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Introduction

Honneth’s theory of recognition has attracted 
widespread attention since the publication 
of The Struggle for Recognition in Germany in 
1992 and in 1995 in the English translation. 
The new model of “critical theory” that the 
book and subsequent articles presented has 
been debated in countries throughout the 
world, from a great variety of disciplinary 
angles in the humanities and the social sci-
ences. To date, however, discussions of Hon-
neth’s work have rarely included more than 
passing reference to his writings prior to his 
1992 magnum opus. The present study aims to 
broaden the hermeneutic horizon in which 
Honneth’s theory of recognition is received, 
by proposing a critical review of Honneth’s 
entire work, from his very fi rst texts to the 
latest publications.

This broadening of the hermeneutic gaze 
aims to achieve several exegetical and theo-
retical goals. The fi rst and very simple aim 
of this study is to give a full image of the 
extent of Honneth’s contribution to contem-
porary philosophy. From the perspective of 
an immanent, genealogical reconstruction of 
Honneth’s work, The Struggle for Recognition is 
an amazing achievement in that the book 
manages to bring together in succinct and
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coherent manner a great number of separate issues, topics, intuitions, theses, 
and arguments that were developed in the fi fteen years preceding it, in rap-
idly evolving theoretical contexts. However, separated from this rich geneal-
ogy and from the equally rich sequels expanding it, the theses presented in 
The Struggle for Recognition might appear vague or insuffi ciently developed. 
One risks not seeing the full theoretical depth and breadth contained in some 
of its formulations. Consequently, readers who focus mainly on this book as 
the main or sole entry point into Honneth’s work risk having an impover-
ished image of his overall contribution to contemporary debates. This study’s 
fi rst aim is to rectify this. As the book will attempt to show, the interpretation 
of The Struggle for Recognition and of Honneth’s mature theory of recognition 
more generally are greatly enriched when they are viewed against the back-
drop of the rich work that preceded it.

The problems stemming from the potentially narrow basis on which the 
reception of Honneth’s writings occurs are compounded by the tendency of 
contemporary political and social philosophy to restrict itself to questions of 
normative justifi cation. As a result, the narrow exegetical basis is paralleled 
by the narrowness of the theoretical lens. A broader, genealogical approach 
to Honneth’s later work helps to highlight the signifi cant contribution it has 
made to issues we might call “ontological” in a weak sense, by contrast with 
the exclusively normative concerns of much contemporary philosophy: for 
example issues around the theory of intersubjectivity, a contemporary phi-
losophy of history, or the theory of society. For example, as chapter 11 will 
attempt to show, Honneth has articulated a series of fascinating and highly 
original insights on the logic of social reproduction underpinning economic 
orders, challenging commonly accepted assumptions about the systematic 
nature of markets.

By attempting to highlight the full extent and originality of Honneth’s contri-
bution to contemporary debate, from social psychology, social theory, critical 
sociology to moral and political philosophy, this book hopes to serve not just 
exegetical but also direct theoretical purposes. Indeed, this study attempts 
to make its own, independent contribution, on the back of Honneth’s work, 
as it were, via an immanent, critical argument that is threaded chapter by 
chapter.
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My critique of Honneth can only be immanent since I am convinced that his 
theory of recognition represents a substantial renewal of contemporary social 
and political philosophy. But the critical line developed here is also immanent 
in a second sense, directly connected with the genealogical methodology. I 
am applying to Honneth his own method of critical exegesis, a method he so 
effectively articulated in Critique of Power, and in many other texts. Honneth’s 
original method of exegetical reconstruction consists in highlighting in the 
author he studies a fundamental “fork” in the conceptual road. At one stage, 
the thinker in question saw an alternative route and for a moment developed 
some of the features of that other model. But then stronger underlying prem-
ises took over and the alternative path was never revisited. Often, Honneth 
fi nds in the thinkers he studies highly evocative, programmatic indications 
not fully realised or later abandoned, for a social theory revolving around 
the notion of a struggle for recognition. In Horkheimer, this is the theory of 
“cultural action”; in Habermas, the brief vision of the history of the species as 
a process of moral confl icts rather than as dual processes of rationalisation. I 
fi nd a similar “fork in the road” in Honneth’s own development. In order to 
characterise and give suffi cient philosophical credence to this alternative the-
ory of recognition hidden in the offi cial one, the genealogical route is the most 
effective one as it allows me to identify important features of it in the main 
authors who infl uenced Honneth on his way to recognition, namely, in Marx, 
Feuerbach, Horkheimer, Adorno, Mead and Hegel himself. This explains why 
I spend so much time on these authors, sometimes launching into indepen-
dent readings of these authors beyond what Honneth has said about them. 
The purpose of these readings is not antiquarian but directly systematic. To 
use another image: next to, or perhaps within, the intellectual tradition Hon-
neth delineated as the cradle of his theory of recognition, from Feuerbach to 
Hegel to Marx, to Mead to Winnicott, there might well be another path, very 
close to the former, but “ending” at a different point, emphasising a differ-
ent philosophical vision. The line I will try to uncover chapter by chapter is a 
Hegel-Feuerbach-Marx-Mead-Merleau-Ponty line. Between these two lines, 
key authors like Adorno and Habermas are approached slightly differently.

So what is the core feature of this “alternative theory of recognition” implic-
itly carried by the offi cial one? It is based around the idea that recognition 
is only one, if perhaps the most important, of a number of interrelated yet 



4 • Introduction

different constitutive relations of interaction of the human subject with its 
environments. This basic idea is for example well illustrated by Habermas in 
his readings of the Jena Hegel, with the defi nition of spirit as the articulation 
of three separate yet reciprocally dependent dialectics (language, labour and 
interaction) functioning as “media” that link the human subject to its natural 
and social environments. The critical implication of this basic idea is that it is 
an abstraction to reduce interaction to intersubjectivity and the latter to inter-
personal interaction. Rather, both for descriptive and normative purposes, it 
is important to keep in view the number of ways in which human subjects 
and collectives form and defi ne themselves through interactions with differ-
ent types of environments. In particular, it is essential, including for purely 
normative purposes, to keep in view the embodied nature of the socialised 
subject; to also keep in view the fact that many forms of interpersonal inter-
actions are materially mediated and so depend on “objectual” or “material” 
reality at some level or another; and fi nally that one of the most signifi cant 
interactions impacting on the human subject are interactions with, or rather, 
within social institutions. All of this was to be found in the authors that helped 
Honneth formulate his theory of recognition. Instead of pursuing this sub-
stantive defi nition of interaction, however, Honneth preferred to restrict it to 
intersubjectivity defi ned narrowly as interaction between subjects, as “inter-
subjectivity”.

The book is structured into in three parts. The fi rst part is dedicated to Hon-
neth’s early writings and attempts to retrace the conceptual line that took the 
young neo-Marxist gradually to Hegel and the theme of recognition via the 
reception of fi rst generation Critical Theory and Habermas. The second part 
focuses on the philosophical foundations of the mature theory of recognition, 
by delving in some detail into Honneth’s readings of Hegel, Mead and the 
tradition of philosophical anthropology. The third part studies the different 
aspects of the mature theory of recognition and aims to highlight its theo-
retical relevance and signifi cance. The conclusion briefl y sheds light on the 
alternative immanent line that runs throughout Honneth’s thinking as a more 
substantive theory of interaction in which recognition is only one, albeit the 
most important, of the structural forms of engagement with the world defi n-
ing the human subject.
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Overall, the book aims to show that Honneth’s theory of recognition is a seri-
ous new candidate to fulfi l the programme of Critical Theory. If that were true, 
then we could say that, in terms of paradigm, “recognition” has replaced, or at 
least displaced, “communication”. But it might also be the case that Honneth’s 
approach to recognition is still too indebted to Habermasian, communicative 
premises, which might explain his unwillingness to conceptualise interaction 
in a more substantial sense, despite what some of his key references indicated 
to him. In that case, we would have before us a new programme of research 
in Critical Theory: this time, to defi nitively take recognition “beyond com-
munication”.





Part One

On the Way to Recognition:
from Marx to Habermas





Part One

On the Way to Recognition: from Marx to 
Habermas

One of the most important exegetical keys to understanding the full scope 
and intent of Honneth’s social philosophy, this book will argue, is its complex 
relationship to Marx.1 Even if the emblematic author of reference for Honneth 
today is Hegel, the ethics of recognition upon which the recent work contin-
ues to build was in fact fi rst developed as an intervention in discussions in 
critical social theory where the problem of the correct use and interpretation 
of Marxism was the central issue. At that time, the reference to Hegel was a 
means for non-Hegelian end, an alternative way to found a critical theory 
of society whose basic theoretical and practical premises were certainly not 
Hegelian but materialist.

A similar point can be made in reference to Honneth’s self-conscious posi-
tioning within Frankfurt School Critical Theory. After the more or less ortho-
dox, historical materialism of the fi rst generation of Critical Theory had been 
abandoned by the founders of the School in the face of historical catastrophes, 
and after Habermas’ own theoretical proposals had emerged out of a criti-
cal encounter with both Marxism and his predecessors in Frankfurt, Honneth 
saw the possibility of continuing the project of critical theory as it had been 
originally formulated, and which includes in its defi nition the irreducible ref-
erence to Marxist concerns and arguments, paradoxically at fi rst, in a return 
to Hegel and his strong inter-subjectivism.

If these claims sound too strong at a systematic level, at least they will be 
diffi cult to reject on a genealogical one. The thesis that Honneth’s model is 

1 I have attempted to emphasise this aspect of Honneth’s work in “Les Horizons 

Marxistes de l’Ethique de la Reconnaissance”, Actuel Marx, 38, 2005, pp. 159-178.
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Hegelian only to the extent that it wants to fulfi l a programme that was best 
formulated by Marx, rather than Hegel, is supported fi rst of all by the his-
torical development of Honneth’s thought. From his fi rst article “History 
and Interaction” (1977), to “Work and Instrumental action” (1980), to the fi rst 
section of Social Action and Human Nature, to the passages referring to Marx 
in The Critique of Power (1985), to the texts on the Frankfurt School2 most of 
Honneth’s writings before The Struggle for Recognition were dedicated to the 
critical reading of Marx and the implications of it in the renewed attempt at a 
critical theory of society. The editor of many collections, Honneth’s fi rst two 
collections, edited in collaboration with Urs Jaeggi, were both dedicated to 
the then current debates around the interpretation of Marx, to “Theories of 
Historical Materialism”.3 All the other articles of that period, those on Sartre, 
Bourdieu, Merleau-Ponty and the young Lukács in particular, were written 
from the perspective of the normative, neo-Marxist position established in 
the texts just quoted. Honneth started to turn towards Hegel only around 
1990, around the time in which he was fi nishing The Struggle for Recognition 
(published in 1992). In Honneth’s early writings, Hegel featured very rarely, 
and only as one fi gure amongst others in the tradition of “social philosophy”. 
It is only once Honneth became aware of the path he needed to take in order 
to solve the problem of re-grounding critical social theory that he made Hegel 
his central reference. But the fundamental programme of research, notably 
in its relation to real politics, had been well delineated beforehand, in non-
Hegelian terms. The refl ective glance that Honneth casts in the preface to The 

Fragmented World of the Social, the English edition of his early articles, in 1995, 
shows this very clearly.4

2 A. Honneth, “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination” (1981); “From Adorno 

to Habermas” (1982); “Critical Theory” (1989); “Domination and Moral Struggle” 

(1989) all in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, 

ed. C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995.
3 Theorien des Historischen Materialismus was published in 1977 and Arbeit, Norma-

tivität, Handlung in 1980.
4 Honneth, The Fragmented World of the Social, pp. xi-xxv. See in particular the state-

ment page xvii: “The attempt to reconstruct the legacy of Marxist theory from the 

perspective of the theme of recognition”.
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Such a genealogical argument admittedly means little if the research of which 
the genealogy is established is marked by strong discontinuities. More than 
one social theorist has by now reneged upon his or her Marxist past, or rather, 
few have not. In the case of Honneth, however, not only are his most recent 
writings returning to key notions of the Marxist tradition; more deeply, it can 
be shown that the Marxist context of Honneth’s early writings has shaped his 
mature model in major ways, even when Marx no longer featured as the cen-
tral reference and had been replaced by Hegel, Mead or Winnicott. In other 
words, even if Honneth himself is no longer a Marxist, his theory of recogni-
tion remains irreducibly linked to the concepts and aims of Marx’s own criti-
cal stance.

The general purpose of the following three chapters is to describe the gene-
alogy and content of Honneth’s own version of a critical theory of society. 
We look at Honneth’s critical reading of Marx (chapter 1). This critique of 
Marx is fundamental for understanding his critique of the fi rst generation of 
Frankfurt School Critical Theory (chapter 2). The relationship between the 
critical readings of Marx and of Habermas is extremely complex in Honneth. 
On the one hand, Honneth accepts some of Habermas’ fundamental objec-
tions to Marx’s original theory. Basically, it is from the perspective of a “com-
municative theory of society” that Honneth fi rst intervened in the debates on 
the interpretation of Marx and Marxism in the late 1970s and early 1980s. But 
Honneth’s reception of Habermas is far from uncritical. The complexity of 
this relationship stems from the fact that the many critical objections brought 
against Habermas are themselves inspired by Honneth’s early neo-Marxist 
position. It is not a coincidence that Honneth’s central concept, the struggle 
for recognition, is directly reminiscent of Marx’s notion of “class struggle”. 
One could say that Honneth uses Habermas to correct Marx, and Marx to 
correct Habermas. Recognition replaces communication as the central notion, 
which itself was a correction to the centrality of labour in a materialist theory 
of society. Chapter 3 attempts to describe this complex toing and froing from 
Marx to Habermas, and back to Marx, in Honneth’s idea of critical theory.





Chapter One

Honneth’s Marx. Social Action and Human Nature (1),
and fi rst articles

A theory of social action and social 
emancipation

In view of the early articles published by 
Honneth, the most appropriate way of char-
acterising his early critique of Habermas, 
and his early research in social philosophy 
more generally, is by saying that it under-
stood itself as the attempt to develop a new 
philosophy of praxis. By this was meant fi rst 
of all, in the 1970s, for Habermas himself, 
but also for many other Marxist writers in 
the West, a theory of society that attempted 
to refl ectively account for its link with the 
social life in which it is embedded, and in 
particular, that attempted to account for its 
links with the goals of social action under-
stood as emancipation from domination.1 In

1 See Habermas’ very early defi nition of his project in social philosophy in terms of 

praxis, in the introduction to the English edition of Theory and Practice, trans. J. Viertel, 

London, Heinemann, 1974 (pp. 2-3), and also in “The Classical Doctrine of Politics in 

Relation to Social Philosophy” (1963), in Theory and Practice, p. 79. For a clear exposi-

tion, see J. Bernstein, Recovering Ethical Life: Jürgen Habermas and the Future of Critical 

Theory, London, New York, Routledge, 1995, pp. 36-37.
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theoretical terms, this led to the privileging of hypotheses in social theory that 
would make it possible to explain the possibility of, and justify normatively, 
the life of society as a praxis, or as “social action”. This therefore led to theories 
of society that would be able to maintain an image of individuals and groups 
as social, and indeed historical agents, rather than just characters in a world-
historical play, or passive material for functional or systemic forces.

Such an attempt at a renewed philosophy of praxis was substantially linked 
with the attempts at “reconstructing historical materialism”, that is to say with 
a critical pursuit of the Marxist programme, involving both a critical reading 
of Marx and the Marxist tradition, and an assessment of how best to pursue 
the spirit of this programme once its letter had proven outdated, both in terms 
of its literal concepts and in terms of historical evolution.2 This intimate link 
between a renewed philosophy of praxis and a critical reconstruction of his-
torical materialism obviously fi nds a foothold in interpretations of historical 
materialism, those interpretations namely that see it as itself entailing the idea 
of social action, the idea that “human beings make history”, as the German 

Ideology had put it. Indeed, this is a good summary of the fundamental intu-
ition that Honneth brings to social philosophy: the notion of the real effi cacy 
of individual and collective agency in the reproduction, and indeed in the 
historical transformation of society. And indeed Honneth wants to defend the 
interpretation according to which this is what Marx had in mind with the idea 
of a “materialist” conception of history.

Such insistence on the normative dimension in the interpretation of histori-
cal materialism fi nds a model and inspiration in Habermas’ early writings. 
Throughout them, from Theory and Practice (1963 for the fi rst edition in Ger-
man) to Reconstructions of Historical Materialism (1971), the leading insight is 
the discovery of “the uncontrolled element in the communication between 
citizens discussing and acting together”, next to the separate rationality of sci-

2 See in particular Habermas’ long essay “Between Philosophy and Science: Marx-

ism as Critique”, in Theory and Practice, pp. 195-252: “We want to assure ourselves of 

the structure (of Marxist theory) as a philosophy of history, explicitly undertaken with 

political aims, and yet scientifi cally falsifi able without feeling any embarrassment at 

exploiting the advantages of those born later: of understanding Marx better than he 

understood himself”, p. 212.
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ence, technology and the laws of economic reproduction.3 In the well-known 
terms of one of the most important texts of that period, there is a second 
mechanism of social integration next to social labour, namely “interaction”, 
the reciprocal understanding between social agents over societal norms 
and values. Famously, whilst labour is required as the most basic condition 
enabling human beings to survive materially, interaction, the intersubjective 
agreement over norms, enables them to live together in a properly human 
society. As Habermas put it, labour liberates humans from outer, and interac-
tion, from inner nature. This fundamental insight, the core intuition inspiring 
Habermas’ whole work throughout its different phases, also represents the 
most fundamental premise in Honneth’s thinking.

One crucial dimension to stress is that the link uniting these different 
strands—social action, the Habermasian communicative turn in social theory, 
and Marx’s historical materialism—is not a theoretical but a practical one, 
the “practical intention”, as Habermas puts it repeatedly in his earlier essays, 
of accompanying, or helping to bring about, social emancipation.4 The the-
ory of social action is driven by the need and the hope of grounding social 
emancipation. One could say that the theory of social action, as social the-
ory, is grounded in the theory of emancipation, in both the objective and the 
subjective senses of the term. First it is a theory of society that studies the pos-
sibility of emancipation through social transformation, in an objective, “social-
scientifi c” sense, by inquiring into the sociological grounding of change, an 
inquiry that requires a series of answers to complex methodological and 
conceptual questions. This is the fundamental reason behind its favouring 
a normative premise, since it is only if the social order is conceived of as the 
result of practical, intersubjective relations amongst socialised individuals, 
that society can be seen to be at all transformable by those same agents. Func-
tionalist theories or theories of social relations that conceive of the latter in 
purely instrumental terms leave no room in their conceptual grammar for 
any meaningful possibility of emancipation that would be the result of the 
active transformation of society by the social actors themselves. In this sense, 
the theory of social action has the ambition of giving a scientifi c description 

3 Habermas, Theory and Practice, p. 75.
4 See, once again, the introduction to Theory and Practice, p. 1. 
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of a society integrated in normative ways because this is the condition for the 
possibility of transformation towards emancipation. But the theory of social 
action is also a theory of emancipation in a subjective sense of the genitive, in 
the sense that it conceives of itself as refl ecting, as explaining, and justifying 
from within, the social movements aiming for emancipation. The theory of 
social action as a theory of emancipation is, in that sense, the theorising of 
social emancipation by itself.

This twofold relationship between the theory and the praxis of emancipation 
was obviously already a defi ning feature of Marx’s own social theory but it 
was also articulated in this sense in the most explicit way by the fi rst genera-
tion of Critical Theory. In other words, because of its insistence on the strong 
unity of theory and practice, Honneth’s approach to Marx was from the begin-
ning, even before he fully realised it, destined to veer towards Frankfurt style 
Critical Theory. Moreover, the classical link between theory and practice, 
which was developed and self-refl ectively adopted by the fi rst generation of 
Critical Theory, also means that the conceptual work of the philosopher is 
complemented by, and complements, the empirical research of social scien-
tists. The theory of social action then is the theory of real, existing struggles 
for emancipation (or their default) as they are studied by the special sciences 
(psychology and sociology in particular). In summary, it is not exaggerated 
to say that the theory of social action entails both a theory of subjectivity (a 
theory of freedom, of the possibility of social and historical agency) and a 
theory of society, both of which however are driven by the more fundamental, 
practical intent of emancipation.

To sum up, in his earliest writings Honneth was revisiting Marx’s theses 
and was intervening in the contemporary debates around the interpretation 
of historical materialism in order to secure a praxis-oriented theory of social 
transformation, following in critical ways the communicative turn suggested 
by Habermas. The different critical re-readings of Marx of that early period 
were all attempts at “reactualising” the notion of social and historical action 
as positive transformation of society, with, within and against Marx. In the 
context of the Marxist tradition, Honneth was defending the “class-struggle” 
line of Marxist social theory versus the more functionalistically minded “his-
torical-materialist” one. All the critical points made by Honneth in his early 
articles are inspired by the goal of securing the possibility of social and histor-
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ical action. These critical points are all articulated amongst three major axes: a 
methodological, an anthropological and a conceptual one about work. These 
axes can be analytically distinguished but are in fact tightly interwoven.

Methodological problems of Marxist exegesis

The fi rst critical axis of Honneth’s reconstruction of Marxist social theory con-
cerns the change in methodology between Marx’s early and mature writings. 
Honneth consistently defends the same argument in all of his fi rst texts, right 
through to The Struggle for Recognition. Drawing on German scholarship of the 
early 1970s,5 he argues that in Marx’s early writings, the critique of capitalism 
was underpinned by the notion of alienated labour, which was itself based 
on an anthropological image of the human being as a social being producing 
its own inner and outer natures, and indeed, to some extent, its own environ-
ment. By contrast, Honneth argues early on that in Capital,

Marx no longer describes capitalist social relations from the immediate 

standpoint of human subjectivity, as a relation of alienation, but rather 

immanently follows the capitalist suppression of subjectivity.6

This shift corresponds to the methodological return to Hegel whereby 
“capital’s becoming autonomous can be presented in the same terms used 
to describe the process of the spirit’s coming to know itself”.7 Honneth 
accepts this specifi c, far from uncontested reading of Marx by the German 

5 Notably H. Reichelt, Zur Logischen Struktur des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx, Frank-

furt/Main, 1970 and especially H.J. Krahl, “Zur Wesenslogik der Marxschen Waren-

analyse”, in Konstitution und Klassenkampf, Frankfurt/M., 1971. 
6 A. Honneth, “History and Interaction”, in ed. G. Elliott, Althusser. A Critical Reader, 

Oxford, 1994, p. 99.
7 Ibid., see also A. Honneth & H. Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, trans. R. Meyer,

Cambridge University Press, 1988, p. 24. The extent to which Marx remained infl u-

enced by Hegel, especially in the methodology of Capital is obviously one of the most 

decisive questions in Marxist exegesis. For a clear, contemporary analysis of the meth-

odological stakes of this question, see E. Renault, Marx et l’Idée de Critique, Paris, PUF, 

1995, pp. 90-92. The work of J. Bidet represents without a doubt the most substantive 

contemporary attempt to critically retrieve, without dogmatism, the acumen of Marx’s 
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scholarship of the 1970s, according to which in the mature Marx, Capital 
does indeed take the place of Spirit, whilst the Hegelian criterion of scien-
tifi c exposition is retained. This is the idea according to which the process of 
the scientifi c presentation should always remain self-immanent and develop 
through the dialectical transition between sublated and sublating categories, 
moving from the most basic and abstract categories to the most complex, in 
such a way, however, that the end returns to the beginning having clarifi ed 
the whole movement of reality in the process.

On this reading, it is a mistake to take literally Capital’s metaphor of economic 
agents as “character masks”, and thus to argue that for the mature Marx social 
action is only a functional parameter in the reproduction of capital, and his-
tory the unfolding of structural laws determined in the last instance by the 
economic structure. Indeed,

In the critique of political economy Marx abstracts from social relations of 

interaction, because he wishes theoretically to expound only those domains 

of reality which have already been subsumed by the capitalist process of 

valuations.8

Such abstraction, however, does not mean that Marx abandoned altogether, 
either the anthropologically grounded normative background developed 
explicitly in his early writings, or the action-theoretic perspective of his his-
torical accounts of the social changes of his time. The anthropological back-
ground and the normative assumptions it carries cannot be simply abandoned 
since Marx continues, right up until Capital, to denounce abstract labour and 
the capitalistic valuation process as a defacing of human labour. Such critique 
of abstract labour, however, implies a normative view of the role of labour 
in individual and social development, whether or not such normative view 
must then be taken to entail an implicit or explicit moral theory. The action-
theoretic perspective in Marx’s writings comes to light as soon as one compares 
the “functionalist” analyses of Capital with the “action-theoretic” texts of the 
historical studies. A brief bibliographical refl ection might be warranted here. 

social and economic theory. See especially his Exploring Marx’s Capital, trans. D. Fern-

bach, Leiden, Brill, 2007.
8 Honneth, “History and Interaction”, p. 100.
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In 1977, Honneth acknowledges that “no systematic study of the categorical 
mismatch between Marx’s economic writings and his political or ethnologi-
cal works” could be cited to buttress this argument of a discrepancy between 
the methodologies in the “systematic” economic and the historical writings.9 
Clearly, this was no longer the case a few years later with the debate between 
G.A. Cohen’s and Jon Elster’s “analytical” reconstructions of Marx’s theory 
of history, which centred to a great extent on the diverging, at times indeed 
seemingly contradictory, methodological strategies in Marx’s approaches to 
modern history, between the economic-functional and the historical-“class-
struggle” perspectives.10 Closer to Honneth’s intellectual landscape, two 
important post-Marxist studies, Jean Cohen’s Class and Civil Society (1983) 
and John Rundell’s Origins of Modernity (1985) provided late justifi cations for 
his early hypothesis. These two studies especially informed Honneth’s more 
assured rejection of functionalist readings of Marx in 1992, in The Struggle 

for Recognition.11 Moreover, Honneth was able to connect his critical stance 
within Marxist exegesis with the insight gained in his early sociological work 
and buttressed by the readings of ground-breaking, anti-Althusserian Marxist 
studies, regarding the moral content of social struggles.12

Ironically, therefore, Althusser’s famous structuralist interpretations of Marx’s 
development, and of the methodology of Capital, suffer from an Hegelian illu-
sion. Because he did not see how much Capital was still indebted to Hegel’s 
Logic, Althusser misinterpreted Marx’s self-conscious abstract description 
of social life and social subjects as “character masks” making up a passive 

 9 See the original, German version of “History and Interaction”, “Geschichte und 

Interaktionsverhältnisse”, in eds. A. Honneth & U. Jaeggi, Theorien des Historischen 

Materialismus, Bd. 1, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 1977, p. 449, note 71.
10 G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence (1978); and J. Elster, Making 

Sense of Marx (1985), chapters 6 and 7.
11 A. Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Confl icts, 

trans. J. Anderson, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1994, (1992), p. 240. See J. Rundell, Origins 

of Modernity: The Origins of Modern Social Theory from Kant to Hegel to Marx, Cambridge, 

Polity Press, 1987, especially chapter 4.
12 In particular, E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class, London, 

Gollancz, 1965. Thompson’s attack on Althusser’s approach to Marx, The Poverty of 

Theory, London, Merlin Press, was published in 1978.
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material for structural forces. According to the young Honneth, Althusser 
“wrenches the analysis of capital apart from the unique historical context in 
which it is theoretically located,” and generalises it into a general theory of 
history and society.13

It is only the tacit transformation of the restricted view of reality employed 

in Marx’s critique of political economy into the whole truth of Marxist theory 

of society that allows the Althusser School to reconstruct historical material-

ism upon the foundation of structuralist theory.14

Later on we will see how this early critique of structuralist Marxism in fact 
announces a more general rejection of all functionalist readings of Marx, and 
indeed an even more general rejection of functionalist social theories. It is 
worth pointing out also that the ultimate reason behind the rejection of struc-
turalist Marxism is a practical, and not just a theoretical one:

How is a theory of society supposed to be able to understand in any way and 

to any degree the social learning processes in which it, as an interpretation 

of the given situation, could acquire political power, if it previously believed 

that it had to leave out of consideration all historical nexuses of action?15

In his early writings, history is of interest to Honneth mainly as the context of 
social action, that is, as the context in which the transformation of society can 
potentially occur.

One signifi cant attendant aspect of this rejection of an epistemological break 
between the early and the mature Marx lies in the question of the basic meth-
odological position underpinning the continuity in Marx’s thinking. In most 
interpretations sharing the rejection of an epistemological break in Marx, this 
is found in an anthropological notion of the human individual and human 
society. We will see in the next section as well as in chapter 5 how Honneth’s 
anthropological reading of Marx led him, or perhaps was inspired by, the 
conviction that the normative content of social theory needs to be grounded in 
a philosophical anthropology. We will see how Honneth was able, right at the 

13 Honneth, “History and Interaction”, p. 100.
14 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 30.
15 Ibid., p. 31.



 Honneth’s Marx • 21

beginning of his intellectual journey, to provide a sophisticated justifi cation 
for what is a most unfashionable methodological foundation for a normative 
social theory.

Another aspect of the anti-break thesis, however, that is developed explicitly 
by Honneth is a critical stance towards Marx’s own methodological obfusca-
tions. Honneth bemoans the fact that Marx’s continued use of Hegel’s specu-
lative logical apparatus borrowed from the Science of Logic made the confusion 
about the lack of action-theoretical perspective in Capital even possible. The 
methodology of an analysis of contemporary society that self-consciously 
abstracts from all that escapes what has already been subjected to the reifi ying 
laws of self-valuing value, constantly risks forgetting its own, self-imposed 
methodological limitations. It is constantly on the verge of generalising from 
the analysis of the economic system to an analysis of society as a whole, and 
thus creates its own path towards empirically false and practically counter-
productive conclusions. In particular, it runs the risk of remaining blind to 
forms of social suffering that are not directly traceable to the labour process, 
but are rooted in the social structure. It runs the risk of providing only a cur-
tailed theory of class struggle.

Such a critical reading of Marx culminates in chapter seven of The Struggle 

for Recognition. Here, Honneth can take Marx to task against the background 
of what was now a specifi c counter-proposal, developed as a result of the 
perceived shortcomings of Marx’s own theory of social action and social 
transformation, of a moral struggle for recognition structured around three 
different, possible types of normative claims. Against this intersubjectivis-
tic perspective on social reproduction and social struggle, Marx’s references 
to class struggle in the late economic writings appear “utilitarian”, that is to 
say, appear to have lost sight of the moral content of social experience, and 
especially of the moral dimension of injustice. This confusion becomes visible 
in the already noted chasm between two models of social struggle, between 
the one presented in the economic, and the one of the historical writings.16 
Already in Honneth’s early writings, however, the idea can be found that 
Marx’s repression of the anthropological and normative underpinnings of his 

16 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 149-151.
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own thought leads to damaging conceptual confusions. The next two axes are 
directly related to that criticism.

The anthropological core of historical materialism

The second axis in Honneth’s critical reading of Marx focuses on the anthro-
pological moment, on Marx’s transformation of Feuerbach’s philosophical 
anthropology.

In Social Action and Human Nature, Honneth and Joas set out the following 
programme: to ground a new philosophy of praxis by reconstructing the tra-
dition of philosophical anthropology in order to uncover the anthropologi-
cal preconditions of social action. The guiding motto was that of “practical 

intersubjectivity”, which must be read as a twofold thesis, with both emphases 
(on “practical” and on “intersubjectivity”) having equal value. Practical inter-
subjectivity designates fi rst of all a decidedly pragmatist approach to philo-
sophical anthropology. This is the idea that the intersubjective dimension of 
human socialisation processes is intimately connected to the human being’s 
specifi c types of response, anchored in its natural, organic constitution, to the 
demands and constraints of action. In other words, the sociality of the human 
being is already anchored in the structure of human needs and faculties. Con-
versely, practical intersubjectivity designates the intersubjective nature of all 
human practice, the fact that the key precondition for their ability to secure a 
“second nature”, a world through which they are able to survive and thrive, 
is their capacity to engage in strong forms of interaction. The intersubjective 
nature of human praxis designates the intersubjective genesis as well as the 
social character of all human capacities and achievements. One can easily see 
that the anthropological project and the project of reconstructing historical 
materialism complement each other. The return to anthropological arguments, 
indeed the recourse to later developments in social philosophy infl uenced by 
interactionist and intersubjectivistic thinkers (Mead and Habermas), is there 
to correct a certain Marxist reductionism in the anthropological characterisa-
tion of the human being, while the historical-materialist perspective, with its 
imperative of a dialectic of theory and practice, corrects the anthropological 
view by insisting on the “emancipatory” aspect of “sensuousness”: that is, the 
idea that the structure of human needs contains the seeds for a theory of social 
emancipation.
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The two projects converge in the idea of “emancipatory sensuousness”. This 
was the title of a great study by Alfred Schmidt on Feuerbach, a motto that 
makes a perfect subtitle for Social Action and Human Nature.17 In this book, 
the great Marxist and Frankfurt scholar attempted to correct the history of 
misinterpretations of Feuerbach, especially those prevailing in the Marxist 
tradition, in order to demonstrate the contemporary relevance, indeed the 
importance of Feuerbach’s thinking for a better understanding of historical 
materialism, and for contemporary political and social concerns. Feuerbach 
was defended by Schmidt as a valid source of philosophical inspiration for a 
historical materialist tackling of contemporary problems, notably those around 
the denunciation of patriarchal social frameworks and ecological destruction. 
Honneth’s and Joas’ own study seems to owe quite a lot to Schmidt’s book on 
Feuerbach, as well, in fact, as his thesis on The Concept of Nature in Marx, which 
was written under Adorno’s supervision.18 In fact, one may even surmise that 
Schmidt’s arguments, provided strong arguments for the, at the time unfash-
ionable, reading of Marx propounded by the young Honneth. The original 
German version of “History and Interaction” refers critically to Schmidt’s His-

tory and Structure, published in German in 1971 and to his Kritische Theorie als 

Geschichtsphilosophie, published in 1976.19 In his fi rst article, Honneth critiques 
Schmidt’s underdeveloped concept of intersubjectivity. Despite this objec-
tion, however, Schmidt’s two studies represented important allies in the battle 
with structuralist Marxism. Honneth could fi nd in them strong defences of a 
“humanist”, subject-oriented normative framework for a neo-Marxist critical 
theory of society.

Most of Schmidt’ study is devoted to a presentation of the full depth and 
sophistication, indeed the amazing innovativeness of Feuerbach’s critique 
of 18th century materialism, and more importantly of Kantian and Hegelian 
idealistic epistemologies and metaphysics. This corrected previous condem-
nations of Feuerbach’s materialism as philosophically crude. Indeed, in his 

17 A. Schmidt, Emanzipatorische Sinnlichkeit, Munich, Hanser, 1973. 
18 A. Schmidt, The Concept of Nature in Marx, trans. B. Fowkes, London, NLB, 1971. 

See Honneth’s acknowledgement in Social Action and Human Nature, p. 169. In Negative 

Dialectics, Adorno makes direct use of his student’s research; see note 11, p. 412.
19 Honneth, “Geschichte und Interaktion”, note 65, p. 448.
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study Schmidt attempts to demonstrate the relevance of Feuerbach’s thought 
by emphasising the extent to which his “materialist exisentialism” announces 
in extraordinary ways some of the most important thinkers of the 20th cen-
tury, in the Critical Theory camp (Bloch, Adorno and Marcuse), or in the exis-
tentialist one (Sartre and Merleau-Ponty).

Feuerbach’s critique of transcendental philosophy also constitutes the start-
ing point of Honneth’s and Joas’ book.

The thinking ego that presupposes itself forgets that it is not just a thinking 

being, that indeed it could not even exist as such, if it were not fi rst of all a 

corporeal ego endowed with needs. Further, it forgets that it becomes an ego 

only by means of its relation to others (. . .) Hence, empirical, corporeal com-

munities are prerequisite for all cognition.20

This announces Habermas’ later characterisation of the “mentalist” tradition 
and the process of “detranscendentalisation” to which Hegel submitted that 
tradition.21 However, we can already note a highly signifi cant difference in the 
philosophical-anthropological conceptions underpinning the Habermasian 
and Honnethian normative models: whereas Habermas looks to the correc-
tion of the mentalist model in symbolic interaction where language provides 
the central medium of interaction, Honneth and Joas, from the very begin-
ning, sought to achieve the same kind of revision with reference to Feuerbach 
and the corporeal grounding of intersubjectivity. Right at the beginning, the 
materialist arguments that inspire Honneth combine historical and anthropo-
logical materialism, by contrast with most other critical theorists.22

The initial departure from transcendental philosophy leads to the establish-
ment of Feuerbach’s two fundamental principles, as Honneth and Joas clearly 
point out.

20 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 14.
21 J. Habermas, “From Kant to Hegel and Back Again: The Move toward Detran-

scendantalisation”, in Truth and Justifi cation, pp. 175-212.
22 See my “Repressed Materiality. Retrieving the Materialism in Axel Honneth’s 

Social Philosophy” in eds. J.-P. Deranty, et al., Recognition, Work, Politics: New Direc-

tions in French Critical Theory, Leiden, Brill, 2007.
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First, his “sensualism”, the idea that the body is not only the foundation of 
experience and of knowledge, as in empiricism, but also “the medium and end 
of thought”.23 Feuerbach does not hesitate to call the body “the supreme prin-

cipum metaphysicum, the mystery of creation, (. . .) ground of the world.”24 Such 
formulations encapsulate the essence of Feuerbach’s philosophical outlook. 
He intends to point to the unity of human experience, beyond the dualisms of 
sense and intellect, intelligence and will, the theoretical and the practical, and 
so on, and to the effective incarnation of this unity in the sensuousness of the 
human being. This is a programme that has, at fi rst, a strictly philosophical 
purpose. Like Merleau-Ponty, Feuerbach wants to radically reorient philoso-
phy in order to solve old conundrums, by showing the unity of subject and 
world in and through the human body, which becomes the real “transcenden-
tal” origin. But the scope of the project goes far beyond philosophical dispute. 
It is equally an aesthetic, ethical and political project. By emphasising the cor-
poreal ground of all human experience, be it practical or theoretical, Feuer-
bach also puts the emphasis on all the interactions that are constitutive of the 
human subject. Just as Merleau-Ponty will argue much later, the emphasis 
on the embodied nature of human subjectivity, by reinscribing the human 
subject in the fl esh of the world, leads directly to the idea of substantive forms 
of interaction (reciprocity, feedback mechanisms, processes of projection and 
introjections, and so on) between human experience and other ways of “being 
in the world”, be they experiences of other selves, social-cultural meanings, or 
even non-human forms of life. Feuerbach’s equally philosophical and political 
aim is to restore a full image of humanity and of the interactions that are con-
stitutive of the human subject. The ultimate goal is to overcome all dualisms 
as a way to cure the different types of alienation from which humanity suffers. 
As Alfred Schmidt summarised perfectly, sensualism is a new philosophical-
political programme that aims “to understand the primary world-experience 
of the pre-philosophical consciousness in its fundamental relevance”,25 as 
the real basis of philosophy, and more broadly to all emancipatory action. 
This is a philosophical and practical programme that can justifi ably be seen 

23 Honneth, & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 15.
24 Quoted by Schmidt, Emanzipatorische Sinnlichkeit, p. 113.
25 Ibid., p. 110.
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as a substantive anticipation not only of Merleau-Ponty, but also of Adorno, 
in particular if one thinks of the pages in Negative Dialectics that connect the 
deconstruction of idealistic identity-thinking through a return to the body as 
the origin of all knowledge, with the political utopia of a praxis in which all 
“senseless suffering” is fi nally abrogated.26

Secondly, therefore, Feuerbach’s “anthrological materialism” amounts to 
a defence of “altruism”, an old-fashioned way of naming what came to be 
termed “intersubjectivism”. The transcendental ego seems to be a soul with-
out a body, a consciousness viewing nature as though it was not also part of 
it, but it is also a being that seems separated from the fl esh and blood com-
munity of other fellow human beings. The famous section 41 of the Philosophy 

of the Future anticipates in amazing fashion the intersubjectivistic arguments 
that will infl uence Honneth so profoundly:

That the most essential sensuous object for man is man himself; that only in 

man’s glimpse of another man does the spark of consciousness and intellect 

spring. And this goes to show that idealism is right in so far as it sees the 

origin of ideas in man; but it is wrong in so far as it derives these ideas from 

man understood as an isolated being, as mere soul existing for himself; in 

one word, it is wrong when it derives the ideas from an ego that is not given 

in the context of its togetherness with a perceptibly given You. Ideas spring 

only from conversation and communication. (. . .) It takes two human beings 

to give birth to a man, to physical as well as spiritual man; the togetherness 

of man with man is the fi rst principle and the criterion of truth and univer-

sality. Even the certitude of those things that exist outside me is given to me 

through the certitude of the existence of other men besides myself.27

26 T.W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E.B. Ahston, London, Routledge, 1973, 

pp. 202-203.
27 Quoted in Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 16. See Schmidt, 

in his chapter on Feuerbach’s social philosophy, Emanzipatorische Sinnlichkeit, p. 239. 

See also this passage from The Essence of Christianity: “It is the other human being that 

constitutes the link between me and the world. I am and feel dependent on the world 

because I fi rst feel dependent on other human beings”, (quoted by Schmidt, p. 245).
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Beyond the emphasis on the “sensualism” and “altruism” at work in 
Feuerbach’s anthropological materialism, Schmidt’s research alerted Honneth 
to a third crucial idea: that Feuerbach himself, before Marx, had also devel-
oped a concept of praxis. In this case, however, praxis was grounded precisely 
in the corporeal intersubjectivity just delineated. It was Schmidt therefore, 
who pointed Honneth in the direction of a concept of praxis as “intersubjec-
tive praxis that is guided by needs”.28 This made him aware of the fact that the 
intersubjectivistic turn in which Habermas had fi rmly placed critical theory 
had been accomplished for the fi rst time not by Mead, Pierce, James, or Dewey, 
as Habermas claimed,29 but by the thinker who had exercised the most direct 
infl uence upon Marx.30 The importance of such a correction to the genealogy 
of the intersubjectivistic turn cannot be underestimated: the philosophical 
critique of transcendentalism is now developed in reference to the organic 
constitution of the human subject, through a sensuous rather than a strictly 
symbolic philosophical anthropology; and secondly, this new philosophical 
beginning is achieved through a most fruitful and as yet under-appreciated 
connection to historical materialism.

With great foresight in this their fi rst book Honneth and Joas had already high-
lighted the many traits that make Feuerbach an amazing forerunner of Mead 
and his interactionist arguments: the intersubjective nature of the subjecti-
vation process; the intersubjective nature of the subject’s certainty about the 
existence of external objects; the “ontogenetic constitution of things from the 
schema of the action that occurs in interaction”; a consensus theory of truth; 
a concept of refl ection “understood as dialogue that has been transposed into 

28 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 14.
29 See J. Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action II, trans. T. McCarthy, New 

York, Beacon Press, 1987, p. 3.
30 See the important reminder by Schmidt regarding Buber’s acknowledgement of 

Feuerbach’s discovery of the ‘Thou-principle’: “Feuerbach is the one who introduced 

this Thou-discovery that was called the ‘Copernican act’ and ‘primordial event’ of 

modern thought, one with as far-reaching implications as the I-discovery of idealism, 

and one that should bring about a second new beginning of European thought”, Eman-

zipatorische Sinnlichkeit, p. 239.
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the interior of the human being”; a model of “role-taking”; an interpretation 
of conscience as “internalised attachment fi gure”.31

It is on the basis of this re-interpreted, “sensualist” model of intersubjectivism 
that Honneth develops a critique of Marx’s famous “historical” correction of 
Feuerbach’s anthropological materialism. In the remainder of this section, we 
look at Honneth’s early critique of Marx’s philosophical anthropology, and 
his reappraisal of Feuerbach as a central fi gure to lay down the normative 
foundations of a critical theory of society.

At fi rst, Honneth and Joas seem to agree with Schmidt that the Marxian correc-
tion to Feuerbach’s “sensualist materialism” is indeed warranted and repre-
sents theoretical progress. This correction is for example famously expressed 
in The German Ideology, when Marx bemoans Feuerbach’s “contemplative” 
view of human sensuousness.32 Or, as the fi fth “thesis” puts it: “Feuerbach 
(. . .) does not conceive sensuousness as practical, human-sensuous activity”. 
Marx, as is well-known, reinterprets Feuerbach’s fl edgling concept of praxis 
through the notion of social labour, which combines the idea of an activity 
necessary to face the challenges of external nature, with the idea of an educa-
tion of internal nature, leading potentially to full emancipation.

Here, however, it is not only Schmidt’s rehabilitation of Feuerbach, but also a 
number of other important studies in Western Marxism that helped to com-
plicate the usual picture, propounded by structuralist and indeed by earlier 
strands of Marxist exegesis, of a Marx abandoning an early anthropological 
intersubjectivism for the more “scientifi c” type of functionalist, political-
economic arguments. These studies provided essential arguments to rehab-
ilitate Feuerbach and an intersubjectivistic, hermeneutic dimension in 
materialist social theory. In a later section in the fi rst part of the 1980 book, 
Honneth and Joas come to discuss three positions in contemporary Western 
Marxism and their different attitudes to philosophical anthropology. Hon-
neth’s early critique of Althusser’s structuralist reading is rehearsed,33 and 
this provides the young authors with the opportunity to highlight the inter-

31 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 17.
32 K. Marx, The German Ideology, New York, Prometheus Books, 1998, pp. 44-45.
33 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, pp. 25-31.
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preters’ inability to see the normative component in Marx’s early theory of 
human essence, and the reductionism that underpins the theory of individu-
ality. A striking example for them is constituted by Lucien Sève’s 1968 Man 

in Marxist Theory and the Psychology of Personality.34 By contrast, they fi nd in 
György Márkus’ other classical study of that time, Marxism and ‘Anthropology’: 

the Concept of Human Essence in the Philosophy of Marx (1978), precisely the type 
of exegetical line that they need for their own reconstruction of Marxist philo-
sophical anthropology. Márkus’ reading of Marx makes explicit a historicised 
theory of human essence in which work, “the form of activity specifi c to the 
species”, enables the human being to “relate himself consciously and socially 
to the nature environing himself”.35 As a result of this, Márkus shows, work 
is not just the means for the material reproduction of society, it also harbours 
an intersubjective dimension in the essential cooperative moment entailed in 
the division of labour, as well as a cognitive, educating dimension entailed in 
the differing of satisfaction that is constitutive of the work activity. Through 
this reading, Márkus thus

succeeds in effecting a mediation of anthropology and historical materialism 

that is able to bring the theoretical recognition of the organic conditions in 

which human sociality has its beginning into harmony with the construction 

of an open historical process using political and economic categories.36

As can be seen, Márkus’ historicised philosophical anthropology shows emi-
nently how a “sensualist” anthropology can indeed ground a theory of open, 
emancipatory social action.

Later still, Honneth and Joas discuss approvingly another one of the theorists 
of the Budapest School, this time, Agnes Heller’s early work on Marx’s theory 
of needs as well as her book on instincts.37 They approve of her rejection of 
naturalistic and behavioural theories of human subjectivity and society and 
clearly agree with her theory of objectivation according to which,

34 Ibid., pp. 31-36.
35 Ibid., p. 38.
36 Ibid., p. 39.
37 Ibid., p. 99.
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societal institutions can be understood as objectivations into which the 

human being’s species-specifi c potentialities for action are gradually objec-

tifi ed; therefore the human being is not naturally endowed from the start 

with the capabilities that are characteristic of the human species, but only 

gradually acquires them as integral moments of himself in the process of the 

appropriation of the institutional system of norms, which process effects his 

socialisation.38

As with Márkus’ defence of a historicised form of anthropological perspective 
in Marx himself, the young Honneth found in Heller a sophisticated construct 
allowing one to adopt a methodological perspective that refers to the natural 
preconditions of social action without adopting any a-historical metaphysics 
of “human nature”; in other words, exactly the type of construct that allows 
one to bring together anthropology with a historical materialist outlook. Read 
against the background of this brand of neo-Marxist literature, one is tempted 
to say that Honneth’s mature theory of recognition can very much be seen as 
being itself a proposal to solve this diffi cult programme. The stake of such the-
oretical endeavour is, as we said at the outset, to secure the normative basis 
for the critique of society. With the writers of the Budapest School, Honneth is 
convinced from the very beginning that it is only by reference to a normative 
concept of human subjectivity that critique is possible. He is also convinced 
that Marx himself more or less explicitly had adopted such methodological 
grounding for his critique of capitalism, even in the later economic writings. 
The fact that human needs and capacities are irreducibly historical makes 
the task of defi ning such normative via an anthropological route extremely 
diffi cult, but not impossible. This is what Honneth learnt with Márkus and 
Heller. The solution is in complementing this initial inquiry with its reverse: 
to emphasise not just the historical shifts in anthropological features, but to 
insist also on the anthropological conditions of historicality. As the introduc-
tion states very explicitly:

38 Ibid., p. 101.
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Anthropology must not be understood as the theory of constants of 

human cultures persisting through history, or of an inalienable substance of 

human nature, but rather as an inquiry into the unchanging preconditions 

of human changeableness.39

What also became clear with these writers, and not just with Habermas’ own 
attempt at “reconstructing historical materialism”, was the fact that one of 
the privileged vantage points to solve the diffi cult theoretical task of bring-
ing together the anthropological and the historical outlooks, was through an 
inquiry into the processes of socialisation, since socialisation is precisely a 
mediating process between subjective appropriation, the mobilisation of indi-
vidual endowments that are organically predetermined, within the specifi c 
nexus of a historical system of norms and values.40

Indeed, next to his intervention in systematic questions of Marxist exegesis, 
Honneth’s initial interest was especially dedicated to empirical sociological 
studies into the socialisation processes in contemporary capitalistic societies, 
in particular the distinctive forms of socialisation processes occuring at the 
“lower” end of the social hierarchy.41 This already signalled his focus on the 
experience of social domination, for direct practical reasons, to study the pos-
sibilities of and obstacles to political emancipation, but also with a view to 
study the implications of such hermeneutic, subject-oriented focus in theory. 
On that score, Honneth’s thinking demonstrated from the very beginning a 
great sensitivity to the ambiguity of processes of socialisation, particularly 
those operating in the spheres subjected to social domination. On the one 
hand, it is undeniable that education and socialisation fulfi l essential func-
tions in the reproduction of a capitalistic order of domination. On the other 

39 Ibid., p. 7.
40 On the essential link between sociology and social psychology in old and new 

Critical Theory, see T. McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, London, 

Hutchinson, 1978, pp. 333-334.
41 See Honneth and R. Paris,“Reproduktion und Sozialisation. Grundfragen einer 

materialistischen Sozialisationstheorie—und wie man sie nicht beantwortet“, Levia-

than, 5(3), 1977, pp. 424-440, as well as Honneth (with B. Mahnkopf and R. Paris), “Zur 

Latenten Biographie von Arbeiterjugendlichen” Soziologische Analysen, Berlin, 1979.



32 • Chapter One

hand, Honneth from the very beginning rejected totalising functionalist argu-
ments that approached all subjective and intersubjective realities through 
such functional lenses only.42

Heller’s rejection of theories of human instincts vindicates Arnold Gehlen’s 
notion of the “plasticity of human needs”, a notion that is a crucial part of 
Honneth’s theoretical framework.43 But, in Heller’s as in Márkus’ case, the 
importance of their attempts at integrating the anthropological and the his-
torical in an innovative interpretation of historical materialism resides not just 
in the strictly theoretical achievement that this represents, but in the fact that 
they are able as a result to propound a sophisticated account of the dialectic 
between fi rst and second nature. Just as important is the substantive norma-
tive dimension that is thereby secured. The argument about the plasticity of 
human needs is intimately linked to a theory of social emancipation, a connec-
tion that Heller had made explicit in her well-known study on the centrality of 
the category of needs in Marx’s thought.44 As a consequence of Marx’s funda-
mental philosophical defi nition of human needs as potentially universal,45 she 
claims, “he can make a grounded normative critique of the historically estab-
lished social relations as stages of the distorted fulfi lment of human needs”.46 
In the writings of the Budapest School, Honneth thus found a major source 
of encouragement to develop a project of critical theory inspired by historical 
materialism, on a renewed normative basis.

42 Althusser’s 1970 article “Ideology and State Apparatus” (trans. Ben Brewster, in 

Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New York, Monthly Review Press, 2001) articu-

lated such an approach in the most powerful form and was to play a tremendous 

infl uence in subsequent “continental” philosophy. We know for example its impact 

on the theory of Judith Butler. R. Foster’s critique of Honneth’s theory of recognition 

published in 1999, a critique that is a good exemplar of poststructuralists’ suspicion 

towards Honneth, is unmistakably post-Althusserian in inspiration. 
43 See chapter 5.
44 A. Heller, The Theory of Needs in Marx, London, Allison and Busby, 1976.
45 Schmidt is again a crucial reference here, as he powerfully articulated, notably in 

his Concept of Nature in Marx, the historical concept of human essence present in Marx 

against anti-humanist readings that were prevalent in the 1970s.
46 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 101.
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The impact of Schmidt’s studies, of the writings of the Budapest School, and of 
Habermas’ own extension of historical materialism in the mid-1970s, encour-
aged Honneth to venture decisively into the path of grounding the critique 
of society in a philosophical anthropology. As should be clear, anthropol-
ogy in this sense is not the comparative study of the different “ways of being 
human” across the variety of human cultures, but rather the comparative 
study, grounded in biology, palaeontology and evolutionary theory, of what 
it means to be human as opposed to the other living beings. What became 
clear also with these writers, was that Marx himself had not fully developed 
his own model of interaction. At best, the image of “universal human needs” 
remained implicit in the later writings. Schmidt had been able to show the 
extent to which some of Marx’s most famous statements remained Feuerba-
chian in spirit, despite some of the harsh expressions in The German Ideology. 
Habermas was pointing to an entire dimension of social interaction that had 
been neglected by Marx (see chapter 3). All this drew Honneth’s attention 
to the limitations of Marx’s model of interaction, and led him to propose a 
drastic reappraisal of the potentialities hidden in Feuerbach’s own version 
of philosophical anthropology. Whilst the young Honneth agreed with the 
necessity to historicise materialist anthropology, he decided to focus much 
more critically on the damaging aspects of Marx’s reformulation of Feuer-
bach’s sensuous praxis into social labour, and to offer a re-reading of the latter 
that was much more positive.

As we saw, this rediscovery of Feuerbach was also guided teleologically, as it 
were, by the realisation that he himself, with his body-centred, intersubjectiv-
istic critique of transcendentalism, had already accomplished extended forays 
into precisely those three fundamental principles later developed in different 
ways in the writings of Gehlen, Plessner, and Mead, namely: the grounding of 
social theory in social anthropology, with the emphasis on the organic precon-
ditions of social action; the pragmatist principle of an action-derived theory 
of human capabilities; and the intersubjective nature of all forms of human 
experience, including perception. In other words, from the perspective of 
the necessity to ground critique in philosophical anthropology, and with an 
eye to the development of the discipline in the 20th century, Feuerbach could 
be seen, not as an imperfect and imprecise anticipation of a more accom-
plished social theory, but on the contrary, as the origin of an underappreci-
ated theoretical line, one that was certainly developed, but also led astray by 
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Marx himself, mostly because of the latter’s fateful methodological decisions 
regarding the possibility of social critique.

The problem that the young Honneth identifi es in Marx’s reception of Feuer-
bach is the fateful conceptual and normative reduction of interaction that 
occurs when the two principles of “sensualism” and “altruism” are combined 
in the notion of social labour. According to Honneth and Joas, “Marx makes 
both of Feuerbach’s central ideas into fundamental premises of his social the-
ory only at the price of neutralising that which is truly critical about them”.47

There is a diffi culty with this early critique of Marx, however, a diffi culty 
that is highly signifi cant because it can be seen to announce one of the major 
weaknesses in Honneth’s mature theoretical model. This diffi culty has to do 
with the fact that, whilst the 1980 study makes quite clear what is theoreti-
cally damaging about Marx’s rewriting of Feuerbach’s “altruism” into the 
category of social labour, it is far less obvious to what extent he loses sight 
of, or “neutralises”, the “emancipatory power” of his “sensualism”. In fact it 
can be shown that this very principle is abandoned very early on by Honneth 
himself. This in turn points to one of the key features that seem to be missing 
in his later model of critical theory.

Let us deal briefl y with the reduction of “altruism” fi rst. It is true that, as 
many passages attest, Marx fully accepted Feuerbach’s insight into the inter-
subjective nature of subject-constitution and subjective experience. The social 
nature of the human being, along with its capacity to produce, is for Marx 
one of the central features that need to be presupposed in any social-historical 
inquiry. As the German Ideology puts it, “intercourse”, the specifi c set of social 
relations, is as defi ning of a historical time as the mode of production. Despite 
the other criticisms aimed at Feuerbach, it can be shown that Marx continues 
to be immensely infl uenced by him, precisely on this count. The famous praise 
of Feuerbach in the 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts remains valid 
throughout Marx’s writings, and constitutes the direct source of his human-
ism. According to the young Marx we owe to Feuerbach: “The establishment 
of true materialism and of real science, by making the social relationship of 

47 Ibid., p. 23.
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‘man to man’ the basic principle of the theory”.48 However, in the transfor-
mation from anthropological to historical materialism, the intersubjectivistic 
principle—that “the togetherness of man with man is the fi rst principle and 
the criterion of truth and universality”49—is reinterpreted through the lens of 
“objectual activity”, as the fi rst Thesis put it. With the historicisation of praxis 
and its transformation into a productivist paradigm, as world-shaping and 
world-transforming social action, Marx can claim to correct Feuerbach in a 
“practical” sense, a sense that Feuerbach himself had established as funda-
mental, according to his principle that “all social life is essentially practical” 
(Thesis 8). Intersubjective action, reinterpreted through the notion of “objec-
tual activity”, indeed seems to make truly practical what in Feuerbach might 
appear at fi rst to be a purely contemplative, passive take on interaction, with 
the emphasis on love as a paradigmatic experience. But this transformation 
also seems to reduce social interaction to only the form of interaction that 
is at play in the cooperation in work. This is the point most famously high-
lighted by Habermas in “Labour and Interaction”. In Honneth’s early words: 
“In Marx’s works, the anthropological analysis of the labour process is not 
matched by a comparable account of interhuman relations”.50 The recalibra-
tion of the “altruism” thesis into the category of “social labour” leads to a 
potential reduction of the spectrum of normatively regulated social interac-
tions, a reduction, which Marx himself did not fully or explicitly carry out, 
one that remained only a negative possibility in his framework, but one that 
some of his successors would no longer even see as problematic and would 
take to its full conclusions.

