

wHAT IS CRITICAL THEoRy?

Criticaltheoryisananalysisofsocietyintentonunderstandinghowsocietyisstructuredsothat
injusticesandstructuralinequalitiesareunderstoodascreatedandsustainedbypowerfulpeopleand
systems.Ithasthedefiningcharacteristicthatitisinterestedinchangingthissituationsothatsystems
becomemorejust.HorkheimerandAdornoalongwithMarcuse,FrommandBenjamin(andothers)
gavetheFrankfurtSchoolasoundfootingandtheydevelopedabodyofscholarshipthatwasnot
onlyaMarxiststudyofpoliticalandeconomicsystemsbutincludedanintegratedpsychoanalytic
analysis.Onecouldonlyunderstandoppression,injusticesandthewillingnessofpeopletoagree
tothisbyanalysingbothsocialsystemsandtheirdialecticalrelationshipwiththeunconscious.The
innerlivesofpeopleandtheirrelationshipsareinvadedbytheexchangeeconomy(Brookfield,2005).
Theircritiquealsooffersavisionofaworldasitmightbe.Foreducatorsinthiscriticaltradition
(Freire)thisisalearningproject.Wecanlearnourwaytowardabetterandmorehumanizingfuture.

HabermasrepresentsthesecondgenerationoftheFrankfurtSchoolanddiagnosesthepathology
ofthisageasdistortedcommunication.HealsocontributesfrequentlytopublicdebatesinGermany.
Fewscholarsoperateonsuchaglobalstage(Müler-Doohm,2016)andheiscloselyassociatedwith
effortstomakesenseofdemocracyanditsuntappedpossibilities.Forhimdemocracyisanalways
unfinishedproject.Heproposesthatanydecisioninsocietymustbedeliberatedonfreelyandequally
byallwithoutbeinghinderedorexcludedbysocialinequalities.Bernsteincallshimthe“philosopher
ofdemocracy”(Bernstein,1991,p.207).Weinheritthislegacyinwhichreasoneddiscourseabout
thegoodlifeisonceagainpossible,practicableandepistemologicallylegitimate.

wHAT IS TRANSFoRMATIVE LEARNING?

Inthe1970s,accordingtoRose(2016),Mezirowheldthatadultlearninginvolvesmorethantheself-
directedlearningofKnowlesandproposesinsteadthatitbedefinedbythetestingofassumptions.In
afilmedinterview(Bloom&Gordon,2015)MezirowconnectshisworkwiththatofMarx,Freud,
Freire,HabermasandSocratesandsuggests that framesof referencebemadesubject tocritical
reflection.MezirowreliesonDewey(1933)whodefinesreflectionasaprocessof“assessingthe
grounds(justification)forone’sbeliefs”(p.9)andcriticalreflectionas“active,persistentandcareful
considerationofanybelieforsupposedformofknowledgeinthelightofthegroundsthatsupportit
andthefurtherconclusiontowhichittends”(DeweyinMezirow&Associates,1990,p.5).Reflection
includesmaking“unconsciousassumptionsexplicit”(Dewey,1933,p.281)andestablishingbeliefs
upona“firmbasisofreason”(p.6).

Fingarette’sThe Self in Transformation(1963)thatexplorespsychoanalysis,existentialismand
religiousthinkingandisasourceofMezirow’sconceptof“meaningscheme”(pp.21-29)haslittle
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