In Chapter seven of The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth presents a slightly 
enriched version of the same thesis, once again inspired by Joas. This time, 
Honneth fi nds in the notes that Marx had written for himself whilst read-
ing Mill’s Elements of Political Economy in 1844, an “intersubjectivistic” theory 
of labour. The intersubjective dimension of production lies in the fact that 

48 K. Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, in Early Writings, trans. R. Living-

stone and G. Benton, London, Penguin Books, 1992, p. 328.
49 L. Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, trans. M. Vogel, Indiana-

polis, Hackett Publishing, 1986, § 41.
50 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 23.
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the producing subject works in anticipation of the other subjects’ needs and 
of their recognition of his or her own labour. This theory, however, already 
reduced intersubjectivity to a specifi c interaction within the labour process, 
and when it was abandoned because Marx no longer maintained its initial 
philosophical premises, the intersubjective moment also disappeared. Instead, 
a purely utilitarian defi nition of labour and of social struggle replaced the ini-
tial “expressivist” model.

Feuerbach’s “sensualism”: a missed opportunity

Honneth is not making the crude criticism that Marx totally ignored the inter-
subjectivistic moment; rather he bemoans the fact that he did not take the 
full measure of the critical potential inherent in intersubjective interaction, 
beyond relations of production. This is not, therefore, the part of Honneth’s 
early critique of Marx that is most problematic.

The most problematic aspect of Honneth’s early critique of Marx, as it unfolds 
in the 1980 book, relates rather to the “emancipatory” aspect of Feuerbach’s 
second principle, his “sensualism”, which Honneth also claims was largely 
overlooked by Marx.

Honneth and Joas ask whether in Marx’s transformation of Feuerbach’s sen-
suousness into “sensuous, objectual activity” and “sensuous, human activity” 
(Thesis 1),

the aesthetic and contemplative dignity of ‘emancipatory sensuousness’ is 

preserved, and the human being’s powerful, inner, drive-fraught nature, 

which is not fully determined by social history, is suffi ciently taken into 

consideration.51

The problem arises as soon as one looks more carefully in what the “aesthetic 
and contemplative dignity” of Feuerbachian sensuousness precisely consists, 
an “aesthetic dignity” which Honneth and Joas emphasise in direct reference 
to Schmidt’s 1973 study. When one considers the full scope of Feuerbach’s 
“aesthetic” sensualism, the question arises: to what extent did Honneth 
himself continue to make full use of the resources of “emancipatory sensu-

51 Ibid.
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ousness”? This is the beginning of a critical thread that runs all the way to 
Honneth’s most recent writings. The claim I am making is that in his highly 
original rehabilitation of Feuerbach, Honneth had found a way of re-founding 
critical theory which he did not exploit to the full. He found in Feuerbach an 
anticipation of the intersubjectivistic turn in critical social theory, but over-
looked the explosive resources hidden in the latter’s “sensualism”.

In order to get a better sense of what is at stake here, we need to open a large 
parenthesis and retrieve the main elements of Feuerbach’s “sensualism”, 
notably as it was reconstructed by Alfred Schmidt. As Schmidt shows very 
well, Feuerbach’s thought is premised upon the critique of the transcendental-
idealist principle of a world constituted by subjectivity. In this scheme, the 
material and natural worlds are reduced to mere resources structured and 
shaped by the cognitive and indeed practical interventions of subjective 
forces; equally, inter-subjective interactions are hypostasised under the activ-
ity of a supra-individual self. Against this destructive scheme based on the 
chasm of subject and object, Feuerbach opposes the “unity of subjectivity, 
body and world”.52 “Sensuousness” is fi rst of all, as we saw, a critical epis-
temological argument, emphasising the bodily, indeed sexual and gendered, 
nature of the knowing subject. It leads to a radical renovation of the tran-
scendental inquiry: the bodily encounter with the world becomes the locus in 
which all relations to the world, not only originate, but more decisively, fi nd 
their structural preformation and ultimate incarnation. It is at this point and 
no other (notably not in transcendental consciousness), that dualisms can be 
shown to be potentially dissolved: potentially, because the present state of 
humanity is, on the contrary, one of general alienation.

Most fundamentally, the dualism of body and mind is abolished. This should 
not be misconstrued as a crude reduction of transcendental activity. Rather, 
like Merleau-Ponty long after him, Feuerbach shows in the concrete being-
in-the-world, in the human agent’s active, embodied presence to the world, 
the condition of possibility of all further relations to it, including theoretical 
attitudes. Notably, the sensuous experiences of the world, most especially the 
suffering experienced in need and desire and the experiences of fulfi lment, 

52 Schmidt, Emanzipatorische Sinnlichkeit, p. 122.
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however subjective they might be, harbour objective dimensions upon which 
knowledge can be based. One of Feuerbach’s central epistemological insights 
is that the affective experiences of the world, the “suffering” of the world in 
love and in need, indicate in the negative the “proper structure of the world 
of things”.53 As Honneth and Joas put it, directly following Schmidt: “Natural 
objects possess their own proper structures, which become experienceable as 
the resistance of objects in relation to the subject’s neediness.”54 Consequently, 
one should not radically separate perception and concept, empirical and con-
ceptual dimensions of rationality.

If anything, the classical idealist scheme needs to be inverted, as it is the body 
and its affects that mark the origin of all inquiries. This is because, in sensuous 
experience, an inversion of subject and object takes place, which tends to turn 
on its head the clear distinction between subjectivity and objectivity. In per-
ception, Feuerbach states, the I becomes the “object of the object”: “An object, 
i.e., a real object, is given to me only if a being is given to me in a way that 
it affects me, only if my own activity (. . .) experiences the activity of another 
being as a limit or boundary to itself”.55 Or in another passage: “How does the 
I manage to posit an other? Only because it is itself in the same relation to the 
object as the object is in relation to the I”.56

The impact of the world on human affectivity and the processing of that impact 
constitute not just the ground for the irreducible certainty of the world. The 
resistance of objects does not just persuade me of their existence; it does not 
just provide the objection to transcendental scepticism. In this inversion of 
subjective and objective poles, the polarity of subject and object itself loses its 
clear, dichotomous meaning. What is found, rather, is that point where world 
and self communicate, where the world “echoes” in the self, to employ a 
Merleau-Pontyan metaphor. In other words, we have here already a ‘chias-
matic’ scheme. As Schmidt notes, Feuerbach is the unacknowledged prede-
cessor to Merleau-Ponty,57 in making the body “a medium through which the 

53 Ibid., p. 88.
54 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 14.
55 Feuerbach, Philosophy of the Future, §32.
56 Schmidt, Emanzipatorische Sinnlichkeit, p. 122 (my translations).
57 Ibid., p. 126.
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essence of the world opens itself in full”. Other passages express in a particu-
larly vivid ways this notion of an essential “openness” to the world, through 
which the problem of the transcendental ground is reformulated in radical 
fashion: “to be in a body means to be in the world. So many senses—so many 
pores, so many openings. The body is the porous I”.58

The redirecting of the transcendental inquiry towards the “pathic” experi-
ence of the world where the “autonomy (Eigenständigkeit)”, “indeed the 
‘subject-character’ of objects”59 can be accessed for the fi rst time by the subject, 
is thus Feuerbach’s proposed solution to the elusive overcoming of the tran-
scendental subject-object dichotomy, which was the task of all post-Kantian 
philosophy. Through experiences of primary empathy with the world, com-
municative structures are established that enable all further theoretical and 
practical elaborations.

This is what the notions of the “aesthetic” and “contemplation” (Anschau-

ung) indicate in Feuerbach. In order to grasp their full philosophical power, 
one must therefore forget for a moment the Marxian condemnation and the 
pejorative connotation of the term “contemplation”, when the latter rubs up 
against the productivist, “historical-materialist” paradigm. It is reductive and 
indeed inaccurate, to interpret the “aesthetic” quality that Feuerbach assigns 
to Anschauung to the model of the spectator removed from his or her own 
body, from history, and from society. “Contemplation” is synonymous with 
being-affected by the world, in one’s body. As we saw earlier, the sensualist 
principle is also coupled with the constitutive role of intersubjectivity. Indeed, 
the primary sensuous experience is sexuality and the embodied encounter 
with the other. And we also emphasised earlier that Feuerbach himself had 
argued for the primacy of praxis. In conclusion therefore, the “aesthetic” in 
Feuerbach designates that locus where the self opens to the world, the origin 
of all interactions with and within the world. Rather than a negation of praxis, 
it is the condition of all praxis.

One must go back to this deep, anti-dualistic dimension of contemplation 
in order to grasp fully the normative, utopian element, the “emancipatory” 

58 Ibid., p. 122.
59 Ibid., p. 43.
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aspect, of Feuerbach’s sensuousness. The utopia simply consists in the vision 
of an abolition of the different types of alienation that rob humanity of its own 
forces, an abolition, which entails concurrently an overcoming of the dualisms 
that plague categorical thinking. Such abolition of alienation and such recon-
ciliation with the world, with one’s own body, with the social and the natural 
worlds, is made possible by the anthropological principle according to which 
being human is, in essence, being open to alterity. Social and political praxis 
therefore aim at realising what is already the essence of being human. It is a 
project for full reconciliation: of the “heart” and the “head”; of the self with 
itself; of human with human; of individual and society; of man and woman; 
of human with nature; of passion and action, and so on.

The normative “dignity” of the sensualist principle appears especially in the 
light of ecological crisis. The radical overturn of idealist philosophy helps 
one to envisage a new, more harmonious relationship to otherness, one that 
emphasises the possibility of harmonious communication, of the self with 
itself in its own body, of the self with other selves in love and friendship, of the 
self with other selves in society, and of humanity with the non-human worlds, 
the natural in particular. Feuerbachian contemplation is one that “is liberal 
with the object”, that “lets it be”.60 As chapter 5 will establish, the ecologi-
cal dimension was a key factor in Honneth’s and Joas’ critique of Habermas, 
and a key factor in their decision to return to the tradition of philosophical 
anthropology. In Feuerbach, they found the fi rst exemplary model of a theory 
of the “humanisation of nature” which would overcome the tragic ideal of the 
domination of both inner and external nature.

This is precisely the point where our critical thread begins. First, we can note 
the differences between Honneth’s early critique of Marx and Schmidt’s read-
ing. Schmidt rereads Feuerbach in the context of Marxist debates in the 1970s. 
The discovery of the Marx of the Paris Manuscripts inspired new attempts to 
correct the “hybris” of Marx’s late understanding of praxis, which conceived 
of the external world only as material and resource for human action. In 

60 Ibid., pp. 31-32. One cannot help but note the striking similarity of tone between 
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keeping with Marx’s more speculative, Feuerbachian, defi nition of praxis in 
the 1844 Manuscripts, these attempts aimed to outline the philosophical 
contours of a “reconciliation with nature”, a state of society viewed as 
“the complete unity of man with nature—the true resurrection of nature—
the accomplished naturalism of man and the accomplished humanism of 
nature”.61 Marcuse’s and Bloch’s utopian theories of emancipation were obvi-
ously the leading models at the time.62 But Schmidt’s reading, like those of 
Marcuse and Bloch, maintained some of Marx’s major criticisms of Feuerbach. 
This entailed a continued critique of Feuerbach’s naïve view of linguistic com-
munication, a critique of his underdeveloped social philosophy, and more 
fundamentally, it maintained the historical-materialist critique of his a-histor-
ical, crypto-theological contemplative sensuousness. Feuerbach, according to 
Schmidt, was central in anticipating major themes in the early Marx. This was 
the most interesting aspect of Feuerbach, the infl uence he had had on Marx’s 
philosophical account of human beings’ relationship to nature.

Honneth and Joas on the other hand, return to Feuerbach in order to critique 
Marx. Their main critical point about Marx is that social labour, a historicised 
version of praxis, tends to reduce the fi eld of social interaction to cooperation 
in work. Feuerbach, on the other hand, can be read as an amazingly clear-
sighted forerunner of a tradition of thought that would take more than half a 
century to develop, namely an interactionist theory of society and subjectiv-
ity. Whereas Schmidt and the other writers of the “praxis-Marxism” of the 
1970s rediscovered Feuerbach as a way of strengthening (indeed of justifying 
in the face of powerful anti-humanist readings) their renewed interest in the 

61 Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 298.
62 See Marcuse’s notion of a “new sensibility” as the true basis of revolution, in his 
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young Marx, Honneth and Joas have the more radical gesture of suggesting a 

correction of Marx through a return to his source.

Despite the claim made in the introduction to their book, however, that the 
theory of social action must start afresh by reconsidering the problem of “the 
humanisation of nature”,63 their subsequent reconstructions of the arguments 
of philosophical anthropology show that they are themselves less interested 
in the “dignity” of Feuerbach’s “sensuousness”, with its profound philosoph-
ical signifi cance and its ecological potential, than they are in his “altruism”, as 
an anticipation of the intersubjectivistic turn. It is this exclusive focus on the 
intersubjective and the failure to hold on to the second principle discovered 
in Feuerbach, his “emancipatory sensuousness”, that constitutes, in my eyes, 
one of the most problematic aspects of Honneth’s development. If true, that 
would be quite a paradoxical development. Honneth and Joas defi ned their 
own programme of research in social theory as the highly original, indeed 
controversial, attempt in 1980, to reformulate historical materialism through 
a return to, and development of, its anthropological foundations. No other 
author, even Alfred Schmidt, provided as strong a defence of Feuerbach as 
they did. No one gave as strong a defence of anthropological materialism as a 
valid basis for contemporary social theory. Yet at the very moment in which 
they made such a startling proposition, they immediately closed one of the 
two main directions that they had just re-opened. And indeed, the direction 
that they repressed, Feuerbach’s “sensualism”, was in fact the one that made 
his critique of idealism so prescient of later “detranscendantalising” models. 
It was in the redirecting of the metaphysical and the normative to the locus 
where the self truly opens to the world, in the sensualist inversion of Hegel’s 
dialectic, that Feuerbach’s critique of alienation and his humanist utopia of 
total reconciliation were grounded. The “altruist” principle is to some extent 
only a consequence of this.

The identifi cation of the moments where the “sensualist” insight was encoun-
tered but not followed, and the revision of Honneth’s model on that basis, 
constitutes the main critical direction that this book will take in reconstructing 
his philosophical development. What this means, however, is that the mate-

63 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 9.
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rial to revise or complement his later theory of recognition can be found in 
the very material from which his own thought emerged, indeed, in a sense, 
in the untapped resources of his own model. Honneth seems to put all the 
emphasis on the intersubjective dimension, at the cost of forgetting the dif-
ferent types of material mediations in which intersubjective interactions are 
imbricated, forgetting, for example, the role of the object in the constitution 
of the subject. As the analysis of Mead’s theory of perception will show in 
chapter 7, the fundamental importance of the pole of the object, even in an 
intersubjectivistic theory of perception, was well recognised by the American 
pragmatist. We will see that the major kinship between Feuerbach and Mead 
on the one hand, and Merleau-Ponty on the other, one well encapsulated in 
the idea that through the body the human individual is “open to the world”, 
covers also this dimension of the “passive” empathy with external things. This 
dimension has a number of fundamental normative implications as it tends to 
dissolve the sharp boundaries that are otherwise assumed to separate human 
and non-human entities. In particular, it offers the philosophical ground for 
the type of ecological concern that seemed to inspire Honneth’s fi rst book.

Critical conception of labour

The third main critical axis in Honneth’s “reconstruction” of historical mate-
rialism targets other conceptual confusions in Marx’s concept of labour. This 
critique integrates elements from the fi rst two critical axes, the methodologi-
cal and the philosophical-anthropological. The most relevant texts here are 
early articles that also articulated important methodological and conceptual 
considerations that were foundational for the development of Honneth’s 
thought.

In “Work and Instrumental action” (1980) Honneth’s aim was to offer a “criti-
cal conception of work”, a conception directly inspired by the Marxist proj-
ect, but one that would also have learnt from the analysis of its unresolved 
conceptual confusions. Honneth reads Marx from the perspective of an inter-
subjectivistic social theory. This allows him to separate analytically concep-
tual from normative dimensions in the notion of “social labour”, whereas the 
confl ation of those dimensions implies a series of damaging theoretical and 
practical consequences.
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The fi rst confusion about the notion of “social labour” relates to the fact that 
the concept of social labour plays a “three-fold function” in Marx: fi rst, it 
designates “the form of reproduction characteristic of human existence—the 
cooperative appropriation of nature”. Second, in reference to the material-
ist critique of idealist epistemology (including Feuerbach even though it is 
inspired by him), social labour is seen as the “practical context within which 
the human species gains cognitive access to reality”, the material basis of cog-
nition and thus also the ground for the critique of science. And third, labour is 
entrusted with “the function of a conscious learning process, in which work-
ing subjects become aware of the fact that their capacities and needs go far 
beyond the possibilities permitted by the given social structures”.64 In brief, 
the Marxian concept of labour confl ates social-theoretical, epistemological 
and practical-normative dimensions without suffi ciently distinguishing 
between them.

The decisive point to stress here is that Honneth’s criticism about the con-
fl ation of conceptual and normative dimensions does not in fact target the 
method of tying together ontological and normative meanings in the one con-
cept. On the contrary, the synthesis of social-theoretical, epistemological and 
normative dimensions in the one concept becomes a defi ning feature of Hon-
neth’s own method. The reason for this is simple: such a synthesis allows the 
theorist to connect through an intimate link the critical analysis of society and 
the theory of emancipation. In other words, this is the only way to develop 
a conceptual framework with which one will also be able to conduct a valid 
immanent critique. Following Marx, therefore, Honneth sees clearly, right at 
the beginning, that a critical theory of society must be based on a categorical 
‘monism’. This principle is fundamental for a reason that is obvious in the 
Marxist context: it ensures the unity of theory and practice, or negatively, it 
makes sure that theory will not sever its links with social reality and with its 
aims towards emancipation. The other article dedicated to the work question 
in the 1980s states this decision very explicitly in the form of a programme of 
research:

64 A. Honneth, “Work and Instrumental Action: On the Normative Basis of Critical 

Theory” in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. 

C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995, p. 16.
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How can we once again incorporate a concept of emancipation and an 

analysis of capitalism within the same social theory, given that the Marxian 

paradigm of labour can no longer serve as the categorical link between the 

two?65

Clearly, recognition will provide that concept that replaces labour to provide 
the new, required “categorical link”.

If not the “monistic” use of the category of social labour, what then is the 
problem with the notion? We saw earlier that Marx’s reinterpretation of 
Feuerbach’s intersubjectivism through the notion of labour led for Honneth to 
a truncated approach to social interactions. Above and beyond this theoretical 
element, the major fl aw in the “three-fold” meaning of social labour concerns 
the “emancipatory side” of the concept. With Marx’s methodological shift 
from a critique of capital as alienation to a theory of capital as self-immanent 
process, the “action-theoretic” aspect of Marx’s theory of emancipation tends 
to recede into the background. In Capital, the dominant argument is that of the 
self-induced, systemic crises of capitalism, not that of class struggle. Beside 
the economic texts guided by a methodology of a functionalist kind, there are 
indeed other texts on political economy in which the theory of class struggle 
is retained and used as the main explanatory tool. The problem, however, is 
that between the early, anthropological writings and the later “action-theo-
retic” passages on emancipation through work, the concepts of work and the 
vision of its emancipatory potential change substantially, and the connections 
between those defi nitions of labour and its emancipatory potential are never 
convincingly established.

The fi rst model of labour as “objectifi cation” sees it along Hegelian-Feuerba-
chian lines, as the process through which individuals and society gradually 
come to “appropriate themselves”, realise their human potential, in the active, 
cooperative appropriation of external nature. The problem here lies with the 
critique of alienated labour, of a form of society in which the product of labour 
is wrested from the working subject, thereby robbing him of the possibility of 

65 A. Honneth, “Domination and Moral Struggle: The Philosophical Heritage of 

Marxism Revisited”, in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political 

Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995, p. 12.
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“objectifying”, of developing and getting to know, his essential powers. If one 
holds simultaneously that alienation is rooted in the labour process and that 
emancipation is to occur through labour, one must give an account of how 
labour itself holds the key to the transformation from alienation to emanci-
pation. But the young Marx nowhere makes this explicit, relying instead on 
Hegelian and Feuerbachian arguments about the objectifying and liberating 
powers of labour. Accordingly, the “gap between the anthropologically estab-
lished character of work (. . .) and the historical situation of ‘alienated social 
labour’ has not been bridged convincingly”.66

Later on, in some passages of the economic writings, in particular in the Grund-

risse, the speculative, anthropological vision of work as “life-activity of the 
species” is replaced by the “empirically rich image of the self-regulated work 
activity of craftsmen intimately familiar with their object”.67 Here the problem 
is that, in order to maintain the emancipatory character of work, Marx would 
have to show that “the working subjects would always already counterfactu-
ally anticipate the features of a self-contained, self-directed work procedure 
which embodied the worker’s knowledge”. But this is not compatible with 
the factual description of labour as “abstract labour”, as fragmented, dehu-
manised activity. In order to solve this problem, Marx then “switches to an 
instrumental model of argumentation in which the capitalist production pro-
cess alone still takes the role of a medium that organises and disciplines the 
proletariat”.68

This is the idea of the “school of the factory”, the idea that capitalism pro-
duces the very weapons of its own demise by educating the proletariat: it 
brings together armies of workers, teaches them self-discipline and educates 
them beyond mere instrumental knowledge. But once more, this model of 
emancipation through work falls short of the intended goal. This time, labour 

66 Honneth, “Work and Instrumental Action”, p. 21. Honneth relies on the study by 

T. Meyer, Der Zwiespalt in der Marxschen Emanzipationstheorie, 1973. He continues to 

refer to this study in 1992, in Struggle for Recognition (note 1, p. 196). 
67 Honneth, “Work and Instrumental Action”, p. 22.
68 Ibid.
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is no longer itself the carrier of social emancipation, only one means for its 
realisation.69

One further argument renders the category of labour problematic inasmuch 
as it is supposed to provide a nexus between critical social analysis and theory 
of emancipation. This is the fact that with Taylorisation, with the economic 
rationalisation of industrial work, all the emancipatory potentials of the work 
experience that Marx had continued to uphold, have become highly implau-
sible: the polarisation in skills and knowledge required and the massive 
dequalifi cation process brought about by fragmented, repetitive industrial 
tasks requiring minimum skills and knowledge make the notion of labour as 
practical-learning process implausible. Furthermore, the fragmentation of the 
workforce, both within and outside the workplace, makes the idea of a power 
of the proletariat equally implausible.70

Finally, in many formulations, the historical, world-constitutive dimension 
of labour seems to be underpinned by a notion of history which continues to 
bear idealistic traits in that it characterises historical development as that of 
large, supra-individual macro-subjects, entire societies or indeed humanity at 
large. By contrast, Honneth had from the beginning tied his action-theoretic 
stance in social theory to a decisive rejection of idealistic philosophies of his-
tory. The 1977 article on “History and Interaction”, for example, had discussed 
at length contemporary philosophical analyses on history and appropriated 
their criticism of theories that hypostasise macro-subjects as unifi ed historical 
agents. This was indeed one of the major objections to Althusser’s critique of 
subject-oriented philosophies of praxis: namely that Althusser unduly con-
cluded from the correct critique of historical mega-subjects to the rejection of 
all hermeneutic perspective in the theory of historical agency. We have here 
another core intuition underpinning all of Honneth’s later thinking:

The critique of historicism is useless as soon as history is no longer thought 

as the product of a history-constituting macro-subject, in analogy to a world-

constituting epistemological subject, but from that of an interactive praxis 

amongst subjects of action. Althusser makes no effort to distinguish between 

69 Ibid., pp. 24-26.
70 Ibid., pp. 27-28.
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a concept of the subject that is overburdened by the philosophy of history 

and a conception of historical intersubjectivity.71

With this, we have clearly reconnected with the initial point, that is, with the 
issues regarding the correct interpretation of Marx’s evolution towards a fully-
fl edged version of historical materialism. As said before, the critique of Marx’s 
notion of social labour integrates key insights from the previous two axes, the 
methodological and normative ones. What is worth noting now, however, in 
conclusion of this chapter, is that these three critical insights already outline 
implicitly the contours of the later theory of recognition.

Negatively, as seen from the vantage point of social theory after the inter-
subjectivistic turn, the paradigm of production demonstrates its inability to 
solve the problem it had set for itself. Too much confusion remains, prevent-
ing it from elaborating a consistent critique of modern society. In particular, 
the reductive view of social interaction caused by the primacy of the notion 
of social labour leads to reductive accounts of society, politics and history. 
The radical philosophical critique, the radical social critique, and the radical 
political intentions all fall apart because the notion that is supposed to hold 
them together is not capable of doing that. The recognition paradigm, from 
that point of view, is a correction and improvement, on the paradigm of social 
labour.

On the other hand, the theory of recognition remains substantially indebted 
to precisely this project. The problems that Honneth identifi es in Marx’s the-
ory relate to the conceptual means he employs to fulfi l his programme, not to 
the programme itself. Indeed, Marx’s formulation of the general methods and 
aims of a critique of modern society remain: the aim is to offer an immanent 
critique of society, one that fi nds in the very process of social life the norms 
allowing the critique of its factual state. This means, as Marx had shown with 
great clarity, operating with a categorical monism so that the theory of social 
reproduction displays the very norms upon which the critique of society can 
be based. This means hermeneutically tying the theoretical inquiry to the 
social experiences in which this normative surplus negatively comes to light. 
Hence the role played in Honneth’s mature theory of recognition by, on the 

71 Honneth, “History and Interaction”, p. 97, (English translation altered, JPD).
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one hand, the historical sociology of social movements, and on the other hand 
by social psychology. And practically, it means explaining and justifying the 
efforts of the social forces that react against negative social experiences and 
enact the immanent norms of social life. The theoretical justifi cation of the 
norms of critique must also be retained from Marx: this means grounding the 
critique of modern society in a philosophical anthropology that is centred on 
the essential ‘openness’, or vulnerability, of the human being. From that per-
spective, one might indeed describe Honneth’s ethics of recognition as a post-
Marxist critical theory, with recognition correcting all that is supposed to be 
ill-conceived in Marx. But it is a post-Marxist position, later on a neo-Hegelian 
one, that attempts to fulfi l a programme that was defi ned by Marx.

What then becomes of work with the replacement of social labour by recogni-
tion as central paradigmatic notion? The critical reading of Marx led to a cor-
rection of the concept of praxis, both at the level of the theory of society and at 
the level of the theory of historical action. The dimension that becomes central 
with the shift to recognition is intersubjective interaction: the communicative 
processes between socialised individuals. Taking this dimension seriously 
leads to the rejection of idealistic philosophies of history as well as functional-
ist explanations that ignore the participants’ point of view. With such an inter-
subjectivistic correction to the meaning of praxis, the paradigmatic experience 
is no longer work but communication. What then becomes of work? In the 
important 1980 article, Honneth wants to retrieve the normative elements of 
the work experience, which neither Marx nor later social theorists were able 
to account for adequately. At the time, however, Honneth’s intention could 
not be fulfi lled because he had not progressed beyond the critical, “refl ective” 
stage, as The Critique of Power will say, of negatively defi ning the features of 
a valid critical theory of society. In the mature model of the ethics of recogni-
tion, as we shall see in chapters 8 and 9, work is normatively discussed, but 
from the point of view of its social meaning, that is, inasmuch as subjects 
experience a specifi c kind of social recognition through their place in the divi-
sion of labour. The problem with this new approach to work, via the concept 
of recognition, is that many of the other normative elements that were still 
present in Marx and which the early 1980 article had well identifi ed are now 
missing, namely all the normative aspects of the subject and society’s “metab-
olism with nature”, those elements of social labour that are beyond the social 
relations between producers and consumers. In other words, the correction 
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of the reductive view of interaction in the theory of social labour itself leads 
to a reductive view of labour, when it is solely interpreted through the lens 
of intersubjective interaction. Once again, we are pointing here towards some 
of the detrimental consequences of the intersubjectivistic turn. The truncated 
view of work as a normative experience can be traced back to the reductive 
concept of interaction that Honneth operates with by focusing on recognition. 
Once again, as was the case with Feuerbach, the original background from 
which the ethics of recognition originated contained material that was not 
fully used in the later model, material that would have to be retrieved in order 
to correct the theory’s own specifi c abstractions.

In the mean time, we need to study more carefully how the negative outline of 
the ethics of recognition was gradually transformed into a positive proposal. 
The fi rst step towards fulfi lling the Marxist programme with renewed con-
ceptual means was made when Honneth realised that the nascent alternative 
his early critiques of Marx were designating in fact echoed the efforts of the 
critical theorists of the Frankfurt School. They, like no other tradition in the 
20th century, had identifi ed the methodological features of a critical theory of 
society, and their later successor, Jürgen Habermas, had developed the theory 
of social interaction that was missing in Marx. The critical reading of Critical 
Theory then became the next logical step in Honneth’s journey towards a new 
critical theory of society.



Chapter Two

Immanent critique of fi rst generation Critical 
Theory Critique of Power (1) and early articles on 
Critical Theory

Honneth’s intellectual journey began with 
a critical reconstruction of historical mate-
rialism guided by the concept of praxis and 
the goal of relating theory to “a practical 
intent”. The general project was to propose 
a new model of social theory by recovering 
the dimensions of practical and historical 
intersubjectivity. The theory of social action 
was just as much a theoretical programme, a 
programme in social theory, as it was a pro-
gramme with substantial links to “practice”. 
The conclusion of Honneth’s early research 
was that such a new model of social the-
ory would have to take into account all the 
recently expressed reservations about Marx’s 
methodology, and would have to develop a 
new mode of relating to social reality, both in 
terms of its relationship to prescientifi c expe-
rience and in terms of its capacity to guide 
emancipatory practice. The ethics of recog-
nition is the positive result of this inquiry 
which began at fi rst in critical mode, through 
the critical review of major post-Marxist para-
digms. However, in order to fully appreciate 
the development that took Honneth from 
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a critical appraisal of historical materialism to his mature model of recogni-
tion, two crucial mediating steps need to be studied in detail: his reading 
of the tradition of Critical Theory, in the restricted sense of the “Frankfurt 
School”, and his complex relationship to Jürgen Habermas. In this chapter, we 
focus on Honneth’s critical reconstructions of his intellectual precursors, the 
founders of the Frankfurt School. The next chapter synthesises his criticisms 
of Habermas.

From Marx to Critical Theory

As the previous chapter has shown, Honneth’s trajectory did not originate 
in Critical Theory strictly speaking but in a critical reappraisal of historical 
materialism. The critical perspective from which both Marx and contem-
porary readings of Marx were assessed was indeed directly infl uenced by 
Habermas and was guided by the latter’s emphasis on communication as an 
irreducible mechanism of social action. This was for example the perspective 
that Honneth and Joas had attempted to retrieve in Feuerbach, against all 
odds. This could lead to an image of the beginnings of Honneth as those of 
a “critical theorist” who early on had strong interests in Marx, like everyone 
else at the time. This, however, would slightly misconstrue the image one 
gets from Honneth’s early writings. The “Habermas” that inspires Honneth’s 
fi rst articles, was the Habermas who was himself engaged in the same exer-
cise, proposing various “reconstructions of historical materialism”: the neo-, 
or post-Marxist Habermas of Theory and Practice. In Honneth’s early articles, 
the “practical-intersubjective” perspective from which other interpretations 
of Marx are critiqued is indeed borrowed from Habermas, but these articles 
all refer to Habermas texts written well before 1981 and the Theory of Com-

municative Action.1 The positive references to Habermas are all to the latter’s 
critical assessments of Marxist theory. On the other hand, the texts that are 
dedicated to Habermas’ own proposal, and in particular, those dedicated to 

1 This is for example the material that one of Honneth’s earliest articles refers to: 

“From Adorno to Habermas: On the Transformation of Critical Social Theory”, in The 

Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, 

New York, Suny Press, 1995 (fi rst version, 1979), pp. 92-120.
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the communicative theory of society, have always been critical, throughout 
Honneth’s career.2

Instead of reading Honneth as a critical theorist interested in Marx, one should 
read him therefore as a neo-Marxist drawn to Critical Theory. In other words, 
whilst it is true that the project for a “Critical Theory” as it was characterised 
in Horkheimer’s famous 1937 article indeed describes Honneth’s own project 
adequately,3 one should not forget that such a project had emerged from the 
confrontation with other Marxist proposals in the late 1970s.

The fi rst feature of a critical theory of society is that, by contrast with “tradi-
tional theory”, it is self-refl exively aware that it is part of the social-historical 
context that it studies. From this, Horkheimer and Marcuse drew the conclu-
sion that it is only by complementing the philosophical work with factual 
knowledge about its social context of application, a complementing made 
possible through interdisciplinary collaboration with the other social sciences, 
that this crucial link between the theoretical and the empirical could be dealt 
with appropriately.4 The historicisation of epistemological claims is a classical 
argument in Marx, and of course in Hegel already.5 Indeed it is probably one 

2 From the earliest mention in Social Action and Human Nature, to at least the fol-

lowing text from 2000: “Anerkennungsbeziehungen und Moral. Eine Diskussionsbe-

merkung zur Anthropologischen Erweiterung der Diskursethik”, in eds. R. Brunner 

and P. Kelbel, Anthropologie, Ethik und Gesellschaft. Für Helmut Fahrenbach, Frankfurt/

M., Campus Verlag, 2000, pp. 101-111.
3 See M. Horkheimer’s “Traditional and Critical Theory” (1937) in Critical Theory. 

Selected Essays, trans. M. O’Connell and others, New York, Continuum, 2002, and also 

H. Marcuse’s “Philosophy and Critical Theory” (1937) in Negations. Essays in Critical 

Theory, trans. J. Shapiro, London, Penguin, 1968.
4 See M. Horkheimer’s “History and Psychology”, in Between Philosophy and Social 

Science, trans. F. Hunter, M. Kramer, J. Torpey, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1993, but 

already in “Traditional and Critical Theory”, pp. 224-226. Honneth recapitulates this 

very clearly at the beginning of “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect”, pp. 322-323.
5 See A. Honneth, “Halbierte Rationalität. Erkenntnisanthropologische Motive der 

Frankfurter Schule” in Kunst, Macht und Institution. Studien zur philosophischen Anthro-

pologie, soziologischen Theory und Kultursoziologie der Moderne, Frankfurt/M., Campus, 

2003, for a very clear account of the critical epistemology underpinning the Critical 

Theory project.
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of the core theoretical diffi culties that they both tried to come to terms with 
throughout their thinking.6 It is this problem which in the end determines their 
conceptions of philosophy and of philosophy’s relationship to the other sci-
ences. Whether or not they remain convinced of the importance of philosophy, 
they conceive of their theoretical activity as a meta-scientifi c refl ection within 
the sciences, on the model of a dialectical relation between theory (for lack of 
a better word) and the sciences: an erroneous positivistic stance is avoided by 
theory’s meta-theoretical perspective, which links concepts together, shows 
their inner contradictions, and relates them to a certain historical formation 
or “spirit” or society; but the particular content of “theory” is itself borrowed 
entirely from the particular sciences. The method of immanent critique, which 
is central to the understanding of critical theory as a specifi c method in the 
social sciences, relates to this epistemological problem just as much as to the 
practical question of the reference point and application of theory. Indeed, 
the intimate link between these two questions, that is, between the critique of 
science and the critique of society, is what defi nes Marxist social theory, and 
in this it remains fully indebted to Hegel’s insights.

The fi rst “Critical Theorists” were obviously fully aware of this. Their social-
critical writings were always conducted in parallel with a critique of positivist 
science and self-refl ective statements about the scientifi c status of their own 
claims.7 Indeed, the very same link between critical epistemology and critical 
social theory remains operative in Habermas. Honneth himself could be said 
to inherit these problems and their Hegelian solution. This is obvious fi rst of 
all in his early texts on historical materialism, as they question the philosophi-
cal position of historical materialism in light of the latest accounts of the trans-
formations of industrialised societies as documented by sociological research. 
Honneth himself, in other words, took Critical Theory at its word and applied 
historical materialism to it. One striking example is the already mentioned 

6 Very clear on this point is E. Renault’s Hegel. La Naturalisation de la Dialectique, 

Paris, Vrin, 2002, and Marx et l’Idée de Critique.
7 See in particular M. Horkheimer’s “Materialism and Metaphysics”, in Critical 

Theory: Selected Essays, trans. M.J. O’Connell, et al. New York, Herder and Herder, 

1972, pp. 10-46.
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article “Work and Instrumental Action” (1980), in which Marx’s concept of 
labour is critiqued for being outdated in light of the transformation of work as 
documented notably in the research of Harry Bravermann. In Horkheimer’s 
appeal to interdisciplinary collaboration between critical epistemology, the 
philosophy of history and society, and the social sciences, Honneth found artic-
ulated one of his own main methodological intuitions about the pursuit of the 
historical-materialist programme.

The second and third features of a critical theory of society are tightly con-
nected to the fi rst. The self-refl exive characterisation by social theory of its 
place within a historical state of society gives it an insight into the as yet unre-
alised rational potential contained in that period. As a result, Critical Theory 
is not so much a refl ection of the age in thought, as a prolongation in theory 
of the emancipatory hope immanent within society. As Marcuse put it: “Criti-
cal Theory derives its goals from present tendencies of the social process”.8 In 
particular, this prolongation in theory of real progressive tendencies means 
that Critical Theory is the theoretical ally of social movements. Its task then is 
to explain the grounds for the social movements’ rejection of the current social 
order, justify the validity of that rejection, and articulate the positive goals of 
the movement, in other words, highlight the rational core upon which it is 
founded. As a result, thirdly, Critical Theory “is no longer only knowledge of 
the practical conditions of its own origin; at the same time, it is the controlled 
application of an action-guiding knowledge to present political praxis”.9 Or as 
Horkheimer’s programmatic 1937 article stated:

If the theoretician and his specifi c object are seen as forming a dynamic unity 

with the oppressed class, so that his presentation of societal contradictions is 

not merely an expression of the one concrete historical situation, but is also a 

force within it to stimulate change, then his real function emerges.10

 8 Marcuse, “Philosophy and Critical Theory”, p. 143.
 9 A. Honneth, Critique of Power, Refl ective Stages in a Critical Social Theory, trans. 

K. Baynes, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1991, p. 14.
10 Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory”, p. 215 (quoted in Critique of Power, 

p. 16).
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These are the famous criteria distinguishing critical from traditional theory: 
it is grounded in the critical experience and, when the situation has not made 
them extinct, in the emancipatory movements that practically aim to transform 
the social reality that it investigates. When, as in the late 1930s, the situation 
makes the realisation of emancipation impossible because social movements 
are turned into reactionary forces, critical theory becomes a defence of uto-
pia.11 Otherwise, a substantial part of the critical theory of society, as theory, 
that is to say, as a set of logically connected concepts validly related to the 
empirical fi eld, is to explain social struggles and justify attempts to overcome 
existing social contradictions. In return, Critical Theory relates back to social 
struggles, by providing a theoretical language to analyse the overall social 
situation, and thus helping them to clarify their aims and means. Indeed, this 
means that theory, for all its grounding in the social context, is structurally 
fated to be at times in confl ict with the self-representation of the very social 
forces it is allied with. But the relationship between theory and practice is 
unambiguous, and it leads to a theoretical programme that is critical of both 
theory (“traditional theory”, positivist sciences) and practice:

If we think of the object of the theory in separation from the theory, we fal-

sify it and fall into quietism and conformism. Every part of the theory pre-

supposes the critique of the existing order and the struggle against it along 

lines determined by the theory itself.12

These criteria and the specifi c programme of research they outline are direct 
applications of the Marxist dialectic of theory and practice. What is signifi -
cant, however, is that such criteria are also direct consequences of the stance 
the young Honneth was taking in debates on historical materialism in the 
1970s, before he had explicitly embraced the Critical Theory tradition. All the 
critical arguments brought forward by the young Honneth against the func-
tionalist tendencies in the late Marx and the functionalist interpretations of 
Marx prevalent in the 1970s are inspired by the conviction that a proper cri-
tique of society requires the categories of praxis and social action as central 
notions. But such focus on praxis and social action (in theory itself) means 

11 Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory”, p. 220; about the role of fantasy in 

theory, see Marcuse, “Philosophy and Critical Theory”, p. 143.
12 Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory”, p. 229.
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precisely insisting on the different links between theory and practice that the 
initial programme of Critical Theory had already highlighted: the theory’s 
self-refl exive awareness of its social-historical embeddedness; the necessity 
therefore to engage in substantial dialogues with the social sciences; the affi r-
mative, if potentially critical, relation to existing social movements; the practi-
cal ambitions of theory. Or to put it in genealogical terms, it seems as though 
Honneth’s distinctive critical stance in debates within historical materialism 
in the late 1970s naturally led him to defi ne his own programme of research in 
the very terms that had been formulated under the name of “Critical Theory” 
by a previous generation of Marxist social theorists. All of this sounds pretty 
circular and this should not be surprising given that before all these later 
interpreters, Marx himself had defi ned his own stance in those very terms:

nothing prevents us from making criticism of politics, participation in poli-

tics, and therefore real struggles, the starting point of our criticism, and from 

identifying our criticism with them. (. . .) self-clarifi cation (critical philoso-

phy) to be gained by the present time of its struggles and desires.13

The interesting point is that if such continuity in the defi nition of the “critical 
programme” is accurate, then all of Honneth’s later critical reconstructions 
of fi rst generation Critical Theory and of Habermas in fact derive paradoxi-
cally from his faithfulness to this original programme as initially devised by 
Horkheimer and Marcuse. They are all immanent reconstructions, demon-
strating how the different models of Critical Theory failed in upholding the 
original programme, because of their specifi c conceptual and empirical short-
comings. More specifi cally, such immanent critiques point to the failures of the 
different models of “Critical Theory” in adequately taking roots in “praxis”, 
either sociologically, by relating convincingly to social reality and the sciences 
that empirically study it, or politically, by providing a satisfactory model of 
how theory can relate back to social reality as the “self-clarifi cation” of its 
own internal tensions. The ethics of recognition, by contrast, is conceived by 
Honneth as a more adequate realisation of the original programme. In terms 
of his development, the encounter with Critical Theory provided examples 
of major methodological and conceptual impasses, which served as powerful 

13 K. Marx, Letter to Ruge (Sept. 1843), Early Writings, trans. R. Livingstone and 

G. Benton, London, Penguin Books, 1992, pp. 206-209.
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counter-images. The ethics of recognition therefore grew directly from the 
fi rst models of Critical Theory, in both positive and negative terms: positively, 
in terms of the defi nition of a programme of research; negatively in pointing 
to the conceptual and methodological traps to be avoided, in order precisely 
to fulfi l the programme.

In order to study Honneth’s numerous criticisms towards fi rst generation 
Critical Theory, this chapter takes chapters 2 and 3 of the Critique of Power as 
its main thread. In the next section, following chapter 2, I look at Honneth’s 
criticism of the fl aws inherent in the initial approach to the Critical Theory 
project. The remaining sections focus mainly on Adorno’s late social theory, 
in respect to society, subjectivity and culture. It is in the critical engagement 
with Adorno’s post-war writings, more so than with earlier writings or other 
authors, that Honneth gradually defi ned his own model.

Immanent critique of fi rst generation Critical Theory

Let us now outline briefl y the criticisms levelled by Honneth at the found-
ers of the Frankfurt School. These criticisms are signifi cant for at least two 
reasons. First, they indicate basic methodological concerns that Honneth will 
also use in other contexts, against other, more contemporary theorists. They 
refl ect some of his fundamental theoretical decisions. And secondly, as the 
end of the chapter will attempt to show in some detail, these criticisms also 
indicated in the negative the path that was to be taken for a more appropriate 
critical social theory, and thus showed the way towards recognition.

To a large extent, all the fl aws of the fi rst generation analyses and explana-
tions can be traced back to their uncritical appropriation of Marx’s fateful 
reduction of social interaction to social labour and the idealistic strain that the 
latter concept retains. The early critical theorists continue to operate with a 
subject-object categorical scheme which leaves no room for non-instrumental 
forms of interaction and this basic conceptual error is the root of all further 
reductionist positions in social theory.

The basic, fundamental charge is that of a general reductionism in social the-
ory. That reductionism is both conceptual and empirical. And it relates to three 
object-domains more specifi cally: society, subjectivity, and culture. Further-
more, this reductionism at the conceptual and empirical levels in the theories 
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of society, subjectivity and culture, is shown to have been taken to a radical 
extent in the development of fi rst generation Critical Theory, with the shift 
from the critique of contemporary capitalistic reason to the critique of instru-
mental rationality.

For Honneth, the most problematic premise of fi rst generation Critical Theory 
is a general philosophical one. In his long essay of 1987 published in the col-
lection on Social Theory Today, edited by Giddens, Honneth summarised this 
point in the following way:

a process of development of the forces of production is taken to be the cen-

tral mechanism of societal progress; along with every expanded stage in 

the technical system of the mastery of nature, this process also forces a new 

stage in the social relations of productions. (. . .) The societal position and the 

practical function of critical theory were evaluated in terms of the extent to 

which the potential for reason present in the productive forces had already 

been set free in the new forms of societal organisation.14

The problematic aspect of such premises is that they continue to operate with 
a notion of history that sees it as the “life-activity of the species”, where the 
interaction of human society with nature is the main process determining 
all other forms of social action. Such exclusivist focus on labour as the core 
interaction determining the other forms of social interaction is the “produc-
tivism” which Honneth had already denounced with his critique of social 
labour. Marcuse’s early, enthusiastic discovery of the 1844 Manuscripts and 
the theory of alienation played a crucial role in taking Critical Theory along 
this path, as well as Lukács’ Hegelian interpretation of Marx.15 Such a view of 
human history is reductive fi rst of all because it tends to cast all forms of social 
interaction in the restricted mould of social labour. The fundamental pre-
mise at the basis of Critical Theory’s initial project reproduces quite exactly 
Marx’s reductive gesture in the theory of society, its tendency to overlook 
the spheres of social action beside social labour. Secondly this view is highly 

14 Honneth, “Critical Theory”, p. 65.
15 See Marcuse’s long review in 1932 of the recently published Economic and Philo-

sophical Manuscripts, “The Foundation of Historical Materialism”, Studies in Critical 

Theory, trans. J. De Bres, London, NLB, 1972.
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misleading because it operates with a concept of humanity as macro-subject, 
as “all-embracing subject”,16 which in the end ignores the multiplicity that 
is constitutive of “historical intersubjectivity”. In it is already contained the 
tendency to ignore the dimension of class-specifi c modes of social experience, 
and therefore the tendency to simplify and even downplay the role played 
by class struggle. In these two senses, the model continues to operate with a 
subject-object model, in which nature is seen as the object of human activity 
itself hypostasised under the metaphor of “life-activity of the species”, and in 
which social inter-action, intersubjectivity are ignored in favour of a mono-
lithic concept of the subject (as society or humanity at large).

Next to this fi rst conceptual problem, Honneth identifi es an attendant empiri-
cal problem, which must be subjected equally to criticism from the perspec-
tive of the critical theory programme. This time, the problematic premise 
concerns the diagnosis of the contemporary situation from the historical-
materialist perspective as Adorno and Horkheimer saw it at the time. Both 
were so impressed by the totalitarian experience that they interpreted the 
modern, 20th century capitalistic system as developing itself along totalitar-
ian lines. This totalitarian development of capitalism is explained as the seam-
less merging of the economic with the administrative and political systems. 
Friedrich Pollock’s theory of “state-capitalism”, which initially only applied 
to the National-Socialist situation, is generalised by Horkheimer and Adorno 
to become the description of modern capitalism in general. According to this 
view,

the category of State capitalism asserts a mode of organisation of capital-

ism in which the steering of the entire economic process by the mediating 

sphere of the competition of individual capitalists is transferred over to the 

centralised administrative activity of an apparatus of domination. The cal-

culated interests of the major corporations and the planning capacity of the 

state organs come together in a technical rationality to which all domains of 

social action are uniformly subordinated.17

16 Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory”, p. 241.
17 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 72, and “Critical Theory”, pp. 67-68.
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This quote, with its reference to instrumental rationality, applies to the middle 
and late period of fi rst generation Critical Theory. More broadly, however, 
it gives a good indication of the fundamental vision of modernity under-
pinning fi rst generation Critical Theory’s views on society, subjectivity and 
culture, even before the pessimistic turn after the departure from Germany. 
One already fi nds such views in outline in the articles of the 1930s.18 For 
Horkheimer and Adorno, despite several shifts in their works, the fundamen-
tal assumption about modernity remains: in a consistent extension of Marx’s 
critique of political economy, modernity is seen as an epoch, in which the 
specifi c logic of capitalistic valuation has become autonomous, to the point 
where it has been able to emancipate itself from the vagaries of social media-
tions, and has joined forces with the decoupled power of modern, centralised 
political institutions. The totally expanded economic logic and the logic of 
total political power have combined, and they reciprocally support each other 
in totally administering society. It is easy to see how such a totalitarian view 
of modern capitalism can be the logical end-result of a defi nition of social 
reproduction as social labour. If all spheres of society are determined in the 
last instance and are basically reducible to the sphere of production, then it is 
an overwhelming temptation to read the latter as having emancipated itself 
from those other societal spheres and as regulating them without resistance.

Beyond specifi c arguments of a strict social-theoretical nature, the core dis-
agreement between Honneth and fi rst generation critical theorists goes back 
to their fundamentally divergent visions of modernity, a divergence rooted 
without a doubt in the very different experiential bases of their thoughts. 
Whilst Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse and the others developed a radically 
negative vision of modern society, Honneth’s is characterised by its under-
lying optimism, despite its stated critical impulse. These differences in the 
vision of modern society, stemming from radically diverging historical sit-
uations, are none so apparent than in Honneth’s consideration of the mid-
dle period in Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s writings, the period crystallising 
around the Dialectic of Enlightenment. For him, these writings produce such 
dissolution of praxis, both as a theoretical and a practical category, that they 

18 Notably at the end of “Traditional and Critical Theory”, pp. 234-242. 
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become negative guidelines for a contemporary critical social theory. But such 
examples of the way in which theoretical problems are created by the fi xation 
on historical events also led him to take another fundamental methodological 
stance, one he has never since abandoned. I am thinking of Honneth’s deep 
distrust towards “journalistic” forms of theorising: that is, on the one hand, 
theoretical claims that are too directly infl uenced by the events of the day and 
that therefore become obsolete as soon as the situation has changed; and con-
versely, interventions in the everyday life of contemporary societies from the 
position of the “intellectual” who has seen through the ideological veil, and 
unveils true reality to unsuspecting audiences. Honneth’s restraint as a public 
intellectual has made him less seductive than other haughty or more “radical” 
philosophers. It has also probably allowed him to avoid making statements 
that he could no longer responsibly uphold later on. The amazing consistency 
of Honneth’s thinking over the years is certainly to be attributed to the sobri-
ety of his scientifi c stance.

After he established the conceptual premise and the empirical diagnosis that 
form the background of Critical Theory’s fi rst models, Honneth identifi ed 
a series of conceptual and empirical confusions that fl owed directly from 
them.

Throughout their writings, the most basic concept with which the philoso-
phers of the Frankfurt School approached the question of social reproduction 
was that of “the life process of a society”, the progress in society’s domina-
tion of nature, a premise of strict Marxist obedience. Accordingly, the central 
social science providing Critical Theory with its empirical “self-location” was 
to be political economy. This leads to a specifi cally Marxist form of “function-
alism” in social theory as all mechanisms of social reproduction are in the 
last instance governed by the sphere of production, and the interdisciplinary 
research is framed by the results of political economy.19 Psychology, for exam-

19 Honneth, “Critical Theory”, p. 67. The interdisciplinary programme and the cen-

tral role played by economic theory in it were already explicitly established in Hork-

heimer’s lecture marking the opening of the Institute, see “The Present Situation of 

Social Philosophy” (1931), in Between Philosophy and Social Science, trans. F. Hunter, 

M. Kramer, J. Torpey, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1993, p. 11. See a rehearsal of 

Honneth’s critical reading of Horkheimer’s epistemology in “Max Horkheimer and 
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ple, was the second most important social science included in the programme 
of research, but was included only to solve a conundrum that had emerged as 
a result of the economic interpretation: given the presence of an emancipatory 
potential set free by the development of the forces of production, how can 
we explain why and how this potential is not realised; what are the psycho-
logical mechanisms explaining the fact that the dialectic between forces and 
relations of production cannot unfold? Because the model continues to be one 
where the economic basis determines superstructural domains, fi rst genera-
tion Critical Theory had insuffi cient sensitivity for the confl ictual dimensions 
of what it defi ned as the post-“liberal” stage of capitalistic development, in 
reference to the disappearance of market interactions amongst autonomous 
agents and the establishment of supra-national, monopolistic concerns. They 
thereby reiterated the tendency in Marx’s late writings to downplay class 
struggle in favour of functionalist explanations. Instead of asking how dif-
ferent classes experience, and participate in, social life, thus opening the pos-
sibility for an analysis of different kinds of social agency and resistance, the 
analyses focused on the blockage of a monologically conceived dialectic. As a 
result, they were already on their way to a self-defeating and self-contradic-
tory theory of social action, leading to the severing of the link between theory 
and social practice.

To unlock the psychological mechanisms at play in such a blockage, From-
mian psychology was marshalled. It provided a theory of the disciplining of 
instincts within the family at the hands of the larger social context. At the end 
of one of his trade-mark conceptual reconstructions, Honneth summarises 
the argument in the following way: “Parental rearing practices that refl ect 
the external forces of society within the family fi x the psychosexual develop-
ment of the child at the level appropriate to the socially required system of 
behaviour”.20

Such a view of the mediation between social forces and subjectivities via social-
isation processes clearly highlights the functionalism of Critical Theory’s fi rst 

the Sociological Defi cit of Critical Theory” (1993), in eds. S. Benhabib, W. Bonß, and 

J. McCole, On Horkheimer, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1993.
20 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 23.
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model.21 The individual subject and indeed society at large are treated as pas-
sive material that are directly moulded and exploited by the economic system 
for its own separate purposes. Despite its stated intention to avoid the econ-
omistic determinism of other contemporary Marxist schools, early critical the-
ory was thus led to a reductionist view of the subject as unremittingly worked 
upon and constructed by functional forces. Conversely, it propounds a homo-
geneous vision of power which overlooks the potential for social struggle. 
This manifold “sociological defi cit” leads to seriously truncated diagnoses 
at the empirical level. The critical theory of the 1930s in particular remained 
blind to precisely those aspects of its own society that it should have been 
alerted to given the terms of its research programme, namely the class-specifi c 
forms of experience that were at play during the rise of totalitarianism and 
the deep social, economic and political tensions characteristic of the time, for 
example between the interests of the great capitalist monopolies and the other 
sectors of a society traumatised by economic and political crisis. This empiri-
cal short-sightedness is replicated in the absence of a serious engagement 
with contemporary sociology, suspected of being one of the typical positiv-
istic social sciences that participate directly in the system’s maintenance and 
expansion. Such orthodox version of political economy and the embrace of 
Fromm’s early theses provided only easy confi rmations of the “state-capital-
ism” thesis. By contrast, the writers of what Honneth terms the “outer circle” 
of Critical Theory showed how the full depth of the social reality of the time 
could be more accurately approached. In the writings of Franz Neumann and 
Otto Kirschheimer, for example, could be found an alternative to the theory of 
state-capitalism, one interested in studying the confl icting interests and strat-
egies at the heart of the Fascist state, notably between economic and political 
forces. Indeed, in the writers of “the outer circle” Honneth uncovers an antici-
pation of his own, “communicative” premises in social theory:

From the communicative processes in which the different groups negotiate 

their interests amongst themselves through the utilisation of their respective 

power potential, there emerges the fragile compromise which fi nds expres-

sion in the institutional constitution of a society.22

21 A functionalist use of psychology already taken in 1932, as is evident for example 

in “History and Psychology”.
22 Honneth, “Critical Theory”, p. 79.
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With the domain of culture, once more, Honneth shows Horkheimer con-
sciously attempting to avoid the functionalism, economism and determinism 
of other Marxist readings. However, here again, the attempt fails, because the 
conceptual framework does not leave room for the consideration of norma-
tive agency on the part of individuals and groups.

Culture appears between the system of social labour and malleable human 

instincts in the obstinate form of organised learning processes that anchor 

the behaviourial expectations required by the economy as libidinally charged 

goals of action in the individual psyche.23

Here again, the critical theory of society lacks the required empirical sensitiv-
ity toward subjective and group agency, because the place in the conceptual 
apparatus that would have made it possible is lacking.

The rise of totalitarian movements and the destruction of any emancipatory 
hope in the 1940s leads Horkheimer to shift the conceptual narrative of the 
“life process of society” towards the “dialectic of Enlightenment”. From then 
on, Critical Theory becomes synonymous with the despairing diagnosis of 
Western civilisation that is developed in that tradition’s most famous book. 
The history of the species is now read from the vantage point of the total 
catastrophe that befalls the world with the Second World War, and is recon-
structed as the fateful development of a nihilistic streak in human rationality 
that was present from the very beginning. The new vision is encapsulated 
in the small quotation Honneth borrows from the Dialectic of Enlightenment: 
“From the fate of the present the insuffi ciency residing in the human domina-
tion of nature itself is disclosed: ‘The new order of fascism is reason revealing 
itself as unreason’”.24

Adorno’s late social theory, to which Honneth dedicates the third chapter of 
The Critique of Power, is the development of that radically pessimistic vision of 
human history. This period in German social philosophy represents the most 
telling theoretical counter-example for the young Honneth. In the remainder 
of this chapter, we need to show how Honneth identifi es a process of radi-
calisation between the initial methodological and practical ambiguities in the 

23 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 26.
24 Ibid., p. 35.
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early model and Adorno’s late social theory. As we shall see, from this analy-
sis the fi rst outlines of his alternative model centred on recognition started to 
emerge.

Critique of Adorno’s late social theory: the severing of theory 
from practice

Critical Theory’s fi rst model retained the characteristics of a classical material-
ist theory of society. The mechanisms of social domination were traced back to 
a specifi c social formation organised around a specifi c dialectic of productive 
forces and relations of production. Even though the analyses of society, sub-
jectivity and culture already showed clear signs of reductionism as a result of 
an overly functionalist perspective, the reference to the different dimensions 
of social action were retained. With the turn to the dialectic of Enlightenment, 
the new forms of social domination characteristic of modern society are now 
read along the lines of the unavoidable expansion of a catastrophic potenti-
ality inscribed at the heart of human capacities. The rise of the totalitarian 
regimes, the demise of the liberal, market economies of the 19th century, and 
the appearance of state-centred, technocratically organised economies are seen 
as the ultimate manifestation of a rationality purely defi ned as the capacity to 
calculate the best means for predetermined ends. The turn to the dialectic of 
Enlightenment is thus underpinned by a radicalisation and dehistoricisation 
of Marx’s basic premise at the foundation of his concept of social labour, that 
is, humanity’s practical engagement with nature. This basic premise, com-
bined with his critique of commodity fetishism, is reformulated into a radical 
anthropological thesis: the idea that reason, the capacity of human survival at 
the hand of hostile nature, is at the same time the cause of humanity’s reifi ca-
tion of external, social and inner nature. Marx’s critique of reifi ed thought and 
reifi ed forms of experience, which were diagnosed by him as historical prod-
ucts of a specifi c mode of production, are generalised into the anthropological 
narrative of a “retrogressive anthropogenesis”. This collapse of history into 
the deployment of an anthropological destiny thus coincides with a radically 
pessimistic defi nition of reason. Transcendental reason is disclosed as a logic 
of identity that hypostatises the particular under the universal for the sake of 
prediction, control and, eventually, reproduction. In a nutshell, the history 
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of humanity becomes the history of humanity’s self-reifi cation following its 
reifi cation of the natural world.

Such radically pessimistic anthropological construction leads critical social 
philosophy, understood as a theory of social action, to a spectacular impasse, 
so the young Honneth argues forcefully. It leads to a complete dissolution of 
the programme of critical social theory. There are therefore major lessons to 
be learnt in this failure, if one is intent on pursuing this programme in a more 
promising mode.

The dissolution of the programme of Critical Theory can be witnessed at all 
the levels that were to be involved in its realisation. The sophisticated con-
stellation of theoretical and practical activities that was to make the unity of 
theory and practice possible is destroyed as a whole and in every one of its 
specialised aspects. This is because the radically pessimistic anthropological 
grounding of Adorno’s social theory casts an absolutely damning suspicion 
over everyone of these aspects. In the totalising narrative of an irrepressible 
and now achieved trend towards domination rooted in the very structure of 
human interaction with the world, no human endeavour or form of expe-
rience escapes the suspicion of being a silent accomplice to abstraction and 
reifi cation.

This is true fi rst of all of theory itself, whether it is natural science, social or 
humanistic science:

So viewed, the sciences continue in methodically systematised ways the 

process in which society learns to maintain itself through the instrumental 

control of its external nature and then through the social control of its inner 

nature. They participate in the civilising course of the human domination 

of nature and of social reifi cation precisely because they rationalise the 

socially stored knowledge of control that relieves society of its situational 

contingency.25

In other words, it is in the very achievements of science that its ultimate 
destructive function is hidden. Or to put it in anthropological terms: the very 

25 Ibid., p. 60.
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means allowing “the species” to survive, to wit, its symbolic powers at the ori-
gin of scientifi c and cultural achievements, are also the powers that separate it 
from external and internal nature and thus constitute the root of its self-alien-
ation, and ultimately, its self-destruction.

The direct consequence of this nihilistic view of reason’s achievements is 
fi rstly a radical separation between the moral impetus behind critical social 
theory and the methodological ways of implementing it: in order to continue 
to take the interests of the oppressed as the most fundamental source of inspi-
ration for the critique of society, the latter is forced to renounce the use of 
any empirical, scientifi c discipline, since they are all involved in the deadly 
dialectic that one attempts to escape. The critique of epistemology thus leads 
to a catastrophic result: the creation of an insurmountable gap between phi-
losophy and the sciences.

The second consequence will be a new conception of philosophy that has to 
show how the latter escapes the destructive dialectic that befalls other disci-
plines. It leads to a paradoxical defi nition of philosophy as “negative dialec-
tic”, as the attempt “to transcend the concept by means of the concept”,26 in 
other words, the critique of reason by itself. Since all social injustice is traced 
back to the structures of transcendental reason, the truly critical activity 
becomes the critique of hidden forms of domination and instrumentalisation 
inherent in the categories present in all discourse and experience. In other 
words, philosophy, severed from the natural and social sciences, becomes the 
only means of salvation, whilst, on the other hand, it has been denied any 
capacity of articulating positive knowledge claims, lest it itself becomes one 
of the reifying discourses. The tenuousness of the methodological grounding 
is only too obvious.

The radical suspicion towards empirical sciences makes itself manifest espe-
cially towards sociology. The rejection of sociology as being one of the main 
avenues of reifi cation, added to the dehistoricisation of the social-theoretical
claims as a result of the deep-anthropological grounding, leads to a lack 
of sensitivity towards the social reality of the time, in particular a lack of 
appreciation for the differences between social contexts. The totalising diag-

26 Ibid., pp. 62-63.



 Immanent critique of fi rst generation Critical Theory • 69

nosis therefore seems to play itself a severe kind type of “identifi catory” 
trick with regard to the differences in the social, both diachronically and 
synchronically.

But the most serious problem is that this empirical short-sightedness, wit-
nessed in the diagnosis of the post-war period and anchored in the totalising 
narrative, is combined with a principled rejection of any emancipatory politics 
and total pessimism towards the progressive value of any social movement. 
Both politics and social movements are themselves caught up in the dialectic 
of unreason, whatever their good intentions. With all this, it is the funda-
mental link between theory and practice that is defi nitively severed. Yes, the 
critical theory of society still thinks of itself as representing the interests of the 
oppressed, as the radical critique of all “senseless suffering”.27 But this has 
become an empty self-representation, which entails no requirement for theory 
to engage in any substantial way with the empirical social world; neither is 
theory grounded in its social context anymore, since the latter is diagnosed 
as totally reifi ed, and the social agents as totally controlled and manipulated; 
nor does it have any intention of fulfi lling any practical intent, of feeding back 
into progressive movements, since politics has become one of the functions 
of the system.28 Famously, the only form of activity for Adorno that does not 
participate in the general reifi cation and self-reifi cation, destruction and self-
destruction, of modern society is the one that makes no use of instrumental 
reason. Only the artist and the work of art can offer examples of an escape 
from an instrumental reason that has fully actualised itself. This amounts to a 
total dissolution of the political intent of critical theory.

Honneth will develop his ethics of recognition with the explicit intention of 
avoiding such radical rupture, which occurs at all levels, between theory and 
practice. Every feature of his recognition model is marked by the desire to 
avoid the Adornian turn away from social reality, social struggles and the 
social sciences that study them. Given what we have seen about the origins of 
Honneth’s thought, it is clear that by attempting to restore the unity of theory 
and practice, he intends to fulfi l the very programme of Critical Theory which 
he sees his founders to have led astray.

27 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 203.
28 See Honneth, “From Adorno to Habermas”, pp. 110-114.
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The ethics of recognition therefore can be said to develop as a counter-model 
to Adorno’s social theory. This is a counter-model of a very special kind as it 
operates as an immanent critique. Honneth’s early critique of Adorno can be 
called immanent since it does not propose to offer a different defi nition of the 
ends and means of social theory, but proposes rather a correction of the older 
theory by taking as its core criteria the very criteria which the latter had set for 
itself. Such complex relation between old (Adornian) and new (Honnethian) 
Critical Theory, however, always threatened to make things more diffi cult 
for the new one. As we will see at the end of this book, Honneth gradually 
weakened his critique of Adorno and turned an increasingly sympathetic eye 
to his great predecessor, to the point where his current model of recognition 
now adopts some of Adorno’s key insights as its central arguments. In the 
end, we will have to ask whether in fact the recognition model was not always 
Adornian in its core.

But there is more. It is possible that, just as the young Honneth failed to make 
full use of what he had rediscovered in Feuerbach and the anthropological 
source of historical materialism, the same process of partial blindness to essen-
tial conceptual resources occurred in reference to Adorno as well. In order to 
see this, we need to return to the crux of Honneth’s critique of fi rst generation 
Critical Theory. Habermas’ key distinction between instrumental and com-
municative action allowed Honneth to pinpoint the theoretical core of all sub-
sequent problems. With this distinction, it becomes obvious that the progress 
in the domination of nature is not necessarily synonymous with an increase in 
social domination. This brings with it a different view of the natural sciences, 
and of the objectifying logic at play in them. This logic can now be acknowl-
edged as an important part of human societies’ ways of surviving within 
external nature, of reproducing themselves materially, without leading to the 
conclusion, however, that in it is necessarily entailed a process of societal and 
psychological reifi cation, since the two processes of material and social repro-
duction are now decoupled. This argument runs through Honneth’s career 
and remains a signifi cant one today. The uncritical embrace of such argu-
ment, however, raises interesting questions, again in relation to the problem 
of the ecological crisis and the relation to nature. For all its alleged exaggera-
tions and obfuscations, Adorno’s philosophy seemed to contain a thought 
which for many still carries a lot of weight. The link between the reifi cation 
of nature and self-reifi cation can be taken in two ways: fi rst, as a grand thesis
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about the nature of social reproduction in general, whereby social repro-
duction, because it is fi rst of all an exercise in the domination of nature, is 
therefore also an exercise in domination more generally, and therefore also a 
process of societal and individual domination. But a lesser claim could also 
be read in Adorno: namely, that the objectifi cation of nature, even if it does 
not constitute the sole mechanism of social reproduction, when it is taken 
to the extremes of exploitation and destruction, cannot leave human interac-
tions untouched. The claim here is not that the reifi cation of nature is syn-
onymous with self-reifi cation, but that the reifi cation of nature cannot fail to 
have an impact on relations amongst ourselves and within ourselves. As a 
consequence, a programme of social emancipation would have to entail a pro-
gramme of “emancipation of nature”, in the sober sense of a reappraisal of the 
basic assumptions we bring to our relations to non-human entities. But Hon-
neth never envisages this possibility, either in his exegesis of Adorno, or, and 
more importantly, as a general argument. The rediscovery of Feuerbach and 
the initial reconstructions of historical materialism were inspired by the need 
to reframe social theory in order to include not just a stronger emphasis on 
“practical intersubjectivity”, but also a strong ecological moment. However, 
Honneth’s early proximity with ecological themes, through the emphasis on 
human beings’ “sensuousness”, was immediately obstructed by the Haber-
masian insistence on the necessity and normative innocence of an objectifying 
attitude towards nature. As we will see in the last chapter of this book, even 
when he returns to Adorno as his central reference, Honneth does not ques-
tion this fundamental, anthropocentric premise.

Critique of Adorno’s theory of subjectivity

This point is all the more plausible if we turn to the later part of Honneth’s 
critique of Adorno in the third chapter of Critique of Power, that is, the pages 
dedicated to Adorno’s theory of the subject. In reconstructing that theory, 
Honneth himself shows the essential links between an attitude to nature and 
an attitude to oneself without seeing the plausible, critical potential inherent 
in them.

As Honneth shows, for Adorno the instrumental domination of nature impacts 
directly on the formation of subjects. First, in a synchronic sense, the reifi ed 
world of the modern commodity economy produces “calcifi ed” subjectivities. 
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In a diachronic sense, within the framework of the “retrogressive anthropo-
genesis” hypothesis, this is the idea of the self-denial demanded by the imper-
ative of survival through labour: according to this hypothesis phylogenesis is 
a process of repression as all the subjective needs and instincts that were not 
useful for the tasks of social labour had to be repressed. As one of the most 
famous passages in the Dialectic of Enlightenment states: “Humanity had to 
infl ict terrible injuries on itself before the self, the identical, purpose-directed, 
masculine character of human beings was created, and something of this pro-
cess is repeated in every childhood.”29

The speculative historical hypothesis is complemented by an anthropological 
argument. Adorno’s conclusion (shared by Horkheimer) that the domination 
of nature translates into forms of domination within society and subjectivities 
has a positive counterpart in a normative image of the interaction between self 
and world, famously captured in the notion of mimesis. Like Mead,30 Adorno 
defends the idea that the subject is constituted retrospectively, as it were, as 
the point that the experience of the world retroactively indicates. The subject 
gets to know itself as a unity on the basis of the unity and consistency within 
a multiplicity of experiences that have been made of the external world. Once 
again, whether he was aware of this or not, Adorno retrieves a thought that 
was at the heart of Feuerbach’s sensualism.31

The subject fi nds itself retrospectively, as it were, in the image it has of 
nature. This simultaneously genetic and transcendantal hypothesis leads to 
a normative image of emancipation, a notion of communication that is not 
understood discursively as exchange of reasons, but rather “sensuously” as 
aesthetic empathy: “A mimetic relation to nature, in which things are valued 
not as objects for manipulative intervention but as counterparts to sensory 

29 T.W. Adorno & M. Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. E. Jephcott, 

Stanford University Press, 2002, p. 26.
30 See chapter 4.
31 The pages on “the primacy of the object” in the Negative Dialectics (pp. 184-193) 

are particularly close to Feuerbach’s theses on the objective dependency of subjective 

formation.
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experiences, is the presupposition of a society freed from the repression of 
individual instincts and social power”.32

Accordingly, the logical relationship between instrumental control of nature 
and self-alienation goes in both directions: reifi ed identity is to some extent 
the cause of the reifi cation of nature (repression, retrogressive genesis), but it 
is also conversely the refl ection of reifi ed nature. An impoverished approach to 
nature under the constraint of control leads to an impoverished image of the 
ego itself, not just because there is a general logic of repression at play within 
society, which applies to all dimensions and interactions, but also because the 
subject reads herself in nature. Of course, given his uncompromising embrace 
of the “intersubjectivistic turn”, Honneth cannot accept such implicit norma-
tive theory of the subject, according to which the subject appears as the “corre-
late of nature”. For Honneth, such speculations are defi nitely made outdated 
by more consequent intersubjectivistic approaches to subjectivation.33 The 
subject’s formation is described as a process where an isolated subject faces an 
objective world, without reference to the interaction with others. But even if 
we agree with Honneth that it seems inadequate to think subjective formation 
without taking into account the constitutive role played by processes of inter-
subjective interaction, once again a question similar to the one raised in the 
previous section arises: does the move towards an intersubjectivistic theory of 
subject formation necessarily entail the abandonment of the theory of mime-
sis? Is it not replacing one abstraction with another when one simply replaces 
the model of mimesis with that of intersubjectivity narrowly conceived as 
inter-personal interaction? Should not the two principles rather complement 
each other? Because of his harsh stance against his precursors in The Critique 

of Power, Honneth did not see that Adorno’s theory of mimesis, his insistence 
on sensuousness as the ground of knowledge, the primacy of the object in 
subjective formation, all these theses overlapped in major ways with the very 
line of thought he himself had earlier attempted to retrieve as an important 
forgotten source for a renewal for social theory, namely Feuerbach’s “emanci-
patory sensuousness”. But we have already diagnosed the reason behind this 
blindness: in Critique of Power, Honneth repeats the gesture of his fi rst book, 

32 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 65.
33 Ibid., p. 45.
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of repressing those dimensions of affectivity that stem from the contact with 
the world, and restricting affectivity to the affective aspects of interactions 
with important others. In Feuerbachian terms, the repression of “sensualism” 
by “altruism”.

The notion of the subject underlying the reifi cation thesis was not grounded 
solely in speculative anthropological arguments. It was also developed 
through a psychoanalytical theory of socialisation that fl eshed out in con-
crete, social-psychological terms, the general theory of reifi ed subjectivity. 
This theory was encapsulated in the motto of the “end of personality”.34 The 
thesis was well prepared in the works of the 1930s with the reference to the 
Frommian theory of a functional moulding of personality within the family 
context. This thesis was sharpened with the addition of another argument, the 
idea that post-liberal economics, by undermining the independence of the lib-
eral individual through the total control of society by technocratic forces, had 
undermined the power of the father within the family context and led to the 
fragilisation of the super-ego function. With the loss of a super-ego, the mod-
ern subject, so the thesis went, was delivered over to externalised institutions 
of socialisation. Those institutions and especially the culture industry could 
directly tap into the individual’s instincts, direct them towards functionally 
pertinent goals, and exploit them for economic profi t and administrative 
control. Instead of strong individualities resulting from the internalisation of 
strong father fi gures, the society of individuals without super-egos was there-
fore one of weak individualities who hadn’t learnt the power to resist. Hon-
neth shows that the thesis about the weakening of the super-ego in Adorno’s 
work, was related to the thesis regarding the impossibility for the modern ego 
to conquer a position of autonomy in the face of the total monopolisation of 
power by the economic-political system. This in turn led to the regression of 
the ego to a narcissistic level where pulsional energies could be vicariously 
satisfi ed through their projection in idealised characters, like the idols fabri-
cated by the culture industry, or the charismatic leaders of totalitarian poli-
tics. On this second model, the organic drives let loose as a result of the loss of 

34 See Habermas’ critique of that thesis in Communication and the Evolution of Society, 

trans. T. McCarthy, London, Heinemann, 1979, pp. 70-72.
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a strong enough ego are once again the direct material of economic-political 
manipulation.

Here again, Honneth diagnoses Adorno’s reductionist view of socialisation 
and subject-formation in modernity as the result of his monological and ideal-
istic premises. In this paradigm, the “organic instinctual potential” is viewed 
as “the inner psychic complement to external nature, which the subject must 
learn to control effectively”. In other words, even the subject’s instinctual 
potential is conceptualised via the scheme of an object under the control and 
domination of the subject. The father fi gure takes on such an importance in 
this model precisely because it is the paradigmatic example of a subject mas-
tering an external world simply understood as consisting of objective states 
of affairs: the father becomes the internal equivalent to the process of instru-
mental control. Consequently, the constitution of the ego is conceived as the 
mastery over an internal world that is not distinguished conceptually from 
the objective, external one.

Later on, in the development of his own model of critical theory, Honneth 
will famously ground the normative and critical dimensions of social theory 
in a theory of the subject informed by psychoanalysis. Here, the critique of 
Adorno’s late theory of the subject by Jessica Benjamin seems to have served 
as a crucial inspiration.35 Honneth underlines very well the immanent contra-
dictions that for him plague Adorno’s psychoanalytical model of subject for-
mation: how could the subject feel powerless in the realisation of its own ego 
demands (the alleged source of narcissistic regression), if those demands have 
been externalised in the group-ego?36 The objections that derive from compar-
ing Adorno with later object-relation theory, however, are borrowed directly 
from Benjamin. They pointed the young Honneth in the direction of Win-
nicott to complement the overcoming of the dialectic of Enlightenment model 
with an intersubjectivistic one. Such confrontation brings to light the collapse 
in Adorno of the difference between the internalisation of normative values 

35 At the time, Honneth quotes only her article in Telos, “The End of Internalisa-

tion: Adorno’s Social Psychology”, Telos, 32, 1977. Later on, her books become a major 

source of inspiration, especially for the development of the social psychology and the 

theory of social pathologies in The Struggle for Recognition.
36 Honneth, Critique of Power, pp. 87-88. 
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in the construction of a super-ego, and the formation of an autonomous ego 
modelled on parental behaviour for the cognitive mastering of the environ-
ment. As a result, and following Benjamin, a series of critical distinctions can 
be aimed at an Adornian theory of subjectivity: the world is not just made 
up of objective states of affairs but also of normative and symbolic facts that 
are intersubjectively constituted; the formation of the self touches on separate 
mechanisms in relation to those two dimensions; the confrontation with the 
objective world is made possible by, and is fundamentally different from, the 
encounter with signifi cant others; the link between rationality and socialisa-
tion must be approached through the concept of communication rather than 
instrumental control, and so on.

In all the premises used by Adorno and Horkheimer in their diagnosis of a 
“dialectic of Enlightenment” the same fundamental philosophical mistake is 
repeated, namely the reference to an outdated categorical scheme of subject-
object. This basic categorical mistake is repeated at all levels, from the the-
ory of social reproduction, understood solely through the category of social 
labour, to the theory of history, which remains idealistic in constructing a 
unifi ed narrative of a single macro-subejct, to the theory of subject formation. 
Indeed, Honneth identifi es the same mistake with similar consequences in the 
theory of social domination. The idealistic philosophy of history, the idea of 
the history of the species as extension of the domination over nature, exerts 
such a powerful pull on Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s thought that “they even 
also want to conceive the manner of functioning of intra-social domination 
according to this model”, as the “structural analogue to the process of instru-
mental control”. Accordingly,

Just as the instrumentally acting subject subsumes natural processes under 

the abstract perspective of control in order to be able to make it subject to his 

goal-oriented manipulations, so too the socially privileged subject arranges 

all other members of society according to the perspective of control in order 

to let them become organs for the execution of socially allocated work 

assignments.37

37 Ibid., p. 53.
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Once again, but this time from the perspective of the interaction between 
social classes, what amounts in the end to a crudely instrumentalist vision of 
social life underpins the analysis of society: that of passive subjects submitted 
without mediation to a homogeneous and all-pervasive violence. Honneth’s 
theory of a struggle for recognition, of course, will be the direct opposite of 
this view of society and social interaction. It holds that society is the fragile, 
always contestable, product of confl ict-ridden relationships around the inter-
pretation of core social norms and values, so that, despite the intersubjectiv-
istic premise which seems to let the subject arise from the group, no subject, 
group or class is simply the product of socialisation and social reproduction, 
a bundle of psychic material moulded by functionally structured social vio-
lence.38 However, it is crucial to repeat that this alternative critical theory of 
society was formed indeed in quite radical opposition to its predecessors, but 
also, in another sense, in full faithfulness to them, inasmuch as it upheld the 
very programme they had formulated. In Honneth’s mind, it is only if one 
makes room within theory for a suffi ciently robust concept of social action, 
which implies an image of social subjects as autonomous agents capable of 
resistance, that the unity of theory and practice which separates critical from 
traditional theory can be achieved. Adorno’s social theory, on the other hand, 
proves for him the theoretical confusions and self-defeating practical conclu-
sions one is forced into when one operates with instrumentalist and func-
tionalist images of social reproduction and social domination. This negative 
lesson will have a lasting impact on Honneth’s subsequent thinking.

Social action as cultural action

This confl ict between the “generations” of Critical Theory around the concep-
tualisation of social action makes the theory of culture particularly important. 
One important implication that derives from Honneth’s early adoption of the 
programme of Critical Theory, and his rejection, on the very basis of that pro-
gramme, of the functionalism of his predecessors, is that one of the main tasks 

38 We might recall that this intuition was already at play in Honneth’s very fi rst 

sociological writings.
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of social theory is to account for the contingency at the heart of all forms of 
social interaction: the social uses of language, of cultural practices and institu-
tions, the forms of interaction, primary and secondary processes of socialisa-
tion are never unidirectional but contested and contestable practices which 
always contain the potential for transformation. Adorno’s concept of the “cul-
ture industry”, systematising theses that were already developed in Critical 
Theory’s fi rst model, provides the last building block between the analyses of 
subject formation and the theory of society. It is also the fi nal point of conten-
tion for Honneth, one, moreover, with special signifi cance in the development 
of his own thinking.

Honneth summarises Adorno’s striking analysis of the capitalistic appropria-
tion of modern media and of the capitalistic control over education and enter-
tainment, his famous proposition that contemporary capitalism transforms 
culture into an industry, as follows:

According to this model, on the basis of a monopolistic economic system, 

the modern reproductive techniques of fi lm, radio, and television are fused 

with the rapidly spreading entertainment industry into a cultural-industrial 

complex whose manipulative products make it possible to control individ-

ual consciousness at the level of motivations. Adorno is also convinced that, 

in aesthetic presentation as well as in informational content, the products of 

the culture industry affect the members of society in such a way that they 

willingly undertake administratively sanctioned tasks.39

In Adorno’s critical theory of modern society, as the mediating factor 
between subjectivity and society, culture is not just one dimension of social 
life amongst others, to which modern capitalistic methods of value-creation 
have been applied. It is in fact the driving force of contemporary capitalism, 
fi rstly because it has become one of the main avenues for profi t, and more 
importantly, because it plays an irreplaceable functional role in the new econ-
omy: the moulding of subjectivities to create good consumers and obedient 
citizens. Instead of repeating the conceptual, methodological and sociological 
objections that have already been raised in relation to the theory of society 
or the theory of the subject, it is more interesting at the end of this chapter to 

39 Ibid., p. 77.
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see briefl y how the critique of Adorno’s concept of the culture industry gives 
vital indications about an unacknowledged yet highly signifi cant stage in the 
development of the “struggle-for-recognition” model.

Honneth’s fi rst model, resulting from his critical readings of Marx and the 
contemporary versions of historical materialism, was that of a new “philoso-
phy of praxis”, a theory of “practical intersubjectivity” where social praxis 
was redefi ned in its normative dimensions to avoid idealistic and reduction-
ist conceptions of social action. This was the intuition at work in the 1980 
book written with Hans Joas and underpinning the rereading of both histori-
cal materialism and theories of intersubjectivity. One must say, however, that 
compared with the sophistication and detail of the critical readings at the time, 
this model itself, as a positive proposal, remained largely undeveloped. It was 
more suggested than presented, encapsulated in notions such as “historical 
intersubjectivity” and “the humanisation of nature”. The intent was clear: to 
rescue a strong sense of social agency, both in materialist and in emancipatory 
terms, but none of the many problems linked with such a position had been 
addressed. However, with his attention moving to Critical Theory as the best 
methodology to fulfi l the Marxist programme under revised conditions, Hon-
neth was now on his way to answering this challenge.

The fi rst three chapters of The Critique of Power present a number of alterna-
tives to the theoretical decisions made by Horkheimer and Adorno. Brought 
together, these alternatives constitute a much more robust alternative model 
of Critical Theory, one in which Honneth now engages himself fully. The 
basic thrust of this new model lies in a new concept of social action now 
understood as “cultural action”. This explains why the critiques of Adorno’s 
negativistic theory of society, and in particular the rejection of the culture 
industry thesis are so central. However, in what constitutes a trademark of 
Honneth’s methodology, the entrance point leading into that alternative theo-
retical path remains immanent as it is located at a bifurcation in the theory 
that is critically reconstructed. The theory is shown to hesitate between two 
incompatible solutions, one of which was abandoned even though it was in 
fact the more satisfactory one from an “action-theoretic” perspective. In the 
present case, it is in Horkheimer’s own writings that sketches of a much more 
adequate conception of society can be found, one that emphasises the contin-
gency at play in social life and the contestability of established modes of social 
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reproduction. This is especially visible in Horkheimer’s approach to culture. 
Honneth shows that in a number of passages, Horkheimer himself had devel-
oped a “social struggle”-conception, rather than an “institution-theoretic”-
conception of culture. In these passages:

The category of culture (. . .) denotes a fi eld of social action in which social 

groups create common values, objectify them in the institutions of everyday 

life, and hand them down in the form of symbolic utterances. The dimen-

sion of social reproduction that Horkheimer thus seems to aim at with the 

help of such a concept of culture is one in which cognitive as well as nor-

mative self-interpretations are produced and secured within the medium 

of social action. These patterns of value orientation, produced within spe-

cifi c groups and communicatively reinforced, mediate between the system 

of social labour and the formation of individual motives since within them 

the economic constraints upon action are reinterpreted within the context of 

everyday practices and thereby accumulated in a socially effective manner. 

The natural potential of human drives and the socially independent forces 

of economic reproduction are refracted by the foundation of everyday inter-

pretive accomplishments in which subjects reciprocally secure social mean-

ings and values. Through the fi lter of these collective norms of action that 

are fi xed in the group-specifi c interpretations of ‘law’ and ‘morality’ and 

that are symbolically represented in the habitualised forms of ‘fashion’ and 

‘lifestyle’, the constraints upon action pre-given from above and the action 

motives repressed from within fi rst become effective in subjects socialised 

in a life situation. The ‘cement’ of a society (. . .) consists in the culturally 

produced and continuously renewed action orientations in which social 

groups have interpretively disclosed their own individual needs as well as 

the tasks required of them under the conditions of the class-specifi c division 

of labour.40

This passage proposes the outlines of a model of social theory that represents 
a sophisticated solution to the diffi cult programme of an “action-theoretic” 
concept of “social action”. It should be read, I would argue, not just as the 

40 Ibid., p. 26. Honneth refers specifi cally to “The Present Situation of Social Philoso-

phy” (1931).
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development of an under-thematised possibility found in Horkheimer, but 
as the temporary solution that Honneth himself had found to the problem 
that arose for him as a result of his fi rst research into historical materialism. 
Indeed, the theory of “cultural action” represents the systematic development 
of Honneth’s early, anti-Althusserian intuitions regarding the theoretical sig-
nifi cance of questions of socialisation and social reproduction in his very fi rst 
writings.41

The concept of cultural action Honneth uncovered in the interstices of Hork-
heimer’s writings offers a substantive defence of individual and group action 
that still acknowledges the factuality of social life, and especially the division 
of labour, without falling into the traps of functionalism. It is a particularly 
effective solution to the problem of social reproduction that avoids hypoth-
esising a totalitarian, homogeneous source of power and therefore moves 
away from the concomitant vision of a homogeneous and passive social real-
ity. On the contrary, it interprets the reproduction of society as a whole as the 
integration of the distinct modes of participation of the different classes and 
groups, via the specifi c ways they have of becoming experientally involved 
in social life. These specifi c ways, “fi lters”, or “interpretations” of systemic 
and institutional demands, allow social groups to enter social life in ways 
that are meaningful to them, both synchronically, in terms of their participa-
tion in overall social life from their specifi c social location, and diachronically, 
through class-specifi c modes of socialisation. The emphasis on the irreducibil-
ity and multiplicity of group-specifi c perspectives on social life helps to retain 
the motif of class struggle, but reinterprets it in a normative sense. The idea 
of a fragile and always contestable consensus as the core mechanism of social 
integration and reproduction, which from now on represents Honneth’s core 
intuition in social theory, is well substantiated in this model.

Several implicit features of this model make it particularly seductive for the 
young Honneth. First, in the acts of everyday cultural interpretation and 
linguistic mediation, individual agency is retained: individual motives and 
actions continue to be a deciding factor in social reproduction, but framed 

41 See in particular, “Reproduktion und Sozialisation” and “Zur Latenten Biogra-

phie von Arbeiterjugendlichen”. 
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and determined by group-specifi c “cultural” values. This “infl uence”, how-
ever, is non-deterministic since it is conceived of as the result of inter-subjec-
tive, linguistic and more broadly symbolic, inter-actions, as the product of 
subjective accomplishments through exchange. Without the constant renewal 
of cultural interpretations of social constraints, these would be inoperative. 
In other words, socialised subjects cannot be conceived of as passive mate-
rial for social forces. On the other hand, these subjective accomplishments are 
not the result of self-transparent, conscious decisions. Their social, class- and 
group-specifi c dependencies are central features. As a result, this theory of 
the habitus harbours the possibility of subjects becoming refl exively aware of 
their social situation and of its inherent inequalities without renouncing the 
full depth of social, institutionalised life.

Obviously, what applies to subjects applies also to groups. Honneth’s position 
here is strikingly close to Bourdieu’s. Indeed his largely positive review of 
Bourdieu’s work dates from that period.42 The focus on group-specifi c forms 
of cultural action helps retain the notion of society as an antagonistic fi eld, 
constituted through relations of power and violence.43 Class struggle, as said, 
is reinterpreted in a normative sense as struggle around the interpretation of 
social norms. Therefore, just as in Bourdieu, an implied feature of the model 
is that pre-refl exive forms of habitus can always become refl exive and critical, 
especially in the experience of injustice when the gap between functional and 
subjective needs has become too great.

Perhaps most importantly, this model of social theory centred on the concept 
of “cultural action” continues to acknowledge the autonomy and determin-
ing nature of the institutions of society. The proposal manages to fi nd a way 

42 A. Honneth, “The Fragmented World of Symbolic Forms: Refl ections on Pierre 

Bourdieu’s Sociology of Culture”, 1984, in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays 

in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995, pp. 

184-201.
43 In a an early review written with Rainer Paris, “Zur Interaktionsanalyse von 

Politik”, Leviathan, 7(1), 1979, pp. 930-939, the young Honneth had already fl agged 

the necessity to develop an “action-theoretic” approach to political struggles “from 

below”, that is, by focusing on the class-specifi c frames of action and interpretation 

that different groups bring to the political struggle.
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between a reductionist, functionalist view of social reproduction, and a naïve 
“culturalist” one. In particular, the division of labour continues to apply its 
constraints upon groups and individuals, but not in direct, automatic fashion; 
it is “accepted” by groups and individuals via the fi lters of cultural frames 
of action-orientation. This is tremendously important in the light of later cri-
tiques of Honneth that accuse him of defending precisely a “culturalist” posi-
tion, of reducing the economic order to an order of recognitive relations. In 
Horkheimer, with the thesis of class-specifi c hermeneutic and symbolic fi lters 
explaining the participation of social classes in the social order, Honneth had 
found a non-reductive way of emphasising the active achievements of social 
subjects in the reproduction of society, without losing sight of its institutional 
depth.

Finally, the theory of cultural action helps to solve a problem that is one of the 
major challenges for critically minded social theories: namely, the representa-
tion of, and reaction to, social domination by the subjects and groups that are 
socially dominated. This theory gives an image of the social order as based on 
an unequal compromise that refl ects the state of unequal class relations at a 
given time. On the one hand, such an account explains the experience of injus-
tice as the acceptance by dominated groups of the very order that does injus-
tice to them. The focus on the normative and cultural integration of society 
means that these groups are not just temporary losers in a power struggle. On 
the other hand, they should not be seen either as the passive, unrefl ective sub-
jects of social violence that Adorno’s social theory postulates. To some extent, 
the oppressed agree to the unjust social order as the class-specifi c cultural 
patterns fi ltering social injustice make injustice liveable and acceptable. But 
the normative integration cuts both ways. Precisely because the integration 
is normative and not functional or simply the result of power-relations, the
possibility always remains that the injustice can be represented as such and 
the order rejected on the basis of that representation. The culture that makes 
injustice liveable can also provide the resources for counter-cultural practices 
and acts of resistance. This is true fi rst of all in the sense that counter-cultural 
practices can structure entire lifeworlds. In these, the situation of injustice is 
to some extent entrenched in the form of a status quo that cannot be com-
pletely challenged because the power relations are too stacked against the 
minority group in question. Yet the counter-cultural practices can also create 
an everyday culture that is a direct, if often unsuccessful and only implicit 
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rejection of the hegemonic order; in any case, such practices can help develop 
a self-contained, autonomous minority culture. From such an ambiguous 
aspect of class-specifi c interpretations of the normative order, we move with-
out discontinuity to more decisive forms of resistance and rejection. Because 
the culture of social groups provides an interpretive fi lter that gives access to 
the social order, they can also in favourable cases provide the resources for 
a representation of what is wrong with existing norms, and even of how to 
challenge and change them. Cultural valuation frameworks can in some cir-
cumstances help the relevant groups act on the fact that the norms are always 
renegotiable, in the interpretation of their scope (for example, the scope of 
social rights) and even of their very validity, for example by comparison with 
other norms.

A later passage in the book makes this link particularly apparent between 
social hermeneutics and the theory of social emancipation. This link in fact 
characterises Honneth’s own fundamental vision in social theory, the idea of 
social theory as an hermeneutic of injustice. As is so often the case with him, 
the passage is fi rst of all an immanent reading of Horkheimer but can be read 
more generally as Honneth’s own model at the time:

Critical activity is thus also the refl ective continuation of an everyday com-

munication shaken in its self-understanding. On this basis, social struggle 

can be conceived as the cooperative organisation of this everyday critique: it 

would be the attempt by social groups, forced by the conditions of the class-

specifi c division of labour and excessive burdens, to realise within the nor-

mative structures of social life the norms of action acquired in the repeated 

experience of injustice.44

On this model, Critical Theory originates in and leads back to the experience 
of oppressed groups as they gradually realise, in the cognitive sense, the real-
ity of their domination which was so far made liveable by the frames of their 
own specifi c life-world, and realise, in the practical sense, on the basis of that 
cognitive discovery, a transformation of the situation, which is both a trans-
formation of their own self-understanding, and therewith, of society at large. 
The critical theorist can fully play the role that was prescribed by the initial 

44 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 29.
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programme of Critical Theory, by relaying the fi rst, cognitive realisation in 
order to help towards the second, practical one.

Strikingly, beyond the few indications found interspersed in Horkheimer, it is 
in Walter Benjamin, amongst all the authors of the fi rst generation of Critical 
Theory, that Honneth fi nds another theoretical programme that looks most 
likely to succeed in retaining such a link to praxis. Beyond the “functionalist 
reductionism” of the authors in the “inner core” of the Institute, Honneth fi nds 
in Walter Benjamin a social theory that is especially sensitive to class-specifi c 
experiences and cultural achievements. By contrast with Adorno’s blanket 
rejection of modern forms of cultural expression, Honneth fi nds in Benjamin 
a writer for whom “the confl ict between classes was a continually live experi-
ence, as well as a theoretical premise of every cultural and social analysis”. 
Benjamin, for Honneth, was able to see that “it is the cultural struggle of social 
classes itself that determines the integrative ability of society”.45 As a conse-
quence, Benjamin was able to view cultural phenomena not just as the effects 
of a totalitarian process of reifi cation, but as empowering and expressive 
elements, as the cultural dimension of social struggle. This is confi rmed by 
another study, where Honneth interprets Benjamin’s messianic conception of 
history as a theory of recognition.46 Benjamin sees justice in the duty, repeated 
for each generation, of giving the “tradition of the oppressed” its right, by 
wrenching it from the interpretation imposed by the winners. This, Honneth 
claims, amounts to elevating the invisible subjects of domination to the status 
of integral partners in communication, that is to say, to recognising them at 
last, beyond a past invisibility that history, as the historical self-assertion of 
the winners, has fatefully entrenched.

45 Honneth, “Critical Theory”, p. 82.
46 Honneth, “Kommunikative Erschließung der Vergangenheit. Zum Zusammen-

hang von Anthropologie und Geschichtsphilosophie bei Walter Benjamin”, Internatio-

nale Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 1, 1993, pp. 3-20. 





Chapter Three

The Critique of Habermas. Critique of Power (2), 
Social Action and Human Nature (2), 
critical reconstructions of Habermas

The fi rst two chapters have shown that 
Honneth reread both Marx and the fi rst gen-
eration of Critical Theory from the vantage 
point of Habermas’ communicative theory of 
society. His constant concern in these recon-
structions was to highlight the areas of social 
interaction that cannot be accounted for in 
terms of social labour or instrumental ratio-
nality. His aim was theoretical of course, 
to redress one-dimensional or confused 
conceptions of society, modernity, and sub-
jectivity. Ultimately, however, these recon-
structions had a practical aim, or indeed a 
‘critical-theoretical’ one. The reduction of 
social action to social labour, by overlooking 
the fundamental role of group-specifi c inter-
pretations of norms and values in social inte-
gration, tends to minimise the place within 
the theoretical construct of what is however 
demanded by its critical, practical ambition: 
namely, a place of transcendence within 
the immanence of social life, an area where 
the experience of injustice can become the 
springboard for practical struggles towards 
emancipation and the ground of the critical 
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theory of society. Honneth’s embrace of the Habermasian turns in philosophy 
(the intersubjectivistic turn) and in social theory (the communicative theory of 
society) therefore served the purpose of an actualised historical materialism: 
one clarifi ed conceptually and made practically more apt.

But because the aim behind Honneth’s embrace of Habermas was itself not 
strictly Habermasian, but a means for a distinct end, Habermas in his turn 
was read critically from the perspective of a philosophy of praxis project. 
Whilst Honneth approached Marx and the critical Marxists of the 20th cen-
tury from the vantage point of a broadly Habermasian communicative vision 
of social integration, Habermas himself is critiqued from the expectations of a 
neo-Marxist programme in social philosophy, one that is actually well encap-
sulated in Horkheimer’s famous defi nition of Critical Theory, as interdisci-
plinary research guided by the dialectic of theory and practice. Habermas, 
therefore, is used by Honneth to correct Marx’s conceptual and methodologi-
cal confusions, but is in turn critically read by Honneth from the Marxist per-
spective of the theory of class struggle.

This chapter attempts to delineate the most signifi cant critical strands in the 
numerous readings Honneth has dedicated to Habermas, which have paved 
the way for the model of recognition. There are fi ve such major critical stand-
points on Habermas in Honneth’s writings.1

Habermas’ concessions to functionalism

The crux of Honneth’s critique of Habermas is that despite his diverse 
attempts at devising a normative critical theory of society, one that would 
make room for the communicative mechanisms at the heart of social integra-
tion, he himself continued to uphold a form of functionalism in social theory. 
This amounts to saying that he in fact did not manage to avoid the theoreti-
cal shortcomings and the practically deleterious implications that come with 
social theories premised upon the thesis of a “dialectic of Enlightenment”. 

1 See a good, early study of Honneth’s critique of Habermas, despite the later rejec-

tion of Honneth’s model, by R. Foster, “Recognition and Resistance. Axel Honneth’s 

Critical Social Theory”, Radical Philosophy, 94, 1999, pp. 6-18.
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The communicative turn in social theory was not completely effected by its 
founder, and with the important functionalist element that remained within 
it, some grave critical and practical shortcomings ensued.

Honneth makes this claim twice in the last three chapters of The Critique of 

Power, showing how a functionalist element was kept in the early books, and 
reemerged in the mature theory of society propounded in The Theory of Com-

municative Action.

Chapter 7 returns to Habermas’ earliest philosophical interventions, at the 
heart of the “positivism dispute”,2 in order to retrace the genealogy of his the-
ory of knowledge-constitutive interests. This genealogical method provides a 
useful entry point into Habermas’ vision of the dual integrative mechanisms 
of social labour and communication as the two parallel processes of social 
reproduction. It shows how early this insight had been gained by Habermas, 
and as we have noted, the extent to which, in Habermas as in all previous 
critical theorists with a “left-Hegelian” penchant, the refl ection into the core 
mechanisms of social reproduction was intimately linked with epistemological 
questions. In both areas, in knowledge and society, the fundamental question 
remains that of the nature of rationality. In other words, these social philoso-
phers are convinced that the same structure of modern rationality that can be 
seen at work in the theoretical achievements of the sciences and techniques 
is also the driving force behind the major social phenomena of modernity. 
This proximity between Habermas and his predecessors in their approach to 
modern society, as a societal expression of a form of rationality, explains the 
fact that in their accounts of the systematic character of social evolution in 
modernity, they share basic premises, despite all the well-known differences 
in method and description.

His careful genealogical reconstruction allows Honneth to locate precisely the 
moment when Habermas started to overcome the theory of social labour as 
the sole mechanism of social reproduction and discovered the importance of 
communication. Honneth shows how in his contribution to the “positivism 
dispute”, Habermas came to generalise his initial attack, limited at fi rst to a 

2 The writings gathered in The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology, London, Heine-

mann, 1976.
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critique of epistemology, against positivistic generalisations about scientifi c 
method, from the natural to the social sciences. This generalisation allowed 
him to see into a second process at play in social life, beyond mere material 
reproduction based on objective, “purposive-rational” modes of reasoning. 
This is the irreducible fact that “individuals united within societies are capa-
ble of maintaining their lives only when, beyond the reproduction of their 
material existence, they also continuously contribute to a renewal of their 
social lifeworld”.3

As Honneth writes, we fi nd here “the touchstone of the communication-theo-
retic turn of critical Marxism”.4 In such a reconstruction of Habermas’ early 
development, Honneth could fi nd an image and an anticipation of his own 
train of thought. This was true not only in strict “social-theoretical” terms, in 
terms of the successful overcoming of the productivist interpretation of his-
torical materialism. In the early Habermas, Honneth could also fi nd a striking 
confi rmation of the necessity to graft refl ections on the nature of mechanisms 
of social reproduction to philosophical-anthropological considerations; basi-
cally, to ground the theory of action, as social action, in a theory of the dia-
lectic between fi rst and second nature. Such a focus on the anthropological 
origin of different types of knowledge and on the different mechanisms of 
social integration uncovered the deepest, purely philosophical basis of Haber-
mas’ theory: namely the pragmatist perspective, which rephrases traditional 
questions of epistemology, social and political philosophy from the vantage 
point of the demands and constraints of action upon the human being’s spe-
cifi c abilities.

Chapter 8 of The Critique of Power then shows how the spheres of labour and 
interaction, which arose in Habermas’ social theory as the direct result of the 
discovery of the communicative moment in social integration, were fatefully 

3 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 221.
4 Ibid. Honneth also shows, however, that this discovery was only gradually 

translated into the dichotomy of “labour and interaction”. In his famous essay on 

“Technique and Science as ‘Ideology’ ”, for example, Habermas continues to employ 

arguments that embed social reproduction through normative understanding into the 

development of the forces of production. See for example, J. Habermas, Toward a Ratio-

nal Society, trans. J. Shapiro, London, Heinemann, 1971, pp. 96-97.
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reifi ed and separated from each other. This separation resulted from a dual-
istic theory of action that distinguished between purposive-rational and com-
municative action, that is to say, between a social action characterised by the 
mastery of technical, rule-base tasks aiming for the control and prediction of 
objective events, versus the social action that arises out of the coordination 
of individual actions around consensually accepted norms. This is the differ-
ence between a form of social action aiming for material, versus one aiming 
for social reproduction strictly speaking. In the words of the famous essay on 
“Technique and Science”:

In terms of the two types of action we can distinguish between social systems 

according to whether purposive-rational action or interaction predominates. 

(. . .) So I shall distinguish generally at the analytic level between (1) the insti-

tutional framework of a society or the sociocultural life-world and (2) the 

subsystems of purposive-rational action that are “embedded” in it.5

The grain of Honneth’s criticism throughout the end of his dissertation is that, 
under different guises, according to the respective stages in Habermas’ devel-
opment, the analytical distinction is consistently projected into real social 
subsystems, in which one or the other mechanism of social integration domi-
nates: purposive, technical rationality for the economy and the State; “inter-
action” for the family and the lifeworld more generally. A double reifi cation 
thus occurs: a reifi cation of spheres of social action, and a reifi cation of their 
opposition. This reifi ed distinction and opposition between spheres of social 
life is seen by Honneth as the crux of all of Habermas’ later shortcomings in 
social theory. The second reifi cation, as we shall now see, is probably the more 
serious of the two because it exonerates scientifi c, technical and administra-
tive rationality from communicative control.

In his genealogical reconstruction, Honneth diagnoses such reifi cation as 
having been caused by Habermas’ exaggerated concern with the “technoc-
racy thesis”. This referred to the diagnosis propounded by conservative 
sociologists Hans Freyer, Helmut Schelsky and Arnold Gehlen, a diagnosis 
largely shared by Critical Theorists of the fi rst generation, notably Marcuse, of 
an autonomous development of technological progress, and as a result, of 

5 Habermas, Toward a Rational Society, p. 96, quoted in The Critique of Power, p. 251.
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an irreversible technologisation of the modern forms of social and political 
rationality.6 On that model, democratic politics, for example, is replaced by 
the reign of experts. The State becomes a “technical State” in which solutions 
to highly complex issues can only be realistically conceived as the technical 
solution to technical problems.7 Despite having already analysed by then 
the necessity of critiquing the monolithic theory of “instrumental rational-
ity”, and despite his explicit critique of Marcuse’s theory of one-dimensional 
society, Habermas shared with his predecessors the vision of a technologi-
cal rationality let loose, having autonomised itself from social control, and 
infecting all other areas of social life. All later social theoretical constructions 
remain faithful to his initial vision.

The core of Honneth’s critique of Habermas’ early social theory basically boils 
down to his surprise at seeing the latter’s uncritical acceptance of the conser-
vative sociologists’ diagnosis. Honneth shows how Habermas had intended 
to reject their conclusions, not by questioning their descriptions, but only by 
unveiling their ideological premises in approaching modern society, the way 
in which they had developed the “false consciousness of the correct praxis”, 
that is to say, had correctly diagnosed the autonomisation of technical, pur-
posive-rational forms of action and their gradual dominance over intersub-
jectively reproduced spheres of social life, but had misconstrued its meaning. 
Beyond political misgivings, the crucial question was the question of social 
domination: in the conservative description of technocratic hegemony, the 
problem of power and its maldistribution in society simply becomes irrel-

6 Claus Offe has shown the strong similarities, beyond the obvious divergence 

in political interpretations, between the conservative diagnosis of the “technocracy 

thesis” and Marcuse’s “emancipatory” theory of one-dimensional society. See Offe, 

“Technology and One-Dimensionality: A Version of the Technocracy Thesis?” in, eds 

R. Pippin et al., Marcuse. Critical Theory and the Promise of Utopia, Massachusetts, Bergin 

& Garvey, 1988, pp. 215-224. This is also a feature of Andrew Feenberg’s interpreta-

tions, see for example his Heidegger and Marcuse: Catastrophe and Redemption of History, 

New York, Routledge, 2005.
7 See Habermas’ critical characterisation in “Technical Progress and the Social Life-

world”, in Toward a Rational Society, trans. J. Shapiro, London, Heinemann, 1971, pp. 

58-59.
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evant, whilst one of Habermas’ central concerns by contrast was precisely to 
locate the place and mechanisms of domination in the new situation.

We will see in a moment how the uncritical acceptance of the thesis of an 
autonomisation of technological rationality led to major distortions in Haber-
mas’ attempts at dealing with those two aspects: the maintenance of a strong 
concept of democratic politics and the critique of power. In a sense, Honneth’s 
ethics of recognition is the attempt to correct these distortions whilst retain-
ing the communicative framework. Before we deal with the consequences of 
the “functionalist” prejudice that operates in Habermas, it might be useful to 
consider this insuffi ciently contested diagnosis a little further.

The distinction between two types of social action, which applies at fi rst 
only at the “analytical level” is immediately translated by Habermas into a 
distinction between real spheres of action. Initially he only states that these 
spheres are characterised by forms of social action in which a particular type 
of rationality (purposive-rational or communicative) “predominates”. But 
the tremendous impression that the technocracy thesis makes on him quickly 
leads to the vision of a reduction or purifi cation of the types of rationality 
of social action at play in each of the two spheres, and thus to a hardening 
of their distinction. With this development, a new type of functionalist prej-
udice enters critical theory, different from the initial one, since the areas of 
communicative interaction have indeed been identifi ed, but functionalist 
nonetheless. As Honneth writes, “From now on, the dualism of normatively 
regulated and non-normative spheres of action accompanies the develop-
ment of Habermas’ social theory”.8 And later on, “Habermas unintentionally 
lets the analytical distinction pass over into a difference between empirical 
domains of phenomena so that in the end the fi ction is produced of a society 
divided into communicatively and purposive-rationally organised domains 
of action”.9

8 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 253. Obviously the literature on these questions is 

enormous. I refrain from quoting that literature, focusing instead on Honneth’s own 

reading of Habermas and its importance for his later theory of recognition. 
9 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 256.
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In the next chapter of The Critique of Power, Honneth is careful to note the 
difference between the models of social theory presented in Knowledge and 

Human Interests and other texts of that period, and the later model in The 
Theory of Communicative Action. With Habermas’ move from a philosophical 
methodology grounded in hermeneutics to one anchored in pragmatic lin-
guistics, the notion of communicative action is defi ned in a more complex 
way: “communication is no longer simply set over against purposive-rational 
action; rather, it is conceived as a process of understanding that includes all 
aspects of human rationality as internal points of reference”.10 The change in 
the defi nition of communicative action impacts directly on the characterisa-
tion of its social function: “it now defi nes not a specifi c form of social action 
that can be separated from other modes of action, but a special form of the 
coordination of goal-directed action”.11 Despite these important changes, 
however, the same issues arise as before. The functionalism that crept into 
social theory because of the prevalence of the technocracy thesis returns in 
a new yet comparable form, with Habermas’ attempt to integrate systems 
theory into his action-theoretic perspective. The narrative of structural dif-
ferentiation between system and lifeworld reinstates the dualism that was 
condemned in the earlier work. Once again, if in a different way, an analytical 
distinction is reifi ed into separated areas of social life:

The methodological dualism of “system integration” and “social integration” 

that was initially only supposed to describe two complimentary perspec-

tives in the analysis of one and the same process of evolution is transformed 

along the path toward the rationalisation of social action into the factual 

dualism of “system” and “lifeworld”.12

As the quote indicates, this dualism is caused, just like in the work of the 
1960s, by the evolutionary dimension that Habermas very early on included 
in his refl ections on social theory. The distinction between system and social 
rationalisation leads to the well-known thesis according to which

10 Ibid., p. 287.
11 Ibid., p. 287.
12 Ibid., p. 294.
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Inasmuch as (power and money) do not merely simplify linguistic communi-

cation, but replace it with a symbolic generalisation of rewards and punish-

ments, the lifeworld contexts in which processes of reaching understanding 

are always embedded are devalued in favour of media-steered interactions; 

the lifeworld is no longer needed for the coordination of action.13

With this, so Honneth shows, system and lifeworld become factually, not 
just analytically, opposed. This, however, only reproduces at the higher 
level attained by Habermas’ mature social theory the problematic distinction 
drawn in the earlier work between the rationalisation of social norms and the 
rationalisation of means-ends relations.14

Despite the great changes that affected Habermas’ social-theoretical models, 
a distinct functionalism therefore remains operative throughout. It is an idea 
that is directly reminiscent of the previous generation of Critical Theory, that 
posits that the spheres of society that rely on discursive exchange and the 
intersubjective formation of norms and values for their constitution and repro-
duction, have been gradually invaded by instrumental forms of discourse and 
rationality. For Habermas, this constitutes the specifi c pathology of modern 
society, the one that a critical theory of society has to correctly diagnose in 
order to point towards its possible overcoming.

This functionalist core in Habermas’ writings brings with it a number of prob-
lems according to Honneth’s reading.

13 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 136. Quoted in Critique of Power, 

p. 296.
14 See “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology’ ”, Toward a Rational Society, trans. 

J. Shapiro, London, Heinemann, 1971, p. 96: “The rationality of language games, 

associated with communicative action, is confronted at the threshold of the modern 

period with the rationality of means-ends relations, associated with instrumental and 

strategic action. As soon as this confrontation can arise, the end of traditional society 

is in sight: the traditional form of legitimation breaks down. Capitalism is defi ned by 

a mode of production that not only poses this problem but also solves it. It provides 

a legitimation of domination which is no longer called down from the lofty heights 

of cultural tradition but instead summoned up from the base of social labour”. See 

Critique of Power, pp. 260-262.
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First, Honneth notes that the dualism that arises out of the concern to secure a 
place for the autonomisation of functionally differentiated subsystems contra-
dicts the fundamental insight behind Habermas’ work in social theory:

The concept of symbolically mediated interaction determines the special 

place occupied by Habermas’ theoretical approach in the tradition of a criti-

cal social theory going back to Marx. (. . .)He is, from the beginning, on the 

watch for a reductionism that interprets society as a norm-free relation of 

instrumental or strategic action. Everyday linguistic understanding about 

action-guiding norms is recognised as the supporting dimension of societ-

ies. For the fi rst time in the history of Marxism, communicative understand-

ing is treated systematically as the paradigm of the social.15

By reintegrating functionalist strands in his theory of society through the 
dualisms of labour and interaction, of system and lifeworld, Honneth sees 
Habermas as reverting back to a vision of modern society he had done so much 
to overcome. The critical remark is an immanent one at fi rst. It puts the fi nger 
on a structural ambivalence, or hesitation, in Habermas, that has traversed all 
his thinking, between the emphasis on the practical and hermeneutic dimen-
sions of social life, a necessary condition if one is to maintain the possibility of 
a conceptual account of social transformation, and the apparent inevitability 
of a description of modern society in systemic terms. In a sense, this is in fact 
the structural hesitation of Critical Theory in general. However, given that 
Habermas is seen by Honneth as having provided a crucial breakthrough in 
“critical Marxism”, with the insight into the irreducibility of communicative 
interaction, the deleterious consequences of his unrepentant functionalism 
are particularly worth studying.

If we refer to the programme of research established early on in the recon-
struction of historical materialism, the retention of a functionalist strand 
becomes a major obstacle to the methodological imperative of a categorical 
monism that would make possible a substantial linking of the analysis and 
the critique of society. The communicative theory of society seems to be able 
not only to highlight and correct the conceptual problems attached to the the-

15 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 243.
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ory of social labour, it appears capable at fi rst to fulfi l the programme of an 
immanent critique, by analysing contemporary injustice and domination as 
pathologies of communication. But the reintroduction of functionalist argu-
ments destroys this substantial link between theory and critique and warps 
the model of social critique that emerges from the theory.

This is the well-known problem emerging from Habermas’ dualistic approach 
to society, that it ends up upholding the theoretical fi ctions of a norm-free 
domain of social reproduction (the economy and the administration), and 
of a power-free domain of social integration (the family and the public 
sphere). Not only are these fi ctions highly debatable at the theoretical and 
empirical levels, they are also extremely damaging for the scope and validity 
of critique.

We will look into some of the practical and critical implications in the next 
section. Theoretically and empirically, Honneth argues against the notion of 
“non-normative”, delinguistifi ed sub-systems. He argues that the systems 
of action that are alleged to be organised in pure purposive-rational terms, 
notably the economic and the administrative orders, in fact always include 
normative dimensions, if only because they are intimately intertwined with 
structures of social domination. As Honneth writes, the institutions of the 
economy and the State are never just embodiments of purely objective, instru-
mentally rational considerations, they are framed within “political-practical 
principles”, which themselves depend upon (distorted) communicative pro-
cesses. The same can be said of economic and administrative institutions.16 
What falls out of view, in the end, is the centrality of struggle in the organisa-
tion of society. Injustice is explained in functional terms, as encroachment of 
one system over others, whilst the actual distortions of communication under 
the constraint of asymmetrical power relations tend to fall out of view, both 
at the theoretical and diagnostic levels. Conversely, the view that communi-
catively integrated spheres of social action are power-free is equally doubtful. 
It tends to purify the communicative integration of society from the effects 

16 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 298, in which Honneth refers directly to Joas’ cri-

tique in “The Unhappy Marriage of Hermeneutics and Functionalism”. See also the 

same critique, in reference to the earlier work, Critique of Power, p. 262. 
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of social domination, of power, the very problem that was supposed to be 
the target of critical theory. Once again, domination is now externalised 
into the encroachment of intersubjective spheres by technical, instrumental 
processes. As Honneth writes, beyond all other differences in premises and 
methodology,

Habermas’ theory of society ultimately seems to agree with the pessimistic 

social critique (. . .) we fi nd in the negativist current of contemporary Criti-

cal Theory. Both of these models’ respective diagnoses assert that systemic 

powers have become independent in a way that threatens to dissolve the 

social core of society.17

It is obvious that the latter consequence constitutes the greatest concern within 
the tradition of critical Marxism if, as I have argued, Honneth’s project con-
sists in the attempt to carry out its programme, with its specifi c constraint of 
a substantive unity of theory and praxis. The underlying concern implied in 
The Critique of Power that Habermas’ dual theory of society leads to a severing 
of the link between theory and practice becomes the focal point of many of the 
other texts dedicated by Honneth to his teacher.

Class struggle deactivated?

Two sets of issues need to be discussed separately as a result of this initial 
critique of Habermas’ undue allegiance to functionalist arguments. The fi rst 
relates directly to the theory of social domination propounded by social the-
ory. From Honneth’s perspective, this requires a consideration of the problem 
of the place within the theoretical apparatus that is occupied by the notion of 
asymmetrical power relations, of confl ict between groups around the norms 
of social integration, and of the role of group confl ict in the theory of social 
reproduction.

“Moral Consciousness and Class Domination”, an article published in 1981, 
four years prior to The Critique of Power, constitutes a decisive stage in Hon-

17 A. Honneth, “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect: On the Location of Critical 

Theory Today”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, 

Polity Press, 2007, p. 68.
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neth’s development in this respect.18 The article is based on the rejection of 
one of the most important premises in fi rst generation Critical Theory as well 
as in Habermas, the idea of “institutionalised or deactivated class struggle”. 
For all the writers in Critical Theory before Honneth, the hypothesis of a deac-
tivation of class struggle was an unquestionable, factual aspect of modern 
society. As we know, it shaped the interdisciplinary programme of research 
in a major way as the aim of the empirical inquiries was precisely to search 
for the causes and mechanisms explaining this deactivation and how it was 
maintained. Indeed, the image of a totally administered society, of a seamless 
integration of cultural manipulation and repressive socialisation, of a political 
system fully attuned to the imperatives of neo-capitalism, arose directly from 
the experience of the hopeless improbability of a social transformation arising 
out of the struggle between antagonistic classes.

Despite all other conceptual and diagnostic divergences, Habermas himself, 
in Legitimation Crisis as well as in subsequent writings, bases his investiga-
tions into contemporary society on a similar premise of a deactivated social 
struggle. His own diagnosis is no longer guided by the thesis of a totally 
administered society but by the thesis of the autonomisation of economic 
and administrative systems. In both cases, however, functional dominance of 
technical spheres over the lifeworld, passive adaptation of exploited classes to 
the domination order, and the compensation of the underprivileged through 
material retributions, are postulated. Honneth describes Habermas’ new ver-
sion of deactivated social struggle in this way:

Its basic idea (. . .) is that late capitalistic state interventionism dries up the 

political and practical interests of wage workers by means of a policy of 

material compensation and the institutional integration of the wage policy 

of the labour unions. The stabilisation of late capitalism is said to have suc-

ceeded up to now because the economically dependent strata could be kept 

in a sort of apathetic followership by means of quantifi able compensations 

18 It is quite signifi cant that Honneth has selected this early article twice for repub-

lication in edited collections, fi rst in Fragmented World of the Social, and recently again 

in Disrespect. The arguments presented in this article set up essential features of Hon-

neth’s overall project.
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(income and free time) which can be obtained by routes which are relatively 

free of confl ict.19

In other words, in Habermas’ picture income and free time correspond muta-

tis mutandis to the pulsional gratifi cations provided by the culture industry in 
Adorno’s, Horkheimer’s and Marcuses’ models.

Against the grain of all his predecessors, Honneth emphasises by contrast the 
continued presence of group confl ict in modern society, not only as an empiri-
cal fact, but also as a core element in the integrative mechanisms of these soci-
eties. The issue therefore is not just empirical, but conceptual. It is, as we have 
seen, a necessary prerequisite for a theory of society that aims to propound an 
image of social integration as social action, in the strong, “praxis” sense of the 
term. More specifi cally, the confl icts between groups over the interpretation 
and indeed over the very validity of the norms governing social reproduction 
is part and parcel of the model of “cultural action”. In order to justify this 
empirical and conceptual claim, Honneth is forced, beyond the reference to 
relevant sociological studies, to provide an alternative explanation for the phe-
nomenon that is diffi cult to contest, of the “latency” of class confl ict in modern 
society. From the point of view of the “cultural action” model, however, the 
solution is not diffi cult to formulate: rather than postulating the actual rest-
ing of class confl ict, or the ideological self-obfuscation of dominated classes, 
the model of cultural action suggests instead that class confl icts have become 
invisible, precisely as a result of class domination. This then leads Honneth to 
attempt to uncover the “hidden morality” that is present in the experiences 
of injustice made by dominated groups. Accordingly, in a move that is quite 
close to Bourdieu’s theory of social capital, the fact that the moral discourses 
and practices of dominated classes are not registered as normatively relevant 
results from a combination of social-cultural and economic factors that tend 
to rob dominated classes of the resources that would enable them to represent 
and express their experiences of injustice in an acceptable way. Moreover, 
the rules of public discourse are predetermined in such hegemonic fashion 
that these experiences and their expressions would not pass the test of public 

19 Honneth, “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination”, (1981), in The Fragmented 

World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, 

Suny Press, 1995, p. 216.
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validity. The latency of social confl ict results therefore from the fact that social 
suffering is not visible or audible to class society, both because its expres-
sions are inadequate according to the prevalent norms, and because society 
excludes it in advance in any case. The fragile consensus over the functioning 
of late capitalist society is at best pragmatic on the part of the lower classes. 
As soon as the theorist views social reality from this perspective, however, 
the change in the sociological outlook leads to a major change of paradigm: 
“an analysis of society which accurately describes the reality of capitalist class 
relations must construct its fundamental concepts in such a way that it can 
grasp the normative potential of socially suppressed groups”.20

With this programmatic claim, Honneth declares his intention to fulfi l for the 
fi rst time what was always one of the key ambitions of the Critical Theory pro-
gramme, one however which the various functionalist arguments accepted 
by earlier theorists had so far always defeated: namely, the methodological 
ambition whereby not only the empirical but even the conceptual guidelines 
of critical social theory would be found in the experiences of social suffering 
and injustice.21

By contrast, Habermas’ theory of social crisis and social domination appears 
misguided on both the sociological-empirical and conceptual levels. Empiri-
cally, because he equates levels of normativity with degrees of formality 

20 Ibid., p. 219.
21 This highlights the signifi cant overlap between Honneth’s project in critical social 

theory and Bourdieu’s critical sociology. It is no wonder that Honneth later on would 

use the inquiries conducted by Bourdieu on the “place of social suffering in the con-

temporary world” (gathered in The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary 

Society, Stanford University Press, 2000) as a key empirical reference point. We return 

to this aspect later in the book, but it was important to show early on that Honneth’s 

project contained a constitutive “Bourdieuian” moment right from the beginning. The 

review in the 1990s of recent work in the sociology of poverty shows unequivocally 

Honneth’s great sensitivity to the new forms of social suffering, see “Wiederkehr der 

Armut” ( in Desintegration. Bruchstücke einer soziologischen Zeitdiagnose, Frankfurt/M., 

Fischer Verlag, 1994). The idea that “social suffering” is the key epistemic and norma-

tive guideline of a critical social theory was already hinted at indirectly in Honneth’s 

article on the young Lukács, “A Fragmented World: On the Implicit Relevance of 

Lukács’ Early Work”, in The Fragmented World of the Social, pp. 59-60. 
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and universality in the expression of normative claims, his theory tends to 
remain blind to the whole sphere of social suffering that exists “behind the 
façade of integration of late capitalism.” This empirical short-sightedness is 
directly related to the problematic conceptual premise according to which 
the economic administration of society has autonomised itself in such a 
way that it can regulate confl ict in its own terms. In the terms of post-class-
struggle literature, with its strong reliance on systems-theoretical arguments, 
the economic system achieves this deactivation of confl ict by compensating 
disadvantaged groups through the redistribution of money and time. This of 
course requires that one accepts another premise, to wit, that the compensa-
tion of social injury through economic goods is always minimally suffi cient. 
Beyond the strictly “social-theoretical” critique of Habermas’ use of the lan-
guage of systems-theory, we encounter here one of the most original aspects 
of Honneth’s model of social theory, as he has consistently argued against 
the reduction of social suffering to its utilitarian dimensions. This is one of 
his earliest intuitions, expressed already in his early critical reconstructions 
of Marx, and one, of course, that will later form the core of the mature model 
of recognition.

In the end, Honneth simply denounces as overly naïve the idea according to 
which the absence of overt confl ict signals the disappearance of class struggle. 
But this simple point has a major theoretical impact as it puts in doubt the 
adequacy of the language of “systems” of social action, and notably, of “non-
normative subsystems”. The systems-theoretical idea according to which the 
non-normative steering of the economic system can meet with an at least par-
tial normative agreement only plays into the hands of the system of domina-
tion. This comes at a high price, since the argument then makes one blind to 
the “hidden morality” of the experience of injustice, as it reads the absence of 
confl ict as the absence of suffering:

It is concluded from the factual recognition which the current legitimating 

ideology enjoys, simply because the members of society carry out the repro-

ductive tasks assigned to them, that a normative, though fragile, acceptance 

of the justifying ideology of the welfare state, supplemented by technocratic 

arguments, has taken place.22

22 Ibid., p. 217.
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If, on the other hand, it is no longer accepted that the economic system is 
a norm-free, self-regulating system, then the chasm between material com-
pensations and the reality of social domination is much more palpable. The 
“consensus” that would seem to be granted even by the dominated groups 
appears in a very different light, as the unjust result of unequal and asym-
metrical relations of power between struggling classes. The integration of late 
capitalist society appears as what it is, an ideological construct.

In the end, the whole discussion revolves around two competing visions of 
social rationalisation. In Habermas’ narrative, social evolution follows the 
course of ever more formal, decentered and universalisable practical knowl-
edge contents. The engine propelling the history of the species accordingly 
is fuelled by the immanent force of moral reason. In sociological terms, the 
ever greater formality of moral reason is incarnated in enlightened groups 
that are able to exercise the capacity to take a decentered view of the world. 
In other words, the moral level attained by a historical world is read in the 
advanced consciousness of the enlightened (and privileged) groups. By con-
trast, in faithfulness to the Marxist heritage, Honneth advocates the thesis that 
“a social analysis derived from Marxism must see as its task today the iden-
tifi cation of moral confl icts connected to the social class structure, which are 
hidden behind late capitalism’s façade of integration.”23

Such a programme sounded perhaps counter-intuitive to many in 1980 or 
1985, when the notions of class and class confl ict had receded in the academic 
background (although not in social reality). Twenty fi ve years later, the tre-
mendous rise in social inequality within and between nations makes the idea 
of social integration as premised upon unequal relations of power, the old idea 
of class struggle, again a notion with direct descriptive and critical appeal.

Critical theory without practical import

The concerns raised above in relation to the downplaying of class confl ict in 
Habermas’ social theory, despite having strong empirical content were of a 
theoretical nature. They concerned problems in the analysis of modern soci-
ety. A second set of problems linked with this downplaying of class struggle 

23 Ibid., p. 215.
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is of a direct practical nature. Given the fundamental importance of the the-
ory-practice imperative in Honneth’s programme, these concerns could well 
have been as equally if not more important sources of inspiration for his criti-
cal approach to Habermas.

Here it is worth quoting a full page from Social Action and Human Nature that 
brings together many of the themes discussed so far. If we have the chronol-
ogy of Honneth’s writings in mind, this is a very interesting page to high-
light because it shows that some of the features of the “cultural action” model 
developed in The Critique of Power were already well in place in Honneth’s 
initial writings.

Inasmuch as they must be aimed exclusively at identifying and describing 

the universal rules informing social action, the categories of this theory can 

no longer be translated systematically into a framework of historiographi-

cal categories that would be open enough to explain the genesis and collec-

tive development of socially critical, system-bursting orientations of action 

which are tied to everyday plexuses of experience. Thus the actual history of 

social movements becomes completely insignifi cant in comparison with the 

logical sequence in which systems of norms, each of which is based on the 

preceding one, have evolutionarily achieved general recognition and accep-

tance. Thereby the categories and concepts employed by the theory of socio-

cultural evolution have become so remote from the experiential plexus of 

the real historical happening that they can hardly be translated back into the 

action perspectives of collective actors. If it were conceived as an evolution-

ary theory in this fashion, historical materialism would have relinquished 

every possibility of providing explanatory interpretations of history that 

intervene instructively in a present-day situation of social confrontations. 

Because the explanatory evolutionary models are constructed without any 

possibility of linking them back hermeneutically to the unique experiential 

situation of subjects acting in the present, they cannot be introduced into 

historical praxis for the purpose of supplying practical orientation for the 

acting subjects.24

Already in this fi rst book, Honneth was thus thinking of “socially critical, sys-

tem-bursting orientations of action which are tied to everyday plexuses of experience”. 

24 Social Action and Human Nature, p. 166.
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This was already a powerful way of articulating the idea of group-specifi c 
social experiences that can become the source of critical theory and eman-
cipatory practice. In addition, the page also demonstrates the central role 
played by the “practical-political imperative”, to quote an expression from 
The Critique of Power, in Honneth’s work. In the 1980 book, Honneth and Joas 
critically discuss Habermas’ turn towards systems-theoretical arguments in 
his contributions to the theory of social-cultural evolution in the 1970s, at the 
time when his project was explicitly described under the title of “reconstruc-
tions of historical materialism”. As the quote demonstrates explicitly, one of 
the main concerns was precisely the one that inspires Honneth’s thinking: 
the conceptualisation of social action as agency of emancipation for a new 
philosophy of praxis. In Habermas’ turn towards evolutionistic arguments, 
and most especially in his embrace of the system-theoretical perspective, the 
young authors saw the danger that social action would be conceptualised as 
a functional response to “system-threatening” challenges, and no longer as a 
normative response of social groups to disruptions in social life manifested 
notably in the experiences of injustice and in social pathologies. Already in 
these early texts, they highlighted the externalisation of domination, from the 
immanence of social integration, into the dialectic between forces of produc-
tion (society as functional system) and relations of production (society as nor-
matively integrated and thus capable of “moral learning”). But the last page 
of the book no longer argues strictly on this theoretical level. Instead, it also 
rejects Habermas’ evolutionistic and system-theoretical transformation of his-
torical materialism on the basis of its negative consequences for the realisation 
of the programme of a non-reductive theory of praxis that not only originates 
in social experience, but as importantly, relates back in a substantive way to 
social and political practice.

In summary, a great part of Honneth’s critique of Habermas stems directly 
from the tradition of Marxist writings focusing on class struggle as the key 
to social reproduction and social emancipation. As in the tradition of Marx’s 
writings and Marx interpretation, this line of argument runs up against the 
more functionalist line, which emphasises the quasi-autonomous develop-
ment of Capital. Honneth’s critique of the Habermasian downplaying of class 
struggle can be read against the larger background of this old and as yet unre-
solved debate.
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A critical conception of work

We saw in the fi rst chapter how the question of work was one of the predomi-
nant entry points into the critical reconstructions of historical materialism for 
the young Honneth. At the end of “Work and Instrumental Action”, the lack 
of a satisfactory normative approach to work is detected in the great majority 
of empirical and conceptual models in 20th century social sciences and social 
theory, from the American and German sociology of work in the post-war era, 
to Scheler, Arendt, and fi nally, Habermas. The high sensitivity displayed in 
the early writings for a more robust approach to work was probably largely 
instrumental in Honneth’s decisive criticism of the reductive implications of 
functionalist arguments in social theory.

The criticism of Habermas on this point runs as follows. By distinguish-
ing sharply between instrumental and communicative action, by showing 
how the normative integration of society occurs through mechanisms of com-
munication, Habermas is able to avoid the problems entailed in the notion 
of social labour. On the other hand, the consequence of this strong analytic 
separation is that all the rich normative connotations that were present in 
Marx’s notion of work are no longer retrievable for Habermas, since work 
is now reduced to the sphere of instrumental action. It only designates those 
activities which society must perform in order to ensure its material survival. 
This sphere is now seen as consisting only of empirically tested technical rules 
that are structured according to the logic of instrumental mastery, effi ciency 
and productivity. All the normative potential that Marx had inherited from 
Hegel in his rich concept of work, as a medium of subjective self-awareness 
and intersubjective cooperation, have disappeared.

The concept of work occupies such a marginal position in (Habermas’ social 

theory) that the practical morality embedded in instrumental action, on 

the basis of which working subjects could react to their experience of the 

impoverishment of instrumental work activity under capital, is completely 

excluded from its conceptual framework.25

By contrast, Honneth in his early project wanted to move beyond the alter-
native: social labour or instrumental action. He intended to steer a middle 

25 Honneth, “Work and Instrumental Action”, 1980, pp. 44-49.
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way between the communicative theory of society and its ground-breaking 
theoretical implication, whilst retaining a strong interest in the normative 
aspects of work. The latter implied, as the quote above makes clear, to be 
able to maintain the link to the Marxist inspiration by keeping up the con-
ceptual possibility of a strong critique of the alienating effects of Taylorised 
work organisation. Critically following Marx, Honneth wanted to devise, as 
we saw in the fi rst chapter, a “critical concept of work”, where the term criti-
cal referred just as much to Habermas as to Marx; it was supposed to

grasp the difference between an instrumental act in which the working sub-

ject structures and regulates his own activity on his own initiative, according 

to his own knowledge, in a self-contained process, and an instrumental act 

in which neither the accompanying controls nor the object-related structur-

ing of the activity is left to the initiative of the working subject.26

The model for this early project of a renewed “critical conception of work” 
was sought in the French sociology of work of the 1980s, which managed 
to highlight the “variety of everyday work practices in which workers in an 
industrial concern systematically violate and subvert the rules of produc-
tion”.27 In these covert practices, both cooperation and the recollection of the 
practical meaning of work for the subjects appear as low-key realisations of 
what Marx had in mind in his critique of alienated labour.

With this programme, Honneth did not renege on his critique of Marx’s use of 
the notion of social labour. Instead, he intended to make a more differentiated 
use of Habermas’ emphasis on normative types of social action, and apply it 
to the crucial experience of work, without re-mythologising it, as it were, as 
the central mechanism of social integration. He was interested in the “moral-
practical knowledge” that constitutes the experience of work, which recedes 
into the background with the dualistic social theory of Habermas. This chimes 
in quite well with the social-political model presented towards the end of The 

Critique of Power, in which the question of the normative and critical potentials 
of work organisation and work experience takes centre stage. As Honneth 
writes, with the dualism of system and lifeworld,

26 Ibid., p. 49.
27 Ibid., p. 48.
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Habermas abandons within his social theory the normative orientation to 

another domain, namely the communicative organisation of material repro-

duction which, under the title “self-administration” belongs to the produc-

tive part of the tradition of critical Marxism.28

This remark makes explicit the political constellation in which Honneth’s early 
work was situated and sheds light on the critical perspective adopted in The 

Critique of Power. Critical Marxism here means fi rst of all a version of that his-
torically and conceptually self-refl exive brand of Marxism that is often associ-
ated with the name of Western Marxism, against the dogmatism of Second 
International and Leninist interpretations. It also means, however, a strong 
reliance on Marx’s spirit, against the dissolution of the Marxist programme 
at the hands of fi rst generation Critical Theory, Foucault, Habermas, and so 
many other contemporary social theorists.

Naturally, in light of the revolution that has taken place in the organisation of 
work and production in the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism, Honneth’s 
“critical conception of work” will have to be reworked. The initial intuition 
was based on a basic empirical premise, one we already encountered in 
the critique of Marx, that with the Taylorisation of work, much of contem-
porary, rationalised and fragmented work has become “meaningless”. The 
post-Fordist shift has radically transformed the structure of the workplace 
and the content of most work experiences, by including the worker into 
the production process and relying on a partial devolution of autonomy, 
creativity and responsibility to the worker. Taylorism is no longer suffi cient 
to accurately describe the contemporary organisation of work, even though 
many Taylorian elements remain operative within contemporary production. 
The question arises as to what becomes of Honneth’s early appeal for a “criti-
cal conception of work” in the changed conditions of the post-Fordist work 
context. We will see in the conclusion that Honneth’s latest texts on the cri-
tique of contemporary capitalism can be read to a certain extent as a renewed 
attempt to deliver, with some delay, on his project of a critical conception 
of work.

28 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 302.
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Beyond the linguistifi cation of critical social theory

Most fundamentally, Honneth’s critical distance towards Habermas stems 
from his alternative way of conceptualising the normativity at the core of 
social integration. This is related to a deep philosophical divergence in the use 
of philosophical-anthropological arguments. All of the ethical and political 
differences noted above in fact fl ow from this anthropological disagreement. 
The heart of the problem for Honneth lies with the problematic emphasis on 
language in Habermas’ social theory.

This relates directly to the previous critiques of the dualism of system and 
lifeworld and the evolutionistic theory of human history to which this dual-
ism is tied. The previous sections have detailed Honneth’s scepticism towards 
the notion of system rationalisation. For him, this brings Habermas back in 
the orbit of “negativist” and “functionalist” diagnostics of modernity that are 
so damaging for critical theory. But he fi nds the notion of a rationalisation of 
lifeworlds just as prejudicial, especially for its practical implications. In this 
case again, we are confronted with a theoretical proposal that undermines 
the core requirement of the programme it is supposed to fulfi l, notably in 
severing the links to the practical realm. Indeed, we could say that Honneth’s 
critique of Habermas’ theory of social rationalisation is the fl ip side of his 
critique of Habermas’ functionalism.

Habermas’ correction of the Weberian vision of modernity as a process of 
rationalisation involves, as is well-known, a decoupling of rationalisation 
processes along the analytical distinction between instrumental and commu-
nicative reason. Whilst systems rationalisation marks a progress in functional 
effi ciency as evaluated through the lens of instrumental, means-ends logic, 
social rationalisation is propelled by the universalising, decentering force 
immanent in the logic of linguistic exchange aimed at understanding. The 
crucial problem that Honneth discovers in this theory of social rationalisa-
tion is the following: since the normative dimension of social interaction is 
identifi ed with a tendency immanent in the logic of linguistic exchange, the 
sociological anchoring of critical theory (the pre-theoretical experience which 
critical theory is supposed to formalise), once again is situated outside of the 
social agents’ experience.

For Habermas, the pre-theoretical source of legitimacy which secures a foot-

hold in reality for his normative perspectives has to be the social progress 
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which develops the role of the linguistic rules for reaching understanding. 

(. . .) However, such a process is typically something which could be said—

with Marx—to unfold behind the backs of the subjects involved. Its course 

is neither directed by human intentions; nor can it be grasped within the 

consciousness of a single individual.29

In social rationalisation, just as much as in systemic rationalisation, the link 
with praxis has been severed. Honneth’s ethics of recognition is developed 
precisely as a response to this problem.

A way out of this dilemma can only be provided by the idea of developing 

the communication paradigm constructed by Habermas more in the direc-

tion of its presuppositions regarding the theory of intersubjectivity—indeed 

in the direction of its sociological presuppositions. (. . .) (This) is the proposal 

not simply to equate the normative potential of social interaction with the 

linguistic conditions of reaching understanding free from domination, (. . .). 

(This) is the thesis that moral experiences are not triggered by the restriction 

of linguistic competences; rather, they are shaped by the violation of identity 

claims acquired in socialisation.30

These passages, extracted from Honneth’s 1993 inaugural lecture at the Otto-
Suhr Institute at the Free University in Berlin provide a clear summary of the 
progress that took Critical Theory from a paradigm of social labour, to a para-
digm of communication, and fi nally to the paradigm of the struggle for recog-
nition. At fi rst, they seem to imply that the initial motive behind the shift from 
communication to recognition was only a limited one: namely, the problem 
of the fulfi lment of the criterion of the grounding of theory in pre-theoreti-
cal experience. At fi rst, the disagreement seems to be limited to the relation 
between the social-theory part of critical theory and its relation to sociological 
literature. This limited point, however, obviously has a tremendous impact 
on the overall model, since it leads to a full-blown paradigm shift.

Indeed, it could be easily argued that the exceptionally clear articulation 
presented in the 1993 lecture of the point of departure between the commu-
nicative theory of society and the theory of recognition was just as much ret-

29 Honneth, “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect”, p. 328.
30 Ibid.
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rospective as it was projective. By this, I mean that the introductory lecture 
helped Honneth shed light on his own, alternative path whilst explaining in 
what way it bifurcated so markedly from that of his intellectual father. Hon-
neth seems to have taken the decision very early on to broaden the meaning 
of intersubjectivity and communication and to include other layers of social 
interaction, both at the descriptive level, in the characterisation of social inter-
action, and at the normative levels in regards to political and critical issues. 
This led him from the beginning to an anthropological overhaul of Habermas’ 
communication paradigm. Whilst he recognised the decisive advance made 
by Habermas in introducing the notion of communicative action in the “criti-
cal-Marxist” tradition, one of the fundamental ways in which he wanted to 
correct the critical and practical defi cits of that theory was by downplaying 
the focus put on language in it, and by propounding a broader, richer philo-
sophical anthropology.

The exclusive focus on language in Habermas’ philosophical outlook, to the 
detriment of other aspects of the anthropos and of social interactions, can be 
detected from the very beginning. It is not just a product of the late turn to 
transcendental pragmatics. The early theory of “knowledge-constitutive inter-
ests”, for example, aims to “detranscendantalise” human subjects and com-
munities, and to re-ground “the achievements of the transcendental subject in 
the natural history of the human species”.31 But it does this already through a 
largely exclusive focus on linguistic capacities. Habermas’ famous slogan cap-
tures well what Honneth attempts to correct and complement: “What raises 
us out of nature is the only thing whose nature we can know: language”. 
This intuition is without a doubt the most basic premise in Habermas’ entire 
work. It constitutes the most fundamental axiom upon which the theory 
of communication is built: that human beings owe their achievements, in 
particular their ability to create a “second nature” through social institutions, 
to their distinctive linguistic ability. Against this “linguistifi ed” philosophical 
anthropology, one of Honneth’s fundamental philosophical moves consists 
in insisting on the fact that the capacity for social action is actually rooted 
in the organic endowments and limitations of the human being, organic 

31 J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. J. Shapiro, Cambridge, Polity, 

1987, p. 312.
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dispositions that precede linguistic ability, and concurrently that the norma-
tive depth of social life exceeds its linguistic dimensions. The restriction to 
language also limits the full gamut of active and transformative capacities 
recognised in social agents and groups. The next chapter studies the detail of 
this alternative philosophical anthropology of social action. It details in par-
ticular the content and aims of Honneth’s programme for an “anthropology 
of practical intersubjectivity”.

The divergence between Honneth and Habermas therefore reaches to a deep 
philosophical and philosophical-anthropological level, which revolves in par-
ticular around the question of nature. This is particularly visible in the intro-
duction to Social Action and Human Nature. This text aimed to justify the early 
project of a reconstruction of German philosophical anthropology, by locating 
it, in good historical-materialist fashion, in the social-cultural context of its 
time, notably in respect to the emancipatory demands and social pathologies 
of the time:

The themes of various social movements lead all too clearly in this direction. 

The ecological, the counter-cultural and the women’s movements (. . .) have 

in common at least a concern with themes having to do with nature: with 

external nature and a humane relationship to it, as well as with the inner 

nature of the human being and its humane development. The prominence 

of these themes is due to a historical development in which the history of 

social movements is joined with a heightened awareness of the destruction 

of the environment and the exhaustion of the supplies of raw materials in a 

complex manner that is diffi cult to disentangle. In this development, crucial 

parts of the conception of progress guiding liberal and leftists were shaken 

to the ground.32

This passage shows that Honneth’s intellectual journey started on the basis of 
a very strong concern with ecological issues, and their implications for a regen-
eration of critical social theory. The pathologies of late capitalism can be diag-
nosed under the general heading of the problematic relationship of human 
society to nature, taken both in the sense of inner and outer nature. These 
pathologies force social theory to reconsider its frameworks, its concepts, 

32 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 1.
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methods and assumptions in light of its own unsatisfactory conceptualisa-
tion of nature. It forces it to a renewed effort in philosophical anthropology, 
the discipline that is specifi cally dedicated to the study of the specifi city of 
“human nature” (with all the historicist reservations formulated in chapter 1) 
by contrast with other natural entities.

In this context of a general reassessment of the overall apparatus of critical 
social theory, Habermas constitutes a reference that needs to be critically 
revisited, as his linguistic approach to the theory of society leads to a trun-
cated consideration of nature.33 In particular, the dualism of the two forms of 
action: communicative action geared to social integration versus instrumental 
action grounded in the necessities of material reproduction, seems to lead 
fairly directly to a reductionist and instrumentalist vision of nature. This was 
formulated very explicitly in the fi rst chapter dedicated to Habermas in the 
Critique of Power:

In principle, Habermas has no objections to the well-coordinated proce-

dures of the exact natural sciences as these are methodologically defi ned 

by the modern philosophy of science, so long as they are employed only 

for the scientifi c solution of questions that result directly from the task of 

the technical control over the processes of nature. This consequence, which 

follows necessarily from the approach of an anthropologically transformed 

transcendentalism, is the source of Habermas’ dogmatism with respect to 

methodological question of the natural sciences against which today an eco-

logically motivated critique, supported by post-empiricist developments in 

the theory of science, raises signifi cant objections.34

33 See the classical references on that question: T. McCarthy, The Critical Theory of 

Jürgen Habermas, pp. 110-126; J. Whitebook, “The Problem of Nature in Habermas”, 

in ed. Macauley, David, Minding Nature, New York, Guilford Press, 1996; S. Vogel, 

Nature in Critical Theory: The Concept of Nature in Critical Theory, State University of 

New York Press, 1996. See also the careful and detailed study by S. Haber, Critique de 

l’Antinaturalisme: Etudes sur Foucault, Butler, Habermas, Paris, PUF, 2006, as well as his 

“Discourse Ethics and the Problem of Nature” in eds J.-P. Deranty, et al., Recognition, 

Work, Politics: New Directions in French Critical Theory, Leiden, Brill, 2007, pp. 165-181.
34 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 218.
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The problem of the place of external nature in Habermas is paralleled by the 
problem of his account of the fate of inner nature in social evolution. This 
time, it is the exclusivist focus on language as the medium of social integra-
tion which poses a problem:

The investigation of the basic structures of intersubjectivity is directed exclu-

sively to an analysis of rules of speech so that the bodily and physical dimen-

sions of social action no longer come into view. As a result, the human body, 

whose historical fate both Adorno and Foucault had drawn into the centre of 

their investigation (. . .) loses all value within a critical social theory.35

It was to a large extent the perception of a truncated version of philosophical 
anthropology in Habermas, rooted in an instrumentalist approach to external 
nature and a disembodied account of the self that put Honneth on his own path 
towards an alternative, anthropologically grounded critical social theory. Of 
course, as we saw in the fi rst chapter, before the philosophical anthropologists 
of the 20th century, it was in the critical reconstruction of Marx that Honneth 
had discovered an anticipation of the critique of Habermas’ abstractions, and 
the opening of an alternative line of thought. The grounding of social theory 
in “emancipatory sensuousness”, whose normative power Alfred Schmidt 
had demonstrated, alerted Honneth to the extra-linguistic dimensions under-
pinning human subjectivity and interaction, and especially, their organic, or 
“natural”, preconditioning. In particular, it helped to correct any fateful, rigid 
separation with external nature. As embodied, social action can more eas-
ily be shown to be in and of “nature” than social action understood exclu-
sively as linguistic exchange. We can see here once more how close the young 
Honneth’s key intuitions were to Merleau-Ponty’s general philosophical pro-
gramme as well as to the latter’s own social philosophy.36

The shift that has occurred in the last few pages, from the local problem of 
the link between theory (of society) and practice (sociology and real social 
movements), to the more speculative project of an “embodied” philosophi-

35 Ibid., p. 281.
36 See the passing reference to Merleau-Ponty in “Disziplinierung des Körpers”, 

in Desintegration. Bruchstücke einer soziologischen Zeitdiagnose, Frankfurt/M., Fischer 

Verlag, 1994, p. 68, contrasted to Foucault’s reductionist account of the subject.
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cal-anthropological grounding of critical theory will appear to many readers 
to be rather unconvincing given our “post-metaphysical” assumptions. From 
Habermas’ perspective, for example, it would make little sense to question 
the fact that the symbolic capacities that make possible human beings’ capac-
ity to build a “second nature” are channelled and utilised in and through 
language. It is important, therefore, to clarify a possible misunderstanding 
about the status of language in Honneth’s alternative vision of philosophical 
anthropology. The point is not to deny the fact that language is the privileged 
mode of expression and the medium allowing for the realisation of humani-
ty’s symbolic powers. But there is a fundamental difference to be maintained 
between the origin and the scope of the symbolic capacities and their medium 
of expression. The fact that language is the privileged medium of normative 
and symbolic expression does not mean that the normative and symbolic 
aspects of subjective formation and social interaction are strictly encom-
passed in linguistic formations. This point was made in particularly vivid 
fashion by Honneth in a later text published in 2000, “Recognition Relations 
and Morality”, which incorporates the elements developed in the mean time 
in The Struggle for Recognition. The chapter targets more particularly Haber-
mas’ ethics of discourse, and identifi es its exclusive focus on language as a 
problem for contemporary normative theory. Honneth shows clearly that one 
should not confuse the level at which normative claims have to be analysed, 
namely in language, and the phenomenal domain from which moral experi-
ences stem. Habermas is therefore critiqued for confusing the “dimension of 
validity” and the “phenomenal domain of moral experience”, and as a result 
of this, of restricting the scope of moral experiences to the experience of the 
distortions done to immanent norms of linguistic use: “In the ethics of dis-
course, language is considered as the central medium of validity of morals, 
whilst morality itself is analysed under the primary interest of the extent to 
which it can pass for a sphere of linguistic praxis”.37

This critique of the narrowing of the normative fi eld as a result of the exclusive 
focus on language is valid more generally against the fundamental anthropo-
logical premise governing Habermas’ social theory. The fact that the human 
world differs from animal worlds because it is not just symbolically, but also 

37 A. Honneth, “Anerkennungsverhältnisse und Moralität”, p. 102.
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linguistically constructed and reproduced, in other words, the fact that 
humans develop and step into second nature through the development of 
language, should not lead to the false generalisation that the human symbolic 
worlds are only made up of language.

In fact, beyond Habermas, the tendency to confuse the medium of symbolic 
(not just normative) interactions with their origin and their scope affects 
much of contemporary social theory, for example those that develop from 
post-metaphysical readings of Hegel. The specifi city of the human capacity 
to act normatively, because it is made possible by the use of language, often 
tends today to lead to a repetition of the classical separation between Nature 
and Spirit. Honneth’s initial intuition as it is formulated in Social Action and 

Human Nature seems to have been a rejection of this dualism. As he makes 
clear in the 2000 article, this does not amount to a naïve oversight of the capac-
ity for normative integration that lies within the power of human language. 
But the acknowledgement of the caesura which language use introduces in 
the natural realm does not necessarily have to lead to an ontological dual-
ism, to the imperative of “leaving nature behind”.38 The counter-example of 
Merleau-Ponty is most informative here, since his project can be read pre-
cisely as the attempt to jointly acknowledge the power and specifi city of the 
“invisible”, that is, the distinct, symbolic realm of human ideas, norms and 
values, whilst uncovering its roots and co-existence in the ‘visible’, that is, in 
the fl esh of the world of which the human body’s fl esh is only a section. Mer-
leau-Ponty, especially in his last period, showed precisely how the characteri-
sation of the “natural history of the human species” did not necessarily have 
to be achieved at the cost of a radical separation from the natural itself.39 Such 
a philosophical programme corresponded quite exactly, at least in its broad 
inspiration, to Honneth’s early project.

38 This is the motto of Pippin’s “subjectivistic” reappropriation of Hegel. See his 

“Two Cheers for Subjectivism: Leaving Nature Behind”, in ed. N. Smith, Reading 

McDowell, pp. 58-75.
39 See in particular Merleau-Ponty‘s lectures on the philosophy of nature of 1957-

1959, Nature, trans. R. Vallier, Evanston, Ill., Northwestern University Press, 2003.
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It is easy to see how the narrowing of moral experience as a consequence of 
the linguistic turn is directly related to the problem discussed above, of a cer-
tain blindness to the persistence of class struggle in late modern societies, and 
to the “hidden morality” present in invisible experiences of injustice. When 
normativity in general is identifi ed with the normativity that is immanent in 
language use, the converse tendency is already at play: only that which makes 
itself heard in normatively adequate ways is also normatively relevant. The 
linguistifi cation of social theory runs the risk of becoming blind to the norma-
tive claims that are non-discursive, or discursively inadequate. By contrast, 
the broadening of the anthropological picture on which Honneth’s social 
theory rests serves the aim of making theory sensitive to the whole sphere 
of experience which fails to make its way, not only in social theory, but also 
and more pressingly, in public discourse. The practical implications of such a 
theoretical gesture are so evident and powerful that they could be construed 
as having in fact motivated that gesture.

On the way to recognition

We are now in a position to retrace the path along which Honneth gradually 
came to the realisation that the Hegelian notion of a struggle for recognition 
was the best option for a historically and theoretically relevant pursuit of a 
historical-materialist programme of research in social theory.

The fi rst model of social theory that was implicit in the writings of the early 
1980s was well summarised by expressions such as “new philosophy of 
praxis”, “historical intersubjectivity” and “emancipatory sensuousness”. The 
solution for realising the programme of a new philosophy of praxis, was seen 
in the return to Marx’s early writings and especially to their Feuerbachian 
inspiration. This return to Feuerbach presented the advantage of combin-
ing several crucial criteria that had been identifi ed as necessary conditions. 
First, following Habermas’ decisive insight, it helped to reemphasise the cen-
tral importance of intersubjectivity and normativity in the theory of social 
integration. This was to be held up against the reduction of interaction in 
Marx’s correction of Feuerbach’s “altruism” into the notion of social labour. 
Secondly, the return to Feuerbach would also draw the attention to the 
rootedness of social action in the need-structure of human beings, insisting 
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both on the natural preconditions of action, and just as equally on the social 
and historical determinacy of human needs-structures. The regrounding of 
historical materialism in a fully-fl edged materialist and interactionist anthro-
pology à la Feuerbach had the advantage of reconnecting critical social theory 
with the theme of the “humanisation of nature”, thus to overcome any trace 
of dualism, and of insisting on the intersubjective structures of mechanisms 
of social integration. Already then, Mead’s programme for an “anthropology 
of practical intersubjectivity” was read as the realisation in a terminology and 
through a methodology acceptable for 20th century theoretical concerns, of 
the insights developed earlier by Feuerbach.

The second model of critical social theory which evolved from there and 
which formed the implicit background of The Critique of Power and the writ-
ings of that period, was centred on the notion of “cultural action”. This notion 
pointed to the integrative mechanisms forming the counterpart to power 
relations within a given society. The question was no longer that of securing 
the foundations of social theory by looking at constitutive problems of social 
integration and social transformation. Once the intersubjectivistic turn in phi-
losophy generally and in social theory specifi cally was secured, the question 
became that of explaining more precisely the modalities of “historical inter-
subjectivity” from a Marxist perspective, that is to say, on the basis of a class-
struggle constitutive of social integration. In the research programme devised 
by the fi rst generation of Critical Theory, one could fi nd already a sophisticated 
characterisation of the programme that critical Marxism should endeavour to 
adopt for an application of the Marxist vision of society adapted to advanced 
capitalist societies. But the authors of the Frankfurt School remained trapped 
in the implicit functionalism of their defi nition of reason as instrumental rela-
tion to external nature. As we saw, Horkheimer’s concept of “cultural action”, 
which he failed to develop satisfactorily, would make it possible to combine 
the notion of social action, as the truly normative result of the integration of 
group agencies, with the confl ictual aspect requested by the Marxist prem-
ise. Furthermore, the emphasis on habituation that is implicit in the notion 
of “cultural action”, the emphasis on embodied forms of social integration 
and possibly of social injury, retained the “organic”, “sensuous” element that 
had been regained with the rereading of Feuerbach. This model of social inte-
gration conceived as the overall product of group-specifi c, antagonistically 
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related, interpretations of the division of labour already gave Honneth the 
key to the central mechanism that could replace work as the linchpin of a the-
ory of social integration that would be substantially connected with a theory 
of emancipation: namely, the notion of the “experience of injustice”. Through 
their cultural actions, dominated groups can interpret an unjust social order 
in order to make it minimally liveable and bearable. This explains integration. 
But the same capacity can also just as well provide the cognitive and practical 
resources leading to its denunciation and possibly its transformation. More-
over, from the idea of a society integrated through interconnected yet antago-
nistic cultural actions, the idea of a critical theory of society grounded in the 
experiences of injustice made by dominated social groups grew naturally, if 
only implicitly.

The theoretical bridge that made possible the shift from the models of 
“historical” and “practical intersubjectivity”, to that of “cultural action” and 
the “experience of injustice”, and fi nally to the model of a “struggle for rec-
ognition” was, unsurprisingly, found in Habermas. Here, Honneth’s idio-
syncratic use of immanent criticism comes to light once more. In The Critique 

of Power, whilst the reifying dualism resulting from the distinction between 
types of action-coordination is the main thread of the critique of Habermas, 
an alternative possibility is discovered in Chapter Three of Knowledge and 

Human Interests, which develops precisely the kind of theory of society that 
Honneth was looking for at the time, for the development of the concept of 
“cultural action”. In this chapter, Habermas showed how Marx’s productivist 
pre-understanding of social action made him incapable of fully developing 
the difference he had, on the other hand, perfectly seized, between “synthe-
sis through social labour” and “synthesis through social struggle”. Habermas 
embraces this very possibility and develops the idea that

the system of social labour develops only in an objective connection with 

the antagonism of classes; the development of the forces of production is 

intertwined with the history of revolutions. The results of this class struggle 

are always sedimented in the institutional framework of a society, in social 

form.40

40 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 60.
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Habermas’ idea here is that the evolution of the forces of production brings 
with it unequal distributions of life-chances and power, which the subjects 
could not have agreed to. The development of the forces of production there-
fore brings about a structural confl ict amongst classes. The communicative 
reproduction of society under the conditions of an asymmetrical division of 
labour is structurally antagonistic.

If production attains the level of producing goods over and above elemen-

tary needs, the problem arises of distributing the surplus product created 

by labour. This problem is solved by the formation of social classes, which 

participate to varying degrees in the burdens of production and in social 

rewards.41

This leads Habermas to develop the idea of two connected logics of social 
development: that of social labour, scientifi c-technical progress, the develop-
ment of the processes of production on the one side; and that of “social-forma-
tive process” on the other,

marked not by new technologies but by stages of refl ection through which 

the dogmatic character of surpassed forms of domination and ideologies are 

dispelled, the pressure of the institutional framework is sublimated, and the 

communicative action is set free as communicative action.

These passages seem to repeat the usual dualism in Habermas’ social the-
ory, but in fact a different model of social evolution is detected in them by 
Honneth because of the important implications that are entailed in the idea 
that social integration functions as a result of the diverging interpretations of 
the institutional framework, of the norms regulating the “burdens of produc-
tion and social rewards”, between classes that are antagonistically related. 
At the risk of underplaying Habermas’ (very Marxian) emphasis on the irre-
ducibility of productive development, Honneth argues that with the idea of 
a confl ictual, fragile and open-ended compromise over the institutionalisa-
tion of fundamental norms regulating social labour, we have moved from 
a dualistic model of “the embeddedness of purposive-rational organisations 
in a communicatively reproduced framework of institutionalised norms”, to 

41 Ibid., p. 54.
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“the institutionally mediated relationship of morally integrated classes”.42 
Honneth then argues that, from the idea of a “moral confl ict” between classes 
over the norms organising the division of labour, Habermas should be forced 
to conclude, and indeed implicitly argues, that “social interaction (is) a strug-
gle between social groups for the organisational form of purposive-rational 
action”.43

Honneth then generalises this claim by arguing that Habermas in fact offers 
a fully-fl edged, if only implicit, “second version of the species’ history” along 
this alternative line. In it, according to him:

Habermas takes the concept of communicative action as an indicator for the 

action mechanism through which the organisation of all social domains of 

action is regulated. The development of the species’ history takes place as an 

interaction between communicatively integrated groups in which the organ-

isation of social reproduction is socially “negotiated” (emphasis A.H.).44

This reading of Habermas’ chapter seems a little tendentious since, as noted, 
Habermas continues to argue in a dual way, speaking in favour of the “inter-
dependence” of social labour and social communication, rather than the 
supervenience of the former on the latter. What allows Honneth to make his 
strong conclusion is the philosophical scheme that Habermas uses in this text 
to develop a version of theoretical-practical progress.

The scheme that allows Habermas to formulate more precisely the specifi c 
logic of “synthesis through struggle” is that of Hegel’s struggle for recog-
nition. Here Habermas reuses the argument he had presented at greater 
length in the crucial article “Labour and Interaction”. This article had not 
only established the distinction between the two forms of social reproduc-
tion, more importantly it had demonstrated how Hegel had formulated in 
his Jena lectures a sophisticated solution to the problem of their interrela-
tions: concretely, how language, labour (as mere technical production and 
then as socially organised production) and interaction (that is, normatively 
mediated social interactions), are irreducible, yet inter-dependently related 

42 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 274.
43 Ibid., p. 269.
44 Ibid., p. 276.
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to each other in the general reproduction of society. Social interaction and 
language are obviously related. But equally related are “labour” and sym-
bolic exchange: already at the individual level of the use of tools, labour is a 
symbolic activity that demands the “naming” of the thing worked upon and 
of the tool. This interrelation between language and labour becomes all the 
more obvious in the social division of labour. Yet, as Habermas writes: “More 
interesting and by no means as obvious as the relation of the employment of 
symbols to interaction and to labour, however, is the interrelation of labour 
and interaction”.45

In his ground-breaking article, Habermas accounted for this interrelation 
through a scheme that is according to him abandoned once Hegel adopts a 
monological defi nition of Spirit. This is the scheme of a struggle for recogni-
tion developed in the Jena lectures, and the initial version of a “dialectic of 
moral life” in Hegel’s theory of crime and fate in his earlier writings. Accord-
ing to this dialectic, the “destiny” or “fate” that strikes the criminal makes 
him realise his dependency on the others, a dependency that his actions at 
fi rst had negated. The struggle between the criminal and the injured parties 
brings about their reconciliation, that is, the realisation of their original inter-
dependency, the fact that they are selves only in the interaction with the other. 
This dialectic can be applied to social agents, and thus explain the synthesis 
of labour and interaction, when it is realised that social labour is not just an 
instrument of material reproduction, but also has recognitive effects in the 
institutions of exchange and property. These, as Honneth will expound at 
length in his most famous book, are structured around struggles for the recog-
nition of the social identity of the individuals at play. With the social dimen-
sion of material production, Habermas argued already in 1968,

the labour process, by means of which we free ourselves from the immediate 

dictates of natural forces, enters into the struggle for recognition in such a 

manner that the result of this struggle, the legally recognised self-conscious-

ness, retains the moment of liberation through labour.46

45 J. Habermas, “Labour and Interaction: Remarks on Hegel’s Jena Philosophy of 

Mind”, in Theory and Practice, trans. J. Viertel, London, Heinemann, 1974, (1968), p. 159.
46 Ibid., p. 161.
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In other words, by moving the analysis to the level of the institutionalisation 
of social labour through the legal system, Hegel is able to integrate labour 
and interaction without reducing one to the other. He also seems to make 
recognition an overarching concept, despite the irreducibility of labour and 
interaction, by analysing both from the perspective of their recognitive effects 
for self-consciousness.

In a corresponding passage of Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas 
again highlights the innovative aspect of Hegel’s early scheme of a struggle 
for recognition to explain the moral and practical evolution of society, next 
to the evolution in instrumental knowledge. And as Honneth will do in his 
1992 book, Habermas again highlights the fact that this scheme will not be 
reproduced later on:

Synthesis through labour brings about a theoretical-technical relation 

between subject and object; synthesis through struggle brings about a theo-

retical-practical relation between them. Productive knowledge arises in the 

fi rst, refl ective knowledge in the second. The only model that presents itself 

for synthesis of the second sort comes from Hegel. It treats of the dialectic 

of moral life, developed by Hegel in his early theological writings of the 

Frankfurt period, and in the Jena philosophy of mind, but which he did not 

incorporate into his system.47

The “dialectic of moral life” and the struggle for recognition have the same 
progressive structure: an initial, only implicit complementarity is ruptured by 
a criminal act, but the reaction to this negative act brings to the consciousness 
of the opposing parties their essential interdependence and thereby brings 
the “moral life” of society to a higher realm of integration. In other words, 
social integration progresses through stages of confl ict and reconciliation, and 
is premised upon a pre-existing fundamental interdependence of individuals 
and groups.

Honneth gives a great explication, or perhaps rather his own extension, of 
what Habermas has in mind with this recourse to Hegel’s idea of a “dialectic 
of moral life” and of a “struggle for recognition”, and gives it a social-theoreti-
cal translation which is a clear anticipation of his own theses:

47 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 56.
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The dialectical movement of the suppression and restoration of a commu-

nication that concerns mutual recognition characterises the universal pat-

tern according to which the species’ evolution always proceeds again at 

each established stage. Initially the unequal relations of life that emerge with 

the formation of social classes permit the experienced disunity of a social 

interaction situation to come to consciousness in the suppressed class. In 

the practical confl ict that breaks out with this, the enemy parties fi ght over 

the norms that institutionally determine the organisation of production and, 

hence, the distribution of life-chances. The social struggle fi nally fi rst comes 

to rest when the ruling class—through force or from insight—recognises 

the alienated dialogue partner in the suppressed class and has agreed to an 

institutional organisation of society in which the conditions of mutual rec-

ognition are initially again restored on a more just level of development. But 

so long as the newly negotiated system of institutions again prescribes nor-

matively an unequal distribution of burdens and advantages, the struggle 

between the classes for social recognition is continually set in motion again. 

To this extent the evolution of the species takes place as a dialectic of class 

antagonism that proceeds in moral stages of will-formation.48

This page shows how the shift to the model of a “struggle for recognition” 
was triggered by the efforts to “reconstruct” historical materialism once the 
problematic aspect of the paradigm of social labour had been identifi ed. 
The page also gives a strong justifi cation for the interpretation that reads 
Habermas’ early solution to this problem as a “moral” theory of social inte-
gration, as opposed to a more classical historical-materialist one insisting on 
the dialectic of forces and relations of production. In the “dialectic of moral 
life”, in the “struggle for recognition”, it is the normative fabric of society 
itself that is supposed to be at stake: established as unjust by newly emerging 
relations of production, denounced by the dominated groups, re-established 
around new norms once the struggle has been pacifi ed, and so on. If all this is 
true, however, then we understand how Honneth could make the claim that, 
beyond the persistent dualism apparently at work in this chapter, implicitly 
Habermas was in fact committed to an exclusively normative theory of social 
integration where the systems and institutions of social labour are no longer 

48 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 272.



 The Critique of Habermas • 125

simply embedded in the communicative sphere, but are themselves the object 
of confl ictual interpretations over social norms and values, in other words, are 
in fact institutionalised through the state of class struggle at a given time.

The passage from Knowledge and Human Interests and Honneth’s explication 
of it also give incontrovertible indications that the shift from the model of 
“cultural action” to that of a “struggle for recognition”, from the neo-Marxist 
writings of the 1980s to the neo-Hegelian analyses of the early 1990s, in no 
way represented a rupture in Honneth’s theoretical and political thinking, 
but rather an organic development of his deepest intuitions, indeed of a pro-
gramme of research whose basic premises had been articulated in the very 
fi rst book. The Critique of Power only showed in a negative way, through the 
immanent reconstruction and critique of the tradition of critical social theory, 
what a new “philosophy of praxis” maintaining the theory of class struggle 
should look like. It found in Horkheimer and Habermas under-developed 
insights that would allow for the construction of this new model. Habermas 
was especially relevant, as he drew attention to the extraordinary potential 
contained in Hegel’s theory of the struggle for recognition, and its capacity 
to explain social integration in both antagonistic and normative ways. From 
that perspective, Honneth’s next book, The Struggle for Recognition, appears to 
be simply the positive attempt to develop more fully the fundamental idea of 
a “dialectic of moral life” as the central mechanism of social integration, one 
that informs and is in no way opposed to, material integration.

The text that best illustrates this continuity is the article that, not for contin-
gent reasons one would surmise, opens the English edition of The Fragmented 

World of the Social: “Domination and Moral Struggle”, which was published 
for the fi rst time in 1989. This article states very clearly how the recourse to 
a Hegelian model of confl ictual social integration served the purpose of a 
neo-Marxist programme of critical social theory. The last page of the article 
especially underlines the continuity from Marx to Hegel, in the most explicit 
terms:

The conviction that a human being can only achieve a satisfactory identity 

by experiencing the integral accomplishments of his or her own labour is a 

basic premise underlying the Marxist concept of labour. A person’s “dig-

nity” or “respect”, terms Marx did not hesitate to utilise at various points in 

his work, presuppose that through autonomous labour he or she can give 
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visual form to his or her own abilities. It is this “conception of an aesthetics 

of production” that serves as a normative framework underpinning Marx’s 

diagnosis of alienation and reifi cation. (. . .) The philosophical-historical 

interpretation which provides the overall framework within which Marx’s 

analysis of capitalist society is embedded thus incorporates a perspective 

that derives not from the logic of labour but from the logic of recognition 

(Sorel/Gramsci): under the economic conditions of capitalism the process 

of mutual recognition among human beings is interrupted because one 

social group is deprived of precisely those preconditions necessary to obtain 

respect. This premise—one would locate today in a theory of intersubjectiv-

ity—remains concealed in Marx’s own work since he restricts his concept of 

human identity to a productivist description. (. . .) A paradigm of recognition 

thus elaborated could, in my view, be a worthy successor, on a more abstract 

level, to be sure, of Marx’s paradigm of labour. In it the theory of emancipa-

tion and the analysis of society can be connected once more in a theory of 

action; for the practical contents of such a process of struggle for recognition 

are constituted by moral norms, norms by means of which capitalism can be 

criticised as a social relation of damaged recognition.49

With such declarations, however, as with the previous long quote from The 

Critique of Power, the price to pay for the direction that Honneth decided to 
take by following Habermas’ reliance on Hegel’s early theory of the dialectic 
of moral life was also apparent from the very beginning. As we have just 
remarked, Honneth could only interpret Habermas’ reference to Hegel’s the-
ory of crime as a model for the mechanism of social integration, because he 
tended to repress the other aspect of social integration, which Habermas at 
the time very much continued to hold as equally important: namely, material 
reproduction. The move to the struggle for recognition as the ultimate key to 
the social relied on a tendency to read unilaterally Habermas, and the third 
chapter of Knowledge and Human Interests. It relied on a tendency to repress the 
material dimensions of social reproduction, and on the concurrent promotion 
of social interrelations.

49 Honneth, “Domination and Moral Struggle”, p. 14.



 The Critique of Habermas • 127

This tendency can also be seen at work in The Critique of Power. The model 
of “cultural action” presented in the chapter on Horkheimer and the idea of 
a “struggle for recognition” in the middle Habermas chapter are not fully 
compatible. As we saw, in the Horkheimer chapter, the class-specifi c interpre-
tation of the division of labour fully acknowledged the constraints exercised 
by the economic system upon society. Based on that model, the division of 
social labour appears to be a system with its own logic of development. In the 
model of recognition, however, as Honneth reads Habermas’ fourth chapter 
of Knowledge and Human Interests, the whole of social life is seen as developing 
along the one-dimensional moral dialectic of class antagonism. No institution 
of social life appears to escape the logic of moral development; consequently 
the thesis must be that social reproduction as a whole, communicative and 
material reproduction, are now seen as depending upon the state of the moral 
fabric of society at a particular moment. Honneth uses the word “co-determi-
nation” to indicate this imprecise notion: “The apparently purposive-rational 
organisations are also codetermined by moral-practical viewpoints that must 
be conceived as results of communicative action”.50

“Co-determining” as it is used in this sentence seems to imply a dual logic of 
material and moral points of view, but the page from which the sentence is 
extracted in fact makes social interaction “the overarching action mechanism”. 
This hesitation in fact structures the whole model of the ethics of recognition 
and can be followed throughout Honneth’s writing. It is a conundrum that 
became one of the main critical points raised in the reception of his mature 
work. We will study this conundrum in more detail in chapter 11. More gen-
erally, this hesitation also points to a more general tendency in Honneth, to 
reduce the realm of interactions that constitute the webs of social life to the 
sole “moral-practical viewpoint” of intersubjectivity narrowly conceived as 
inter-personal interaction.

50 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 276.
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Philosophical Anthropology of Practical 
Intersubjectivity. Social Action and Human 
Nature (3), and writings on intersubjectivity

The picture of the path that led Axel Honneth 
to his famous model of a “struggle for recogni-
tion” is not quite complete. The model seems 
to arise naturally from within the imma-
nent, critical reconstructions of the different 
stages in the tradition of “critical Marxism”, 
from Marx to Habermas. Yet something is 
still missing: namely, a more detailed study 
of the content that is dealt with in the mid-
dle part of Social Action and Human Nature, 
that is, the rediscovery and rehabilitation of 
German philosophical anthropology for the 
purpose of an actualised “critical Marxist” 
project. This aspect of Honneth’s early work 
has already been introduced to some extent 
in the section on Feuerbach. As we saw, 
Honneth’s original project can be read as the 
attempt to correct the abstractions and con-
fusions entailed in Marx’s concept of social 
labour by redirecting historical materialism 
to its origins in anthropological materialism. 
Equally, as we saw in the previous chapter, 
the reference to anthropological materialism 
is also the opportunity for Honneth to con-
duct a retrospective correction of the inter-
subjectivistic turn: the source of Habermas’
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philosophical paradigm-shift, from the “philosophy of consciousness” to the 
paradigm of intersubjectivity, can be shown to be situated neither in American 
pragmatism, nor in Wittgenstein, but much earlier, in the thinker who most 
infl uenced the founder of historical materialism. This genealogical work 
underpins a critique of the “lingusitifi cation” of social theory performed by 
Habermas. As a result of these converging theoretical and critical decisions, 
Honneth’s philosophical programme was well summarised in the slogans of 
an “anthropology of social action” or of an “anthropology of practical inter-
subjectivity”. These mottoes designate the attempt to develop a “new phi-
losophy of praxis” that would overcome the abstractions found in both Marx 
and Habermas, by correcting their restricted anthropological premises. The 
retrieval of the grand tradition of German philosophical anthropology would 
help to generate a more substantive image of the social subject since, follow-
ing in Feuerbach’s footsteps, this tradition grounds the capacity for action, 
and especially of social action, in the “plasticity of human needs”, that is to 
say, in the factuality of the human organism, to wit, the paradoxical factuality 
of a natural being that is destined to develop a second nature.

We need to return to this aspect of Honneth’s early work for a number of 
reasons. The fi rst reason is to fully understand his later usage of Mead’s social 
psychology. The reading of Mead that forms the centre of The Struggle for Rec-

ognition was prepared by a fi rst encounter in Social Action and Human Nature. 
The central exegetical premise underlying this study of Honneth’s thinking 
is that it is decisive to study the genealogy of his arguments in order to fully 
appreciate the depth and implications of his intervention in critical social the-
ory. This premise holds especially for Honneth’s use of Mead. In particular, 
as I will attempt to show, the changes between the two readings of Mead, 
between the 1980 and the 1992 books, are quite signifi cant. The restriction of 
interaction to inter-personality can be identifi ed in a particularly explicit way 
in Honneth’s reading of Mead.

Beyond the reading of Mead, it is also worthwhile reminding ourselves of 
the most important arguments that were developed in the tradition of Ger-
man philosophical anthropology because they inform in a substantive way 
Honneth’s idea of a “formal anthropology”, one of the most striking and con-
troversial aspects of his method. Moreover, as the theory of ontogenesis, a 
sequel to “philosophical-anthropological” problematics, plays a central role 
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in Honneth’s mature model, the study of German philosophical anthropology 
clarifi es other controversial aspects of his strategy, namely the strong links 
between his social-theoretical arguments and psychoanalytical arguments 
on ontogenesis. Finally, it is also possible to present Honneth’s intellectual 
journey the other way around: Honneth’s early reappraisal of philosophical 
anthropology, beyond the immediate context of a “reactualisation” of histori-
cal materialism, substantially informed his broader interest in the defence 
and illustration of intersubjectivity as the paradigm of contemporary social 
philosophy, and more broadly of philosophy in general.1 This other funda-
mental premise in Honneth’s thinking should not be simply identifi ed with 
the communicative theory of society. Whilst they are obviously connected, 
they are also relatively autonomous. In other words, Honneth’s continuing 
interest in the phenomenon and notion of intersubjectivity, his defence of the 
intersubjective stance as a paradigm of philosophy, are not simply the effect 
of his adoption of Habermas’ communicative theory of society. One could just 
as well speak of converging and mutually reinforcing intuitions: the commu-
nicative turn in social theory and the intersubjectivistic paradigm reciprocally 
support each other in helping to build a normative, praxis-oriented, intersub-
jectivistic theory of society.2

It is a fact worth noting, for example, that Honneth never discusses any of 
the theories that adopt an individualistic methodological premise in inquiries 
about social ontology. Despite the fact that he clearly presents his work as an 
intervention in the debates over conceptual models of the social, he has never 
engaged in the central debate that has structured the social sciences since their 
emergence until today, namely the debate between individualism and holism. 

1 For an insight into the breadth of Honneth’s knowledge of the tradition of philo-

sophical anthropology, see his later study on the similarities between the Life phi-

losophy of Ludwig Klages and fi rst generation Critical Theory, in “L’Esprit et son 

Objet. Parentés Anthropologiques entre la ‘Dialectique de la Raison’ et la Critique de 

la Civilisation dans la Philosophie de la Vie”, ed. G. Raulet, Weimar ou l’Explosion de la 

Modernité, Paris, Editions Anthropos, 1984, pp. 97-111.
2 See C.-G. Heidegren’s “Anthropology, Social Theory and Politics: Axel Honneth’s 

Theory of Recognition”, Inquiry, 45, 2002, pp. 433-446, which underlines the unity of 

the three dimensions in Honneth’s social philosophy.
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This is astonishing because individualistic methodologies today dominate the 
social sciences. If Honneth’s purpose is to defend the intersubjectivistic prem-
ise in social theory, then one would expect him to engage with the opposite 
side. But Honneth never refers to models following methodological individu-
alism, despite the vast sociological literature he puts to use in all his writings. 
Nor does he refer to the philosophers who write in social and political phi-
losophy from an individualistic perspective, despite the fact that in the last 
decade his philosophical references have become more and more located in 
the American debates, where generally speaking individualistic premises are 
favoured. We can also note that although he frequently refers to Weber as the 
fundamental reference in social theory, he has never dedicated a full study 
to his methodological insights, whereas he has referred more substantially to 
classical sociologists like Simmel and Durkheim.

By contrast, it is striking to note that he has constantly opposed the versions 
of the anti-individualistic premise that tend to dissolve subjective agency in 
favour of systemic or functionalist arguments.3 We can therefore conclude 
that he seems to see his methodological opponents in the different versions 
of structuralism, functionalism and in systems-theories. It is as though Hon-
neth made the deliberate choice from the beginning to refrain from discussing 
methodological individualism as a constellation of thought too far removed 
from his intuitions and concerns. By contrast, he has set out to explore quite 
systematically the tradition he has chosen as his favoured theoretical option. 
If we go through the list of philosophers and social theorists he has written 
about, it is obvious that there is an attempt at providing a systematic critical 
reading of the contemporary tradition of an intersubjectivistic approach to the 
social, from Rousseau and Hegel to Durkheim, Habermas, Bourdieu, Boltanski
and Castel.

3 In this context, see my study of the contrasting visions of the law between “norma-

tivist” critical theorists and a radical post-Foucauldian author like Agamben, in “Droit 

et Démocratie entre Dissolution Biopolitique et Reconstruction Normativiste: Agam-

ben, Foucault, Habermas, Honneth”, in eds Y. Cusset et S. Haber, Foucault/Habermas. 

Parcours Croisés, Confrontations Critiques, Paris, CNRS Editions, 2006, pp. 211-226.
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Philosophical origins of the intersubjectivistic turn

Before we study Honneth’s early intervention in the defence and illustration 
of the intersubjectivistic paradigm, it is important to situate the problem in 
social-theoretical, and, more broadly, in philosophical terms. This detour 
needs to start with the treatment of intersubjectivity in the phenomenological 
tradition as this involves a series of arguments which Honneth probably has 
in mind when developing his own, as a tradition not to follow, indeed as one 
to oppose.4

Husserl was probably the philosopher who coined the term “intersubjectiv-
ity”, at least the one who gave its philosophical prominence in the European 
tradition. Whilst the fi fth of the Cartesian Meditations published in French in 
1931 is the most famous text, the question of intersubjectivity emerged for 
Husserl as early as 1905.5 The three volumes of Husserliana (volumes XIII-
XV) devoted to the problem of intersubjectivity demonstrate that this ques-
tion, despite a widespread prejudice, which Honneth to some extent probably 
shares, was at the forefront of Husserl’s concerns from the moment he estab-
lished his method.6 Between 1905 and 1920, Husserl wrote more than 1500 
pages of notes and refl exions on this question.

The classical critique of Husserl is that, despite his clear acknowledgement of 
the danger of solipsism entailed in the reconduction of a Cartesian-like tran-
scendental subjectivity, and despite his stated intention to avoid solipsism in 
the Fifth Meditation, his insistence on solving this problem via a new epoche, 
which, by reducing transcendental experience to the “sphere of belonging”, 
excludes all traces of otherness, means that he remains incapable of doing 
justice to the phenomenon it purports to analyse. The concept of “empathy” 
appears as an ad hoc solution for a methodology leading structurally and from 
its very beginning into an impasse. This critique was most forcefully put by 
Habermas in his critique of Husserl, in the 1971 lectures on social theory:

4 For useful reminders, see N. Crossley, Intersubjectivity. The Fabric of Social Becom-

ing, London, Sage, 1996.
5 See E. Husserl, Zur Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität I, ed. I. Kern, Husserliana 

XIII-XV, The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1973, pp. 1-21.
6 See N. Depraz, Transcendance et Incarnation, Paris, Vrin, 1995.
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This is a fundamental methodological postulate of a philosophy of con-

sciousness whose starting point is solitary refl ection on the activities of the 

individual’s own subjectivity. It excludes in principle the possibility that the 

others constituted by and for me could have exactly the same relation to me 

that I have to them as my intentional objects. Rather, in the phenomenologi-

cal attitude, I am methodologically forced to assert myself as the primary 

and foundational original ego against all other egos that guarantee the inter-

subjectivity of my world.7

Current interpretations of Husserl’s treatment of intersubjectivity tend to cor-
rect this type of critique and highlight the fact that for Husserl, not just in his 
unpublished research manuscripts, but also in the Cartesian Meditations, the 
intersubjective milieu is the necessary condition for transcendental conscious-
ness for the constitution of an objective world, let alone for the world of cul-
ture and society. These more sympathetic readings defend Husserl’s monadic 
reduction by stressing the fact that Husserl like few other philosophers before 
him insisted on the intersubjective dependency of world constitution for tran-
scendental subjectivity itself.8

The most interesting aspect of these debates for us is that they highlight two 
dimensions of intersubjectivity that were already well differentiated by Hus-
serl, and are essential in Honneth. First, “intersubjectivity” designates the spe-
cial problem of the constitution of the meaning of others, the mystery of the 
apperception of another body as a lived, intentionally enlivened organism. 
Secondly, intersubjectivity designates more generally the “intersubjective 
community” in which the ego is always already embedded and which already 
appears with the primordial forms of intentionality, at the level of passive 
genesis. Intersubjectivity in Husserl is not reduced to the specifi c problem of 

7 J. Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Social Interaction. Preliminary Studies in the Theory 

of Communicative Action, trans. B. Fultner, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 2001, p. 43.
8 See for example this passage from the Krisis (§50): “everything becomes more com-

plicated as soon as we consider that subjectivity is what it is—an ego functioning con-

stitutively—only within intersubjectivity”. E. Husserl, Crisis of the European Sciences 

and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. D. Carr, Evanston, Northwestern University 

Press, 1970 p. 172. 
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“other minds”, but more profoundly leads to the question of “transcendental 
intersubjectivity”, that is to say the intersubjective constitution of the world, 
where the focus is no longer on the transcendental-subjective constitution of 
the other, but on the dimensions of sharing and commonality that are con-
stitutive of the objective world, and that lead to the separate dimension of a 
“We”.9

There is no doubt that the philosophical situation in which Honneth’s project 
grew led him to embrace the classical critique of a transcendental-phenome-
nological treatment of intersubjectivity. The consequence of such a critique is 
the abandonment of transcendental phenomenology’s premises and methods. 
This paves the way for a stronger sense of intersubjectivity where the notion 
becomes the inspiration for a full-blown paradigm shift. Intersubjectivity no 
longer designates a special problem. The arguments about the “world-con-
stitutive” aspect of intersubjectivity and the social, supra-subjective constitu-
tion of the world are radicalised to the point where they signal the necessity 
to adopt a new methodological approach. The ‘monadological’, subjectivistic 
method no longer seems adequate if all constitution of meaning occurs on the 
basis of pre-existing shared processes.

Intersubjectivity is now the name for an entire new philosophical paradigm, 
no longer just a specifi c problem (other minds, the Other), or the search for 
a transcendental ground (transcendental intersubjectivity). Naturally, the 
intersubjectivistic paradigm is also interested in intersubjectivity as a spe-
cial problem, and as a ground for experience and meaning. But most of all, 
‘intersubjective’ in the strong sense means a certain view of the social and 
implies an complete methodological refurbishment, which transfi gures the 

9 “The intersubjectively identical life-world-for-all serves as an intentional ‘index’ 

for the multiplicities of appearance, combined in intersubjective synthesis, through 

which all ego-subjects (and not merely each through the multiplicities which are pecu-

liar to him individually) are oriented toward a common world and the things in it, 

the fi eld of all the activities united in the general ‘we’” (ibid.). In this passage, Hus-

serl moves from the monadological perspective (a common world diffracted into each 

ego-perspective) to one where the “common world” becomes the primary “index”: the 

underlying, social referent for all subjective intentional activities.
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vocabulary and grammar in which conceptual objects and questions are 
formulated. Axel Honneth’s philosophy is intersubjectivistic in this funda-
mental, paradigm-shifting sense. In adopting the intersubjectivistic paradigm, 
Honneth of course follows in the footsteps of Habermas. Broadly speaking, 
Habermas’ Hegelian gesture of “detranscendentalising” the subject is also 
shared by Honneth. It seems plausible to assume that he has never really 
devoted any serious reconstructive study of Husserl, in contrast to his studies 
of some of the latter’s intellectual children (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, 
Derrida), simply because he felt that Habermas’ rejection of the alleged indi-
vidualistic methodology of transcendental phenomenology was defi nitive.

Next to Husserl, it is important to mention a second philosophical source 
of Honneth’s “intersubjectivism”, namely the work of Michael Theunissen, 
which was tremendously infl uential in setting up this paradigm. For instance, 
Theunissen’s essay “Society and History” published at the time of Habermas’ 
publication of Knowledge and Human Interests, is the fi rst signifi cant critical 
study of the new generation of Critical Theory, and puts forward arguments 
from a “metaphysical” perspective that announce a long line of anti-Frankfurt 
School statements, from Henrich to Kompridis.10 Beyond the disagreements, 
however, some key interests were shared between Theunissen and the young 
Critical Theorists, notably regarding the necessity to reread the history of phi-
losophy from the perspective of intersubjectivity as a new paradigm, and the 
centrality of Hegel in that enterprise. In any case, the infl uence of Theunis-
sen’s voice in the post-war German philosophical debate has been so decisive 
that there is no doubt that his writings have had an impact, if only indirectly, 
on Honneth’s thought.

Theunissen’s infl uence on the philosophy of post-war Germany stems fi rstly 
from his infl uential book on intersubjectivity: The Other. Studies in the Social 

Ontology of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre and Buber.11 In his concise reconstructions 

10 Dieter Henrich, “Subjectivity as Philosophical Principle”, in Critical Theory after 

Habermas. Encounters and Departures, eds Dieter Freundlieb, Wayne Hudson and John 

Rundell, Leiden, Brill, 2004. Nikolas Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure. Critical Theory 

Between Past and Future, Cambridge, Mass., MIT, Press, 2007.
11 The book’s date of publication, 1977, is worth noting. The book was exactly con-

temporary to Honneth’s fi rst writings. Honneth quotes the book extensively in his 
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of Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre’s theories of intersubjectivity, Theunissen 
gave a sophisticated interpretative critique of Husserl that still holds today 
despite the focus of contemporary Husserl scholarship on the great wealth 
of new material. Theunissen’s book continues to be relevant in contempo-
rary debates because he emphasised, like no one else before, the “altera-
tion” dimension, the moment of “self-othering” or “becoming other” that is 
already at play in Husserl. By focusing on some lesser known passages of 
Ideen II, Formal and Transcendental Logic and the Krisis, Theunissen demon-
strated that for Husserl, the transcendental I is assured of its being a human, 
physical, mundane I only through the mediation of the Other. This is the pro-
found result of “empathy” in Husserl. The notion is not primarily used to 
account for the way in which we can gain access into the other self; rather, 
it makes ego look at itself from the perspective of the other, and thus makes 
it become an other for itself. Sartre’s “being-for-the-other”, for example, was 
already shaped to a large extent in Husserl’s unpublished research manu-
scripts: “through empathy into the alien representation of ourselves as human 
beings, we attain ‘the givenness of ourselves as a spatial thing like all oth-
ers’”.12 Even as a human being I see myself ‘from the standpoint of external 
perception’.13 Already in Husserl, therefore, there is some concept of “per-
spective-taking” and “decenteredness”,14 concepts that are central in Habermas’ 

studies on Sartre, “The Struggle for Recognition: On Sartre’s Theory of Intersubjec-

tivity”, (1988) in The Fragmented World of the Social and “Erkennen und Anerkennen. 

Zu Sartres Theorie der Intersubjektivität”, in Unsichtbarkeit. Stationen einer Theorie der 

Intersubjektivität, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 2003, pp. 71–105.
12 M. Theunissen, The Other. Studies in the Social Ontology of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre 

and Buber, trans. C. Macann, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1984 (German fi rst edition 

1965), p. 89. Theunissen quotes from Ideas II, p. 169.
13 Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philo-

sophy: Studies in Phenomenology of the Constitution (Ideas II), trans. R. Rojcewicz and 

A. Schuwer, New York, Springer, 1990, p. 177. See The Other, p. 89.
14 Theunissen, The Other, p. 90: “The alteration that I undergo through the Other is, 

as alteration, a depotentialisation in the negative sense, a disempowerement of my I. 

For integration takes from my I the power that it has as an ordering I. In its original 

purity, the constituter of all others is, through alteration, turned into the one consti-

tuted amongst all others. This depotentialisation has the form of a decentering”.
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and Honneth’s Mead-inspired theories of subjectivity. Honneth notes 
this striking and unexpected convergence in relation to Sartre,15 but Theunis-
sen should have drawn his attention also to Husserl in that respect. The over-
lap with Merleau-Ponty, who was enormously inspired by Ideen II, is also 
signifi cant.

Nevertheless, after he demonstrated the central role played by intersubjective 
interaction not only in the constitution of the objective world, but also in the 
constitution of the I as physical, mundane I integrated in the world of other 
subjectivities and in the world at large, Theunissen maintains the accusation 
of solipsism, or at least of methodological subjectivism, and ends up formu-
lating a critique similar in its form to Habermas’. Despite Husserl’s claim at 
the end of the Fifth Meditation that “the illusion of solipsism is dissolved”, 
he maintains the need for pure egology as the foundational perspective of 
transcendental philosophy. “The illusion of solipsism is dissolved”, he writes, 
“even though the proposition that everything existing for me must derive its 
existential sense exclusively from me myself, from my sphere of conscious-
ness, retains its fundamental validity”.16 It is this contradiction between the 
acknowledgement of a dependency towards the Other inasmuch as I am a 
mundane I, and the radical independence from the Other as transcendental 
subjectivity, indeed the transcendental constitutive originarity of my con-
sciousness towards the Other , that Theunissen critiques, quoting the same 
texts as Habermas:

Certainly the loneliness into which I am, in the fi rst instance, driven by the 

Cartesian-phenomenological epoche is broken through, to the extent that 

the Others are no longer merely phenomena of my universal world phe-

nomenon, but ‘transcendental realities’. It still does not disappear, however, 

so long as I also do not fi nd an original partner through the ‘discovery’ of 

transcendental intersubjectivity.17

What Theunissen condemns in transcendental phenomenology, and in tran-
scendental philosophy more generally, is the contradiction whereby the 

15 See Honneth, “Erkennen und Anerkennen”, pp. 89-91, 97.
16 Husserl, as cited by Theunissen in The Other, p. 163.
17 Theunissen, The Other, p. 163.
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acknowledgement of intersubjectivity does not lead to an acknowledgement 
of the Other as equally operative in the constitution of meaning. Husserl gives 
a sophisticated account of the presence of the Other as Other, of my becom-
ing-other from the perspective of the Other, but not of the Other as “original 

partner” in a transcendental sense. Theunissen’s fundamental argument is 
in favour of this “original partner”, the idea of a genuine relationship to the 
Other, not just ethically but even ontologically and certainly methodologi-
cally. This is the emphasis not just on the I as an Other I, but on the other I as 
a You, a Thou, where what matters is not just the irreducibility (which Husserl 
defends), but the equiprimordiality of the Other. Theunissen’s reconstruction 
of the philosophy of “dialogicalism”, and more specifi cally, of its most emi-
nent representative, Martin Buber, aims at uncovering and describing another 
way of thinking the Other, one where the Other is an “original partner” in the 
intersubjective relationship.

When both partners are equiprimordial, when neither the I nor the Thou prime 
over the other, both are equally active in the constitution of the meaningful 
experience at stake. Love and dialogue are the two central examples, but other 
forms of “encounter”—as Buber calls the locus of intersubjectivity—would 
fi t here. Clearly, then, the locus of meaning-constitution lies between the two 
subjects. Meaningful, or meaning-constituting experience, can no longer be 
situated in one of the poles of the relation, as in transcendental philosophy. 
Such polarised relation typically arises in the “I-It” relationship, in Buber’s 
famous terminology.18 In the I-It relationship, or in the subject-object struc-
ture of the transcendental model, the subject faces the world and accesses it 
through intentionality. This is the structure at the core of transcendental and 
transcendental-phenomenological conceptions of subjectivity. Here, the I and 
the It are disconnected and their relation external: “the ontological condition of 
disconnectedness is the pre-existence of the relata before the relation”.19 The 
world appears to an interiority as perspectivally ordered from the point of 
view of that interiority. As a consequence, the I is not just disconnected from 
its world, it at least implicitly determines and dominates the world it faces. By 
contrast, the I-Thou relationship is characterised by the immediate encounter 

18 M. Buber, I and Thou, trans. R. Smith, New York, Scribner, 1958.
19 Theunissen, The Other, p. 283.
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between two partners of equal rank, where none determines or dominates the 
other. The relationship is therefore one of relationality, connectedness and 
mutuality. The spiritual, meaningful moment, occurs neither in the I nor the 
Thou, it emerges in-between the two, which means also that it does not occur 
in a third. The two paradigm cases are language and love. A real conversa-
tion, for example, “is carried out not in one or the other participant, or in a 
neutral world that encompasses both and all other things, but in the most 
precise sense between both, in a dimension so to speak that is only accessible 
to both of them”.20 Equally: “love does not get attached to the I so that it only 
has the Thou as a ‘content’, as an object; it is between the I and the Thou”.21

Two dimensions of this strong model of intersubjectivity can be especially 
highlighted as they provide the key to Theunissen’s later research, and illu-
minate indirectly the framework in which the recognition paradigm was 
developed. First, what was referred to so far as “experience of meaning” in 
a purposefully vague manner, is for Buber and Theunissen after him, most 
signifi cantly, the encounter of the creature with its creator. The backgrounds 
for Buber’s and Theunissen’s dialogicalisms are theological. The ‘between’ 
is indeed fi rstly the encounter of the human with the human, the “inter-
human”; it is also the sphere between the human and the non-human worlds 
when the latter are addressed as Thou; but primordially, it is the sphere 
where the human meets the divine, the relation between the “essence man” 
and “the originary ground of being”.22 This follows a characterisation of spirit 
as the “realm that is concealed in our midst, in the between”.23 This is a cru-
cial phrase that not only captures the fundamental intuition at the basis of 
Buber’s dialogical writings, but at the same time summarises the thought that 
constantly guided Theunissen’s in his philosophical inquiries into the inter-
subjective nature of spirit. A passage in Luke’s Testament encapsulates this 
fundamental intuition: “The Kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (17:21).24 

20 Ibid., p. 277.
21 Quoted by Theunissen, The Other, p. 272, from Buber’s Schriften über das Dialo-

gische Prinzip, pp. 18-19.
22 Theunissen, The Other, pp. 274-275.
23 Ibid., p. 271.
24 Ibid., p. 383.
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This neo-testamental defi nition of spirit is particularly signifi cant in our con-
text, because it captures the intuition that inspired Theunissen’s turn towards 
Hegel and formed the basis for his ground-breaking interpretations of him. 
The Habermasian-Honnethian model of intersubjectivity obviously sheds 
such theological clothes, which has signifi cant philosophical and political 
implications. For example, Honneth’s reading of Levinas, who was obviously 
indebted to Buber, is overdetermined by this difference between theological 
and non-theological backgrounds to the theory of intersubjectivity.25 More 
indirectly, Theunissen’s “relational” or “dialogical” reading of Hegel had 
as much impact in post-war German philosophy as did his earlier critique 
of Husserlian intersubjectivity. In complex ways, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, it played an important part in the reading of Hegel that was at the 
foundation of the “Frankfurtian” model of intersubjectivity.

Another important dimension of the Buberian “between” has a more direct 
infl uence over Honneth’s model of intersubjectivity in that it seems to antici-
pate the predominance of the social over the subjective moments. In the I-It 
relation, the relata are disconnected, they exist separately, prior to the rela-
tion. The I in question is a subject relating intentionally to his/her world as an 
ob-ject. In the I-Thou relation, by contrast, there are no pre-existing subjects. 
Subjectivities are indeed at play, but they are brought to existence by the rela-
tion itself. Precisely, they are no longer subjects, understood as “subjects-of-
experiencing”. The paradox of the subject is that it determines the objective 
world but is precisely, for that very reason, dependent upon it for its content. 
Being disconnected from the objective world, it exists independently of it, 
but this independence gives it no meaningful sense of self. It therefore relies 
upon the very reality from which it is disconnected. On the other hand, the I 
of the I-Thou relation, the Thou-I, since it meets an Other yet does not deter-
mine it, remains independent from it. It is empty as subject, but full as per-
son or self. The Thou-I is not a subject but a true subjectivity. To put it dif-
ferently, the Thou-I is more than an individual, which any individual entity 
can be, including a non-human one; rather, it is a person. In formal language, 

25 See Honneth, “The Other of Justice: Habermas and the Ethical Challenge of Post-

modernism”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, 

Polity Press, 2007, pp. 99-128.
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therefore, one could summarise all this in the following way: in the intersubjec-
tive relation, the relation exists before the relata,26 yet this is precisely the rela-
tion that makes subjectivity, or selves (as opposed to mere subjects) possible. 
Subjectivity directly arises out of intersubjectivity, but is true, “full” (Buber), 
complete subjectivity. In other words, intersubjectivity is the condition of 
possibility of subjectivity in the strong sense of an autonomous selfhood. 
Habermas, and Honneth following him, will give a sociological, “non-meta-
physical” transcription of this fundamental conceptual schema.

Such a detour via the philosophical background of intersubjectivism shows 
that the critics of Habermas and Honneth who denounce their “a priori inter-
subjectivism” largely miss the point. These critics argue on the basis of a logi-
cal argument that seems diffi cult to object to: for the self to be able to see 
itself from the perspective of an other, the self must already have a sense of 
itself as self.27 When we study Mead at greater length in chapter 5, we will see 
how an intersubjectivistic theory of ontogenesis actually denies this point and 
shows precisely how a familiarity with oneself can itself be constructed as an 
effect of consistent interactions with signifi cant others. Similarly, recent psy-
choanalysis shows precisely how intersubjective relations can form the inner 
world of the young child and allow for the emergence of a sense of self. And 
fi nally, we will see in the last chapter how Honneth in fact gives up his alleged 
“a priori intersubjectivism” in the light, not of the metaphysical arguments, 
but of recent results in genetic psychology. This shift, however, changes little 
in the normative dimensions of his recognition theory. But before we touch 
on all this, the reference to Buber and Theunissen already responds to the 
criticisms of Frank and Henrich, as their models show the conceptual possi-

26 See two beautiful pages of The Other, pp. 282-283. One sentence captures the two 

dialectics and the two separate senses of subjectivity: “While the It-I is only the subjec-

tive correlate of the experienced and utilised object, the Thou-I, precisely because it 

does not make anything dependent upon itself, remains independent in itself”.
27 For a concise summary of the arguments and the relevant literature in the debate 

between the “intersubjectivist” and the philosophers of self-consciousness (Henrich, 

Frank), see D. Freundlieb, “Rethinking Critical Theory: Weaknesses and New Direc-

tions”, Constellations, 7(1), 2000, pp. 80-99.
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bility of autonomous selves arising, qua autonomous, out of a prior, primary 
relationship.28

The work of Michael Theunissen will reappear at key moments in the differ-
ent stages in the construction of Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition. His 
critical study of phenomenological theories of intersubjectivity concluded 
with the remark that Buber, who had performed the move from transcen-
dental to a truly “dialogical” methodology in his account of intersubjectiv-
ity, had only approached the I-Thou in negative fashion. As a result, a more 
positive, constructive approach was required if the critique of the paradigm 
of consciousness was to be fulfi lled.29 This in a sense set the programmatic 
scene for much of post-war German philosophy. Different methods, com-
peting references, between classical German idealism (Henrich), American 
pragmatism (second and third generation Frankfurt School) and French post-
structuralism, would be drawn upon by German philosophers. In any case, 
Theunissen’s presentation of “the philosophy of dialogue as counter-project 
to transcendental philosophy”30 seemed defi nitive and set the scene for future 
philosophical research. Theunissen’s critique allowed the critical theorists to 
see themselves as being entitled to develop in their own ways a theory of 
intersubjectivity that would no longer have to refer to the phenomenological 
tradition. Their materialist, “post-metaphysical” convictions however, rather 
than a theological reading of Hegel, led them to a retrieval of a different Hegel 
and to the extensive use of the great sociologists (Weber, Durkheim, Parsons) 
and of German philosophical anthropology.31

28 See pp. 285-290, in The Other, which present Buber’s idea of the primacy of the 

“between” as the solution out of the alleged “vicious circle” of a priori intersubjectiv-

ism: “equi-primordiality that is envisaged here means the same primordiality on the 

basis of the origination from the same—or, to put it better, the same origin (. . .) the 

encounter happens at the same time to I and Thou” (p. 286). 
29 Theunissen, The Other, pp. 289-290 for the delineation of the basic thread of 

Theunissen’s critique of Buber’s negative-ontological method.
30 This is the title of the third, positive, part of the book.
31 But Theunissen also notes the fact that the “dialogical” principle developed by 

philosophers of the early 20thy century, despite their common theological and indeed 

religious concerns, was prepared by Fichte and Feuerbach, The Other, p. 268.
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Habermas and the intersubjectivistic turn

Intersubjectivity is thus a term pointing to different meanings and levels of 
inquiry, depending on the stream of (European) philosophy concerned. In 
the phenomenological tradition, “intersubjective” refers fi rstly to the special 
problem of the “apperception” of the other consciousness in an alien body, 
and more broadly to the multitude of subjective perspectives from which an 
objective world is confi rmed in its objectivity. In the Buberian-Levinasian 
tradition, intersubjective explicitly means “inter-human”; sometimes inter-
individual (where non-human entities, including things, are also individu-
als). The emphasis is on the ethical encountering of an Other, mostly an other 
human person, but primordially the Great Other. As a result, the experience 
of the “encounter”, the locus of the “between”, has primacy over the subject 
and the object. The “inter-“ is shown to be the origin of proper subjectivity.

In the tradition in which Honneth’s work has grown, a similar shift from the 
subject-object to the “inter-subject” scheme is accomplished, but instead of a 
religious, the shift has a sociological and anthropological basis. The shift is as 
radical as in the Buberian tradition, since the objective dimension of rationality 
is grounded in a more fundamental intersubjective dimension. With Haber-
mas, inter-subjectivity becomes the full paradigm. This means fi rst of all that 
it becomes the methodological perspective from which all other philosophical 
problems are reformulated. It also means that it becomes the main explana-
tory basis in specifi c analyses. And more simply, it means that it becomes the 
fi rst and main object of philosophical inquiry.32

Habermas shares with Theunissen the rejection of the paradigm of conscious-
ness and of transcendental arguments. In his language, this equates with the 
critique of the “subject-object paradigm”, of “mentalism” and “monological” 
models of rationality.33 Like Theunissen, Habermas believes that this para-

32 See the very useful critical discussion of the ‘inter’ in Habermasian ‘intersubject-

ivity’ by E. Erman, “Reconciling Communicative Action with Recognition. Thickening 

the ‘Inter’ of Intersubjectivity”, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 32(3), 2006, pp. 377-400.
33 The critique of Husserlian transcendental methodology, notably in relation to 

its applicability in social theory, is a continuous thread in Habermas’ writings. The 

critique of the transcendental perspective was already articulated in Knowledge and 
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digm, which posits the relata (typically the subject and the object) as sepa-
rate and related only a posteriori, which thereby posits the relation as arising 
from the relata, has been exhausted both conceptually and in practice, and 
must be replaced by a new one. Habermas uses the same basic formula as 
Theunissen to describe it, in reference to the same central text, namely Hegel’s 
speculative logic: “subject and object are relata that exist only with and in their 
relations”.34 Like Theunissen, Habermas believes that with this reversal of 
the relation between relata and relation, the categories of subject and object 
become outdated and need to be replaced by new categories that name the 
fundamental types of interactions with the world. However, the source of 
Habermas’ insistence on intersubjectivity, on the primacy of relation over the 
relata, is not located in the faithfulness to an extra-philosophical inspiration; 
it is a vision of rationality as historically constituted. The Hegelian-Marxian 
gesture of historicising rationality is the most fundamental motive, and the 
true genealogical beginning, behind the shift to intersubjectivity. This was, 
for example, what led Habermas’ earliest rejection of transcendental phenom-
enology as a method. Husserl’s vision of structures of intentionality arising 
from and remaining dependent on, the implicit background resources offered 
by a lifeworld shared with others was indeed a decisive advance in the theory 
of rationality and society. It showed the social origin and the social essence of 
reason even in its most formal and abstract usage. But the method that Hus-
serl continued to employ, even in his latest manuscripts, to account for the 
intersubjective genesis and structure of reason was not adequate to its object. 
Habermas’ project, therefore, can be said to start in full with a Left-Hegelian 
twist to phenomenological intersubejctivism:

The argument with which Habermas opens his objection to the phenomeno-

logical programme of the “Krisis” is of a philosophical-historical nature. He 

is convinced that Husserl, in calling for a contemplative ideal of knowledge, 

Human Interests (see for example the famous postface from 1965, pp. 304-306); it formed 

an important part of the critical review of the theories of social action in On the Logic of 

the Social Sciences (see pp. 111-112), which prepared the critique of phenomenological 

methods in The Theory of Communicative Action II, pp. 129-130. 
34 Habermas, “From Kant to Hegel and Back Again: the Move toward Detranscen-

dantalisation”, p. 182. 
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falsely neglected the context of interests in which this ideal was originally 

introduced.35

Notwithstanding his return to Kant in questions of ethics and politics, 
Habermas remains Hegelian (and indeed Marxian) in his most fundamen-
tal epistemological stance, in accepting the Hegelian “detranscendentalisa-
tion” of reason and the subject. With Hegel a new theoretical consciousness 
emerged, which was to have the most decisive infl uence on Marx: that the 
self-transparent, meaning-constituting transcendental subject is in fact doubly 
determined, from underneath and from above: from underneath, by his/her 
participation in nature through his/her body; from above through his/her 
incorporation in symbolic, supra-subjective, historically determined worlds. 
Being doubly determined, the transcendental subject turns out to be twice 
undermined.

The emphasis on the historical relativity of rationality leads to a paradoxical 
result. At fi rst, it seems to lead to scepticism or relativism, since all objective 
and normative references become relative to the categorical frameworks that 
prevail at a given time. No subject, no particular discourse or practice seems 
to be able to excuse itself from the social-historical reality in which they exist, 
and to grant an “objective” observer’s position. But scepticism and relativism 
are defeated in Hegel and Marx by the combination of two specifi c philo-
sophical methods that are also maintained, mutatis mutandis, by Habermas 
and Honneth. The fi rst is the to and fro between conceptual critique and the 
reception of the positive results of special scientifi c inquiries, in other words, 
the immanent critique of scientifi c inquiry. Scientifi c discourses are trusted in 
their capacity to develop their own internal empirical and conceptual require-
ments, thus providing trustworthy epistemic resources. On the other hand, 
their tendency to lose sight of the locatedness of their specifi c claims is kept 
in check by the meta-scientifi c epistemological critique offered by the philo-
sophical reconstruction of their claims. As a result of this zigzagging, fallible 
yet trustworthy, temporary yet credible knowledge claims can inform philo-
sophical inquiry. On the basis of this critically corrected positivistic material, 
a second methodological gesture, the genetic one, attempts to reconstruct the 

35 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 205.
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stages that account for lines of evolution leading to the present state of affairs. 
This genetic programme, being both positivistically enriched and logically 
rigorous, can claim to culminate in hypotheses about the teleological logic 
underpinning the developments studied. With these two methods, the critical 
and the genetic, the relativism and scepticism that seemed to threaten histori-
cised rationality are transformed into robust knowledge claims. This is one 
of the key dimensions of the replacement of the theological grounding by the 
sociological and the anthropological one. The focus on the genetic, both for 
society and the subject, justifi es the strong universalism of theoretical claims, 
instead of the recourse to a metaphysical ground of universal truth.

The methodological focus on the genetic and the historical leads to an 
approach in the theory of society that attempts to perform a reconstruction of 
stages of development defi ned as ideal-types of integration. Subjects for their 
part are seen as social agents from the perspective of their gradual insertion 
into pre-existing symbolic institutions, learning to integrate the social world 
through the development of their capacities. The central motto is that of “indi-
viduation through socialisation”. The dual genetic perspective on society and 
subjectivity also provides the link between the two special areas of inquiry via 
the question of social integration, which combines the problem of socialisa-
tion with the problem of social reproduction.36

If we focus on the fate of the transcendental subject, the emphasis is now placed 
on how subjects come to develop their autonomy in contexts of meaning that 
are always already pre-constituted, framing the meaning of their actions and 
experiences. “Intersubjective” in Habermas often points to that supra-subjec-
tive symbolic order, in which actions (linguistic or other) take place. It is clear 
that taken in this sense, “intersubjective” is very close or indeed equivalent to 
“social”. Intersubjective here means what is between subjects in the sense of 
what is shared by all socialised participants of a given society (a language, a 
certain world-view, norms, values, etc.). This is quite different from the inter-
personal interpretation of intersubjectivity since the focus is here on the tem-
poral, ontological primacy of the social. We can formulate this distinction by 
reference to Theunissen: in the latter’s “dialogicalism”, even though the relata 

36 On this link, see T. McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, pp. 333-334.
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emerge from the relation, they are simultaneous to it. In theological terms, 
Christ being past as Christ and to-come as Messiah is also present as the 
already operative promise of this “to-come” that has already been realised. 
In Habermas’ vision of relationality, on the other hand, the socialised subject 
arrives late in a social order that precedes it.

The second, most common, meaning of “intersubjective” in Habermas refers 
to the inter-personal dimension, where “intersubjective” is closely related to 
“interactive”, and “communicative”. This is different from the previous sense 
which is more static and takes the social as a fact. In this second sense, the focus 
is on the coordination of the actions of the different social agents through a 
process of communication, which, ideally at least, is geared towards reaching 
an understanding. From this perspective every social agent is normatively a 
participant in the reproduction of society, conceived of as a general consen-
sus over basic norms achieved through processes of communication. In this 
dimension of the social, the norms are indeed binding, thus creating the fac-
tual, meta-subjective aspect of the social, the authority of the social over the 
individual. But they are also “consensual”, premised upon the at least ideally 
achievable, and in any case normatively demanded, agreement between all 
the individuals involved. Involving second-order discussion and procedures 
of description, justifi cation and application, these communicatively redeem-
able norms obviously presuppose the argumentative use of language. “Inter-
subjective” here is very close to “communicative”: what happens between the 
subjects is an ongoing, more or less explicit, discussion over the social norms; 
in a sense, inter-subjective here designates the in-between discussion over the 
in-between.

The insistence on this specifi c sense of intersubjectivity as communication 
obviously constitutes Habermas’ key innovation in social theory. This sense 
of “intersubjective” presents aspects that seem to be contradictory with the 
fi rst, as the latter tends to highlight the primacy of the social, as institution-
alised fact, over the individual. The apparent contradiction can already be 
found in Hegel, and the solution is already proposed by Hegel with the dia-
lectic between particular and universal, which fi nds in the notion of Sittlichkeit 
its sophisticated resolution. This is the idea according to which leading a life 
according to the universal is the best way for the individual to fulfi l himself 
or herself as particular, and that, conversely, the satisfaction of the partic-
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ular reproduces the universal. The same dialectic is at play, under suitably 
changed methodological premises, in Habermas and Honneth.

The third meaning of intersubjective in this paradigm is methodological. The 
essential social determinacy of subjectivity and subjective capacities means 
that reason is no longer to be conceived as “mono-logos”. The ground of truth 
is no longer reachable in and by the self-refl ecting subject, but amongst the 
community of speaking subjects arguing about objects (epistemic objects, eth-
ical norms, political actions, social rules, institutions, and so on). As a result, 
reason can no longer be defi ned substantively but simply as procedure. Once 
again we verify that the historicisation of rationality is not necessarily syn-
onymous with the relativisation of its claims. Indeed, the theory of rational-
ity becomes a theory of “rationalisation” that is able to identify the ways in 
which the formal features of rational procedures progress through learning 
processes. Being formal and tied to a specifi c stage in the progress towards 
pure argumentation, these features are locally universal, so to speak, univer-
sal at their specifi c levels, but local in the ideal-typical scale of argumentative 
procedures. “Intersubjective” in this sense therefore points to the procedural 
aspect of rational discourse and action in society. It could be qualifi ed under 
the more precise term of “intersubjective testing”, that is to say, the fallible 
verifi cation of truth claims in a community of speakers (the community of 
experts in a fi eld of expertise, the community of agents for ethical questions, 
etc.) sharing basic norms of conduct and argumentation.

Linguistifi cation of philosophical anthropology

Obviously, Honneth follows Habermas wholeheartedly in his shift towards 
intersubjectivism. However, as we saw in the previous chapter, Honneth’s 
agreement with the necessity of a paradigm-shift towards intersubjectivism 
is not uncritical in regards to the specifi c content of the shift. In particular, 
he identifi es as the crucial source of many problems the philosophical-
anthropological premise that underpins Habermas’ intersubjectivism, 
namely the central, indeed quasi-exclusive role played by the structures of 
language in the theories of social evolution and socialisation. Before analys-
ing Honneth’s counter-proposal in the philosophical anthropology of inter-
subjectivity, it might therefore be useful to remind ourselves of the deep and 
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variegated anthropological dimensions within Habermas’ emphasis on the 
pragmatic force of language as the core mechanism of social and subjective 
developments.

Even before Habermas’ turn towards pragmatic linguistics in the 1970s, the 
anthropological model at the basis of his earlier research relied upon the cen-
trality of language. The theory of knowledge-constitutive interests and the 
dualism it introduced, between technical forms of action aiming for success 
and practical forms of action aiming for understanding, already presupposed 
that the properly human mode of social integration originates in the capac-
ity of human beings to coordinate their actions through the binding force of 
language use. As early as the positivistic dispute, even before the texts on 
labour and interaction and the critical reappropriations of Hegel and Marx, as 
Honneth retraces very clearly,

Linguistic communication is the medium in which individuals are able to 

secure the commonality of their action orientations and world-representa-

tions necessary for mastering the collective task of material reproduction.37

We have already quoted the famous dictum from the 1965 lecture: “What 
raises us out of nature is the only thing whose nature we can know: lan-
guage”. In the more developed theory of society presented in The Theory of 

Communicative Action, this basic anthropological insight continues to operate. 
The lifeworld, that social plane that makes up the ground for all forms of 
human praxis is defi ned by Habermas in purely linguistic terms: “we can 
think of the lifeworld as represented by a culturally transmitted and lin-
guistically organised stock of interpretive patterns”. And more pointedly: 
“Language and culture are constitutive for the lifeworld itself”.38 In this model, 

37 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 222. See also S. Haber, Critique de l’Antinaturalisme. 

In chapter III, Haber studies in great detail the shifts in Habermas’ relation to natural-

ist positions in social theory. Despite important twists in the reference to a naturalistic 

background, a constant thread remains visible: the natural origin of anthropos is not 

an argument that can be taken to conduct naturalistic analyses at the level of social 

theory. Instead, “the entire normative weight which was previously (in certain texts of 

the young Marx and in some Marxist authors) tied to Nature is now transferred to the 

situation of linguistic and dialogical interaction”, p. 163.
38 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 124.
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the “resources” of the lifeworld that are transmitted to socialised agents and 
used by them mostly unrefl ectively in their everyday acts of communication 
are available to them through the language they use, which “constitutes”, that 
is to say structures and “stores” the stock of knowledge they require. Culture 
frames the background assumptions in which discussions take place, but this 
unproblematic stock of symbolic resources is “linguistically organised”. As 
a result, the logic of rationalisation that is supposed to take place within the 
lifeworlds is driven by the potential for decentering, refl exivity and learning 
that is inscribed in the very structure of linguistic exchange. The momentous 
upheavals characterising the rise of modern society, notably the splinter-
ing of the different value spheres and the immense consequence this has for 
societies and subjectivities alike, as the bonds of homogeneous communities 
are loosened and each of the structures of social and personal life is allowed 
to develop to its full potential, these momentous developments themselves 
are propelled fundamentally by nothing other than the differentiated refer-
entiality to separate domains of reality and the complex of validity claims 
inherent in all communicative action.39 Because rationality is equated with 
the potential for rationalisation inherent in communication, in brief, because 
rationality is reinterpreted as communication, it is not exaggerated to say that 
for Habermas the rationalisation of society as a whole is commanded by the 
power of language.

If we focus on more specifi c aspects of this, for example the theory of social 
evolution, we note the same process of “linguistifi cation” of social-theoreti-
cal explanations. In his attempt, following the seminal works of Mead and 
Durkheim, to reconstruct “the phylogenetic line of development that leads 
from symbolically mediated to normatively guided interaction”, Habermas 
hypothesises that this evolution occurred through crossing the threshold 
“to grammatical speech”, as the developed system of pronouns allowed the 
human being to take different perspectives upon itself and the world, the 
psychological equivalent to communicative action. The anthropogenic power 
of language structures becomes fully explicit when Habermas refers to this 
evolution from symbolic to grammatically guided interaction as a “process 

39 Ibid., pp. 145-148.
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of hominisation”.40 The argument is certainly faithful to Mead, but there is 
no doubt that Habermas emphasises far more than does Mead the fact that 
the development of human rationality is coextensive with the development 
of grammatical language.41 Similarly, in reading Durkheim, Habermas seeks 
above all the traces of a “linguistifi cation of the sacred”: the idea already 
touched upon by the French sociologist that the passage from primitive forms 
of social integration, where the individual is fully immersed in collective con-
sciousness expressed and structured in the sacred forms, to more refl ective 
and differentiated modes of social integration, is actually a process triggered 
by and carried through by the emergence and development of communica-
tive discursivity.42 The theory of speech acts developed in Book One of the 
Theory of Communicative Action, which aims at uncovering the rational core of 
language, as well as the linguistic nature of rationality, therefore unveils the 
formal structure underpinning the genetic story that is told at the beginning 
of Book Two.

Equally, the evolutionary dimension, which, through retrospective recon-
struction, ends by formulating a general anthropological thesis about hom-
inisation at the phylogenetic level has, of course, its ontogenetic counterpart. 
At this level again, the logic of language use and exchange plays the guiding 
function.43 This is one of the results of Habermas’ study of Mead’s theory 
of the ontogenetic origin of the moral validity of norms: “To the extent that 
language becomes established as the principle of sociation, the conditions 

40 Ibid., p. 86. See also p. 23 and the critique of Mead, where Habermas makes the 

speculative hypothesis that “one can imagine that the communicative employment of 

signs with identical meanings reacts back upon the organism’s structure of drives and 

modes of behaviour”.
41 See H. Joas, G.H. Mead: A Contemporary Re-examination of his Thought, trans. 

R. Meyer, Cambridge, Polity, 1985, p. 114.
42 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, pp. 77-90: “The universalisation of 

law and morality noted by Durkheim can be explained in its structural aspect by the 

gradual shifting of problems of justifying and applying norms over to processes of 

consensus formation in language” (90).
43 The best study on this point remains T. McCarthy’s The Critical Theory of Jürgen 

Habermas, chapter 4, section 4.
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of socialisation converge with the conditions of communicatively produced 
intersubjectivity”.44

The thesis that language becomes the principle of sociation refers to the fun-
damental intuition behind Mead’s symbolic interactionism: the idea that plu-
ral individuals manage to live together in and as one society thanks to the 
power of language, as the latter enables ego to take the attitude of the other 
(to evoke in herself and internalise, the other’s response to her behaviour) and 
thereby is the medium through which plural projects that are at fi rst irrecon-
cilable, or even antagonistic, can be coordinated. If this is true at the level of 
the species, though, this is true also at the level of every individual develop-
ment.45 The child learns to decentre her perspective, to take the attitude of 
the other, which, once again, is the process by which ego develops itself not 
only cognitively but also morally, as she gradually masters language, or more 
accurately, as Habermas constantly insists, communication, with the full-array 
of pragmatic modalities and in particular the power of illocutionary force. As 
Thomas McCarthy reminds us, the “reconstructions of historical materialism” 
in the 1970s coincided with attempts at critical unifi cations of the theories 
of subjective formation and socialisation. In those attempts, the synthesis of 
empirical developmental studies took as its foundation the universal formal 
rules structuring communication that speech acts theory had identifi ed.46 
Here again, even if communicative competence is broader than linguistic 
competence, the ideal-typical stages reconstructed by the philosopher acting 
as social-scientist are underpinned by the formal framework established in 
the study of the pragmatic rules of linguistic understanding.

44 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 93.
45 Ibid., p. 24.
46 McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, p. 337. The main text on this 

topic is “Moral Development and Ego Identity” (1979), in Communication and the Evo-

lution of Society, trans. T. McCarthy, London, Heinemann, 1979, pp. 69-94. Habermas 

goes as far as mapping the different types of differentiation of the subject from the 

non-subjective (the natural-objective, the social-normative and the intersubjective-

linguistic) with the different types of utterances (affective versus cognitive, prescrip-

tive and evaluative). 
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It is only in one of his last books, The Future of Human Nature, that Habermas 
for the fi rst time uses a philosophical-anthropological line of argument that is 
not exclusively tied to the pragmatic logic of communication.47

The retrieval of philosophical anthropology: avoiding 
misunderstandings

The previous chapter has established how many of Honneth’s criticisms of 
Habermas, which turned mostly around the problem of the connection of 
theory and practice, were based on a fundamental disquiet about the strong 
link between the theory of social action and the logic of agreement through 
linguistic exchange. We see here that the “linguistifi cation” of social theory 
in Habermas can be linked to a similar linguistifi cation of the philosophical-
anthropological background of social theory. Against Habermas’ linguisti-
fi ed philosophical anthropology and against his dualistic theory of society, 
Honneth’s research programme started with the project, deployed in Social 

Action and Human Nature, of developing an anthropology of social action that 
would analyse interaction no longer with such strict ties to the logic of linguis-
tic understanding. This explains why it seemed important for Honneth at the 
start of his refl ections, to systematise and reconstruct conceptually the line of 
research studying the biological foundation of communicative action. This 
was important to avert the turn towards abstraction that had been diagnosed 
in Habermas’ theory, in particular in relation to real social movements and 
political praxis.

Before turning to The Struggle for Recognition, it is therefore important for us 
to take a glance at the arguments that Honneth extracted from his reread-
ing of German philosophical anthropology. These arguments were supposed 
to “fl esh out” the anthropological image underpinning the theory of social 
action. This has a strong bearing on the understanding of the theory of recog-
nition. It is very important to keep these arguments in mind when we move 
to the study of Honneth’s mature theory of social action as they form the 

47 See Haber, Critique de l’Antinaturalisme, pp. 245-252.
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background intuitions that this theory attempts to systematically develop and 
coherently bring together.

As we already highlighted in the previous chapter, the introduction to Social 

Action and Human Nature anchors the retrieval of philosophical anthropology 
in the scientifi c and political context. The social movements of the 1970s and 
80s are read by Honneth and Joas as pointing to the same basic theoretical 
question: “the relationship of the human being to nature and of nature in the human 

being”.48 The key problem for social theory in late capitalism is that of “the 
humanisation of nature”. This in turn entails a constellation of problems: the 
problematic conquest of nature by humans, and the counter-effects on human 
culture itself, as “second nature”; the development of “inner nature”, the 
effect of the civilising process on subjectivity; and fi nally, the clarifi cation of 
the “natural” origins of humans’ ability to develop a “second nature”, the par-
adox of the natural roots of the power of human beings to transcend nature.

Here, a long overdue methodological clarifi cation is in order. Honneth, and 
Habermas before him, have been taken to task by many critics for grounding 
the normative parts of critical theory, and thus also their political theories, in 
theories of human nature. This was already the crux of Theunissen’s infl u-
ential critique of Critical Theory. Despite the rejection by Habermas of the 
naturalistic grounding of critical theory shared by most of his predecessors 
in Frankfurt, Theunissen argues, Habermas’ turn to a theory of knowledge-
constitutive interests leads to a “transcendentalisation” of essential forms of 
human interaction (to nature, to society and to self) which is itself akin to a 
kind of “naturalisation”. In the end, the analytical distinction between types 
of interaction and the method of reconstruction that is supposed to highlight 
their underlying formal structures appears to hypostasise “anthropologically 
fi xed structures”, which destroy the possibility of any truly historical rupture. 
A new, sophisticated form of naturalisation of the historical subject is at play, 
which destroys true historicity, both in strictly social terms, but also in rela-
tion to the non-human world:

48 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 3.
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there can be no question of a historicity that is at work in the cultural deter-

minations of the human beings. No historical event could break through the 

bell-jar that encloses the traffi c between humans and things. No encounter 

could exert suffi cient force to break the rules according to which human 

beings communicate with one another.49

Despite their vastly diverging theoretical options and methodological pre-
suppositions, the objections raised by critics of Habermas like Henrich or 
Manfred Frank, as well as by critics of Honneth like Zurn and Kompridis, 
share the same type of concerns, formally speaking, as the ones already raised 
by Theunissen in 1969. All these authors question the methodology whereby a 
theory of social interaction is elaborated on the basis of overt anthropological 
reconstructions, in order then to draw substantive, universalistic normative 
implications, at the moral and political levels. This naturalistic ground-
ing, the critics argue, does not warrant the universalistic position claimed 
by Habermas and Honneth in normative questions.50 And this naturalistic 
grounding that does not say its name amounts to a destruction of historicity: 
it dramatically truncates the ability of social action to create new meanings 
and, being too tied to specifi c cultural contexts, it unduly generalises from one 
situation to all. The latter is fi rst of all a methodological mistake but also, and 
more seriously, a mistake that prevents critical theory from being suffi ciently 
responsive to unknown historical demands.51

The introduction to Social Action and Human Nature answered these criticisms 
in advance by clarifying the relationship between philosophical-anthropo-
logical arguments, the theory of society, and normative claims. First of all, 

49 M. Theunissen, “Society and History. A Critique of Critical Theory”, in Habermas. 

A Critical Reader, ed. P. Dews, Blackwell, 1999, pp. 254-256.
50 This is the core of Zurn’s early critique of Honneth, in “Anthropology and Nor-

mativity: A Critique of Axel Honneth’s ‘Formal Conceptions of Ethical Life’”, Philoso-

phy and Social Criticism, 26(1), 2000, pp. 115-124.
51 On that last point, see especially Nikolas Kompridis, “From Reason to Self-reali-

sation? Axel Honneth and the ‘Ethical Turn’ in Critical Theory”, in eds. J. Rundell 

et al., Contemporary Perspectives in Critical and Social Philosophy, Leiden, Brill, 2004, 

pp. 323-360, and “On the Task of Social Philosophy: A Reply to Axel Honneth”, Social 

Philosophy Today, 17, 2003, pp. 235-251.
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the analysis of the political context in which the rereading of philosophical 
anthropology is occurring is decisive: it is the state of societies suffering from 
the pathologies produced by global capitalism that demands such a re-read-
ing. To approach social theory from the perspective of the “humanisation of 
nature” problem is not fi rst and foremost a methodological decision: it is a 
decision demanded by the practical urgency of the time. It is in the imma-
nence of the social movements themselves that the problem of nature arises, 
including that of the natural preconditions of social action. Secondly, as we 
noted earlier, it is inaccurate and unfair to interpret Honneth’s methodology 
as a naïve, direct anthropological grounding of social, moral and political 
arguments. With Joas, Honneth rejected this interpretation in the clearest pos-
sible terms:

Anthropology must not be understood as the theory of constants of 

human cultures persisting through history, or of an inalienable substance of 

human nature, but rather as an inquiry into the unchanging preconditions 

of human changeableness.52

The “anthropological” moment in Honneth should not to be equated with, 
for example, the Feuerbachian method of Marx’s 1844 manuscripts, which 
appeared to develop a critique of modernity on the basis of a theory of human 
nature in its relation to external nature.

The quote above also answers the criticism that the grounding of critical 
social theory in anthropological arguments is tantamount to a destruction of 
historicity, with the implication that it becomes unable to develop a theory of 
radical social transformation. The anthropological gaze is not directed at the 
content of human nature, but at the natural preconditions of human praxis. 
It in no way predetermines the possible directions of social development. 
Indeed, the turn to the question of the natural preconditions and dimen-
sions of social action is a privileged way of correcting the problems inherent 
in Habermas’ overly rigid connection between interaction and communica-
tion. The emphasis on the radical plasticity of human nature that is one of the 
main results of philosophical anthropology speaks precisely in favour of the 
open-endedness of historical praxis. Indeed, it grounds the possibility of open 

52 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 7.
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social transformation in the very plasticity of human needs. This strand in 
Honneth’s thinking culminates in the last page of The Struggle for Recognition, 
with its declared agnosticism in relation to the concrete political implication 
of the model of recognition: the critical theorists leave it to the contingency of 
politics and history to decide how the ideal of recognition might be realised.

Instead of a naïve grounding of social theory in anthropology, Honneth and 
Joas outlined the correct way of interpreting their project in the following 
passage:

Our approach to anthropology regards itself as self-refl ection of the social 

and cultural sciences on their biological foundations and on the normative 

content of their bodies of knowledge, considered in relation to determinate 

historical and political problems.53

This necessity for theory to return to the problem of the relationship between 
man and nature is fi rst of all, as we just recalled, a necessity imposed on the-
ory by existing social movements. But it also serves as a major normative and 
explanatory corrective. The point is not to ground, but to question social the-
ory from the point of view of a naturalistic knowledge about the subject and 
society: what are the hidden premises of your picture of the subject and soci-
ety; how coherent are they; to what extent do they accord with the substantive 
knowledge developed by the sciences of human development?

In our opinion, anthropology should (not) be understood as the basis of the 

social and cultural sciences, which has a priori precedence over them (. . .). 

Rather, anthropology is a refl ective step in the scrutiny of the suitableness 

of social-scientifi c theoretical frameworks that has become autonomous. (. . .) 

This process of self-refl ection draws its questions from the problems of the 

social and cultural sciences and returns to them with its theories clarifi ed 

and internally differentiated by anthropology.

Social theory in the European tradition is tied around the three interrelated 
problems of individual and social development, and the reciprocal infl uences 
of each on the other. Honneth and Joas argue that it is fanciful to pretend 
to treat seriously questions of social evolution, social integration and sociali-

53 Ibid., p. 9.
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sation whilst ignoring the sophisticated results arrived at by philosophical 
anthropology.

Arnold Gehlen: organic preconditions of social action

With this constellation of epistemological and practical requisites to redeem a 
programme studying the “humanisation of nature”, the two authors engage 
in their “contribution to the discussion of philosophical anthropology with 
systematic intent”. As we saw, the fi rst part of the book provides a discussion 
of the anthropological strand that is operative within the historical-material-
ist tradition. This fi rst part indicated explicitly in what framework the ques-
tion of “social action” was addressed. The conclusion of that fi rst part was 
that historical materialism should paradoxically be corrected by a return to 
its repressed anthropological heritage, in order to retrieve its “altruistic” and 
“sensualist” dimensions, in other words, the full array of normative intersub-
jective interactions, and to refocus on the organic preconditioning of social 
action. This conclusion obviously converges with the general desideratum of 
a widening of the anthropological in the study of Habermas, a retrieval of the 
body and an extension of the theoretical gaze beyond language.

The third and last part of the book inspects critically the tradition of “histori-
cal anthropology”. We have already studied the critical arguments brought 
up against Habermas in it. This part intends to “investigate the historical pro-
cess of civilisation in which human nature has up to the present day changed 
and shaped itself within its organically set bounds”.54 In other words, it his-
toricises, and critically assesses historical accounts of, precisely that anthro-
pological content that is extracted from the materialist tradition (Part 1), and 
from German, 20th century philosophical anthropology (Part 2). The fi rst two 
parts characterised those “organically set bounds” of human action, which 
the third part investigates from a historical perspective.

54 Ibid., p. 118.
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As often in Honneth’s writings, we encounter an explicitly embraced metho-
dological circle.55 On the one hand, the axiom of intersubjectivity provides 
the principal hermeneutic grid through which the tradition of philosophical 
anthropology is reconstructed. On the other hand, this tradition is explored 
precisely to fi nd anthropological arguments in favour of a conception of social 
action as normatively constituted, that is, as based on intersubjective interac-
tions around norms. This methodological circle undergirds, as we will now 
see, the structure of the second section of the book.

Everything begins, fi rst of all, with Arnold Gehlen. In the work of Arnold 
Gehlen, Honneth and Joas fi nd the “attempt to construct a systematic anthro-
pology” aiming for a theory of action. This is the perfect starting point for 
them since, by contrast to other contemporary attempts at philosophical 
anthropology, most notably Max Scheler,56 in Gehlen “the special position of 
the human being is not accounted for through the classical dualisms of body-
soul and body-mind, but by the structure of human action”.57 And also: “he 
conceives of the human being’s organic peculiarities as the presuppositions 
for, and his cultural achievements as the results of, the ‘capacity for action’ as 
the unitary structural law of human life”.58

The second key moment is the move from Gehlen to Mead. This shift cor-
responds to the necessity to move from a solipsistic to an intersubjectivistic 
model. Gehlen’s work, however, remains decisive as a pragmatic approach to 
the anthropological preconditions of social action.

The fundamental idea borrowed from Gehlen is the following: “he fi nds the 
explanation of the specifi cally human capacity for action in the biological 
thesis that the human being is a defective life form”.59 The human being can 

55 See my “Refl exive Critical Theory: A Systematic Reconstruction of Honneth’s 

Theory of Recognition”, in ed. D. Petherbridge, The Critical Theory of Axel Honneth, 

Leiden, Brill, forthcoming.
56 M. Scheler, Man’s Place in Nature, trans. H. Meyerhoff, New York, The Noonday 

Press, 1961.
57 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 48.
58 Ibid., p. 51. The main book they study is Gehlen’s classic: Man, his Nature and Place 

in the World.
59 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 51.
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be described as a defective life form if the way humans survive in nature is 
compared with that of animals: the human being needs a greater amount of 
time to develop its capacities; it does not have natural protections against the 
elements and the attacks of other animals; it is not adapted to a specifi c envi-
ronment with a dedicated system of organs; in particular, its senses are quite 
mediocre compared with the performances of animals, and so on. In terms of 
natural evolution, “man is to a great extent unspecialised”. In order to sur-
vive, human beings therefore have to compensate for their organic defi ciency. 
Under-specialisation and lack of adaptation, however, which are at fi rst life-
threatening, turn out to be the origin of the superiority of the human animal 
over the other species. Through the “loss of restrictive determinations”, a gap 
opens up between the human living being and its environment. This gap is 
the condition of possibility for the development of autonomous action, as 
opposed to instinctual adaptation, as well as for learning, instead of the eter-
nal repetition of pre-programmed behavioural responses. This gap between 
organism and environment, the extent of human beings’ lack of evolutionary 
specialisation, is extreme. This is expressed in particular in the great diversity 
characterising the modes of survival developed by human groups. The great 
plasticity in the modes of human adaptation to the environment as well as in 
the types of social organisation shows that there are many possible human 
responses to the challenge of survival. A contrario, however, this also dem-
onstrates that the extreme “changeableness” in being human can be brought 
back at least negatively to an invariant biological pre-condition.

The diversity and plasticity in the human forms of adaptation to the envi-
ronment underline also the centrality of social and cultural factors in human 
survival, since the latter provide precisely those conditions already granted to 
other organisms who benefi t from evolutionary specialisation:

In the case of the human being, decisive organic specialisations do not occur 

even after the species has arisen, (. . .) inasmuch as the socio-cultural mecha-

nism of environmental adaptation encompasses the continuous alteration of 

the natural environment and the cultural self-shaping of the social world.60

60 Ibid., p. 51.
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This passage delineates two key dimensions of the social and cultural dimen-
sions of human adaptation. First, there is the instrumental aspect of cultural 
learning by which groups, and even humanity at large, improves upon its 
stock of knowledge and technical capacities, and progresses in instrumental 
rationality. Once a certain threshold has been reached, this capacity leads to an 
inversion of the logic of adaptation: the latter is no longer simply a response 
to natural challenges, but the active “alteration of the natural environment”, 
enabling effi cient use of natural resources, planning and prediction. This 
means that the exact nature and content of adaptation to the environment 
changes all the time with the transformations in the environments themselves. 
We are here clearly in a historical-materialist framework.

But there is also a more refl exive, a kind of second-order learning process, 
which designates the capacity of human groups to self-refl exively learn about 
themselves and to alter and shape themselves, qua social and cultural cre-
ations, for the sake of survival. The human race constantly re-makes itself, 
down to its organic and psychic make-up, through constantly renewed psychic 
and physical disciplining. In the context of a critical reception of Habermas, 
this second point indicates that the origin of normativity and of normative 
progress itself, the source of normative rationalisation, is ultimately grounded 
in the biological underdetermination and underspecialisation of human orga-
nisms. It is in the very materiality of the human system of needs and capaci-
ties that the potential for moral learning (the “cultural self-shaping”) fi nds its 
source, even if language obviously plays the central role as the medium of 
choice in this process of refl exive learning.

The ontogenetic side to this in the social-cultural account of human survival 
is also decisive. Given the utmost vulnerability of the human newborn, given 
the fact that, organically speaking, “man is born prematurely”, it relies abso-
lutely on its community for its survival, and conversely the community there-
fore relies on structures of social protection of the vulnerable to reproduce 
itself. This, again, points to an essential invariant precondition of all human 
life, an unchangeable condition of social and cultural variations: the human 
individual’s dependency on other members of its species. This confi rms the 
anthropological grounding of intersubjectivity from a highy specifi c point of 
view.
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Despite the critique of Gehlen in the confrontation with Mead, the former 
is the starting point in Honneth’s and Joas’ reconstruction of modern philo-
sophical anthropology because, once his framework is corrected in an inter-
subjectivistic sense, the rest of his model can guide the whole programme of 
research. On the basis of Gehlen’s hypothesis, that “there is ascertainable a 
complex relationship between the loss of restrictive determinations and the 
origination of learning possibilities”, the basic conclusion that will provide 
the thread for the rest of the inquiry follows:

These altered organic preconditions of ontogenesis lead to a rupturing of all 

three sides of the triangle consisting of impulsional system, perception of 

triggering stimuli and motory reactions, which is characteristic of instinct-

governed life forms. Gehlen inquires into the structure of human impulses, 

perception and voluntary movement in order to demonstrate human action’s 

function of compensating for the human being’s organic defi ciencies.61

The rest of the second part of the book takes this three-part structure as its 
guideline. The study of Helmut Plessner looks at human motility as communi-
cative expressiveness (pp. 70-90). The study of Agnes Heller, which we briefl y 
mentioned in the fi rst chapter, looks at the human structure of needs (pp. 
91-101). And fi nally, the study of modern anthropological accounts of percep-
tion critiques the work of Klaus Holzkamp from the perspective of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception (pp. 102-117). But Gehlen was 
the one who most clearly showed that it is in and through action that “the 
human being frees himself from the dangers to his survival inherent in the 
organic starting situation of a defi cient life form”. Indeed human impulses, 
perceptions and movements, being essentially undetermined, always run the 
risk of being overwhelmed by the profusion and initial lack of structure of 
inner and outer experience. There is too much to feel, too much to perceive, 
and too much to do for an unspecialised being like the human being. Action, 
however, introduces structuring principles into experience: fi rst in terms of 
a reduction of the inner and outer landscape, organised as they are initially 
along purposive lines; and secondly because the lack of specialisation is 

61 Ibid., p. 53.
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compensated by the capacity to learn and self-shape, a capacity, however, that 
is constantly inspired and guided by the demands of action.62

First reading of Mead

However, whilst Gehlen is the author who proposed the decisive insight 
into the organic precondition for the capacity of (social) action, and into the 
pragmatic origin of the human capacity to build a second (inner and outer) 
nature, Mead is the second key reference because he is the one who helps to 
perform an intersubjectivistic correction to Gehlen’s fundamental hypotheses. 
Given the central place taken by Mead in Honneth’s early and middle period, 
including The Struggle for Recognition and after, we need to take some time to 
highlight the features of Mead’s social theory that are the most relevant for 
Honneth’s social theory.

Habermas once again played a decisive role in drawing the attention of Hon-
neth and Joas to the importance of George Herbert Mead for a normative 
theory of social action.63 Joas at the time was editing Mead’s work in German 
and was writing a seminal presentation of his work.64 We should not forget 
to mention the fact that Tugendhat’s crucial book, Self-consciousness and Self-

determination, which was also decisive for the theory of recognition, published 
for the fi rst time in 1979, proposed a striking use of Mead for an analytical 
theory of subjective autonomy.

In Social Action and Human Nature, Honneth and Joas approach Mead from 
precisely this angle of the anthropological grounding of the human capac-
ity for social action. The perspective is very broad, reminiscent of Marx’s 
refl ections on “the history of the species”, for example in The German Ideology, 
and of Habermas’ intersubjectivistic correction of Marx’s speculations in Zur 

Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus. The general point of the inquiry 
concerns the basic features explaining the evolution of the human species. 
The perspective is not as yet focused on the normativity inherent in inter-

62 Ibid., p. 57.
63 See for example On the Logic of the Social Sciences, pp. 25 and 55, or Communication 

and the Evolution of Society (1976), pp. 73, 82.
64 His G.H. Mead was fi rst published in 1980.
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personal interaction, as will be the case a decade later in The Struggle for Rec-

ognition. Mead rather offers the precious intersubjectivistic twist to Gehlen’s 
ground-breaking insight into the organic preconditions of social action. More 
specifi cally, he represents a perfect reference point because his is a similar 
naturalistic, genetic theory of praxis (both as the object to explain and as the 
paradigmatic explanatory concept), but devised from pragmatist and inter-
subjectivistic points of view.

Mead’s fundamental methodological assumption is a functionalist one: “all 
that (is) psychical in nature (is) to be investigated from the standpoint of its 
function in behaviour; all behaviour (is) to be examined with respect to its 
functionality for the reproduction of the individual and of the species”.65 The 
explanation of the psychical in terms of behaviour means that inner life, con-
sciousness, or the mind, are observed and explained “from the outside”. Not 
only are they accessed in their external expressions in the physical world, and 
in terms of their functionality in enabling life-supporting behaviour, without 
recourse to internal experience as a source of explanation, but most impor-
tantly, they are even causally explained from the external conditions, from the 
situation of action, and more precisely, with reference to the physical environ-
ment and the partners in interaction.

The functionalist and behaviouristic rejection of introspection as a method, 
and of inner life as the place where the origin and structures of meaning can 
be studied, directly announces the later critiques of transcendental philoso-
phy. We now see concretely what Habermas was pointing to at the outset of 
the second volume of the Theory of Communicative Action, when he claimed 
that transcendental philosophy and all recourse to introspection were made 
redundant at the turn of the 20th century by pragmatist arguments. The focus 
on behaviour obviously justifi es the term behaviourism with which Mead 
characterises his own endeavour, but as Honneth and Joas emphasise and 
as the quote above makes clear, we should not confuse the rejection of inner 
life as the sole origin of meaning, with the rejection of inner life altogether. 
The quote above shows that Mead’s interest, unlike other behaviourists, is 

65 G.H. Mead, Mind, Self and Society from the Standpoint of a Social Behaviourist, Chi-

cago, University of Chicago Press, 1934, pp. 7-8. Quoted in Honneth & Joas, Social 

Action and Human Nature, p. 61.
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precisely to account for the emergence of inner experience from social life. 
The anti-intuitionist stance is directly linked to the intersubjectivistic premise. 
This means that the “outside experience” that is said to determine individual 
inner experience is not conceptualised on the model of an isolated subject fac-
ing a threatening external world, but as the overall conditioning environment 
constituted by social life:

Social psychology is especially interested in the effect which the social group 

has in the determination of the experience and conduct of the individual 

member. If we abandon the conception of a substantive soul endowed with 

the self of the individual at birth, then we may regard the development of 

the individual’s self, and of his self-consciousness within the fi eld of his 

experience, as the social psychologist’s special interest.66

This is the strong sense of intersubjectivity that was delineated above: that 
the subject emerges from relations with others, and does not pre-exist them. 
The rejection of introspection and intuition is linked also with the other two 
fundamental methodological premises, the pragmatist and naturalistic. The 
rejection of the attempt to gain direct access to the psychical, as we just saw, 
means that psychology must restrict itself to the study of external behaviour. 
This study is undertaken, as in Gehlen, from the perspective of the “capac-
ity for action”, that is to say the study of reactions that can be objectively 
described and functionally explained, of organisms that face structural chal-
lenges arising within the environment, actions for the purpose of survival and 
reproduction, of the individual and the species. And secondly, these actions 
combine instrumental with social aspects, on the basis of the strong inter-
subjectivism noted above. Hans Joas’ characterisation of Mead’s basic posi-
tion in epistemological questions provides a good summary of the way those 
three dimensions, the pragmatic, the naturalistic and the intersubjectivistic 
are internally connected: “Knowledge arises from the practical engagement 
of members of society with an environment that they must reshape, and from 
their communicative collaboration and exchange of opinions”.67

66 See the very fi rst page of Mind, Self and Society, p. 1. See also, p. 49: “selves must be 

accounted for in terms of the social process, and in terms of communication”.
67 Joas, Mead, p. 47.
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It is important to stress the fact, as the two authors do in their study of Mead, 
that instrumental and social actions are substantially linked. Given his inter-
subjectivistic perspective, which is entailed in the very defi nition of his theo-
retical programme (as social psychology), it is clear that action in Mead is 
taken mostly in the sense of “social action”. The method is naturalistic in that 
it seeks to incorporate the results of biology, ethology and evolution theory 
into its framework. It claims to be a social science incorporating the advances 
in the natural sciences. More specifi cally, Mead foreshadowed the rise of cog-
nitive science with the constant recourse of his psychological arguments to 
neurological structures. As he writes: “we have to take into account not merely 
the complete or social act, but what goes on in the central nervous system as 
the beginning of the individual’s act and as the organisation of the act”.68

In other words, the combination of the naturalistic and the pragmatist foci 
coalesce in the study of the emergence and construction of the moments of 
action in the nervous system, leading to the idea that all forms of human deal-
ing with the world (objective and social) have a bodily equivalent.

By contrast with Gehlen, Mead’s starting position is not solipsistic, that is 
to say, he does not set up the initial questioning in terms of an individual 
organism coping with a threatening external world from the precarious posi-
tion of evolutionary under-specialisation. He is concerned with the mystery 
of communication and social action. The guiding question is the coordination 
of subjective actions such that the agents are able to cooperate, and thereby 
survive and thrive, by coming to an agreement on a common defi nition of the 
action situation and the meaning of the acts taken in it, whether in speech or 
through gestures.

We are particularly concerned with intelligence on the human level, that is 

with the adjustment to one another of the acts of different human individuals 

within the human social process; an adjustment which takes place through 

communication: by gestures on the lower planes of human evolution, and 

by signifi cant symbols (. . .) on the higher planes of human evolution.69

68 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 11.
69 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 75.
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Since communication, as Mead understands it, aims at cooperation for the 
sake of survival, Honneth and Joas emphasise that “(his) goal is not a theory 
of interaction, or of instrumental action, but the linking together of both of 
these theories through enquiry into the function of communication and self-
consciousness for cooperation”.70

The naturalistic methodology leads to a comparison, as in Gehlen, between 
animal and human forms of organic response to the environment. The inter-
subjectivistic focus, however, leads more precisely to a comparative study of 
animal and human forms of sociality. As in Gehlen, the under-specialisation 
and lack of differentiation of the human organism, which is initially synony-
mous with extreme vulnerability, in fact is the condition of possibility for the 
development of the tools for survival and superiority over other living forms. 
By contrast with Gehlen, however, the point of the paradoxical evolutionary 
superiority of human organisms, is not that the individual taken in isolation 
becomes better equipped to cope with external challenges. Rather, the empha-
sis is put, much more so than in Gehlen, on the fact that this evolutionary 
under-determination is the ground for the capacity of human being to learn 
to coordinate its actions with the other members of its species in ever more 
effi cient ways. In other words, the initial evolutionary defect of the human 
form gives rise to the possibility of communication, which in turn ensures the 
survival and indeed the victory of the species over nature and other natural 
beings, with the creation, beyond the development of techniques, instruments 
and tools, of a realm where normative rules, and not just instrumental ones, 
apply. This capacity to develop modes of social action thanks to rich forms 
of communication, in ways that are greatly more complex and sophisticated 
than those of animals, turns out to be the real genetic condition behind the 
development of techniques and instruments. In the language of the early 
Habermas, interaction is the condition of possibility of labour.

With animals, a primitive type of social act exists, one that Mead famously 
described as “conversation of gestures”: “It is that part of the social act which 
serves as a stimulus to other forms involved in the same social act”. To quote 
a famous example, in the dog fi ght, “the act of each dog becomes the stimulus 

70 Ibid., p. 61.
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to the other dog for his response. There is then a relationship between these 
two; and as the act is responded to by the other dog, it, in turn, undergoes 
change.”71 The conversation, however, lacks one crucial dimension to be a 
fully communicative act. Neither of the dogs “says” to itself: “If the animal 
comes from this direction he is going to spring at my throat and I will turn in 
such a way”. In other words, whilst each dog adapts its behaviour according 
to changes in the other’s behaviour, the sense that there is a conversation in 
the strong sense emerges only for the observer. The meanings of the gestures 
are not shared by the agents: each reaction is a different take on the overall 
situation, from each of the two perspectives. Qualitatively different is the situ-
ation where one agent acts towards another on the basis of the anticipation 
of the other’s reaction to it. In this case, the situation has an overall meaning 
not only for the observer, but also for the participants. Mead calls the mean-
ing shared in this second type of gestures “a signifi cant symbol”. Gestures 
of this type are more than just stimulus-responding and stimulus-provoking 
gestures, because they have meaning, are signifi cant, for both agents and not 
just for the external observer. Social interaction between animals is only medi-
ated through gestures. Social interactions amongst humans, whilst a large 
proportion of them remain pre-symbolic, occurring through simple gestures, 
can also be mediated by signifi cant symbols, and obviously, most specifi cally 
in the case of language.

Habermas provides, as always, the most concise summary of these two pro-
cesses and the shift from the more primitive to the more complex:

In gesture-mediated interaction, the gesture of the fi rst organism takes on a 

meaning for the second organism that responds to it. This response expresses 

how the latter interprets the gesture of the former. If, now, the fi rst organ-

ism “takes the attitude of the other”, and in carrying out its gesture already 

anticipates the response of the second organism, and thus its interpretation, 

its own gesture takes on for it a meaning that is like (. . .) the meaning it has 

for the other.72

71 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 43.
72 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 11.
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The crucial argument upon which Mead’s construction relies turns around 
the specifi cally vocal aspect of symbolic gestures in the human realm. A key 
feature of the voice is that it is perceptible and its effects are therefore grasp-
able simultaneously by the addressee and the addressed: “the vocal gesture 
becomes a signifi cant symbol when it has the same effect on the individual 
making it that it has on the individual to whom it is addressed or who explic-
itly responds to it”.73 Because the vocal gesture affects in a similar way the 
addressee and the addressed, it enables the former to evoke in herself the 
response that her symbolic action will require from the other. This forms 
the basis of the crucial concept, the “capacity to take the attitude of the other”, 
that is, the capacity to evoke in oneself the reaction that the other will have to 
my own attitude: “Gestures become signifi cant symbols when they implicitly 
arouse in an individual making them the same responses which they explicitly 
arouse, or are supposed to arouse, in other individuals”.74 By using signifi cant 
symbols, ego can internalise the response provoked in alter by his gesture, he 
“encounters himself as the alter ego of his alter ego”.75 Mead uses this capacity 
of the self to become the other in itself, to apprehend itself as a “social object”, 
as the fundamental explanatory structure for all intersubjective, or more pre-
cisely, communicative social phenomena. First of all, symbolically mediated 
communication explains the possibility of action-coordination beyond the 
preconscious circle of instinctual action/counteraction. Since the signifi cant 
gesture activates in the agent doing it the same attitude that it activates in the 
addressee, it creates the possibility for one meaning to be shared by the two 
agents facing each other, and thus the possibility of adjustment between the 
two. Indeed, the capacity to take the attitude of the other is the basic ground 
explaining the emergence of human language. But fi rst of all, it explains the 
arresting puzzle of the coordination of actions amongst self-interested, com-
plex individual beings. Mead already propounds a communicative theory of 

73 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 46.
74 Ibid., p. 47.
75 J. Habermas, “Individuation through Socialisation: On George Herbert Mead’s 

Theory of Subjectivity”, in Postmetaphysical Thinking: Philosophical Essays, trans. W.M. 

Hohengarten, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1992, p. 172.
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society, an explanation of action-coordination and social integration, through 
communication.

However, as Habermas remarks, the role-taking mechanism explains action-
coordination not just by identifying the medium of coordination, but also 
by emphasising the normative dimension in the integration of behaviours. In 
this case,

ego takes over alter’s normative, not his cognitive expectations. (. . .) Through 

the fact that I perceive myself as the social object of an other, a new refl exive 

agency is formed through which ego makes the behavioural expectations of 

other into his own.76

This explains the even more arresting puzzle of the normative coordination 
of individual, centrifugal actions, the amazing fact that free-riders are excep-
tions and fully individuated egos do manage to self-restraint in order to live 
in accord with each other. By taking the role of the other, ego “comes back to 
himself”, and adapts his behaviour to the other’s, he is thus “able to exercise 
control over his own response”.77 Thirdly, the internalisation of normative 
expectations that occurs with the emergence of signifi cant gestures creates 
not just the condition of possibility for effi cient, that is other-directed, instru-
mental and moral actions, but is even the ground of symbolic and conceptual 
thinking, since it is the process that allows the agent to manipulate symbols 
that have a unicity of meaning.78 This verifi es the claim that Mead is one of 
the fi rst to have gained insight into the full scope of an intersubjectivistic shift. 
In his model, the entirety of the human subject’s faculties and capacities, not 
just moral ones, but also symbolic and cognitive faculties, originate in the 
relations with others.

In their initial encounter with Mead, however, Honneth and Joas attempted to 
distinguish their reading from that of Habermas. In the chapters dedicated to 
Mead in the Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas focuses on the linguis-
tic dimension of Mead’s interactionism. Even though Mead argues that the 
emergence of specifi cally human minds, selves and societies depend upon the 

76 Ibid. 
77 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 254. 
78 Ibid., pp. 47, 88-90.
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emergence of language (since only through language can the other be prop-
erly internalised), Habermas argues that his analyses fail to put suffi cient 
emphasis on the linguistic dimension of interaction. The Theory of Communica-

tive Action thus argues that Mead was unable to clearly see the link between 
societal rationalisation and the pragmatics language use, for example, the 
substantial qualitative difference between symbolically mediated commu-
nication and grammatical speech. Habermas therefore does not hesitate to 
describe his entire project in social theory as making explicit the linguistic 
aspect that remains implicit in Mead and Durkheim. According to him, Mead 
and Durkheim, as they were still grappling with the paradigm of “conscious-
ness”, did not see the profound revolution that occurs, with the development 
of grammatical language, the differentiation of perspective through the system 
of pronouns, and the differentiation of types of reference and validity claims, 
a revolution that manifests itself in the passage from ritual to normative social 
integration. In other words, Habermas, like Tugendhat, rephrases Mead’s the-
ory of interaction through the prism of pragmatic linguistics. This is the basis 
for his critique of the confusion in Mead between ontogenesis and phylogen-
esis. Mead explains the progress from symbolically mediated (coordination 
through sharing of meaning) to normatively guided interaction (coordination 
through reciprocal adaptation of behaviour) via the logic of role-taking. How-
ever, as Habermas remarks, this logic is not given in all times, but is itself the 
result of phylogenesis. What Habermas aims at with this remark is this: only 
the development of the specifi cally human, that is linguistic, form of commu-
nication can explain the emergence of a truly normative community in which 
the internalisation of norms through socialisation (through taking the role of 
general others) is possible. In other words, Mead’s vision of “rationalisation”, 
of moral progress, should be supported by a stronger focus on the true agent 
of such progress: human language and its decentering power.79

Honneth and Joas do not put the emphasis on language as the medium of 
role-taking, but rather on a different aspect of Mead’s model: namely, the rad-
ical sociality underpinning all forms of human action, including actions that 
might appear to be purely instrumental, or strictly limited to the individual. 
In order to insist on the extraordinary scope of intersubjective dependency 

79 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 45.
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in Mead’s theory of the human subject, they turn in particular to some of his 
lesser-known texts, notably the Philosophy of the Act, in which even the con-
stitution of permanent objects in perception is shown to rely on the “taking 
the attitude of the other” mechanism. The radical intersubjectivistic theory of 
perception that arises from these refl ections will represent an important refer-
ence point in the fi nal critical remarks of this book, and so again it is important 
now to characterise it succinctly. The point of this succinct characterisation is 
to continue to highlight the line of argument already encountered with Feuer-
bach and running through to Merleau-Ponty, which Honneth therefore con-
tinuously encountered yet consistently refused to embrace.

First of all, according to Mead, and as Honneth and Joas reconstruct it, for a 
bundle of external qualities to be unifi ed into the one “thing”, the perceiver 
must be able to change his or her perspective in relation to the same object, 
so that one perspective, can be connected with another, and the different 
perspectives united into one object. This ability is well accounted for by the 
capacity to “take the role of the other”. If I am able to take the perspective 
of the other in social actions, I can also project myself into his or her “decen-
tered” perspective upon an object. Just as the different perspectives are uni-
fi ed in successful communication, the perspectives on the object are unifi ed 
in successful perception. In other words, human perception is dependent on 
skills that are acquired as a result of social interaction.

But in fact, human perception also depends upon another mechanism that is 
just as constitutive, namely the cooperation between hand and eye. This fea-
ture is a classical argument of evolutionary psychology. In the human being, 
the hand is no longer enslaved to locomotion and becomes free to manipulate 
and cooperate with the eye. A sophisticated coordination of movement and 
perception arises as a result of this.80 Mead describes the constitution of a 
permanent object of perception through a complex array of processes of role-
taking that integrates this organic specifi city of the human being. First the 
primary experience of pressuring my own hand against my own hand can be 
projected into external objects. In touching an object, I “sense” a self-identi-
cal thing behind the diversity of secondary qualities because it feels like my 

80 G.H. Mead, “Concerning Animal Perception”, in Selected Writings, Chicago, Chi-

cago University Press, 1964. 



176 • Chapter Four

hand did when it countered the pressure of my other hand. In other words, 
I grant the object the capacity to counter-pressure my pressure, which gives 
it its identity. In doing that, however, I “take the role” of the object in me: I 
evoke in me the reaction to my touch, as the reaction of one object. But in tak-
ing the role of the object in touch, I already rely on the capacity of role-taking 
acquired in socialisation.

With the coordination of hand and eye, a more complex transferring and role-
taking process takes place. In seeing an object as the one thing, and with the 
ability of hand and eye to cooperate, I evoke in me the pressure that I felt from 
myself when my hand touched my hand, and that I later learnt to project in 
objects through touch. But with the distance between the object and me, the 
object’s ‘counter-pressure’ is only a virtual one, a virtual counter-pressure to 
what is only a virtual pressure from me (since I only see the object and do not 
touch it). To put it in fi gurative speech, the pressure from me and counter-
pressure opposed by the object are projected and channelled back through my 
eyes. The crux of the argument once again lies in this capacity to transfer to 
the distant object an experience made tactually upon myself. As Mead writes: 
“The essential thing is that the individual, in preparing to grasp the distant 
object, himself takes the attitude of resisting his own effort in grasping”.81 
This transfer, however, once again, because it is a process of role-taking, is 
made possible by the capacity to put oneself in another perspective, a capac-
ity learnt in socialisation. At all levels therefore, the perception of single per-
manent objects in space depends on a capacity acquired in socialisation. As 
Mead writes, “knowledge gained from social experience is the precondition 
for the synthesis of ‘things’ out of the chaos of sense perception”.82 The result 
is astounding and the young Honneth found it most striking: even the per-
ception of objects, that is, a case when the individual seems isolated in facing 
an inert world, relies fundamentally on our dependency on the others. The 
axiom of intersubjectivity is here defended in the most radical fashion. No 

dimension of human experience, not even the one that would have seemed 

81 G.H. Mead, The Philosophy of the Act, Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1938, 

p. 110.
82 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 70.
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a most obvious example of subject-object relation, escapes its constitution in 
and by the social relation.

Already in 1980 therefore, Mead represents the point around which the entire 
project turns: “the concept of practical intersubjectivity that Mead elaborates 
(. . .) supplies the fundamental prerequisite for an anthropology of social 
action”.83 This insight remains a fundamental background premise in Hon-
neth’s thinking until the shift around 2000, when Mead’s functionalism is 
seen to come in the way of the normativity of recognition. In Mead, Honneth 
found the perfect model that would enable him to broaden the scope of inter-
subjectivity beyond linguistic exchange. Communication now becomes syn-
onymous with an intersubjectivity pitched at a more fundamental level than 
language, reaching to the very perceptual capacities and habitual behaviour 
of individuals. This does not negate the central role played by language as the 
main medium through which humans develop their common world. But it 
focuses on a deeper sense of interaction, below or beyond language.

Whilst Mead is used by Honneth and Joas as the strongest defender of the 
intersubjectivistic thesis, they also draw the attention to the fact that despite a 
common misrepresentation of Mead as being narrowly interactionist, focus-
ing solely on the intersubjective relations between agents,

He does not at all accord central importance to the form of action termed 

interaction, but rather to human beings’ manipulation of physical objects. 

(. . .) Mead’s goal, then, is not a theory of interaction, or of instrumental 

action, but the linking together of both of these theories through inquiry into 

the function of communication and self-consciousness for cooperation.84

Mead therefore provides a model that not only helps to “fl esh out” the com-
municative paradigm, rooting “spirit” and intersubjectivity in the organic 
conditions of the human being, but a model also that is the best way out of the 
dualism of the types of action. With Mead, one learns how to link together the 
instrumental and social dimensions of human rationality. We will see how, 
paradoxically, the movement within Honneth’s own theory of society made 
this precious advantage of Mead’s theory of practical intersubjectivity recede 

83 Ibid., p. 70.
84 Ibid., pp. 61-62.
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into the background, how Honneth’s reading of Mead itself became the very 
kind of interactionist one which was denounced in 1980.

The same point applies to what I see as Honneth’s failed encounter with Mer-
leau-Ponty. In Social Action and Human Nature, the review of Merleau-Ponty is 
once again a missed opportunity, after the overlaps with Feuerbach were also 
missed.85 As we saw, the book’s middle part, which lists the positive results 
established by philosophical anthropology, is shaped like a tree. The trunk is 
constituted by retrievals of Gehlen and Mead, the latter correcting in an inter-
subjectivistic sense the path-breaking analyses of the former. Gehlen’s triangle 
of impulse, perception and motory reaction then provides the three special 
parts of the further investigation: Heller’s theory of needs help to develop 
the theory of the plasticity of human instincts; Plessner’s theory of expres-
siveness helps to underline the specifi city of human behaviour, caught up 
between organic determinacy and lack of specifi cation. The last branch of the 
tree should therefore propose an anthropological refoundation of the theory 
of perception, along similar lines as the other two branches: one that would 
emphasise organic and intersubjectivistic dimensions. This part of the pro-
gramme, however, only receives a negative treatment, with the critical review 
of the German “Critical Psychology” research programme, a programme of 
research in psychology from an historical-materialist perspective devised 
by Klaus Holzkamp. Honneth and Joas identify in this programme the core 
premises which the book as whole intends to denounce as inadequate for the 
project of a materialist theory of society: the primacy of social labour over 
other forms of interaction as the basic mechanism of social reproduction; an 
instrumentalist prejudice that curtails the specifi city of normative interaction 
and remains blind to the intersubjective constitution of human experience, 
including perception; the lack of insight into the importance of the subjective 
hermeneutic moment in critical claims. The positive counter-part to this cri-
tique, which would therefore have to show the direction that a more adequate 
anthropology of perception needs to take, is the review of Merleau-Ponty’s 
early work. Unfortunately, only two pages are dedicated to him, despite the 

85 As for the important overlaps between Mead and Merleau-Ponty, see S.B. 

Rosenthal & P.L. Bourgeois, Mead and Merleau-Ponty. Toward a Common Vision, New 

York, State University Press, 1991.
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fact that the theory of perception has been identifi ed as one of the three main 
areas to develop for a full “anthropology of practical intersubjectivity”, and 
despite the acknowledgement that “Merleau-Ponty’s theory of perception is, 
beyond all doubt, the philosophically boldest and most signifi cant contribu-
tion to the theory of perception made in this century”.86

Beyond the narrow focus on the theory of perception, Merleau-Ponty’s work 
would have provided Honneth with exactly the kind of broadened, “embod-
ied” account of intersubjectivity and social interaction that he was looking for 
in Mead to correct the abstractions in Habermas’ own theory of communica-
tive action. All the theoretical requirements that emerge in Honneth’s early 
work as necessary prerequisites for a successful pursuit of a materialist critical 
theory of society were developed in sophisticated fashion by Merleau-Ponty 
himself: the “pragmatist” approach, reformulating classical problems of phi-
losophy from the perspective of the demands and constraints of action; the 
emphasis on the intersubjective origin and structure of human experience; the 
emphasis on the pre-linguistic, bodily dimensions of intersubjectivity, both in 
terms of genesis and in normative issues; the sensitivity, at the same time, for 
the essential role of language in human interactions; the close relationship to 
the natural sciences and the sciences of behaviour; the critical relationship to 
both Hegel and Marx; the rejection of deterministic approaches to social and 
historical action and the emphasis on the contingency and creativity of social 
movements, and so on.

What is more, it is quite plausible to argue that Merleau-Ponty’s intellectual 
vision, despite all the shifts in his work, remained constant in its core con-
cerns and intuitions. For example, the late writings, especially The Visible and 

the Invisble, can indeed be read as manifesting an “ontological turn”, and the 
retrieval of an underlying Schellingian-Bergsonian vitalistic strand, but, as 
the late lectures on nature demonstrate incontrovertibly, this turn in fact also 
reconnected with key themes and methods already to be found in The Structure 

of Behaviour. However “ontological” the last period might have been, it was 
still grounded in critical-conceptual reconstructions of contemporary biology 
and ethology. A similar point can be made regarding Merleau-Ponty’s work 

86 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 115.
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in political philosophy and the philosophy of history immediately following 
the Second World War, as well as the work of his “Saussurian” period, in 
the manuscript of The Prose of the World. In all these cases, the core intuition 
remains the interactive openness of the human being on account of its specifi c 
mode of incarnation.

Therefore when Honneth concentrates mainly on the early works and reduces 
Merleau-Ponty’s contribution to the theory of perception, he fails to see how 
much this theory of perception in fact opened the way for a much broader the-
ory of social action, one which developed extensively his own most defi ning 
intuitions. No philosopher proposed more insightful developments regarding 
the problems of social and historical action from an intersubjectivistic perspec-
tive, no one had given a richer and more detailed account of “historical inter-
subjectivity”, notably of its anthropological grounding, than Merleau-Ponty, 
over the course of his entire work. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty himself repeatedly 
used the language of recognition, notably in Humanism and Terror, to describe 
the ideal of free, “practical intersubjectivity”. But more than just confi rming 
his intersubjectivistic intuition, a closer and more sustained engagement with 
Merleau-Ponty would have made it impossible to forget the many material 
and natural dimensions of interaction that need to be kept at the foreground 
for a successful theory of communicative action.

The last great German philosophical anthropologist we have not yet discussed, 
who showed the young Honneth an alternative way of grounding intersub-
jectivity for the purpose of social theory, was Helmut Plessner. Like Mead, 
Plessner continues to offer fundamental arguments throughout Honneth’s 
oeuvre. It should be suffi cient here to outline the core concepts that Honneth 
borrows from him. Paradoxically once more, Plessner was rediscovered by 
Honneth and Joas thanks to Habermas, yet his work was used against what 
was perceived as the abstract interpretation of communication in the latter. 
Honneth and Joas repeat with him the same criticism they hold up at the 
time against most other social theorists, namely that he continues to rely on 
an outdated monological framework. They acknowledge, however, the fun-
damental advance that philosophical anthropology realises with his work, a 
progress captured in his concept of “expressiveness”. This is Plessner’s idea 
that “the tension within the human being between the organismal body and 
the object-instrumental body, thus man’s excentric position”, is “the constitu-
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tional root of all capabilities that are specifi c to the human being”. Critically, 
however, Plessner fails to embed his analysis in a intersubjective account of 
the self’s constitution.87 The “organismal body” translates the phenomenolog-
ical Leib already analysed by Husserl, the body lived from the inside, whose 
fl esh is animated by intentionality.88 The “objectual-instrumental body” corre-
sponds to the Körper, the objectifi ed body over which the subject can dispose 
instrumentally, for example in expressive gestures and especially in speech. 
Plessner’s central thought to articulate those two bodies is that of “excentric-
ity”. The specifi city of the human experience derives from the position of the 
human individual in the world, since the latter is at the same time bound to a 
Leib, whilst forced, because of evolutionary under-specialisation, to step out 
of the Leib in order to instrumentally fashion and use the Körper. The Honneth-
Joas critique of Plessner is, unsurprisingly after the reading of Mead, that the 
subject can identify her body (Körper) as her own only as a result of interaction 
with others, whereas Plessner takes this capacity of identifi cation too much 
for granted: “The ability to identify something as one’s own requires, after all, 
an anticipatory apprehension of the unity of one’s own Körper, a unity which 
is never perceptible as such”.89

Habermas had already confronted this conundrum. His solution, as the ear-
lier mention of his work in genetic psychology would intimate, was couched 
in the terms of linguistic pragmatics. Accordingly, the subject learns to appro-
priate its own body by learning to differentiate between fundamental perspec-
tives on the world via the acquisition of the pronominal system (I-perspective; 
You-perspective; It-perspective):

would it be more plausible to derive the structure of the mirror-I directly 

from the structure of linguistic communication—and the formation of the 

self from the acquisition of linguistic competence, in particular from the prac-

tical acquisition of an understanding of the system of personal pronouns.

87 Honneth & Joas, Social Action and Human Nature, p. 84.
88 The complex relations between the lived body and the body as objective body in 

the world are explored at length by Husserl in his notes on intersubjectivity. 
89 Ibid., p. 85.
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Honneth’s and Joas’ criticism of this Habermassian solution gives an excellent 
concluding characterisation of the impetus that took Honneth to recognition:

Habermas is mistaken when he too hastily identifi es the fundamental struc-

ture of intersubjectivity with speech. It is, ontogenetically speaking, beyond 

all doubt that the acquisition of the ability to identify one’s objectual-instru-

mental body [Körper] as properly one’s own clearly precedes the ‘practical 

acquisition of an understanding of the system of personal pronouns’. Simi-

larly, it cannot be maintained that the demarcation from each other of com-

municative and propositional content of utterances is prerequisite for the 

human being’s consciousness of his bodiliness under the twofold aspect of 

his organismal bodiliness [Leib] and his objectual-instrumental bodiliness 

[Körper]. A critique of Plessner’s anthropology from the standpoint of the 

theory of intersubjectivity must avoid narrowing a theory directed at the 

basic structures of intersubjectivity down to a theory of language and must 

develop its critique ontogenetically, drawing perhaps upon the germinal 

ideas presented in Mead’s writings of his late period.90

In this passage, many of the features of the programme of research that Hon-
neth had set himself at the beginning of his career are well summarised. 
Through the critique of the linguistifi cation of social anthropology, an alter-
native model of “practical intersubjectivity” needs to be constructed, one that 
would give a naturalist version of intersubjectivity, one also that could form 
the central argument in a re-actualisation of historical materialism which, 
following Habermas, would locate the central mechanism of social integra-
tion at a higher level of abstraction than social labour, namely at the level 
of normative interaction. These two directions in Honneth’s early work, the 
re-actualising reconstruction of historical materialism, and the anthropologi-
cally informed, broadened theory of intersubjectivity, basically summarise 
the project underlying much of the preparatory work leading to the “ethics 
of recognition” as it emerged in the writings of the 1990s. The author that 
brought these two directions together was Hegel. We can see now the internal 
logic which paradoxically led from Marx to Feuerbach, all the way back to 
Hegel, for the purpose of a re-actualisation of historical materialism. Hegel 

90 Ibid. I’ve added the German terms.
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became the central reference (with Mead) because, on Honneth’s reading, 
he was the author who fi rst defended an intersubjectivistic paradigm, and 
simultaneously, an intersubjectivistic, normative theory of society, with the 
most clarity.





Chapter Five

Honneth’s Hegel. The Struggle for Recognition (1) 
and Suffering from Indeterminacy

The background is now well in place for us to 
study the most famous aspect of Honneth’s 
work to date, the one that has attracted the 
most attention so far, his proposal for a new 
social theory based around the Hegelian 
notion of a “struggle for recognition”. In this 
chapter, we focus in particular on Honneth’s 
turn to Hegel, on the originality of his read-
ing of Hegel and on some of the problems 
associated with it.

Honneth’s Hegelianism is noted by most 
commentators as a matter of course. Usually, 
the grounding of the recognition model in 
Hegel’s Jena writing is mentioned in one line 
without any attention being paid to the con-
tent of this reading, as if those writings were 
suffi ciently known to all, and Honneth’s read-
ing of them was simply retrieving some well-
established arguments in them. Sometimes, 
it is not even noticed that his model for the 
“struggle for recognition” makes no reference 
to The Phenomenology of Spirit, and Honneth 
is lumped together with other scholars who 
write on recognition from totally  different 
 perspectives.
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Just as it is crucial to be aware of all the work that preceded The Struggle for 

Recognition in order to gain a full understanding of the scope of the model 
developed in it, it is crucial to avoid taking Honneth’s Hegelian references for 
granted, and indeed to misunderstand their theoretical content.

To begin with, we can remark that Honneth’s turn to Hegel after his fi rst books 
was perhaps well prepared by the development in his thought, but still signi-
fi ed a signifi cant departure from the key references he had used previous to 
1992.1 In Honneth’s fi rst two books, as we have seen, not only did Hegel fea-
ture only as a minor fi gure, in fact he was rejected without mitigation. When 
Honneth’s project consisted mainly of a critical reappropriation of historical 
materialism, Hegel was synonymous with a kind of speculative logic which 
exerted a deleterious infl uence on Marx as it led him to repress the “praxis” 
aspects of social reproduction and social transformation through the subjec-
tifi cation of Capital and self-reproducing Value.2 He was also seen as having 
exerted another fateful infl uence, this time indirectly, because of Lukács’ rein-
terpretation of Marxism through the lens of his philosophy of history. This 
reinterpretation, which led to a metaphysical conception of the subject of his-
torical praxis, played a crucial role in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s thinking. In 
The Critique of Power, therefore, Hegel was seen as the main infl uence behind 
the idealistic vision that misled the fi rst generation of Critical Theorists in 
their approach to history.3 One of Honneth’s most fi rmly held initial convic-
tions has always been that Critical Theory could only be seriously pursued if 
it rid itself of all vestiges of such idealist philosophy of praxis. As a result, in 
his early work, Hegel was for him only an ambiguous fi gure: he was the one 
who had provided Marx with the crucial insight into the historical and social 

1 Honneth’s preparatory work towards Hegelian recognition is well documented in 

the 1989 articles “Moralische Entwicklung und Sozialer Kampf. Sozialphilosophische 

Lehren aus dem Frühwerk Hegels”, in Cultural-political Interventions in the Unfi nished 

Project of Enlightenment, with T. McCarthy, C. Offe, A. Wellmer, Cambridge, Mass., 

MIT Press, 1989, pp. 549-573, and “Atomism and Ethical Life: on Hegel’s Critique of 

the French Revolution”, in ed. D. Rasmussen, Universalism versus Communitarianism, 

Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1989, pp. 129-138.
2 See chapter 1.
3 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 19. See also “Critical Theory”, pp. 65-66.
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determinacy of reason, but also the main reason behind the idealist fallacies 
pursued by Marx himself and fi rst generation Critical Theory.

We saw at the end of chapter 3 that the idea of going back to the early Hegel to 
renew the theory of social action was fi rst sketched in Habermas’  infl uential 
writings of 1968 in which the non-material logic of social integration was 
sought in the model of a “dialectic of moral life” which was articulated in Jena 
through the struggle for recognition. Habermas’ suggestion in Chapter III of 
Knowledge and Human Interests, that Hegel’s theories of crime, punishment 
and a “dialectic of moral life” offered the most appropriate philosophical 
model for thinking the specifi cally normative dialectic of social rationalisa-
tion, would have struck Honneth, at this stage in his thinking, for two impor-
tant reasons. First, this suggestion emphasises like no other competing model 
at the time a normative core of social integration, beyond the mere instrumen-
tal constraints of material reproduction; and second it can be given a Marxist 
twist if, as Habermas suggested, crime is interpreted as the injustice prevalent 
in the unfair appropriation of surplus production. All that was needed then, 
from Honneth’s point of view, was to generalise the notion of social injus-
tice beyond the problem of the “appropriation of surplus production”. As we 
saw in chapter 1, Honneth believed that Marx’s project could be meaningfully 
retained if social interaction was extended beyond social labour. The conse-
quences of this correction would be that injustice would have to be detached 
from the injustice resulting strictly from the unfair division of labour, and 
social confl ict would have to be interpreted more broadly than solely as the 
confl ict between the owners’ of the production apparatus and the active 
labour force.4 With this correction, Habermas’ suggestion would read as fol-
lows: with Hegel’s early “dialectic of moral life”, with his idea of a constitu-
tive “struggle for recognition”, he had given the solution to the problem of 
establishing a normative theory of society that would retain the essential idea 
of class struggle, without repeating the conceptual confusions and empiri-
cal outdatedness that are attached to models which continue to think class 
struggle through the lens of social labour. Hegel would then paradoxically 
supply a crucial insight to pursue the historical materialist theory of society 
understood as a “critical theory of society”.

4 See especially “Domination and Moral Struggle”.
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A second powerful element in Hegel’s Jena texts would have been particu-
larly appealing to Honneth, this time in relation to his conviction that the re-
foundation of a materialist social theory would have to occur via the retrieval 
of arguments drawn from philosophical anthropology. This second element, 
encapsulated in the thesis of a “primary sociality”, became the central ele-
ment in Honneth’s mature social-philosophical thinking and has remained so 
until today. We will now characterise this element through a succinct sum-
mary of the main arguments that Honneth extracted from his reading of the 
Jena Hegel. This Hegelian theme, which comes to form the core of Honneth’s 
mature thinking, the idea of an essential sociality of the human subject, relates 
to the minimal conditions of identity and the fundamental prerequisites for 
autonomous action. It is a concept that operates both at explanatory and nor-
mative levels, as the fundamental precondition of communicative action.

The Jena Hegel: the primacy of intersubjectivity

Let us begin with a brief characterisation of the texts that Honneth focuses 
on in the fi rst part of The Struggle for Recognition, texts from Hegel’s “Jena 
period”. Hegel arrived in Jena in 1801 at the age of thirty, and the six years 
that he spent there, culminating in the Phenomenology of Spirit, were the most 
decisive years in his philosophical development. The rich chronology of pub-
lished texts, lecture manuscripts and system fragments from the Jena period 
basically document the fast transformation of the young “popular theologian” 
into the systematic philosopher that he came to be known as on the basis of his 
Berlin writings.5 This transformation corresponds to the gradual development 
of a basic intuition, borrowed from Hölderlin and Schelling, that underneath 
and prior to the distinction between subject and object a primordial point of 
unity, Being (Hölderlin) or the Absolute (Schelling) exists that explains the 
possibility of their relation. This is the basic insight which Hegel attempts 
to articulate throughout the different system drafts of that period until he is 
fi nally able to reformulate it in his own language as a theory of Spirit. Spirit, 
defi ned famously as the subject that is also substance, is precisely that unity 

5 See Terry Pinkard, Hegel. A Biography, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 

2000, pp. 118-202.
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of subject and object, but a dynamic unity that encompasses both ontological 
levels of reality and levels of self-refl ective consciousness, and can thus be 
shown to progress through stages of ever greater complexity and self-knowl-
edge, from the alienation of Spirit in natural laws and natural entities, until 
the full assumption of Spirit in human society and particularly the state, and 
in Spirit’s specifi c modes of self-representation, art, religion and philosophy.

During his time in Jena, Hegel took a very active part in the Critical Journal of 

Philosophy, the journal founded by his friend Schelling, where he published 
a number of long studies on the directions of post-Kantian philosophy. He 
published his fi rst book, The Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s Systems 

of Philosophy. He wrote the dissertation that opened the doors of academic 
teaching to him. He also took extensive notes for his lectures, a material that 
he refi ned every year, on such diverse subjects as the philosophy of nature, 
logic, ethics and political philosophy.

The texts of that period that Honneth focuses on are Hegel’s fi rst attempts 
at systematically exploring the conceptual logic and the complex interrela-
tions of what he would later call “subjective” and “objective spirit”, in other 
words the conceptual delineation of the different types of human faculties 
and interactions, and their realisation in social life, in social, economic, legal 
and political institutions. The fi rst text was an article published in 1802 in 
the Critical Journal of Philosophy. This text conducts a critique of ancient and 
modern conceptions of natural law from the perspective of a holistic defi ni-
tion of social life. Honneth only refers briefl y to this text at the beginning of 
Chapter 1 of Struggle for Recognition, because the notion of Sittlichkeit, which 
Honneth intends to retrieve for contemporary social theory is presented more 
substantively in another text of the same year, The System of Ethical Life. In 
this text, the idea of “absolute ethical life” is developed at length. The term 
indicates an ideal point in social life where individuals have developed their 
individual theoretical and practical capacities to the full, and where their 
reciprocal interactions have also been fully developed. This ultimate stage of 
development thus represents the full incarnation in the “real” world, of what 
“Spirit” is about in itself. Already then, “recognition” features prominently as 
the name of the social interaction that makes subjects fully engage with each 
other. “Absolute ethical life” and “recognition” encapsulate perfectly the key 
intuition that Honneth from now on consistently borrows from Hegel, the 
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vision of social life as a common substance in which all share and participate, 
by contrast with nominalist visions that reduce social life to an aggregate of 
separated individuals. The systems drafts from 1803 and 1805 are crucial in 
introducing the scheme of “struggles for recognition” and grant this scheme 
a logical importance in the study of social integration which it was never to 
have again in Hegel’s later writings, including in the Phenomenology of Spirit, 
despite the all-too famous “master-slave” dialectic. These three texts, the Sys-

tem of Ethical Life, and the 1803 and 1805 “philosophies of spirit”, are the three 
main texts to which the fi rst part of Honneth’s 1992 book is dedicated.

The Struggle for Recognition, however, does not begin immediately with the 
analysis of these texts, but with considerations on Machiavelli and Hobbes. 
Why such a start in a book of “social philosophy”? The book gives a series of 
justifi cations for this surprising start. It is not just that Aristotle and Hobbes 
stand for the two types of abstract, question-begging positions which Hegel 
had criticised in his 1802 essay on natural law. More precisely, since Hegel’s 
model of a struggle for recognition becomes the central piece in Honneth’s 
proposal for a new social-theoretical model, it is important to contrast it 
against previous models of social integration, and most especially against the 
model in which confl ict already featured centrally as a mechanism of social 
integration. A series of scholarly works by Ludwig Siep, Karl-Heinz Ilting 
and Manfred Riedel published at about the time of the publication of Hon-
neth’s book, which clarifi ed Hegel’s position within classical political philoso-
phy, emphasised the importance of Hobbes in that respect.6 The reference to 
Hobbes therefore has a “local” sense, as it were, within the context of German 
scholarship. This is a constant in Honneth’s way of proceeding, his consis-
tent regard for the state of the scholarship in the context of his own research. 
More importantly though, Parsons’ critique of utilitarian theories of action, 
that is, on his interpretation, of atomistic and ends-oriented visions of human 

6 See in particular the studies by these authors gathered in Manfred Riedel’s Mate-

rialien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie 2, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 1975. See also Ilting’s 

“Hegel’s Auseinandersetzung mit der Aristotelischen Politik” Philosophisches Jahrbuch, 

71, 1963, pp. 38-58. We might also recall that one of Habermas’ earliest texts was a long 

study of Hobbes in “The Classical Doctrine of Politics in relation to Social Philosophy”, 

reprinted in Theory and Practice, pp. 41-80.
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action, famously started with a historical reconstruction and what he termed 
“Hobbes’ problem of order”.7 Moreover, in Hobbes’ “utilitarian” (Parsons) 
social theory, it is not just “struggle” that features centrally, but also already 
the idea that “recognition”, in the form of reputation and honour, are the 
main sources of power of human beings over other human beings. In other 
words, by launching his work with a review of Macchiavelli’s and Hobbes’ 
revolutionary approaches to social integration, Honneth was in fact situating 
his reconstruction of Hegel within the context of 20th century social theory, as 
a fundamental alternative to rational-choice and utilitarian models. Finally, 
beyond Honneth’s specifi c interest in devising a new “theory of the social”, 
the reference to Hobbes showed right at the beginning that he was also pursu-
ing another aim: namely, to make an original contribution in political philoso-
phy on the basis of the new social-philosophical model. Honneth intended to 
use his Hegelian model of social confl ict to open a third way in the discus-
sions around the theory of justice, between neo-Aristotelian and individual-
istic positions (utilitarian or not). This political-theoretical interest, which is 
linked to but separate from the social-theoretical one, is well evidenced by the 
collection that Honneth edited at the same time as The Struggle for Recognition, 
in which he presented the communitarianism-liberalism debate to German 
audiences, with translations of the main contributions of that debate, and an 
important introduction by Honneth himself.8

A reading failing to keep these multiple contexts of relevance in view will mis-
construe or at least greatly underestimate the pages that immediately follow 
the reference to Machiavelli and Hobbes. Honneth’s reconstructive reading, or 
“re-actualisation” as he says following Habermas, of the Jena texts is puzzling 

7 Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action, New York, The Free Press, 1968, 

p. 88, sq.
8 A. Honneth, ed, Kommunitarismus: Eine Debatte über die Moralischen Grundlagen 

Moderner Gesellschaften, Frankfurt/M., Campus Verlag, 1993. On the relevance of the 

communitarianism debate for the understanding of The Struggle for Recognition, see 

Emmanuel Renault, “Entre Libéralisme et Communautarisme: une Troisième Voie?” 

in Où en est la Théorie Critique?, with Y. Sintomer, Paris, La Découverte, 2003, pp. 251-

268. We focus on the political implications of Honneth’s “Hegelian” theory of society 

in chapter 11. 
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in many respects. It is sometimes very far from the text but it never leaves the 
genre of textual analysis. It clearly aims at uncovering key concepts for the 
purpose of contemporary social theory, yet only refers to Hegel scholarship. 
In order to fully appreciate the importance of the fi rst part of The Struggle for 

Recognition, it is necessary to keep in mind the diverse theoretical targets that 
Honneth aimed to achieve with his 1992 study. After substantial work of criti-
cal analysis of past and contemporary social theory had enabled Honneth ex 

negativo to sketch a delineation of what a valid social theory should look like, 
his dissertation was to allow him to fi nally make his own, original contribu-
tion to the fi elds of social theory and social philosophy, one that would have 
to bear the comparison with the previous great models, and most especially 
with The Theory of Communicative Action.

With this in mind, we see how seriously we have to take Honneth’s claim 
that, with the study of the Jena Hegel, we encounter an alternative “concept 
of the social”.9 The focus is not on Hegel, but on the ontology of the social, 
even before any concept of subjective identity and agency. Honneth’s basic 
intuition is that, with the young Hegel (following Habermas’ decisive indica-
tions), we discover a truly original vision of the social, that is to say an original 
way of accounting for the logic through which individual actions are coordi-
nated in such a way that they don’t interfere with each other, but, on the con-
trary, can complement each other. We discover, therefore, nothing other than 
an alternative to the concepts of “social labour” and “communicative action”, 
indeed an alternative to all other ontologies of the social, be they critical, func-
tionalist, systemic or genealogical. This is clearly a startling claim to make, if 
only from the point of view of the history of social theory. But this is exactly 
the claim underlying the project presented in the book.

The young Hegel is situated by Honneth between Aristotle and Hobbes. As 
was suggested a moment ago, this is not a historical point, but a systematic 
one, relating to the issue of the fundamental philosophical model at the core 
of a conception of the social. From Hobbes, Honneth claims, Hegel borrows 
the notion of inter-individual struggle as constitutive of social life. This dis-
tinguishes him from Aristotle, inasmuch as the concept of “human nature” 

9 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 17.
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at the heart of Aristotle’s theory of social bonds is “dynamised” through the 
idea that sociality is the product of antagonistic relationships.10 From Aristo-
tle, however, Hegel borrows the fundamental intersubjectivistic premise: that 
“the people (Volk) comes earlier, according to Nature, than the singular”,11 the 
rejection of the atomistic premise according to which “the being of the indi-
vidual is the fi rst and the highest”.12 The result is a construct which becomes 
the cornerstone of Honneth’s thinking, a premise that remains unquestioned 
and infl uences all his subsequent work, until and including his most recent 
writings, despite and beyond later shifts: the thesis of the primacy of inter-
subjectivity.

This thesis is most clearly explicated right at the beginning of the Hegel recon-
struction, in the pages dealing with the 1802 treatise on natural law. The scope 
and import of these pages far exceed the exegesis of Hegel. They articulate 
Honneth’s fundamental intuition in the most explicit terms:

Every philosophical theory of society must proceed not from the acts of 

isolated subjects but rather from the framework of ethical bonds, within 

which subjects always already move. Thus, contrary to atomistic theories 

of society, one is to assume, as a kind of natural basis for human socialisa-

tion, a situation in which elementary forms of intersubjective coexistence are 

always present.13

The most decisive intuition at the heart of Honneth’s thinking is encapsu-
lated in the two little words: “always already”. The fundamental idea is this 
Aristotelian-Hegelian one, that the intersubjective element is the condition 
of possibility, both genetically and conceptually, for all forms of interactions 
not just between social agents, but even for actions by social agents taken 
individually. There is no longer any mystery to social action and social inte-
gration as soon as one realises that individuals always already have been 
connected to each other through the sharing of fundamental trans-subjective 
elements. The social bond always already unites those who later come to be 

10 Ibid., p. 15.
11 Ibid., p. 14.
12 Ibid., p. 12.
13 Ibid., p. 14.
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individualised, and who often forget the communal ground underpinning 
their i ndividualisation. Individuation is therefore never simply a pure sepa-
ration. Precisely, pathological social phenomena consist mainly in the igno-
rance of the underlying mutual interdependence of social subjects. As can be 
seen, the notion of recognition understood in this deep-ontological sense, as 
the fabric of social life in which subjects always already come to be, entails as 
a structural feature the notion of sharedness, or mutuality. “Intersubjective 
coexistence” means that, like it or not, members of society are always related 
prior to any further specifi ed social relation, even the most nefarious, that is, 
even those that on the surface entail a denial of such “sharedness”.

One could see a circle in this: the social, which is the object to be understood, 
looks to be already assumed as pre-existing. That there is no such circle, how-
ever, comes from the fact that sociality is thought of as a basic structure which 
can be developed and extended later in a number of ways. This is the idea 
of an “embryonic” sociality, upon which further, more complex processes of 
social integration can develop. These “initial forms of social community” are 
thus the condition of possibility, both conceptually and genetically, for all 
further differentiated stages of social life. Most importantly though intersub-
jective interdependency has conceptual, not just genetic, primacy. This is a 
simple but absolutely determinant thought in Honneth’s work, the very same 
that inspires Hegel in his 1802 critique of classical and empirical natural law 
theories: the capacity to relate socially to other human beings no longer has 
to be imported from outside, as the result of a rational calculus or as the con-
sequence of practical reason. Sociality is a basic structure of the human being, 
so that the integration of social actions, however diffi cult it might be, simply 
relies on a capacity of human beings which is in fact constitutive of them.

The primacy of intersubjective interdependency has genetic signifi cance, both 
in an onto- and phylogenetic sense. Once more, we note that the genetic per-
spective is a structural trait of the intersubjectistic premise about social life. 
The genetic study of sociality enables the theorist to provide two important 
justifi cations to the theory of a priori intersubjectivity: it can fi rst validate the 
claim itself, by showing the dependency of the formation of subjectivity upon 
intersubjective relations; and it also shows the detail of the developments of 
subsequent forms of sociality on the basis of that primary sociality.
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To emphasise suffi ciently the idea of a priori intersubjectivity, another passage 
is worth quoting. Again, this is a passage where Honneth discusses a specifi c 
text by Hegel, but one that also articulates his core intuition:

For Hegel, there is no need to appeal to external hypotheses (about societal 

organisation), for the simple reason that he has already presupposed the 

existence of intersubjective obligations as a quasi-natural precondition of 

every process of human socialisation.14

To put as starkly as possible the amazing aspect of Honneth’s theoretical ges-
ture we could state that it is in Hegel’s concept of Sitte that Honneth proposed 
to fi nd the solution to the problems of critical social theory as it emerged 
from his previous studies. Sittlichkeit thus is seen by him as providing the 
answer to the conundrum of a valid reactualisation of historical materialism, 
as the next step to be done in order to salvage the project of a critical theory 
of society, as nothing other than the alternative to 20th century functionalist 
theories!

Recognition as central concept for social theory

The idea of a pre-existing social interaction, however, is clearly not equivalent 
at fi rst to that of recognition. One of Hegel’s most genial intuitions in Jena 
was to transform Hölderlin’s ontological solution to the Kantian dualisms 
(the problem defi ning German idealism), that is, a unity in Being underneath 
the divide of subject and object, into a primary intersubjectivity at the root of 
subjectivity, by using Fichte’s logic of recognition as the latter presented it in 
his Foundation of Natural Law.15

To recall, with the circle of recognition, Fichte had shown that the self-con-
sciousness which his earlier systematic writings had identifi ed as absolute 

14 Ibid., p. 15.
15 Honneth dedicates a detailed study to Fichte’s argument in a long article reprinted 

in Unsichtbarkeit: “Die Transzendantale Notwendigkeit von Intersubjektivität”. For the 

shift from the Fichtean to the properly Hegelian model of recognition, see the excellent 

presentation by F. Fischbach, Fichte et Hegel: la Reconnaissance, Paris, PUF, 1999.
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transcendental origin, that is, as the origin of all theoretical and practical 
experience, was incapable of founding itself, and that it in fact relied on a 
circular, reciprocal conditioning by another consciousness as free as itself. His 
ground-breaking idea was that a consciousness comes to know itself as radi-
cally free only when it is “called to” its own freedom by another conscious-
ness, which in turn must also itself be called to freedom, since the argument 
for one  consciousness is clearly true also for the other. Fichte had discovered 
the necessity of reciprocal recognition as the condition of autonomy. The com-
mon, objective realm of the law, in which freedoms reciprocally limit their 
own sphere of action in view of others, thus became the very condition of 
self-consciousness since it was the necessary moment allowing a conscious-
ness free in itself, to realise that freedom for itself. But as the reference to the 
law indicates, Fichte had interpreted his own argument negatively, through 
the idea of self-limitation. He read the reciprocity of recognition in the fol-
lowing way: by simultaneously limiting their actions inasmuch as the latter 
risk encroaching upon the “sphere” of the other subjects, the acting subjects 
indicate to each other both that they are free and that they recognise the other 
as free. As a result, they let each other’s free “personal spaces” arise, so to 
speak. But clearly, the “appeal” to the other to be free is therefore paradoxical, 
or negative, since it is the result of self-restraint and self-limitation. Hegel’s 
ground-breaking theoretical gesture consists in giving a positive interpreta-
tion of the circle of recognition. He borrows the formal scheme of circular, 
mutual recognition as condition of self-consciousness, but applies the logic 
of mutuality inherent in it directly and affi rmatively, to a variety of inter-
subjective relations. In Hegel’s model, recognition is not the indirect positive 
outcome of negative, reciprocal self-limitations, but the direct reciprocal affi r-
mation of consciousnesses by each other, which transforms them into true 
(free) self-consciousnesses.

Honneth shows how this transformation of Fichte’s initial solution enabled 
Hegel to transform the Aristotelian notion of a teleologically developing ethi-
cal life into the more dynamic model of a series of “intersubjective process(es) 
of mutual recognition”:

He now sees a society’s ethical relations as representing forms of practi-

cal intersubjectivity in which the movement of recognition guarantees the 
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complementary agreement, and thus the necessary mutuality of opposed 

subjects.16

Primary sociality then indicates a dynamic scheme of inter-subjective inter-
actions of mutually related social agents. The logic is more dynamic for two 
reasons: fi rst because the intersubjectivity that is thus delineated is “practi-
cal”, the outcome of subjects’ attitudes towards each other (which will lead 
to struggles and reconciliations); and also because, once established, it con-
tinues to evolve into other forms of interaction. But the fundamental intuition 
remains: such reciprocal interactions are possible only on the basis of a pri-
mary ability to relate, which is situated at the core of the subjects in relation.

On Honneth’s reading, another crucial transformation has occurred with 
Hegel’s adaptation of the Fichtean scheme. We could characterise this trans-
formation as the shift from social holism to intersubjectivism properly speak-
ing. It is absolutely essential to emphasise this second transformation in order 
to fully grasp the distinctiveness of Honneth’s social-theoretical thinking. It 
is also, in my opinion, where an important part of the ambiguities and dif-
fi culties in Honneth’s social-theoretical model originate. What is meant by 
this distinction between social holism and intersubjectivism? In the holistic 
model, which Hegel very early on seemed to be drawn to, the integration of 
subjects is explained by showing how they always already belong to a com-
mon element. In the intersubjectivistic model, this common element is no lon-
ger characterised as an element that is external to the subjects belonging to 
it (for example, as a substance separate from its accidents, or as an element 
separate from the bodies present in it), but simply as consisting of the recip-
rocal interactions between the subjects. To use a metaphor we will refer to 
extensively in the rest of the book, Honneth seems to interpret the adoption of 
the recognition scheme as a “fl attening” of social reality. For Hegel, according 
to Honneth, and this is the view he now himself takes on social life, the latter 
consists in nothing but the inter-relations between subjects recognising each 
other. Social integration is now “horizontal”, as it were.

16 Ibid., p. 16.
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This does not mean that Hegel renounces the idea of “primary sociality”. 
All that was said above remains true: the key idea remains that subjects are 
“always already” related to each other through normatively relevant relations. 
But the nature of such relations is now more precisely characterised as made 
up of relations between subjects. We will see, however, that such interpretation 
is equally debatable for Hegel and for Mead, and that it raises a number of 
questions in social theory.

With this double transformation of the intersubjectivistic model through the 
adoption of recognition, some crucial subsequent theses complement the 
model of social integration.

First, the development of that primary sociality is geared towards the con-
current development of individuality in such a way that, at the end of the 
process of recognition, a unity of universality and particularity is made pos-
sible, that is to say, in more contemporary terms, the full development of both 
individual and community, with the related idea that the two developments 
reciprocally require each other. This, as we know, is precisely what Hegel 
articulated through the notion of Sittlichkeit: an integration of the two dimen-
sions of universality and particularity.17 Such a consequence of the primacy 
of intersubjective interrelation is equally foundational in Honneth’s thought: 
“Public life (has) to be regarded not as the result of the mutual restriction of 
private spheres of liberty, but rather the other way around, namely, as the 
opportunity for the fulfi lment of every single individual’s freedom”.18

In other words, one already fi nds in Hegel the thesis that individuation occurs 
through socialisation. The three spheres of recognition obviously denote three 
separate, fundamental ways in which subjects can fulfi l their autonomy and 
identity. It is crucial to note that the two processes of socialisation and individ-
uation go hand in hand: the struggle for recognition is both community- and 
subjectivity-building. Or to put it differently, the different concepts of com-
munity studied by Hegel in his Jena texts of social and political philosophy 
have corresponding models of subjectivity; and conversely, the study of the 
establishment of identity features in the subjects struggling for recognition is 

17 G.W.F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, trans. H.B. Nisbet, Cambridge, Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 1991, §153, p. 196. See Habermas, “Labour and Interaction”, p. 146.
18 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 13.
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at the same time the study of different (ascending) meanings of Sittlichkeit, of 
social integration, from the family to “absolute ethical life”.

The second central implication of the “dynamisation” of Hegel’s initial social 
holism is the discovery of the confl ictual aspect of social life. The fi nal mutu-
ality of “opposed subjects”, this unity of fully individuated subjectivities 
within fully developed sociality that characterises Sittlichkeit, is attained para-
doxically as a result of a series of ruptures of sociality that have to be worked 
through. The “movement of recognition” is an essentially negative one, even 
though, as said, the actual content of recognition itself is affi rmative. In giv-
ing a formal summary of the logic of “negativity” in The System of Ethical Life, 
Honneth more broadly summarises his own view of the dynamic logic of that 
process:

The structure of any of these relationships of mutual recognition is always 

the same for Hegel: to the degree that a subject knows itself to be recognised 

by another subject with regard to certain of its abilities and qualities, and is 

thereby reconciled with the other, a subject always also comes to know its 

own distinctive identity and thereby comes to be opposed again to the other 

as something particular. (…) Since, within the framework of an ethically 

established relationship of mutual recognition, subjects are always learning 

something more about their particular identity, and since, in each case, it is 

a new dimension of their selves that they see confi rmed thereby, they must 

once again leave, by means of confl ict, the stage of ethical life they have 

reached, in order to achieve the recognition of a more demanding form of 

their individuality. In this sense, the movement of recognition that forms 

the basis of an ethical relationship between subjects consists in a process 

of alternating stages of both reconciliation and confl ict. It is not hard to see 

that Hegel thereby infuses the Aristotelian concept of an ethical form of life 

with a moral potential that no longer arises out of the fundamental nature 

of human beings but rather out of a particular kind of relationship between 

them. Thus, the coordinates of his political philosophy shift from a teleologi-

cal concept of nature to a concept of the social, in which an internal tension 

is contained constitutively.19

19 Ibid., pp. 16-17.
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“Internal tension” is contained “constitutively” in this concept of the social 
precisely because of the logic of individuation through socialisation: each 
stage of sociality entails the possibility for the recognition of some features of 
individuals’ identity, but by securing their sense of self-worth, it opens new 
dimensions of self which themselves require further recognition. The negativ-
ity at the heart of the social is a direct consequence of its intersubjective struc-
ture, but, unlike Hobbes where the social nature of human beings also leads 
inevitably to confl ict, this time the confl ict has a positively normative source: 
the desire of human subjects to be recognised in all their features; as well as a 
positive normative outcome: more individuation and more socialisation.

A third decisive implication of the adoption of the recognition paradigm is 
the three-fold character of those basic types of interaction that characterise 
social life from now on. Despite the great variations in the accounts of this 
“negativity” or tension between the different Jena fragments, and despite the 
methodological changes which result in the introduction of new domains of 
subjective formation (language, work), the succession in the types of struggles 
is always the same. This is the most well-known aspect of Honneth’s reread-
ing of Hegel: the three spheres of recognition.

The fi rst recognition is the one operating in the family. In the family, the indi-
vidual is recognised in his or her natural individuality. In the System of Ethical 

Life already:

In the relationship between ‘parents and children’, which represents ‘the 

universal reciprocal action and formative education of human beings’, sub-

jects recognise each other reciprocally as living, emotionally needy beings. 

Here, the component of individual personality recognised by others is ‘prac-

tical feeling’, that is, the dependence of individuals on vitally essential care 

and goods.20

In 1805, Hegel describes this fi rst type of recognition as “intuition (Ahnung) of 
ethical life”. This means, as in 1802, that “the volitional subject is able to expe-
rience itself for the fi rst time as a needy, desiring subject only after having had 
the experience of being loved”.21

20 Ibid., p. 18.
21 Ibid., p. 36.
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Honneth remarks that the logical concept of “intuition” has acquired a pejo-
rative connotation in 1805 (with Hegel’s increasing critical distance towards 
Schelling); it designates an imperfect, underdeveloped moment, anticipating 
rather than fully grasping, the reality in question. This negative connotation, 
however, has a positive side, and this positive side has enormous implications 
for social theory. Basically, it points to the idea that the intimate relationships 
of the fi rst sphere are indeed only an imperfect model of full social interac-
tion (because they are limited to the “needy”, emotional side of the subject 
and therefore cannot be unduly universalised), yet represent nonetheless the 
genetic precondition of social life. This argument confi rms the decisive impor-
tance of “primary sociality”. It is in the primordial opening of the self on the 
other, the constitution of a self through affi rmative attitudes towards it, that 
all further social relations are grounded.

To speak of ‘love’ as an ‘element’ of ethical life can only mean that, for every 

subject, the experience of being loved constitutes a necessary precondition 

for participation in the public life of a community. (…) Without the feeling 

of being loved, it would be impossible for the idea of an ethical community 

ever to acquire what one might call inner-psychic representation.22

We will see in the last chapter that Honneth’s recent changes to his theory 
of recognition in fact entail nothing other than an even greater and decided 
emphasis on precisely this argument.

The “negativity” that disrupts this fi rst unity stems from the child’s educa-
tion, which leads him or her into civil society where he or she now counts as 
a universal subject endowed with abstract rights.23 Recognition now is more 
universal, but also more abstract.

But that new recognition itself shows its own limitations since the individ-
ual is recognised only abstractly, not in his or her individual worth. A new 
“struggle” towards the recognition of the individual’s identity in its social 

22 Ibid., p. 39.
23 On the problematic gender of the “son of civil society”, see my “The Son of Civil 

Society: Tensions in Hegel’s Account of Womanhood”, The Philosophical Forum, 31(2), 

2000, pp. 145-162.
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specifi city therefore becomes inevitable.24 Honneth interprets the phrase 
“the individual intuits itself in everyone as itself”, which characterises “abso-
lute ethical life” in the System of Ethical Life, as a description of a substantive 
“solidarity”, in which the abstract universal recognition through the law is 
enriched by the sense, almost affective in nature, of a commonality of ethi-
cal life between the subjects, of a concern for the other individuals in their 
individuality.25 According to Honneth, this becomes inaccessible for Hegel 
in 1805, because, following Habermas’ ground-breaking reading in “Labour 
and Interaction”, Hegel has replaced his Aristotelian, “holistic” background 
assumptions with a “subject-theoretical” one, and now understands Spirit in 
terms of a supra-individual self-consciousness gradually coming to know and 
externalise itself. As a result of this shift to the paradigm of consciousness, the 
State is now the higher realm of Sittlichkeit, in which subjects and community 
can be integrated. The State is seen as the incarnation in concrete reality of 
Spirit expressing itself in external sub-systems but ultimately retaining the 
control over them, as a kind of giant subjectivity. In the place of democratic 
and egalitarian, “horizontal” interactions, ethical life is now organised “verti-
cally”, its members reduced to mere moments, or “accidents”, of that ultimate 
subject.26 The key insight behind the third sphere of recognition, “solidarity”, 
which Honneth had identifi ed in the 1802 text, has therefore been the casualty 
of Hegel’s strong institutionalism, itself the product of the shift to a conscious-
ness-model of Spirit.

Despite this negative development in the speculative logic underpinning 
Hegel’s social theory, however, Honneth argues that the different moments 
that constitute the process of struggle remain the same between the different 
Jena texts. At fi rst, a party suffers from some moral injury by feeling one of 
their features not recognised, for example in the other’s legal act of appropria-
tion. The violent reaction that ensues is a provocation destined to attract the 

24 This is Honneth’s highly stylised reconstruction of the System of Ethical Life. The 

same order is said to be at play, despite the changes in Hegel’s methodology and his 

introduction of other spheres of subjectivation (language, work), in the other Jena 

texts. Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 49, 64-65.
25 Ibid., p. 24.
26 Ibid., p. 59.
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other’s attention and re-establish the unacknowledged normative value. But 
an escalation occurs, as the aggressed party in turn takes the initial attack 
to be directed not so much at its property, but rather at its own self.27 Once 
the struggle is resolved, two fundamental realisations on the part of the sub-
jects in confl ict have been brought about. On the one hand, the confl ict allows 
the subjects to realise ever greater aspects of their own individuality since 
it secures public acknowledgement of them. On the other hand, “the route 
by which subjects gain greater autonomy is also supposed to be the path to 
greater knowledge of their mutual dependence”.28

It is therefore the struggle for recognition itself, on Honneth’s reading, which 
ensures the integration of the two mechanisms of individuation and com-
munity-building.29 Struggle for recognition explains the mechanism that 
makes the two processes reciprocally in need of each other: individuation 
occurs through socialisation, and the community is strengthened as ethical 
life through the increase in individual autonomy. Conversely, the antagonis-
tic, confl ictual logic driving these processes is itself a necessary consequence 
of the reciprocal link between individuation and socialisation, between indi-
vidual autonomy and being part of a community, since individuals engage 
in confl ict, not to secure their self-interest, but to assert the recognition they 
require from the others.

As a result, in his reading of Hegel, Honneth argues that it is the struggle for 
recognition that is the dynamic force driving the normative development of 
society. Already then, he sees the struggle for recognition as history-moving 
force, the force of moral progress:

the confl ict that breaks out between subjects represents, from the outset, 

something ethical, insofar as it is directed towards the intersubjective rec-

ognition of dimensions of human individuality. (…) This struggle leads, as 

a moral medium, from an underdeveloped state of ethical life to a more 

27 Ibid., pp. 41 and 79.
28 Ibid., p. 23.
29 See this other passage: “The social confl icts that shattered natural ethical life pre-

pare subjects to mutually recognise one another as persons who are dependent on each 

other and yet also completely individuated”, ibid., p. 24.
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mature level of ethical relations. With this reinterpretation of the Hobbes-

ian model, Hegel introduces a virtually epoch-making new version of the 

concept of social struggle, according to which the practical confl ict between 

subjects can be understood as a dynamic moment occurring within collec-

tive social life that is ethical in nature. This newly created concept of the 

social thereby includes, from the start, not only a fi eld of moral tensions, but 

also the social medium by which they are settled through confl ict.30

We fi nd here the basic formal model of the struggle for recognition as it is later 
fl eshed out and actualised historically, sociologically and psychologically in 
later parts of the book and in subsequent writings: the primary relationality 
of human subjects is the condition of possibility of social integration, but the 
process of integration itself, rather than being the teleological unfolding of a 
natural potential, is in fact a negative process whereby subjects move through 
stages of reconciliation and confl ict.

We need to pause for a moment and show briefl y how such a formal model 
could indeed be taken as the solution to the most pressing problems of social 
theory that Honneth had identifi ed earlier. The Hegel-inspired model of 
social integration, which Honneth implicitly presents at the beginning of his 
1992 book, is fully normative since the “movement of recognition” revolves 
around the normative aspects of human identities, instead of being limited to 
the coordination of rational-instrumental interests or the avoidance of injury 
and death. This normative model of integration retains the fundamental 
Marxist feature of social theory which Honneth had identifi ed as crucial: the 
notion of the social as a fi eld of tensions where social confl ict is fully norma-
tive, to wit, engages the recognition of the agents’ sense of value as a condi-
tion of their identity, and not just the utilitarian concern over the distribution 
of surplus production. The fundamental lesson of philosophical anthropology 
is also confi rmed in this model. That is, with the vision of the social as a form 
of “practical intersubjectivity”, as constituted by the interactions of practically 
related subjects, and with the concurrent model of the subject as a being struc-
turally dependent upon the others for its formation – the idea of “individua-
tion through socialisation”. Since all aspects of subjectivity are at stake in the 

30 Ibid., pp. 17-18 (Translation slightly altered, JPD).
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“movement of recognition”, as the struggle for recognition erupts over deni-
als of recognition that potentially touch all dimensions of subjectivity and can 
be expressed in any number of ways (through verbal, but also direct physical, 
or other, more symbolic or hidden forms of aggression), the over-linguistifi -
cation of Habermas’ intersubjectivistic theory of society is thereby avoided. 
Finally, the idea of a primary relationality as the basis for later, more specifi c 
forms of social relations provides the basis for a monistic social theory. All 
coordination of action in the end relies upon the fundamental sociality of the 
human subject as its most basic condition of its possibility. All these features 
of the neo-Hegelian approach to social theory explain Honneth’s puzzling 
statement that “In his Jena writings, the young Hegel (well ahead of the spirit 
of the age) pursued a programme that sounds almost materialist”.31

The potential for universality in the socialised agent, which Marx described as 
the species-character of the working subject, which Habermas had reframed 
in terms of linguistic pragmatics as the ability to constantly decentre one’s 
perspective, becomes the mutual recognition that is always already present 
between members of a shared social life and can always be expanded. The 
lynchpin is that of a “framework of ethical bonds, within which subjects always 

already move”. With it, the great correction to Habermas’ suggestion is fully 
apparent, and with it also the great diffi culty that Honneth from now on will 
have to face. Whereas Habermas had suggested a return to the notion of the 
“struggle for recognition” to account for only one of the two mechanisms of 
social integration, because he approached the problem from the perspective 
of a critique of social labour, Honneth reduces all interaction to “horizon-
tal” intersubjectivity. The intersubjectivistic premise, the idea of horizontal 
“coexistence”, is indeed a powerful one, one, however, which collapses other 
“vertical” interactions, notably the relations of socialised subjects to the thick 
reality of the social, in particular the complex world of institutions.

31 Ibid., pp. 67-68.
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German Hegel scholarship at the time of The Struggle 
for Recognition

Every philosophical generation (in the European tradition) is largely defi ned 
by its relationship to Hegel.32 Today, the philosophical situation is shaped to 
a large extent by the new approaches to Hegel that major Anglophone read-
ings of Hegel have proposed in the last twenty years, through the interpreta-
tions of Pippin, Pinkard, Redding and others. The core intuition underpinning 
these “non-metaphysical” readings of Hegel consists in the reconfi guration of 
his notions of reason and spirit in intersubjective and normative terms. Hege-
lian reason is reinterpreted as the system of basic norms of knowledge and 
action that a social world has come to accept as such, that is to say as author-
itative and thus normative grounds underpinning all practices of knowing 
and acting, on the basis of processes of refl exive self-clarifi cation. Hegelian 
reason, on that account, is seen as having an essentially Kantian character, 
insisting as it does on the normative and self-legislating aspects of rationality. 
From such a perspective, the main correction that is brought by Hegel to the 
basic Kantian image of self-determining rationality and freedom, is the ele-
ment of sociality, as self-legislation is for Hegel the product of a whole social 
world refl ecting on what counts for it as basic ground for belief and action. 
This emphasis on “the sociality of reason”, however, does not lead to a socio-
logical or cultural-relativist dissolution of the rational content of normative 
and cognitive claims. Rather, what counts in the defi nition of the norms is not 
just the self-refl ection of the social world on its concrete existing practices, but 
rather the normative moment of justifi cation, in terms of “reason-giving”, by 
that social world, of its own norms. The norms are indeed historically pro-
duced, but they must be able to be justifi ed in practices of normative self-
clarifi cation: not every institution and practice can pass the test of “giving and 
accepting reasons”. Historical progress and the passage to modernity, thus, 
no longer correspond to the alleged assumption of a cosmic force gradually 
expressing itself into earthly reality, as in classical “metaphysical” readings of 
Hegel. Historical progress rather is synonymous with the increase in transpar-
ency, refl exivity and intersubjective universality within and thanks to those 

32 See Robert Sinnerbrink, Understanding Hegelianism, London, Acumen, 2007.
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processes of normative self-legislation and self-clarifi cation. Basically, force, 
tradition and authority give way more and more to intersubjective testabil-
ity and contestability. In that reading, Spirit is the overall social and cultural 
achievement of this process of normative and intersubjective self-refl ection. 
The focus on the normative and the intersubjective makes this new vision 
of Hegelian Sittlichkeit appear very close to Habermas’ and Honneth’s own 
visions of modern societies. Indeed, the mechanism of “reason-giving”, seen 
as the core mechanism explaining normative integration, seems very close 
to Habermas’ emphasis on the redeemability of validity claims as the core 
normative process in action coordination. Equally, one of the key dimensions 
in these non-metaphysical readings of Hegel is the necessity of “mutual rec-
ognition” to account for social reproduction: if reason for Hegel is nothing 
substantive or metaphysical, but rather the self-legislating practice of a whole 
polity refl ectively attempting to justify its own norms, then mutual recogni-
tion is a necessary prerequisite.

These non-metaphysical, intersubjectivistic, “Kantian” readings of Hegel, 
however, had not gained their current position of force when Honneth was 
writing The Struggle for Recognition. In the following pages, I briefl y summarise 
what seem to have been the main infl uences that guided his reading of Hegel. 
The retrieval of these references does not serve a historical purpose. Given the 
hegemony of the “American” readings of Hegel today, it is important to recall 
earlier Hegel scholarship as the latter sheds a different light on Hegel’s think-
ing. These alternative exegetical premises and conclusions were determinant 
in Honneth’s approach to Hegel. They indicated to him a series of exegetical 
premises, which he never abandoned, even in his recent writings, after he 
became engaged in substantive dialogues with American interpreters. Sec-
ondly, Honneth’s overall position in social philosophy can be characterised 
in interesting ways by identifying the originality of his own reading within 
the hermeneutic context in which it emerged. This grants us an interesting 
perspective on his model of recognition. Basically, this genealogical retrieval 
will help us highlight the extent to which his interactionist reading of Hegel 
led him to a repression of the institutional and the material moments in the 
theory of society.

Honneth’s reconstruction of the Jena Hegel took place within the context of 
a general reappraisal, or rediscovery of the Jena Hegel in Germany in the 
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1970s. This resurgence of interest in the Jena Hegel was sparked by the philo-
logical efforts at the Hegel-Archive in Bochum, which was responsible for the 
publication, fi nally, of a defi nitive and complete edition of Hegel’s works. 
The resurgence of interest in the Jena Hegel culminated in the special issue 
of the Hegel-Studien, “Hegel in Jena” in 1980.33 This renewed interest led to a 
major revision of established interpretations regarding many of the aspects 
of the system, notably the logic and the philosophy of nature. It also led 
to the development of new perspectives in the study of Hegel’s social and 
political thought and most especially, a rediscovery of the Jena system drafts. 
The impact of this rediscovery can be compared with the discovery of the 
1844 manuscripts in Marx scholarship. Honneth’s return to Hegel is heavily 
indebted to these philological efforts, and most obviously, to the new editions 
of the texts of the Jena period. It is worth noting, however, that the Bochum 
editors generally favoured a “classical” approach in their interpretation of 
Hegel and in particular gave “metaphysical” interpretations of the Absolute 
and of Spirit, and did not hesitate to highlight serious ambiguities in Hegel’s 
political stance.

Outside of Bochum, Michael Theunissen’s masterful interpretations of Hegel’s 
work were decisive in defi ning the context of Hegelian reception during Hon-
neth’s formative years. In Sein und Schein, Theunissen had famously uncov-
ered communicative freedom as the central critical and constitutive concept in 
Hegel’s Science of Logic, well before the “social” readings of today. Following 
on from his critical reconstructions of the theories of intersubjectivity in the 
phenomenological tradition, Theunissen had uncovered in Hegel, and espe-
cially in his speculative logic, a most promising model of radical “dialogical-
ism”: “Hegel’s normative ideal of the absolute relationship implies that of 
an absolute equality of rank (Gleichrangigkeit) of the members of the relation-
ship”.34 For Theunissen, Hegel’s defi nition of the concept is synonymous with 
freedom in a communicative sense: “Communicative freedom means that the 
one experiences the other not as limit but as condition of possibility of its 

33 D. Henrich and K. Düsing (eds), Hegel in Jena 1801-1805, Hegel-Studien, Beiheft 20, 

Bonn, 1980.
34 M. Theunissen, Sein und Schein. Die Kritische Funktion der Hegelschen Logik, Frank-

furt/Main, Suhrkamp, 1978, p. 30.
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own self-realisation”.35 This is a striking anticipation of the key idea at the 
heart of Honneth’s own interpretation of the Jena Hegel. Similarly, Theunis-
sen insisted on the paradigmatic signifi cance of love as the fi rst exemplar of 
such a radical “dialogical” interaction.36

But Theunissen’s reading of the Logic as a theory of radical freedom was 
premised upon two important premises which played a decisive, negative 
infl uence on Honneth’s interpretation of the Jena Hegel. First, Theunissen’s 
ground-breaking reading of the Science of Logic interpreted it, not as is done 
today, as a semantic or pragmatic theory of meaning, commensurable in its 
aims and arguments with the analytical literature on conceptual semantics, 
but as an ontology, if a critical one. Theunissen sees the fi rst two books of the 
Science of Logic as Hegel’s critique of traditional metaphysics, and the third 
book on “subjectivity” as its “christological” correction, leading to a fully-
fl edged alternative ontological proposal. For Theunissen, Hegel’s “chris-
tological” defi nition of Spirit remains unashamedly metaphysical, despite 
the critical programme deployed in the fi rst two books, as it is based on an 
understanding of Absolute Spirit as an ultimate level of reality that underpins 
all other ontological realms. This conviction that Hegel’s thought was struc-
tured through and through, inclusive of the logic, by “christological traits”, 
basically by a theology of Love,37 had been established most impressively in 
Theunissen’s master study of the Absolute Spirit passage of the Encyclopae-

dia.38 For Theunissen, who agreed on this point with other German scholars, 
the most proper way to understand the System is therefore to read it from the 
perspective of the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: it is in Hegel’s interpre-
tation of the Revelation and in particular in the vision of the presence of Christ 
amongst the community that his fundamental intuition is founded, an intu-
ition that inspires all his critical deconstructions of pre-Kantian metaphysics 
as well as Kantian and other transcendental arguments.

35 Ibid., p. 46.
36 Ibid., p. 42.
37 Ibid., p. 42.
38 M. Theunissen, Hegel’s Lehre vom Absoluten Geist als Theologisch-Politischer Traktat, 

Berlin, de Gruyter, 1970.
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With an interpretation like this one, Theunissen represented for Honneth a 
strong source of inspiration in a positive as much as in negative sense. Beyond 
the great emphasis on Hegel’s notion of intersubjectivity and the paradig-
matic importance of love, what Honneth might have learnt from Theunissen’s 
reading was crucial in its negative consequences. Once a metaphysical read-
ing of the Logic is accepted as the most convincing one, the only available 
option for Honneth, given his own point of departure, is that, if one is inter-
ested in retaining Hegel’s decisive insights regarding the theory of social life, 
one somehow needs to retrieve these insights without reference to the logi-
cal-ontological framework. One therefore has to try to “reactualise” Hegel: 
this means reformulating the core arguments regarding social philosophy in 
a language that is purifi ed of all metaphysical ambitions. Given, however, 
that such a reading can only be performed in defi ance of Hegel’s own, explicit 
intentions, such a methodology works on exegetical assumptions that are the 
exact opposite of today’s mainstream readings. Thus, from the beginning, 
Honneth’s reading of Hegel defi ned a third way between traditional meta-
physical and current non-metaphysical readings: it was “non-metaphysical” 
in the normative claims extracted from Hegel, but “metaphysical” in the basic 
assumptions about Hegel’s explicit intentions. To put it differently, it was 
metaphysical on the exegetical, and non-metaphysical on the systemic level.

Honneth found substantial support for such an alternative approach in two 
other major studies of Hegel. Charles Taylor’s 1975 book on Hegel, which 
has become the example par excellence of a pernicious “metaphysical” inter-
pretation in today’s consensus, seemed to put in the clearest way yet, the 
metaphysical interpretation of Spirit as the unfolding “self-realisation” of a 
“cosmic” principle through the natural and human worlds.39 In Taylor, how-
ever, Honneth found confi rmation not just of this exegetical premise, but also 
a decisive indication, well before current “sociality” readings, that Hegel’s 
notion of Sittlichkeit is a major argument for a non-individualistic and non-
utilitarian version of social theory. Taylor was the one who at the time dem-
onstrated most conspicuously how Hegel’s Sittlichkeit could be construed as a 

39 See especially chapter III, “Self-positing Spirit”, pp. 76-127.
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public life that allows individuals to become fully individuated and to realise 
themselves.40

The second key reference, in fact the most direct and obvious one, was of 
course Habermas. Honneth simply takes for granted the critique of Hegel’s 
mature defi nition of Spirit as “monological”, as reason refl ecting upon itself 
and in that unfolding realising itself as Spirit.41 Strangely enough, in Struggle 

for Recognition, Honneth mentions Habermas’ decisive study, “Labour and 
Interaction”, only in relation to a minor point and in a footnote.42 However, 
as we saw in chapter 3, this early article had already suggested the use of 
the “struggle for recognition” scheme to account for the normative aspect of 
social integration beyond its material dimensions. According to Habermas, in 
Jena Hegel had for a moment defended a defi nition of spirit that did not draw 
on the “mentalist” or “monological” framework of subjective self-refl ection. 
Instead, spirit was seen at the time as the unity of three distinct yet inter-
connected dialectics: language, labour and interaction. Habermas explicitly 
drew the attention to the “Durkheimian” aspect of Hegel’s refl ections then, 
that is, the way in which they pointed already to the idea that individua-
tion is not obstructed or misshaped, but made possible by, socialisation.43 This 
“Durkheimian” aspect is obviously also a defi ning feature of Honneth’s own 
model. The contrast established between a truly “intersubjective” Hegel in 
Jena and a “subjectivistic” mature Hegel was clearly an enormously important 
infl uence on Honneth. To this day, this remains the stumbling block between 
Habermasian and neo-Hegelian, American solutions to the problem of social 
reproduction, despite the many parallels that otherwise exist between them. 
Habermas has always maintained his ultimate rejection of Hegel, despite the 
great inspiration he has always found in his Sittlichkeit-critique of Kantian 
individualism, because of his unrepentant “metaphysical” interpretation of 

40 See Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 88.
41 Ibid., pp. 59-62. See also Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, pp. 

43-48.
42 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 33.
43 Habermas, “Labour and Interaction”, pp. 146-147.
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the mature Hegel.44 This line has also been that of Honneth: from Struggle 

for Recognition until today, Honneth has never questioned the reading of the 
mature Hegel as “metaphysical”.

Another important criticism raised by Theunissen was equally shared by 
Habermas, and also played a great infl uence on the young Honneth: this was 
the rejection of the Philosophy of Right for its “repression of intersubjectiv-
ity”, the repression by Hegel of his own vision of communicative freedom in 
favour of a substantialist vision of the State.45 The deep distrust of the post-
war German scholars towards the ambiguities of Hegel’s mature social and 
political philosophy had a positive counterpart in the rediscovery of the Jena 
texts as untapped but promising resources for the resolution of moral, social 
and political problems. Ground-breaking publications by Ludwig Siep had 
also drawn the attention to the richness of the concept of recognition, or rather 
of the struggle for recognition, as “principle of practical philosophy”.46 In the 

44 See again in a more recent text, Habermas, “From Kant to Hegel and Back Again”, 

pp. 200-201.
45 M. Theunissen, “The Repressed Intersubjectivity in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right’, 

in eds. D. Cornell et al., Hegel and Legal Theory, 1991 (German fi rst edition 1982). Theunis-

sen’s condemnation of the Hegelian State corresponds to his critique of the subjective 

logic. In both cases, Theunissen sees Hegel as being unfaithful to his own normative 

ideal of an absolute relationship of equals (God/creature, State/subject, etc.). In both 

cases, Hegel is said to have remained too dependent upon fi gures of authority, in the 

theology and politics of his time. Theunissen’s strong misgivings about the political 

implications of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right is largely shared by Habermas. Habermas 

himself developed a version of this criticism of Hegel in a number of earlier writ-

ings, “Hegel’s Critique of the French Revolution” and “On Hegel’s Political Writings”, 

both reprinted in Theory and Practice. It is highly signifi cant that Habermas contin-

ues to refer to Theunissen’s infl uential critique in his most recent writings on Hegel, 

for example in “From Kant to Hegel and back again”, p. 176. For Habermas, there is 

clearly no reason to change his mind over this. For a recent account of these questions, 

see W. Mesch, “Sittlichkeit und Anerkennung in Hegels Rechtsphilosophie: Kritische 

Uberlegungen zu Theunissen und Honneth”, Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 53(3), 

2005, pp. 349-364.
46 L. Siep, Anerkennung als Prinzip der praktischen Philosophie: Untersuchungen zu 

Hegels Jenaer Philosophie des Geistes, Freiburg, Karl Alber Verlag, 1979.
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long 1974 study of the Hegel-Studien, Siep had followed in great detail the 
different steps in Hegel’s implicit critique of the Hobbesian contract, and was 
able to demonstrate that the struggle for recognition had been devised as an 
alternative mechanism to account for social integration. In the book that fol-
lowed, Siep emphasised the double genetic aspect of social struggle in Hegel: 
its importance for socialisation theory and also for the philosophy of history.47 
He also demonstrated the constitutive aspects of crime and violence in Hegel, 
and the fact that the Philosophy of Right no longer used the notion of recogni-
tion, but had replaced it with the notion of objective spirit.

Finally, another decisive reference in Honneth’s initial “reactualisation” of 
Hegel was the dissertation published by one of his life-long intellectual part-
ners, Andreas Wildt’s Autonomie und Anerkennung,48 which he uses as his main 
guide line in rereading the Jena texts. Wildt’s central exegetical hypothesis is 
that in his Jena fragments, Hegel was attempting to answer the question of 
full self-determination, from the perspective of Fichte’s programme. Fichte’s 
question, which Wildt argues also became Hegel’s, centred on the following 
conundrum: how can the subject have the full self-refl exive knowledge of itself 
whilst at the same time depending upon otherness and others for its self-reali-
sation? How can the subject be both determined and, as freedom, “univer-
sal” indetermination? Wildt showed brilliantly how, within the framework 
of post-Kantian refl ections on the conditions of self-relation and self-identiy, 
Hegel’s critique of Kant’s overly legalistic and formalistic moral philosophy 
led him to his fundamental insight into Sittlichkeit. Kant had already recog-
nised that the essence of morality consists in wanting the good of the other for 
its own sake. This, for Wildt, is the crux of Kant’s moral universalism, beyond 
overly prescriptive and in the end misleading characterisations in terms of 
imperative. According to Wildt, Hegel expanded this thought and made it 
the basis of his theory of society. Kant’s moral  universalism is  transformed 
by Fichte into the notion of recognition: practical reason demands the circular 

47 L. Siep, “The ‘Struggle for Recognition’: Hegel’s Dispute with Hobbes in the Jena 

Writings”, in ed. J. O’Neill, Hegel’s Dialectic of Desire and Recognition, 1996, pp. 273-288, 

(fi rst German publication, 1974).
48 A. Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung. Hegels Moralitätskritik im Lichte seiner Fichte-

Rezeption, Stuttgart, Klett-Cotta, 1982.
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acknowledgement by each subject of the freedom of the other subject. This in 
turn means that there can be autonomy for an individual subject only to the 
extent that there exists a reciprocity of rights and duties. This reciprocity is 
the social-theoretical translation of the fact that to act freely is to encompass 
the well-being of the others into my deliberations. This leads to a concep-
tion of the subject whereby the latter can achieve a positive self-relation, the 
condition for full self-realisation, only to the extent that it recognises others 
as included in its actions.49 And this delivers a normative concept of society 
as fundamentally cooperative and participatory, where the good of each is 
the concern of each.50 But this social-theoretical translation of Kant’s funda-
mental moral insight does not itself commit the mistake of reducing its scope 
by restricting the interpretation of the core insight to an overly legalistic and 
formalistic language. In Hegel’s synthesis of Kant and Fichte, reciprocal inter-
action is located at such a deep level that it makes the institutions of Sitt-

lichkeit dependent upon the non-institutional morality of primary concern 
for the others, and not the other way around.51 Love becomes the primary 
inter-relation, not only genetically but even conceptually, as the paradigmatic 
example of a core interaction in which the well-being of the other is part and 
parcel of individual agency.52 All these exegetical suggestions fi nd their way 
into Honneth’s own reading of Hegel, and indeed directly infl uence his own 
model of social theory.

To sum up this rapid overview of the context of German Hegel scholarship 
at the time when Struggle for Recognition was written, the following exegetical 
premises were shared by the most important scholars of the time: a reading of 
the Logic as ontology underpinned by a metaphysical premise; a strong dis-
trust (or even distaste in Theunissen’s case) for the politics of the mature Hegel, 
leading to a rejection of the potentialities offered by the Philosophy of Right;53 

49 Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung, pp. 173-179.
50 Ibid., pp. 109-110.
51 Ibid., p. 103
52 See the analysis of the 1805 lectures, Autonomie und Anerkennung, p. 66.
53 E. Tugendhat’s highly infl uential 1979 study Self-Consciousness and Self-Determi-

nation, trans. P. Stern, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1986 (original German edition, 

1979), also concluded with a sharp critique of Hegel’s late “totalitarian” tendencies.
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an emphasis on the communicative dimension in the pre-Berlin Hegel and the 
adjoining thesis of a “repression” of intersubjectivism in favour of a return to 
the substantialism of the State and a philosophy of Spirit along monological 
lines; and fi nally, a rediscovery of the “Hobbesianism” of the young Hegel 
and the normative importance of struggle in his social  philosophy.

All of these features are reappropriated by Honneth in his own reading of the 
Jena Hegel. The context explains in particular the amazing fact not suffi ciently 
noted by current commentators, that Honneth borrows the Hegelian scheme 
of a “struggle for recognition”, not as it is developed in the Phenomenology of 

Spirit, but in its Jena exposition.54 Following Habermas, Honneth reads the 
Phenomenology as organised by a subjectivistic framework that makes a strong 
intersubjectivistic reappropriation of Hegel too diffi cult and cumbersome. He 
sees in it precisely the type of grand theory of consciousness, premised on a 
refl exive defi nition of Spirit, which prevented Hegel from fully developing 
the intersubjectivistic insights outlined especially in the System of Ethical Life. 
Later in this chapter, we will see that Honneth partially corrected his initial 
disinterest in the late Hegel, with his new approach to the Philosophy of Right 
in the 2000 Spinoza lectures, published as Suffering from Indeterminacy. With 
this later publication, the Habermasian exegetical prohibition on the political 
Hegel is lifted.

An interactionist reading of Hegel

Despite the infl uence played by the context, however, Honneth’s reading of 
the Jena texts is highly original. To begin with, unlike any other commentator 

54 Very recently Honneth has devoted a more careful and sympathetic study of that 

most famous Hegel passage on recognition, see “From Desire to Recognition: Hegel’s 

Account of Human Sociality”, in eds Dean Moyar, Michael Quante, Hegel’s Phenom-

enology of Spirit: A Critical Guide, Cambridge University Press, 2008. Pp. 76-90. But this 

study is only concerned, as the title indicates, with the passage from “Desire” to “Rec-

ognition”. Rather than struggle, and in conformity with the shift in his understanding 

of recognition (see last chapter), Honneth now emphasises in (Hegelian) recognition 

the moment of acknowledgement of the other’s moral status, as the source of norma-

tivity and indeed of symbolic life itself.
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he placed the accent on the earlier rather than the more developed, later texts 
from that period. In fact, he sees the purest expression of Hegel’s intersubjec-
tivistic stance in the theory of society to have been located in a very narrow 
period, around 1802, when Hegel was still caught up in his early Aristote-
lianism, but had already made suffi cient room for the specifi city of modern 
sociality, in particular for the irreducible place to be accorded to the economy. 
Despite the fact that the “struggle for recognition” is thematically much more 
developed in the 1803 and 1805 fragments, Honneth sees Hegel’s genuine 
“intersubjectivistic” phase to have been expounded in the System of Ethical 

Life. Habermas, Siep and Wildt, by contrast, had all emphasised the “prog-
ress” that is made within a few years from 1802 to 1805. Indeed, Habermas 
sees the “interactionist” theory of Spirit to be most explicitly expounded in 
the 1803 and 1805 lectures on Spirit.

The originality of Honneth’s reading of the Jena Hegel is without a doubt the 
product of the methodological presuppositions and the motives that inspire 
his interventions in social and political theory. As we recalled at the outset, the 
methodological premise is that of a conceptual “reconstruction” and re-actu-
alisation that makes no attempt at a system-immanent exegesis. The varying 
conceptual frameworks used by Hegel during the course of his rapid trans-
formation in Jena are of no interest to Honneth, whether Schellingian, Hölder-
linian, Fichtean or otherwise. The only thing that matters to Honneth is the 
conceptual content of Hegel’s different propositions, and the use of such con-
tent for the purpose of contemporary social theory. Such a position, it has to 
be said, is mostly anathema in Hegel scholarship, even though the American 
interpreters have let in some fresh air in this respect. For most Hegel scholars, 
it is simply unHegelian to try to make sense of Hegel without reference to 
the logical frameworks used by Hegel himself. But Honneth is totally unin-
terested in these internal debates. His approach to Hegel is unapologetically 
external: Hegel is a central reference for him as a thinker who propounded 
for the fi rst time a crucially new way to think of social reproduction. Honneth 
sees Hegel as performing the same kind of intellectual discovery for social 
theory as he earlier saw Feuerbach do so in regards to the anthropology of 
the subject.

This unabashed external approach to Hegel is the reason behind the strength 
and the weakness of Honneth’s readings of Hegel. Let us start with what 
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could appear to be exegetical weaknesses in light of the letter of Hegel’s texts. 
For a reader attentive to the context and the immanent logic of Hegel’s dif-
fi cult 1802 study on ethical life, for example, it might be surprising to fi nd in 
it a theory of “individuation”. The strong Spinozist features of the text seem 
on the contrary to lead to a form of dissolution of the individual in the uni-
versal community. Whilst one might agree that Hegel’s point in this text is 
to “make the experience of the dependency of the particular identity of each 
individual on the community the object of a universal knowledge”55, it might 
be a bit of a stretch to equate this with a normative theory aiming to highlight 
the conditions under which each individual might been fully individualised. 
This is in fact the fi rst great contentious point in Honneth’s readings of Hegel. 
For Hegel, the realisation, both cognitive and practical, of each individual’s 
dependency on the community is not at fi rst synonymous with inter-subjec-
tivity taken strictly: the crux is on the singular-universal relationship, not on 
the singular-singular interactions. The question may be asked whether the 
1802 Hegel had a theory of inter-subjectivity at all, and not rather of the social 
substance of the individual. In fact, the 1802 text can easily be read, following 
Siep, as interested in the “vertical” relations of individuals to the whole, and 
not in “horizontal” reciprocal relations between individuals. This could be 
supported by the fact that it is very diffi cult to fi nd passages in the System of 

Ethical Life in which subjective rights are truly enshrined, either at the legal 
or political levels. Similarly, some passages seem to make it counter-intuitive 
at fi rst to approach this text as a theory of “self-determination as self-realisa-
tion”. On the contrary, the last part of the text seems to perform the very dis-
solution of individuality into the community’s substance which the mature 
Hegel has been accused of performing, notably in the great interpretations of 
the 1970s, for example in Theunissen.56

55 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 23.
56 Numerous passages from those last Jena lectures could be quoted to support this. 

A particularly striking one is this one: “the universal will is the will as that of all and 

each. It is of unsurmountable strength against the individual and is his necessity and 

the power oppressing him (niederdrückende Macht). And the strength that each one has 

in his being-recognised is that of a people” (p. 153). Even if the strong description of 

the “power” of the universal over the individual is given a dialectical twist and the 
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These remarks can be linked to the changing status of struggle in the Jena 
texts. As Honneth but also Siep before him emphasise, in 1802 crime negates 
three forms of “natural ethicality”. It negates them post ante, and has the func-
tion of sublating the natural into the ethical, anchoring the three spheres of 
ethicality in a community that is thereby described for the fi rst time as being a 
viable form of communal life. In 1803 and in 1805, on the other hand, struggle 
comes fi rst, as the condition of ethicality, and as an explicit replacement of 
the social contract, and therefore as condition of higher ethical spheres like 
economic exchange, contract and other juridical institutions. The meanings 
of family and economic sphere change in important ways as a result of this. 
The family in 1802 is still the old oikos whereas in 1803 and 1805 its model has 
become the bourgeois family in which the individual indeed develops the 
fi rst features of an identity within a restricted realm of “totality”. The eco-
nomic sphere in 1803 is no longer an ambiguous moment to be tamed by the 
“absolute government”, but itself a form of sublation of the individual into 
the universality of the “people”. As a result, the genetic signifi cance of the 
negative moment seems to change signifi cantly between 1802 and 1803/1805. 
Whereas in the later fragments struggle can indeed be interpreted both in 
phylo- and ontogenetic terms, it seems diffi cult to read the “crime” chapter 
of the System of Ethical Life other than in strict phylogenetic terms. Honneth 
might argue that the two dimensions are in fact interlinked, that the evolution 
of the species brings with it different types of personality. Indeed he himself 
interprets the violent opposition described in 1802 as “social confl icts”.57 But a 
few lines later, he returns to the interpretation in interpersonal or interaction-
ist terms, whereby the “other” in the defi nition of spirit as “fi nding-oneself-
in-the-other” is interpreted most concretely as a real personal other.

The common element in all these remarks is that Honneth seems to favour 
an “interactionist” reading which interprets recognition as interpersonal rela-
tion and sees in this the ultimate substance of ethical life and social reproduc-
tion. Such an interpretation is at loggerheads with all the interpretations that 

reciprocal necessity of the individual performing of the universal power is empha-

sised, it is beyond doubt that in the case of fully developed ethical life, recognition is 

no longer horizontal but a relation between particular and universal. 
57 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 23.
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focus on the substantial, supra-individual reality of the objective spirit and 
ethical life. For example, Honneth’s reading would fall under the very criti-
cisms formulated by Siep’s infl uential interpretations. In an explicit rebuke of 
Habermas, Siep consistently argues that the most accurate characterisation of 
the structure of recognition in general, as it gradually emerges through the 
fi rst drafts and fi nally receives its full picture in the Phenomenology, is as a 
dialectic of inter-subjective relations and of relations between individual and 
community. This, according to Siep, can also be found in the Philosophy of 

Right with the conversion of the recognition theme into the notion of objective 
spirit: “in Hegel’s theory of recognition, what matters is not recognition and 
self-discovery of the individual in its irreplaceable individuality, but his/her 
recognition as member of a people”.58 Siep constantly emphasises the fact that 
two separate recognitions are at play in Hegel: “recognition is the knowledge 
of the reciprocal conditioning of the consciousness of one by the other, and 
of the individual consciousness by the universal one, and vice-versa”, so that: 
“each fi nds the universal consciousness only in the other, but both come to the 
unity and recognition only through the universal consciousness objectifi ed in 
the Sitten, rules, institutions, the spirit of the people.”59

This analysis is indeed dedicated to recognition in the Phenomenology, but 
it also highlights the key elements of the structure of recognition that Siep 
tirelessly highlights against the theory of communicative freedom: that inter-
 subjective interaction in Hegel relies on the reciprocal interaction between the 
individual and the universal, that inter-subjective interaction understood in 
a strict sense as interaction amongst individual persons is mediated by the 
reciprocal relation between the socialised subjects and the institutions of the 
social. Siep in fact demonstrates that the singularity/universality dialectic is 
structural of Hegel’s social and political thought well before 1807. He reads it in 
fact as the common underlying structure of all Jena texts and beyond, rather 
than the structure of interpersonal or inter-subjective relation. Already in the 
material before Jena he locates Hegel’s argument that the “fi nding oneself in 

58 L. Siep, “Zur Dialektik der Anerkennung bei Hegel”, in Praktische Philosophie im 

Deutschen Idealismus, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 1992, p. 181. See also Anerkennung als 

Prinzip der praktischen Philosophie, pp. 126-127.
59 Siep, Anerkennung als Prinzip der praktischen Philosophie, pp. 124-125.
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the other” motto is mediated by the argument of an individual life lifted up 
to the universality of the community, and more precisely, mediated through 
the objectifi cation of the community, the institutions. Such notions as “total-
ity”, “infi nity” which were central for Hegel around 1800, articulate the uni-
versal essence of the individual, to which the individual must elevate itself 
in order to live an ethical life. The “identity” between subjects, the famous 
Hegelian defi nition of freedom as “fi nding oneself in another”, the expres-
sion that encapsulates Honneth’s fundamental intuition about the primacy 
of intersubjectivity is, according to Siep, only possible for Hegel on the basis 
of this sharing of a common life form, which is supra-subjective. Otherwise, 
without the trans-subjectivity of ethical life, the struggle for recognition ends 
up in an impasse: in the death of one or two of the opposed subjects.

By contrast, Honneth’s reading appears to reduce the institutional moment to 
an aspect of the more fundamental interdependency of all subjects. Recogni-
tion in this reading means universal mutual dependency, a horizontal depen-
dency of each on each, not the dependency of each on all, of the individual 
on the social taken as a “fact”, as in Durkheim. Honneth acknowledges the 
difference between his and Siep’s readings as a difference in the use of the 
“struggle for recognition” for contemporary social and political theory. He 
opposes Siep’s attempt at devising a “normative theory of the institutions” 
(and equally Wildt’s attempt at “an enlarged conception of morality”),60 and 
presents his own rereading of Hegel as being conducted from the “perspec-
tive of a normatively loaded theory of society”. This is the crux of Honneth’s 
thinking in social theory in general, and not just of his reading of Hegel. This 
is also where the strength of his intervention lies, where what could appear as 
a weakness for readers of Hegel immersed in his texts, or what might appear 
as a truncated social theory to other social theorists, is also what constitutes 
the originality and power of Honneth’s position. The decisive issue is the 
link between recognition and institution. We will see this issue re-emerge in 
the later chapters as one of the main problems uncovered by critical com-
mentators of Honneth’s own model of social theory, notably in regards to 
the economic question. The notion of “primary sociality”, which encapsulates 
Honneth’s own vision, as well as what he fi nds most fruitful in Hegel, must 

60 Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung, p. 110.
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be taken at the deepest “ontological” level, as a thesis about what constitutes 
the actual ontological stuff that social life is made of. Honneth obviously does 
not ignore the separate reality of institutions, of “objective spirit”, over and 
against subjectivities. His main idea is that ultimately, all social institutions 
can be described as specifi c forms of interaction, as practices whose speci-
fi city, for example of being legal, economic or political forms of action, are 
best characterised in terms of the attitudes that human subjects take towards 
other human subjects in them. What makes the specifi city of the intimate 
sphere are the emotional, embodied aspects of the interaction, the fact that it 
is the idiosyncratic individuality of the subjects involved that inter-act in this 
sphere. The legal-economic sphere, with the institutions that regulate it, is a 
sphere where the self-centred interests of all subjects are interconnected in 
negative fashion, through reciprocal self-restraint. The sphere of solidarity is 
one where the affective bond linking the intimate partners in the fi rst sphere 
has been extended to the entire community, as it were. Honneth’s vision here 
is Durkheimian in a sense, in highlighting the “solidarity” that is character-
istic of “organically” organised modern societies. It is the vision of the social 
agent whose actions are guided by the consideration of all other agents in 
society. The reduction of the social to the intersubjective, however, sounds of 
course rather non-Durkheimian if one looks at it no longer from the aspect of 
“organic” social interaction, but from the aspect of the social considered as an 
objective “fact”, external to the individual particularisations of it.

The normative element has not been mentioned yet. This is because it is impor-
tant to emphasise the fact that Honneth’s reading of Hegel and his theory of 
modern society generally are not limited to the scope of a theory of justice. 
The latter is of course an important aspect of his project. But one does not take 
the full measure of Honneth’s project if one reduces it to the normative taken 
in a narrow sense. Indeed, Honneth’s bold move is to attempt to correct mod-
ern theories of justice precisely through an alternative ontology of the social.61 
Honneth’s overall project consists, as the end of Struggle for Recognition explic-
itly states, in fi nding an alternative to contemporary  liberalism. This entails 
specifi c moves in political philosophy, but more fundamentally, it entails a 

61 We look at the detail of the implications of the recognition model in contemporary 

political philosophy in chapter 11.
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renewed critique of Kantian premises, from the perspective of Hegel. The 
originality of this project lies precisely in the new reading of Hegel, and the 
insistence on intersubjective interaction as the stuff of social life, which then 
opens the door for an intersubjectivistic correction of Kantian political mod-
els. Seen in this light, the neo-Hegelian model of social theory that is implicit 
in Struggle for Recognition, can, surprisingly perhaps but arguably, continue 
to be read as being inspired by Marxist concerns. Of course, the core themes 
that constitute Marxist dogma have been abandoned, but the spirit remains 
Marxist in both a critical and a positive sense. Critically, the main thrust is 
a rejection of liberal positions, both at the philosophical and at the political 
levels. Positively, the alternative solution attempts to achieve through new 
theoretical means Marx’s vision of a realisation of individual freedom in and 
through a liberated society, where the quality of individual freedom depends 
on the quality of social relations.

Besides the question of the separate reality (ontological or simply normative) 
of institutions, however, another dimension of social interaction, one gen-
erally not noted by the commentators of Honneth, seems to suffer from the 
interactionist stance adopted by him in the social ontology underpinning his 
model of justice, namely the importance of material mediations in relations of 
recognition. A passage from Merleau-Ponty can help to establish the link:

The originality of Marx is not to reduce philosophical and human problems 

to economic problems, but to fi nd in the latter the exact equivalent and the 

visible fi gure of the former. (. . .) The nexus between the two sets of problems 

is in the Hegelian idea that each system of property and production implies 

a system of relations between human beings so that our relations to others 

can be read in our relations with nature, and our relations with nature can 

be read in our relations with others.62

Merleau-Ponty’s refl ection is particularly helpful in showing that the most 
obvious way of bringing together Marx and Hegel for a normative theory of 
society through the problematic of recognition, is by linking recognition to the 
social organisation of production and distribution, in such a way, however, 

62 M. Merleau-Ponty, Humanisme et Terreur, trans. J. O’Neill, Boston, Beacon Press, 

1969, p. 122. 
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that neither is reducible to the other. Indeed, this is the most obvious way to 
interpret recognition in the Jena texts, since the struggles for recognition in 
these texts typically irrupt when property is injured and the parties strug-
gle over the moral injury that this represents.63 In “Labour and Interaction”, 
Habermas had clearly established that “recognition and labour” could be said 
to be interrelated once “labour” was interpreted as the social organisation of 
production and distribution. Yet such an interpretation means precisely that 
the dialectic of their interrelations does not entail the reduction of either.64

More broadly, Merleau-Ponty’s argument that there is not just a single type 
of fundamental interaction at the heart of social life, but two—not just inter-
subjective interaction but also “our relations with nature”—points to a much 
broader range of phenomena beyond recognition through labour and prop-
erty. This is an aspect that was well discussed in the German literature on 
the Jena Hegel of the 1970s and 1980s. For Siep, the theoretical and indeed 
critical superiority of the recognition paradigm stems notably from the fact 
that recognition applies not just for “the structure of only one specifi c type 
of action”, “but that it attempts to indicate the structure of a learning process 
of individual and communal consciousness which determines the diverse 
forms of interaction each time in a specifi c way”.65 These forms of interac-
tion include: language, work, contract, exchange, and not just interpersonal 
relation. Siep’s fundamental argument is that for Hegel, the dialectical inter-
personal interaction of negating otherness whilst seeing oneself in it, can 
only function properly if the self “is recognised not as individual, irreplace-
able self-consciousness, but rather as individuality in the speculative sense, 

63 See in particular the 1805 lectures, pp. 124-132. See the amazing, most likely 

intended, repetition of this thought by Merleau-Ponty: “The reason why there is a spe-

cifi cally human history is that the human being is a being who invests itself outside, 

who needs other human beings and nature in order to realize itself, who particularizes 

itself by taking possession of certain goods, and thereby enters into confl ict with other 

human beings”, Humanisme et Terreur, p. 122.
64 Habermas, “Labour and Interaction”, pp. 159-160.
65 Siep, Anerkennung als Prinzip der praktischen Philosophie, p. 22.
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as  manifestation of the universal in a particular function”.66 The “particular 
functions” which Siep sees Hegel as addressing are the different types of 
intersubjective interactions through which the individual relates to the whole: 
language, work, love, contract, exchange, life in a socio-economic group, life 
in the State, and so on.

Wildt also emphasised the other types of interaction beside the inter-subjec-
tive one. In reading the 1805 drafts in particular, Wildt argues against Haber-
mas that one should not interpret the “middle terms”, the Mitten, in which the 
individual “I” is also already embedded and thus relating to, interacting with, 
external others (persons or objects), as mediations between subject and object, 
but rather as ways of synthetically uniting infi nity and fi nitude, indetermi-
nacy and determinacy, as ways of equating “empirical consciousness” and 
“absolute consciousness”, in other words of bringing the individual conscious-
ness to its own truth as “totality”. Totality here primarily has the meaning of 
“intensive totality”, where the one moment (the individual consciousness) is 
also the whole.67 According to Wildt’s Fichtean reading, the whole process 
of mediation, and struggle for recognition, is about the establishment of the 
necessary conditions of full autonomous self-identity, not about intersubjec-
tivity, even though, undeniably, intersubjectivity is an important mediation 
towards self-determination in Hegel’s eyes. If indeed interaction in Hegel is 
about the establishment of practical identity, then, as Wildt argues in reading 
the 1805 fragment: “the full self-experience of the practical subject in his/her 
ego-identity is possible only through objective mediations”.68 In other words, 
the human subject is not just dependent upon others qua individual others, 
and on the institutions of the social, however they are conceived, but also on 
instrumental, material mediations, involving resisting matter, tools, material 
and symbolic objects, and so on. In his use of Wildt’s ground-breaking exege-
sis, Honneth does make full use of that aspect of his reading which empha-
sises the fact that the objective mediations are to be read not just negatively as 

66 Siep, Praktische Philosophie im Deutschen Idealismus, p. 178. Siep explicitly rejects 

Habermas’ “dialogical” reading of Hegel’s recognition as “pre-stabilised harmony of 

the true needs of all”.
67 Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung, p. 334.
68 Ibid., p. 351.



 Honneth’s Hegel • 225

symptoms of a theory of spirit now relinquishing the early intersubjectivism 
for the misguided paradigm of consciousness, but also invite an expansion of 
the forms of interaction through which human beings practically defi ne their 
own identity and indeed fulfi l their attempt at self-realisation.

From that perspective, it is signifi cant, for example, that Honneth retains only 
the defi cient aspects of Hegel’s analysis, in 1805, of the type of individual 
realisation at stake in the work experience and in the utilisation of tools.69 
Honneth is interested in these fi rst moments only inasmuch as they repre-
sent negative transitions towards the fi rst real inter-subjective experience: 
sexuality. But another reading would have been possible, one that would 
highlight the extent to which, however defi cient these forms of interaction 
might be by comparison with intersubjective interaction, they are nonethe-
less presented by Hegel as necessary moments, and indeed as moments that 
carry their own specifi c normative weight. These other dimensions of inter-
action had been well underlined by Habermas in his rediscovery of the Jena 
Hegel. However critical they are of each other, the work of Siep, Wildt and 
Habermas offered Honneth an invitation to conceptualise the interaction at 
the basis of individual self-realisation in broader terms than just I-Thou inter-
subjectivity. This lack of interest in the practical dimension of self-experience, 
or self-constitution, or indeed in the aspect of “communal work” that Wildt 
highlights in illuminating fashion, is all the more surprising given the materi-
alist and action-theoretical programme that the return to Hegel was supposed 
to achieve. A more thorough engagement with the passages in the Jena texts 
that deal with the interconnection of intersubjective and material interactions 
would have been quite an obvious direction to take if one takes an article like 
“Work and Instrumental Action” as a starting point, given the interest, in this 
earlier text, in the specifi c forms of recognition that are at stake in the work 
experience. A different, but no less interesting, image of Hegel as a “material-
ist” would have emerged. It is as though the focus on the intersubjectivistic 
turn had overshadowed the obvious parts in the Jena Hegel that were directly 
announcing a revised version of historical materialism. The concern with the 
correction of Marx’s unilateral focus on production seems to have led to the 
obfuscation of directly material forms of practice.

69 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 35-36.
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Suffering from Indeterminacy

In his 2000 Spinoza lectures, Honneth did not renege upon the key tenets of 
his general approach to Hegel and maintained them as basic premises in his 
rereading of the Philosophy of Right.70 The political condemnation of the work 
still holds. The theory of the State is still rejected as “authoritarian liberal-
ism”, as a fateful parting away from the great analysis of intersubjective free-
dom in modernity that the earlier chapters are seen as offering. The political 
indictment of the book, the indictment of the political moment is stark: “in 
Hegel’s theory of the State, no trace can be found of the idea of a political pub-
lic sphere, of the idea of a democratic will-formation”.71 This idea of a politi-
cal public sphere, however, would have been the natural realisation in the 
political of the intersubjectivistic insight, which Honneth now reads as being 
developed by Hegel in the earlier chapters of the book. Honneth continues to 
denounce Hegel’s “strong institutionalism”.72

Nor does Honneth change his standpoint regarding the most important exe-
getical decision that has to be made in any reading of Hegel, and especially 
in any reading of the Philosophy of Right: the interpretation of the Logic and 
the use of logical categories in spheres outside the Logic. Honneth uses the 
same exegetical rules as in Struggle for Recognition: the systematic scaffold-
ing holding together the Philosophy of Right can only be incorporated in the 
exegesis at “the risk of downplaying our post-metaphysical standards of 

70 A. Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit. Eine Reaktualisierung der Hegelschen Rechts-

philosophie, Stuttgart, Reclam, 2001. A partial translation has appeared in English, 

 Suffering from Indeterminacy. An Attempt at a Reactualisation of Hegel’s Philosophy of 

Right, trans. J. Ben-Levi, Assen, Van Gorcum, 2000. 
71 A. Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit. Eine Reaktualisierung der Hegelschen Rechts-

philosophie, Stuttgart, Reclam, 2001, p. 127 (my translation). I have proposed a more 

sympathetic reading of Hegel’s mature theory of political institutions, in my “Hegel’s 

Parliamentarianism”. For an overview of recent debates over the political import of 

Hegel’s infamous 1820 book, see Deranty, “Interprétations Spéculatives et Politiques 

des Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts”, Archives de Philosophie, 65(3), 2002, pp. 

441-462.
72 The expression denotes a classical theme in the scholarship on Hegel’s political 

philosophy. 
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rationality”.73 Accordingly, Honneth thinks we can now only have an “indi-
rect” access to the book, renouncing both the help of “the methodological 
indications from the Logic” and the “underlying conception of the State”. 
Accordingly: “it is often rather non-salient, everyday expressions in common 
language which receive a central role in the attempt to reactualise Hegel’s 
philosophy of right”.74 This, as we noted, directly contradicts the exegetical 
premise that is generally accepted in immanent Hegel scholarship.

The “indirect”, “reactualising” reconstruction of Hegel proposed in Suffering 

from Indeterminacy also reconnects with most of the themes that had guided 
the reconstruction of the Jena texts.75 This is surprising given the great sus-
picion towards the Philosophy of Right that arose from the context of German 
Hegel scholarship in the 1970s. This shift in Honneth’s attitude towards the 
mature Hegel can be explained by the emergence of a new context of Hegel 
interpretation, created by the fl urry of sympathetic and modernising accounts 
of Hegel’s social and political philosophy that appeared after the publication 
of Struggle for Recognition, and which all contributed to the rescue of the Phi-

losophy of Right from its general condemnation by the earlier generation of Ger-
man scholars.76 Amongst those new interpretations, most of which came out 
of English-speaking countries, one of the most decisive was without a doubt 
that proposed by Robert Williams.77 In two important studies on the place 

73 Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, p. 13.
74 Ibid., p. 78.
75 See a preliminary attempt at articulating this reading in A. Honneth, “Gerechtig-

keit und Kommunikative Freiheit. Uberlegungen in Anschluss an Hegel”, in eds 

B. Merker, G. Mohr, and M. Quante, Subjektivität und Anerkennung, Paderborn, Mentis, 

2004, pp. 213-227.
76 See in particular Allen Wood, Hegel’s Ethical Thought; Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 1990, M.O. Hardimon, Hegel’s Social Philosophy. The Project of Rec-

onciliation, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994 ; Kenneth Westphal, “The 

Basic Context and Structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right”, in ed. E. Beiser, The 

Cambridge Companion to Hegel, Cambridge University Press, 1994, pp. 234-269; Robert 

Pippin, “Hegel, Freedom and the Will. The Philosophy of Right (§§1-33)”, in ed. L. Siep, 

Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, Berlin, Akademie Verlag, 1997, pp. 31-54.
77 An important reference in German, however, was the reconstruction of Hegel 

(thinking with Hegel against Hegel) from the point of view of intersubjectivity, by 
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of recognition in Hegel, Williams showed that, contrary to Habermas’ and 
Siep’s critical remarks, and despite the fact that the concept hardly appears 
in the same function after 1807, the structure of recognition remains the main 
categorical scheme underpinning Hegel’s mature ethics and political philoso-
phy.78 Agreeing with Williams, Honneth reconstructs Hegel’s mature theory 
of Sittlichkeit as a theory of self-determination through self-realisation in the 
conditions of modernity, within an intersubjectivistic paradigm linking indi-
vidual and social fl ourishing. In other words, Honneth now fi nds in the 1820 
book the same basic project that he had interpreted Hegel as fulfi lling in 1802. 
Beyond the logical and systemic verbiage, Hegel in fact intends to offer

a normative theory of social justice, which in the shape of a reconstruction 

of necessary conditions of individual autonomy tries to account for which 

social spheres a modern society must comprise or make available in order 

to ensure for every single of its members the chance of a realisation of their 

self-determination.79

And this, says Honneth, is nothing other than developing a theory of recogni-
tion. The great progress, however, between the early and the mature theory 
of recognition, is that the latter now adds to the idea of a reciprocal assent to 
the other’s normative status, the practical, behavioural, “habitual” dimension 
of recognition:

To reciprocally recognise each other means not only to encounter each other 

in a specifi c, approving way, but implies also and primarily to comport one-

self towards the other in a way that is demanded by the corresponding form 

of recognition.80

Vittorio Hösle in Hegels System. Der Idealismus der Subjektivität und das Problem der Inter-

subjektivität, Felix Meiner, Hamburg, 1987, notably the discussion of the highly specifi c 

normativity that, according to Hösle, Hegel developed in his Philosophy of Right.
78 See Robert Williams, Recognition. Fichte and Hegel on the Other, State University 

of New York Press, 1992, and Hegel’s Ethics of Recognition, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 

University of California Press, 1997.
79 Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, p. 34 (all translations mine).
80 Ibid., p. 82.
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The “social spheres” that Hegel identifi es as conditions of individual self-
realisation are therefore interpreted by Honneth as “practices of interaction” 
between subjects. According to the intersubjectivistic perspective, such inter-
actions are the condition for the kind of differentiated types of recognition 
that allow not only for individual self-realisation, but contain also “processes 
of education” through which subjects learn, via socialisation, to limit their 
instincts, impulses and desires, in normative acknowledgement of others. This 
famously occurs in the sphere of Sittlichkeit which is thus read by Honneth as 
consisting of those “practices of interaction which must be able to guarantee 
individual self-realisation, reciprocal recognition and the corresponding pro-
cesses of education”.81 We can hypothesise that this new pragmatic light cast 
on the Philosophy of Right, which reads in it a normative and sophisticated 
theory of action, is infl uenced not just by the literature previously mentioned 
that deals specifi cally with Hegel’s social philosophy, but also more funda-
mentally with the decisive “non-metaphysical” readings of Pippin, Brandom 
and Pinkard. However, just as The Struggle for Recognition departed in impor-
tant and original ways from the great German scholarship of the 1970s and 
early 1980s, Honneth’s reading of 2000 also keeps a strong originality.

Against the normative theory of justice presented in the third section of the 
part on Sittlichkeit, Honneth, as many other commentators, interprets the fi rst 
two sections of the Philosophy of Right as critical reconstructions of the two 
necessary yet limited, and if left unchecked, potentially pathological, mod-
els of freedom, which the more integrated model of self-realisation through 
recognition incorporates. These models correspond to the fi rst two moments 
in the famous three-fold defi nition of the will in §§ 5-7 of the Introduction: 
the negative moment of freedom which subjective rights enshrine; and the 
“optional” moment at the basis of moral freedom. Honneth thus reads Hegel’s 
methodology in the Philosophy of Right as a prime example of “methodological 
negativism”:

Hegel conducts his analysis in negative fashion, attempting to locate the 

appropriate “place”, the specifi c “right” of the two incomplete models of 

81 Ibid., p. 90.
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freedom through the indication of the social ills to which they lead when 

applied in totalising fashion.82

These “pathologies of individual freedom” leading to “social ills” are then 
addressed in the “therapeutic” moment of the work, the third normative part 
on Sittlichkeit:

the passage to Sittlichkeit must also lead, together with the overcoming of 

pathological conceptions, to the insight into the communicative conditions 

which constitute the social presupposition for all subjects accessing the reali-

sation of their autonomy to the same extent.83

It is clear that the main lines behind Honneth’s interpretation of the third sec-
tion of the Philosophy of Right remains in perfect continuity with those of the 
Jena texts in The Struggle for Recognition, and more generally with Honneth’s 
basic presuppositions in social theory. They amount to what we could term an 
“action-theoretical”, “interactionist” and “normativist” reading. It is “action-
theoretical” and “interactionist” in that it defi nes the different orders of social 
life in terms of basic forms of social action, which must themselves be defi ned 
in terms of the forms of intersubjective expectations and achievements that 
are performed in them.

This interactionist reading already guides the reconstruction of Hegel’s con-
cept of autonomy, that is, the initial dialectical presentation of “free will” in 
the Introduction, and is far from being uncontroversial. Honneth interprets 
the “other” in the phrase: “being-oneself-in-the-other” in a purely intersub-
jectivistic sense:

in order to be able to will itself as free, the will must limit itself to those 

“needs, desires and drives” whose fulfi lment can be experienced as expres-

sion, as confi rmation of its own freedom; that, however, is only possible if 

the object of the need or the inclination itself possesses the quality of being 

free, because only such an “other” can let the will effectively have the experi-

ence of freedom.84

82 Ibid., p. 41.
83 Ibid., p. 75.
84 Ibid., p. 28.
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The “other” is always read by Honneth as being “another human subject”. He 
therefore favours a strong “inter-subjectivist” reading, where inter-subjectiv-
ity is truly conceptualised as inter-action between individual subjects.85 This 
is the crucial point of departure from “institutionalist” readings which take 
seriously Hegel’s syllogistic construction of the free will. On that alternative 
interpretation, which is for example the thread in Siep’s readings, the subjects 
recognise and are recognised only via their integration in larger, “universal” 
institutions in which their particularity is “sublated”. These diverging inter-
pretations are at the root of all later differences in the appraisal of Hegel’s 
social philosophy.

Honneth’s reading is normativist in that these intersubjective expectations and 
achievements are normative. In the end the integration of modern societies is 
therefore explained through different types of intersubjectively constituted, 
normative structures, the same structures that The Struggle for Recognition 
called the “spheres of recognition”. These spheres also indicate the conditions 
of individual self-realisation in modern contexts. This reading, as noted, cor-
responds to Honneth’s own theoretical options in social theory. As the few 
summarising words above make clear, at the most fundamental level, both his 
reading of Hegel and his own model of social theory are premised on a major 
theoretical decision regarding the basic “stuff” that social life is “made of”, in 
other words, on a major decision regarding social ontology.86 This basic “inter-
actionist” social-ontological premise, following Renault but also Honneth’s 
own choice of words, needs to be termed “expressivist”.87 It sees the institu-
tions of society, conceived on the basis of basic types of social inter-actions, as 
“expressions” of recognition, as the social incarnations of the different types 
of normative attitudes that social agents can take towards each other. The fol-
lowing passage makes this expressivist perspective particularly explicit: “The 
capacity of specifi c types of social action to express intersubjective attitudes 

85 See page 125, with the revealing use of the term: “aufeinander”, “to each other”.
86 On the reading of the Philosophy of Right as “social ontology”, see Leiden an 

Unbestimmtheit, pp. 55 and 66.
87 See the crucial discussion by Emmanuel Renault in L’Expérience de l’Injustice, pp. 

194-200. We return to these questions in chapters 9 and 11. 
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of recognition is what allows Hegel to speak of the sphere of Sittlichkeit as a 
whole as a structured order of different forms of recognition”.88

This fundamental social-ontological option is the reason behind Honneth’s 
rejection of “institutionalist” arguments, whether in Hegel, in the reading of 
Hegel, or in social theory more generally. It is the reason behind his criticism 
of Hegel’s third section of the Philosophy of Right. According to Honneth, Hegel 
muddles his normative analysis of the social integration of modern societies 
by complementing it with a critical analysis of modern institutions:

he wants to perform a normative structural analysis of modern societies in 

order to identify the historically produced conditions of individual freedom, 

but at the same time he conducts an institutional analysis by legitimating 

grown, legally anchored organisational confi gurations.89

For Honneth, this confusion becomes especially apparent and detrimental in 
the section on the State. Hegel was well on his way towards an “emphatic con-
cept of ‘public freedom’” according to which “each recognises in the activity 
of the other a contribution to goals pursued in common”.90 But Hegel’s mis-
placed institutionalism confused the issue: “Exactly at the point where Hegel 
comes to speak about the corresponding relation of recognition, instead of an 
horizontal, suddenly a vertical relation emerges”, the vertical relation between 
individual and political institution which ends up in the infamous verticality 
linking the individual as an accident to the State as a “substance”.91

Honneth himself uses Siep’s notions of horizontal and vertical forms of social 
integration, and explicitly embraces an exclusive, “horizontal”, “interaction-
ist” option, which leads to an “expressivist” concept of institutions. Similar 
critical remarks as those regarding the Jena texts immediately spring to mind 
in light of current alternative readings and indeed in light of the letter of 
Hegel’s text. From the point of view of the type of approach developed by 
Ludwig Siep, it is highly questionable whether an interactionist, expressivist 
reading of the Philosophy of Right is really convincing. It is only too easy to 

88 Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, p. 81.
89 Ibid., p. 123.
90 Ibid., p. 125.
91 Ibid.
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point to the many passages in Hegel’s book where Sittlichkeit is described as 
an order of institutions, which cannot be understood in a strict interaction-
ist and expressivist sense. Hegel defi nes not just the State, but Sittlichkeit as 
a whole, as a substance of which the social subjects are the “accidents”.92 In 
particular, Hegel highlighted the structural role of institutions of freedom, 
qua institutions, as the “ethical powers” (§146) when discussing Sittlichkeit as 
a whole. The “vertical” relations are therefore decisive, in Hegel’s mind, not 
just at the level of the state, but defi ne ethical life as a whole. The family and 
civil society themselves are spheres in which inter-subjective relations con-
stitute only one dimension, one always tied up with the other, institutional 
ones. In the case of the family, the vertical interaction is between the subject 
and the family as one institution, an interaction which makes him or her a 
family member (as opposed to a partner, a parent or a child). Without this, it 
is diffi cult to understand the specifi cally normative functions, irreducible to 
the intersubjective interactions, of the “institutions of the family”: the contract 
or the property, but also its cultural institutions. In the case of civil society, we 
have a complex, systematically organised diversity of institutions in which, 
once again, the subject is defi ned through his or her interactions with them, 
qua institutions, and not just through interactions with other subjects. Indeed, 
Hegel’s analysis of civil society is invaluable precisely for its early sensitivity 
to the systemic nature of the market economy.

But Honneth is more refl ective about this in Suffering from Indeterminacy than 
in Struggle for Recognition. He acknowledges explicitly that his interactionist 
reading is only partly faithful to the letter of the text. Indeed, this is the point 
where his reading differs from a strict exegesis and becomes a “reactualising”, 
that is to say, an equally critical, “reconstruction”. At the point where Hegel 
no longer attaches a single mode of intersubjective interaction to a specifi c 
order of society, in which individual self-realisation and a specifi c mode of 
recognition are tied together, but attempts to integrate the account of several 
types of institutions within that order, he moves from the normative recon-
struction of the conditions of individual freedom that Honneth understands 
his project to be, to the impossible project of accounting for these conditions 
through the theoretical consideration of real existing institutions of his time. 

92 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, §145, p. 190.
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The problem here, for Honneth, is not just that the institutions that Hegel 
attempts to concretely integrate in his normative account are outdated, but 
rather the deeper problem of a mixture of normative reconstruction and insti-
tutional description.

The more Hegel attempts, in the chapter on Sittlichkeit, to furnish the ethi-

cal spheres with institutional complexes that are normatively different and 

indeed contradictory, the less the possibility becomes to be able to equate 

them as a whole with specifi c sets of social practices of action.93

Here again, the strength and simultaneous weakness of Honneth’s approach 
to Hegel appear in full light. He has to admit that his reading has to abandon 
a great part of the text (much of section three, notably the whole section on 
the State, by far the largest), and disregard the text’s own self-understand-
ing, in order to rescue it. And indeed another approach to the text would be 
thinkable, one that would see in the concrete account of real-existing institu-
tions one of its strong points, rather than its weakness. A different reading of 
Hegel, one closer to many current readings of the 1820 book, would insist that 
Hegel’s book is so important precisely because it is the fi rst account of modern 
society to have attempted to account, with an adequately complex theory, for 
its dramatic increase in complexity, indeed its apparent “systematic” aspect, 
as it appears in the differentiation yet interrelation of the spheres of social 
action. Such reading implies that one does not sever institutional analysis and 
normative reconstruction. Some excellent readings of the Philosophy of Right 
have defended, for example, Hegel’s recourse to the institution of the corpora-
tion and shown that, far from being understood as an old, outdated model, the 
corporation for Hegel is the indispensable element of mediation that brings 
together social and political institutions. A more sympathetic use of the Logic 
helps to understand how this specifi c mediation operates in Hegel’s mind: as 
a reciprocal conditioning of the legal-economic sphere by the State and of the 
State by the legal-economic order. This solution, if taken seriously, leads to a 
highly productive solution within the fi eld of contemporary political philoso-
phy.94 It leads notably to a relative underplaying of the State sphere which 

93 Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, p. 122.
94 See for example Jean-François Kervégan, Hegel, Carl Schmitt. La Politique entre 

Spéculation et Positivité, Paris, PUF, 2005.
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is shown to be factually anchored in non-political forms of social activity. It 
also helps to give Hegelian politics a much more participatory outlook than 
in Honneth’s view.95 Because of his lack of interest in the section on the State 
and his rejection of any reference to the Logic, Honneth is unable to fi nd any 
redeeming feature in what constitutes the bulk of the book he intends to save. 
On the social-theoretical level, one can also ask: Is it convincing to reduce 
social institutions to types of intersubjective normative expectations? Is this 
not a reduction of the institutional to the moral?

In response to such criticisms, however, Honneth’s initial methodological 
caveat has some force. If one wants to defend the letter of Hegel’s theory of 
modern society, one is committed to taking seriously the speculative logical 
scaffolding holding it together. But if one wants to also continue to read the 
Philosophy of Right for the purpose of “reactualisation”, then one must be able 
to show that the Logic, and indeed Hegel’s systematic vision of philosophy 
as science, can still be accorded with our “contemporary post-metaphysical 
rationality standards”. This is something that Honneth, in contrast both with 
contemporary American readings and to the more traditional readers who 
take Hegel at his word when he states that his book cannot be understood 
separately from its place within the system, does not believe is possible.

Outside narrow questions of Hegel scholarship, other theoretical gains of 
Honneth’s unorthodox reading must be emphasised. By retrieving the recog-
nitive logic at play in the Philosophy of Right, Honneth is able to show that the 
book represents an important alternative in the fi eld of contemporary political 
philosophy. Already in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth had engaged in 
a “reactualising” reconstruction with contemporary debates in political and 
moral philosophy in mind. The explicit aim was to use Hegelian Sittlichkeit to 
defi ne a “third way” between neo-Aristotelian and neo-Kantian accounts. The 
neo-Aristotelian position, shows convincingly that self-determination needs 
to be conceptualised with the social conditions that make it commensurable 
with self-realisation, thus providing content to the empty universalism of 
neo-Kantian accounts, but it is unable to show convincingly how the ethical 
determinacy of autonomy does not necessarily mean cultural relativism, since 

95 See my “Hegel’s Parliamentarianism: Some Unexpected Features in Hegel’s The-

ory of Political Institutions”, Owl of Minerva, 32(2), 2001, pp. 107-133.
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there can be no universal model of the good life. On the other hand, the uni-
versalist claims that the neo-Kantian position allows one to make, constitute 
precisely its strong point. With the notion of spheres of recognition emerging 
with modern society, Honneth claims that a revised Hegel can take the best 
of both positions (social determinacy and universalism) whilst avoiding their 
pitfalls: that is, relativism and abstraction.

In his renewed engagement with Hegel in Suffering from Indeterminacy, Hon-
neth follows the same objective as in The Struggle for Recognition: to provide 
a “reactualisation” of Hegel in order to excavate a valid alternative in con-
temporary political philosophy. In fact, this time the model that Honneth 
clearly opposes is just simply the post-Kantian tradition in political philoso-
phy. This is probably because in 2000, neo-Kantian premises inspired most of 
the dominant positions in moral and political philosophy, and liberalism had 
attained a quasi-hegemonic position in philosophical debates. It is therefore 
not inaccurate to understand the new reading of Hegel as a renewed critique 
of liberalism. Characterised in this way, its persistent underlying “left-Hege-
lian” features start to appear. There is a “radical” way of understanding the 
diagnosis of “suffering from indeterminacy”. The latter designates the lack 
of moral orientation suffered by modern individuals who no longer see the 
immanent rationality of existing institutions. At fi rst, this type of pathology, 
which sounds like moral disorientation and psychological unease, seems 
to be far less dramatic than the type of pathologies Marx had in mind as a 
negative inspiration for his critique of the modern political economy. Indeed, 
Honneth’s new Hegelian politics seems to have become highly intellectual-
ist, a move away from materialism and back to idealistic positions, since he 
now approvingly reads Hegel’s solution to the pathologies of modernity as 
consisting of the replacement of one-sided images of freedom with a more 
concrete one, the image of freedom encapsulated in the notion of Sittlichkeit.

However, what seems to be a retreat into spiritualist philosophy can also be 
interpreted in more substantive fashion. There is a more radical interpretation 
of the pathology of “indeterminacy”. The main methodological point behind a 
“reactualising reconstruction” is a passage to conceptual abstraction, in order 
to prevent theory from inappropriately generalising into general normative 
statements on the basis of the real-historical features of a given society. “Suf-
fering from indeterminacy” is thus only an abstract concept that can receive 
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a number of concrete instantiations, including the worst pathological forms 
of social injustice known in real contemporary societies. To see how this is 
possible, one must remember the positive content of Hegel’s solution as it is 
reconstructed by Honneth: according to him, Hegel defi nes justice in mod-
ern society as the guarantee given to all subjects in equal measure of their 
participation in social interactions that will make their individual self-reali-
sation possible. Indeterminacy means at fi rst a type of action that is norma-
tively indeterminate, but since the specifi c normative determinacy in question 
includes a commitment to the self-realisation of all, indeterminacy therefore 
amounts to a breach of a radical egalitarian commitment to the fl ourishing of 
all, a commitment that concerns in particular the socially conditioned well-
being of subjects. In other words, on Honneth’s reading, Hegel’s idea is that 
the social pathologies that emerge as a result of limited and abstract defi ni-
tions of freedom are pathological not just in the sense that they leave the sub-
jects of action in indecision, but more deeply, in the sense that they cause 
injuries to their well-being which impact on society as a whole.

The anti-liberal implication of such a reading becomes quite clear if we put 
suffi cient emphasis on the specifi city of Hegel’s normative vision and ask 
what exactly is entailed in the opposite of “indeterminacy”, namely the social 
constitution of individual action that allows the individual to realise him- 
or herself. The emphasis is on the social constitution of the social agent. If 
one takes such a social-ontological stance seriously, then the notion of social 
pathology gains equal gravitas. If subjects depend entirely on the intersubjec-
tive interaction with others for their well-being, it is their entire subjective life 
that is at stake in social life. This, however, in very abstract terms, in the terms 
for example in which Honneth conducts his reconstructions, is precisely what 
inspires Marx himself in his critique of capitalism. On that account, Hegel and 
Marx share the same basic vision: namely, that there is an identity between 
freedom and reason, and that this unity comes to be incarnated in a society in 
which the universality of reason means the fl ourishing of each thanks to the 
quality of social relations. The anti-liberal point here is that liberal approaches 
to justice are typically guilty of the “indeterminism”, dualism and abstrac-
tion, that are equally denounced by Hegel and by Marx. Self-determination 
is tied to the social conditions of self-realisation. A discussion that defi nes the 
normative principle only as procedure (Habermas), or a principle of justice 
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that is conceived as the procedure through which “basic goods” ought to be 
fairly distributed (Rawls),96 does not pitch the question of justice at the right 
level.97 It fails to show the essential link between justice and well-being, or 
conversely, between injustice and socially induced pathologies.

These refl ections highlight the normative force in Honneth’s interactionist 
stance, the political radicality hidden in the idea of “primary sociality”. This 
stance might appear naïve or truncated in view of the complexity of modern 
societies. It seems to ignore the normative and functional autonomy of insti-
tutions. It seems to lead to a reductive reading of Hegel. But by insisting as 
systematically as it does on the intersubjective dependency of socialised indi-
viduals, it is able to retrieve in terms acceptable to contemporary theory the 
most fundamental intuition defi ning the “Left-Hegelian” tradition, indeed, 
the basic intuition that constituted the moral element in Marx’s critique of 
capitalism: that social relations are the ultimate source of individual ill-being 
or well-being; that the “liberation” of the individual from his or her ailments, 
therefore, must encompass a “liberation of society”. Indeed, the implication 
that emerges implicitly from Honneth’s readings of Hegel is the justifi cation 
of radical social transformation. A social defi nition of justice leads directly to 
the idea that it is the social relations themselves that need to be challenged 
and transformed if justice is to be concretely realised. If moreover one sees 
the seeds of the new rationality of the free society to be already operating in 
modernity, as did Hegel and Marx, then the notion of social transformation 
becomes not only a possibility but a reality and indeed a necessity.

96 Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, pp. 30 and 46.
97 See a later reformulation of this central idea in a more recent critique of 

 Habermas, “A. Honneth, Diskursethik und implizites Gerechtigkeitskonzept”, in ed. 

W. Kuhlmann, Moralität und Sittlichkeit. Das Problem Hegels und die Diskursethik, Frank-

furt/Main, Suhrkamp, 1986, pp. 183-193.



Chapter Six

Mead’s Social Psychology

In their critical reviews of Honneth, most 
commentators note the trilogy: Hegel-Mead-
Winnicott as if there was nothing particularly 
surprising about this succession of references 
and about the choice of these authors in par-
ticular. Honneth’s reading of the Jena Hegel is 
generally dealt with in one or two sentences, 
and his interpretation simply accepted with-
out discussion, or the Hegelian reference is 
mostly mentioned without its implication 
being truly considered. Similarly, most com-
mentators mention Mead in one breath as if 
his social psychology was known to all, and 
as if Honneth’s use of Mead was obvious and 
uncontroversial.1 And the fact that Honneth 
bases his social theory on object-relations 
theory equally remains unquestioned.

We saw in the previous chapter that the 
return to Hegel, however unexpected it was 
from the point of view of Honneth’s trajec-
tory until 1992, and however astonishing it 
should seem given Honneth’s ambitious aim 

1 A notable exception is J. Rundell, in “Imaginary Turns in Critical Theory: Imag-

ining Subjects in Tension”, in D. Freundlieb, W. Hudson and J. Rundell eds., Critical 

Theory after Habermas. Encounters and Departures, Leiden, Brill, 2004, pp. 307-344.
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in the book (an alternative communicative theory of society), was in fact well 
justifi ed by the reading of the Jena Hegel that Honneth proposed. As it turns 
out, Mead is the pivotal reference in the book, and in Honneth’s social the-
ory at the time. The place of the Mead chapter in The Struggle for Recognition, 
at the exact centre of the book, is signifi cant. Pointing backwards towards 
Hegel, Mead is read by Honneth as propounding similar theses on society 
and socialised subjects, but through a methodology that is more acceptable by 
“post-metaphysical” scientifi c and philosophical standards. Because of this, 
Mead then can be used as the springboard for the “special” studies conducted 
later on in the book. What Mead’s pivotal position means for the reader is that 
one should always approach the writings of that period with Mead in mind, 
as the most important background reference. Often Honneth is taken to task 
by critics on the basis of misconstructions of his theses that would have been 
averted had they taken the Meadian reference more seriously. This is espe-
cially true with critics who target Honneth’s notion of identity, and his use of 
this notion of identity to underpin political philosophy.2

Honneth returns to Mead, ten years after the study written with Joas, from a 
new perspective. As before, Mead’s social psychology constitutes the pivotal 
reference, as it buttresses Honneth’s approach to the normativity of social life. 
But the perspective has shifted somewhat. In 1980 Mead provided the inter-
subjectivistic correction to Gehlen’s theory of action. Thus he helped to formu-
late a particularly strong version of a theory of the essentially social character 
of all human praxis. He was the main reference in support of “practical inter-
subjectivity”, of an intersubjectivity grounded in and realised in praxis and of 
a praxis to be conceptualised as “social action”. The focus was squarely on the 
social dependency of individual action, in a move that confi rmed Habermas’ 
intersubjectivistic shift, but which also emphasised a lot more than the latter 
the non-linguistic aspects of interaction, for example the social constitution of 
individual perception. Mead was used at the time as one of the most crucial 
references in an intersubjectivistic philosophical anthropology.

In 1992, Mead is no longer approached as an intersubjectivistic correction 
to contemporary philosophical anthropology, but rather as the naturalistic 

2 See chapter 11, section 3.
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correction to Hegel’s theory of subjectivity and social integration. Honneth 
rereads Mead to uncover in his work, and especially in his most famous text, 
the lecture notes gathered under the title “Mind, Self and Society”, the same 
key theses that Honneth argued could be retrieved from the Jena Hegel. These 
are the three fundamental premises underpinning Honneth’s social theory: 
1. the dependence of the subject on recognition processes for its sense of self 
in the normative sense, that is, for a basic sense of self-worth that is the neces-
sary condition of individual agency; 2. the three-fold aspect of that recogni-
tion, corresponding to a broadening of the normative claims expressed by 
subjects; 3. the central role of confl ict, the “struggle” aspect of recognition, 
which accounts both for this broadening of subjective claims, but also for the 
force driving moral progress in society.

Honneth’s second reading of Mead will demonstrate to what extent the Amer-
ican pragmatist himself had already developed a theory of recognition.

The opening of the Mead section in The Struggle for Recognition justifi es suc-
cinctly yet powerfully the return to the American pragmatist:

Nowhere is the idea that human subjects owe their identity to the experience 

of intersubjective recognition more thoroughly developed on the basis of 

naturalistic presuppositions than in the social psychology of George Her-

bert Mead. Even today, his writings contain the most suitable means for 

reconstructing the intersubjectivist intuitions of the young Hegel within a 

post-metaphysical framework.3

Whereas in 1980 the reading of Mead concentrated on the “central importance 
given in his theory to the intersubjective structure of action and refl exivity”, 
in 1992, it is the famous dialectic of the “Me” and “I” that becomes of cen-
tral interest, because it is in this dialectic that the three fundamental theses 
found in Hegel and providing the backbone of Honneth’s own social theory 

3 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 71. This echoes Habermas justifi cation of his 

own turn to Mead in the Theory of Communicative Action, which presents Mead’s social 

psychology as a “paradigm shift”, see Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 5. See also 

the renewed justifi cation in “Individuation through Socialisation”: “G.H. Mead was 

the fi rst to have thought through this intersubjective model of a socially produced 

ego”, p. 170.



242 • Chapter Six

are  presented and developed. The Mead section in The Struggle for Recognition 
is thus clearly organised in three moments: the “Me”; the “I”; and the three 
spheres of recognition arising from the dialectic of the “Me” and the “I”.

Mead’s radical intersubjectivism

In chapter 4, we recalled Mead’s famous notion of the symbolic gesture: 
the ability to evoke in myself the reaction that my behaviour will arouse in 
the other. This dialogical nature of symbolic gestures solves the problem 
of the coordination of action by accounting for the medium in which it can 
occur. But as we also recalled, human communication has a remarkable speci-
fi city: already in prelinguistic communication,4 but most especially in lin-
guistic exchange, the speaker can perceive simultaneously and with the same 
meaning the effect of his gestures (vocal or non-vocal) on the addressed. This 
feature of human communication helps to account not just for action coordi-
nation, but also for the emergence and indeed the very structure of human 
self-consciousness. As Honneth puts it succinctly,

in perceiving my own vocal gesture and reacting to myself as my counterpart 

does, I take on a decentered perspective, from which I can form an image of 

myself and thereby come to a consciousness of my identity.5

In animal conversation, the meaning of the gestures is available only for the 
external observer, not for the subjects in action. The dog fl eeing the other 
attacking dog does not represent itself to itself as fl eeing, in the precise sense 
of the word. It just runs away. Whatever dog “affects” might be involved, 
the objective meaning of the behaviour is accessible only to the third, observ-
ing party. In human conversation, however, that meaning can be inter-
nalised because of the above noted specifi city of human communication in 
which messages impact equally on the speaker and the addressee. With this 

4 In “Individuation through Socialisation”, Habermas once again propounds a “lin-

guistic” reading of Mead. For Mead, however, the tendency to take the attitude of the 

other is initiated well before the infant human being can start using language, and 

indeed involves a whole set of communicative gestures, many of which are not lin-

guistic, like smiling, kissing, waving, and so on.
5 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 74.
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 internalisation, the external objectivity of the meanings entailed in the “con-
versations of gestures” is refracted back into the subject in action, thereby 
structuring and fi lling up an internal space, in fact, creating an internal space 
in the proper sense, where previously there was only unformed psychic and 
organic “material”.6 In other words, the use of symbolic grammars (again 
not necessarily exclusively linguistic), gives me a view of myself from the 
perspective of the dialogue partner(s), even in his or her absence. And this, 
according to Mead, is the only way for me to gain a perspective from which 
I can see myself at all. There is no primary affi nity of the self to itself through 
which it would immediately capture itself, in its ownmost intimacy, to para-
phrase Heidegger. “The ‘I’ never can exist as an object in consciousness”. The 
“I” is “always out of sight of himself”.7 Only as an objectifi ed self, that is, 
by internalising the view that the outsiders have of me—a possibility that 
becomes irrepressible as soon as I start using symbolic communication—can I 
get to know myself as this self.

This account, as we saw again in Chapter 4, may be understood at the same 
time in phylogenetic and in ontogenetic terms. In terms of the evolution of the 
species, the emergence of human language meant that the “conversation of 
gestures” which coordinates organisms through the logic of stimulus-response 
feedback mechanisms could now be internalised: the human being learns how 
to pre-empt within herself the reaction of the other to her own action. This is 
an obvious evolutionary advantage, but more interestingly for our concerns 
here, it opens an inner space where the dialogue takes place, the space of inner 
consciousness. In ontogenetic terms, the child gradually learns to “adjust him-
self to the attitude of the others” by internalising their responses and invita-
tions, until language enables him to conduct a conversation in the absence 
of the signifi cant partners, fi rst externally, through imaginary conversations, 
and then gradually in ever more internalised fashion. The consciousness of 
the adult then is the end result of this process of  internalisation of dialogue 

6 See also, G.H. Mead,“What Social Object must Psychology Presuppose?”, in 

Selected Writings, Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1964, pp. 110-111.
7 G.H. Mead,“The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, in Selected Writings, 

p. 141.
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between the self and itself, between the self addressing itself between fi rst and 
third perspective.

The emphasis on ontogenesis in “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness” 
provides useful formulations that highlight the primacy of the social in Mead’s 
theory of the subject. Honneth quotes the following passage:

a ‘me’ is not an early formation, which is then projected and ejected into the 

bodies of other people to give them the breadth of human life. It is rather 

an importation from the fi eld of social objects into an amorphous, unorgan-

ised fi eld of what we call inner experience. Through the organisation of this 

object, the self, this material is itself organised and brought under the control 

of the individual in the form of so called self-consciousness.8

This vision of the psychic fi eld upon which socialisation processes operate will 
prove crucial later on when the relationship of the “Me” and the “I” is consid-
ered. However, before that, it is important to make sure that we have empha-
sised strongly enough the idea that the self, on Mead’s account, is entirely 
dependent on the social context for its emergence as a self. This means that 
the self in its innermost intimacy is structured through and through by pat-
terns that have been acquired outside. In a sense, there is no self prior to the 
internalisation of “social objects” (the self as viewed from the outside), only a 
mass of “unorganised” affective and instinctual material which is by far not 
suffi cient to form a true self. “Other selves in the environment logically ante-
date the consciousness of self which introspection analyses”.9

If we turn our attention to the types of “meta-subjective symbolic structures” 
and “dialogue partners” that are internalised to gradually form the self, we 
confi rm from another angle the radical intersubjectivistic nature of Mead’s 
social psychology. The general mechanism is the process of internalisation we 
have already well described:

8 Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, p. 140, The Struggle for Recogni-

tion, p. 121.
9 Mead, “What Social Objects must Psychology presuppose?”, p. 111.



 Mead’s Social Psychology • 245

the individual experiences himself as such, not directly, but only indirectly, 

from the particular standpoints of other individual members of the same 

social group (. . .). For he enters his own experience as a self or individual, 

not directly or immediately, not by becoming a subject to himself, but only 

in so far as he fi rst becomes an object to himself just as other individuals are 

objects to him or in his experience.10

The fi rst interaction partners are obviously the “signifi cant others” with whom 
the nascent self is in interaction through “gestures” that are to an important 
extent non-linguistic. The internalisation of external view points, the passage 
of conversation of self to self from the outside to the inside, which opens the 
space of inner consciousness, runs parallel with a generalisation of those view 
points. Gradually, the circle of others from whose perspective the self watches 
itself by evoking their reaction to his or her actions, widens; these others 
become less and less concrete, representing instead important social functions 
and roles, until the self is able to watch her own behaviour from the point of 
view of the “generalised other”. At the end of this process, “inner conscious-
ness is socially organised by the importation of the social organisation of the 
outer world”.11 Mead’s theory of self-consciousness is truly the most radical 
version of intersubjectivism, where intersubjectivity primes over subjectivity, 
both genetically and conceptually: “The self as that which can be an object to 
itself, is essentially a social structure, and it arises in social experiences.”12

This is without doubt the most important aspect of Honneth’s theory of recog-
nition as it is presented in The Struggle for Recognition. It is this thesis about the 
utter dependency of the subject on the other “social objects”, down to the very 
level of the subject’s own self-consciousness, which explains the most charac-
teristic feature of Honneth’s social theory, one that has irritated so many crit-
ics: namely, the direct link between the theory of the subject and the critical, 
normative theory of society, the intimate alliance of social psychology and 
social theory.

10 Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, p. 138.
11 Ibid., p. 141.
12 Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, p. 140.
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This link is not surprising from the perspective of Meadian socialisation the-
ory: given the subject’s total dependency on its social context, its vulnerability 
is structural and extreme. The consequences, as Honneth has drawn them 
out, must follow: the normativity of social life, the standard by which social 
life can be judged, is individual self-realisation, since the latter is, as it were, 
the direct inverse image of the social context; social pathologies can be read 
in individual ill-being; normative ethical and political philosophy needs to be 
married to critical sociology. All of the characteristic features of Honneth’s 
model presented in his most famous book stem from the radical intersubjec-
tivistic premise.

However, if, as is the basic tenet of pragmatism, philosophy is as fallible as 
the empirical sciences upon which it partly relies, then new insights into the 
formation of subjectivity and self-consciousness will have to be accepted, at 
the price of a revision of previous fundamental premises. This is what hap-
pened in Honneth’s thinking around 2000, in the shift that took him from this 
radical Meadian intersubjectivism to the acknowledgement, following recent 
research in infant development, of a primitive sense of selfhood, and the con-
sequent abandonment of the Meadian reference.13

The different types of “I”

Radical intersubjectivism, as we also recalled, has been the target of a sus-
tained attack from authors like Manfred Frank, Dieter Henrich and their dis-
ciples who refute Habermas’ narrative of a steady conceptual progress. For 
Habermas, progress can be traced from the misguided subjectivism of the 
idealists—despite their ground-breaking discovery (notably Fichte’s) of the 
circles of transcendental self-consciousness—to the paradigm-shifting revolu-
tion of the linguistic turn in the 20th century, which makes redundant the end-
less conundrums of transcendental idealism by recasting self-consciousness 
in a communicative structure in which reason is reinterpreted as the exchange 
of redeemable claims. The regular objection of the critics of intersubjectiv-
ism is that of circularity. To say that I know myself when I see myself from a 

13 See chapter 12.
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decentered perspective through which I can “gather a picture of myself and 
so can reach to a consciousness of my identity”, these authors argue, presup-
poses the very self that the “social construction” story is supposed to account 
for. Must I not have a previously given “familiarity with myself” for me to be 
able to identify that picture presented by the others as a picture of me?

However, Mead was too sophisticated a philosopher to fall in such basic cir-
cle. Indeed, his rejoinder to precisely this objection forms the most important 
part of the model of subjectivity which Honneth found so decisive for a re-
foundation of social theory. This rejoinder is basically Mead’s famous analysis 
of the distinction between the self as “Me” and the self as “I”.

Mead’s speculative remarks on the emergence of the self through the inter-
nalisation of “social objects” is only a theory of the self as “Me”, that is to 
say, a theory of self-consciousness in the sense of the refl ective capacity of the 
subject to consider and explore itself. The key question in this construction 
is: how is the subject able to gain a perspective upon itself so that it becomes 
an object to itself. Consequently, that part of Mead’s social psychology is not, 
to be precise, a theory about personal identity, about the sense of self as self. 
Mead perfectly accepts the notion that there is a primary sense of identity, the 
sense of owning one’s own thoughts and actions from an intimate perspective 
that can be had by and shared with no one else, the same type of “affi nity” 
with oneself, which the “anti-intersubjectivistic” critics, to coin an ugly term, 
object to Habermas and Honneth. This intimate self-presence is precisely 
what the “I” refers to for Mead, by contrast with the objectifi ed image of it 
in the epistemic self-relation of self-consciousness. We will see below why 
the dialectic of the “Me” and the “I” was crucial to Honneth and how it 
further explains why he relied so heavily on Mead for the construction of a 
critical theory of society. But fi rst we need to clarify how the “I” stands to the 
“Me”. Here, Habermas’ 1988 study, “Individuation through Socialisation”, 
is crucial as it makes important distinctions about the different types of self-
relation.

The fi rst, crucial distinction is that of epistemic versus practical self-relation. 
The former is the type of self-consciousness that has been discussed so far, that 
is, the refl ective relation of the self of itself. The latter, more than a relation, 
is a “rapport”, as Tugendhat says, a “Verhältnis” and not a “Beziehung”, that 
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the subject has to itself in action, for example in controlling its behaviour and 
summoning itself for action.14 Once this distinction is in place, three different 
meanings of the “I”, in opposition to the “Me”, can then be distinguished.

The fi rst “I” is the “I” that is immanent in the epistemic self-relation, the “I” 
that is involved in the knowing of the self by itself. Mead describes it as the 
sense of self that was always already present and presupposed in the self 
knowing itself, a self however that can be epistemically reached only in the 
shape of a “Me”:

It is in memory that the ‘I’ is constantly in experience. (. . .) the ‘I’ in memory 

is there as the spokesman of the self of the second, or minute, or day ago. As 

given, it is a ‘me’, but it is a ‘me’ that was the ‘I’ at the earlier time. If you ask, 

then, where directly in your own experience the ‘I’ comes in, the answer is 

that it comes in as a historical fi gure. It is what you were a second ago that 

is the ‘I’ of the ‘me’.15

The “I”, that sense of ownness in one’s own thoughts and actions, is thus only 
ever the “I of the Me”, present at all points of the subject’s subjective life, of 
course, but reached only in mediated fashion, via the objectifi ed version of it 
through the “Me”, that is, as an internal “social object”.

To further explore this fi rst sense of “I”, Mead, in the same page, describes 
the “I” as the “reaction” of the self to the socially constructed “Me”.16 This 
could make it sound as though the socially constructed “Me” was primary, 
and the “I” would then only be a derivative phenomenon and thus an illusion 
of true subjectivity, a false spontaneity. The opposite is the case: it is just that 
the spontaneity of the “I” can never catch itself. The “I” does think and act 
spontaneously, but is traceable only retroactively, as a “historical fi gure”. To 
put it in terms of a temporal image: the “I” is the true agency, for example the 
true power of projection and anticipation, the structure of futurity in the self, 
but it can be known as such only as a historical fi gure, through a retroactive 

14 Tugendhat, Self-consciousness and Self-determination.
15 Mead, Mind, Self, and Society, p. 174.
16 Ibid., p. 174.
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reconstruction.17 This explains why Mead writes in the same page that “we 
surprise ourselves by our actions”: when I refl ect on who the person is that 
did what I did, I catch myself as a “Me”, since my gaze is socially constructed, 
but as a ‘Me’ that was an “I” and was, at the present time of action, unpredict-
able for the Me.

The two other meanings of the “I” are only variations on this fundamental 
relationship between a spontaneous source of action and its reifi ed construc-
tion as a social object. To follow Habermas’ reading:

the epistemic self-relation had been made possible by a ‘me’ that fi xed in 

memory the spontaneously acting ‘I’ (. . .) The practical relation-to-self is 

made possible by a ‘me’ that places limits from the intersubjective perspec-

tive of a social ‘we’, on the impulsiveness and the creativity of a resistant and 

productive ‘I’. From this perspective, the ‘I’ appears on the one hand as the 

pressure of pre-social, natural drives, and on the other hand as the impulse 

of creative fantasy.18

To put it once more in the terms of a temporal image, the “I” is a source of 
instinctual energy presupposing and predating the socially constructed self, 
and so points to the immemorial past of the subject, but its unpredictable 
reactions to the internalised demands from society as crystallised in the ‘Me’ 
make it a source of creativity and true spontaneity, the origin of the subject’s 
capacity to project itself into the future. This “futural” or projective aspect of 
the self will be crucial for the critical-social aspect of Honneth’s rereading of 
Mead. Remembering what we saw above about ontogenesis, the relationship 
between the “Me” and the “I” therefore turns out to be quite complex, and 
organised according to a logic of reciprocal conditioning. It is not just a case 
of the “I” “responding” to the “Me”, and thereby enabling true action, but 
only on the basis of a “reaction” to the constraining demands of the social. In 
the adult subject, the “I” comes fi rst, as it were, inasmuch as it constitutes the 
actual source of spontaneity and thus, of responsibility. It is indeed accessed 

17 Indeed, Joas shows that this structure is generalised by Mead to account for his-

torical knowledge in general, beyond individual subjective history. See his Mead, pp. 

176-182; and Mead, “The Nature of the Past”, in Selected Writings, pp. 345-354.
18 Habermas, “Individuation through Socialisation”, p. 180.
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epistemically only as a historical fi gure, but precisely as the past original 
source of what is now a “Me”. Genetically, it is true, the self that comes fi rst, 
qua self, is the “Me”, since the “amorphous, unorganised fi eld of inner expe-
rience” needs to be organised through a coherent perspective which is not 
given in it but found outside, but this self depends on the “raw material”, so 
to speak, of this instinctual energy, which, in the adult subject constitutes the 
untameable element below the “Me” that can achieve true initiative.

The struggle between “I” and “Me”: social-theoretical 
consequences

Now we need to return to the dialectic of the “I” and the “Me” and focus more 
carefully on the “widening” mechanism of the circle of internalised others, 
which opens the space of inner consciousness. It is this mechanism and its 
implications, which harbour what Honneth found so signifi cant in Mead at 
the time of Struggle for Recognition, and which explains why he saw in Mead 
the central reference for an alternative theory of society.

The initiation of the internalisation process occurs through the transformation 
of the fi rst instinctual, quasi-automatic reactions of the child to its environ-
ment. At fi rst,

to the young child the frowns and smiles of those about him, the attitude of 

the body, the outstretched arms, are at fi rst simply stimulations that call out 

instinctive responses of his appropriate to these gestures.19

At this primitive level, the reaction of the child to the gestures of others around 
her is akin to the “conversation of gestures” that one observes in the animal 
realm. This means fi rst of all that the meanings that are exchanged in that con-
versation fall outside of the infant’s inner life. The reactions to the environment 
are quasi-automatic, tightly bound to instinctual preformed mechanisms. At 
this stage, there is no unity of the self, neither in the sense of self-identity 
nor in the sense of a unifi ed body schema, because the internalisation of the 
others’ perspective has not yet had time to occur. The decisive mechanism 
that transforms the child’s experience and initiates the internalisation process 

19 Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, p. 137.
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is made possible by affective memory. The mnemonic traces in the child of 
his own reactions to the others’ behaviour (what Mead calls “the imagery 
from past experience”) and the traces of their outcome (reactions confi rmed 
or disapproved, leading to a pleasurable or displeasing experience) allow the 
child, the next time a similar behaviour occurs around him, to predict his 
next course of action, to repeat or not his previous reaction. This mechanism, 
however, is exactly the same as the mechanism enabling the internalisation 
of the other’s perspective since it consists in the child arousing in herself the 
pre-empted reaction of the other to her own behaviour. As in Hegel, memory, 
as “Er-innerung”, is thus both a power of remembering, a re-collection, and a 
power of internalisation. “When (the) gestures in others bring back the images 
of his own responses and their results, the child has the material out of which 
he builds up the social objects that form the most important part of his envi-
ronment”, that is to say, internal images of those concrete others with whom 
she is in regular contact.20

These internal images play the essential function of shaping and directing the, 
at fi rst, amorphous fi eld of affective and instinctual “material”. The emergence 
of the self thus occurs through a loop of recurrent, confi rmed and confi rming 
affective experiences, between a nascent “inside” and the external confi rma-
tions and disapprovals stemming from the outside. The child could be said to 
test his own responses to external invitations by drawing on the fund of previ-
ous external responses to his previous demands and responses. In this loop, 
this constant criss-crossing between internal demand/response and external 
demand/response leads, in the best case, that is, when the external environ-
ment is consistent and suffi ciently sympathetic in its responses and demands, 
to a fortifi cation and extension of the “fund” of past experience. Crucially, this 
fund is “internal”, as it corresponds to an internalisation of past interactions. 
Crucially, also, this internalisation is more specifi cally an internalisation of 
others’ responses, of their “perspectives” on the nascent self’s own actions.

Explaining the integration of external perspectives as a self-feeding loop 
drawing on interactions between the nascent self and its social environment 
is what allows Mead to account also for the “widening” and abstracting of 

20 Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness”, p. 137.
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the partners of interaction. This is where Mead’s famous conceptual distinc-
tion between play and game takes place. In play, the child relates to concrete 
others and integrates a structure of behaviour that is idiosyncratically theirs. 
But once this integration has been established, it becomes a “pattern of behav-
iour”, and is then disconnected from the “power of concrete reference per-
sons”.21 It can be generalised as a norm of behaviour that the child can utilise 
in contexts outside the direct, intimate relation. This, according to Mead, is 
what happens in the development of imaginary companions: the children 
“organise in this way the responses which they call out in other persons and 
call out also in themselves”.22 The child playfully alternates her perspective 
between enacting the other person’s reaction to her own action, and enacting 
her own reaction to the imaginary person’s reaction to her (re-)actions, and so 
on. The systematic aspect of this swapping mechanism demonstrates that the 
child is in fact engaged in the practice of a skill: exercising one’s capacity to 
take the perspective of the other. And since the self is nothing but the subject’s 
idiosyncratic response to the internalised patterns of behaviour of the exter-
nal others, the exercising of this skill is nothing but the strengthening of the 
self. When roles and not just concrete attitudes are tested out, the exercise in 
role-swapping concerns not just the simple fact of taking on a different per-
spective, but of trying different and specifi c types or patterns of behaviour. In 
this case, the testing and training exercise the child’s ability to put herself in 
specifi c social positions and view herself from that position: one moment the 
child enacts the expected reaction from the external group to her actions; the 
next moment, she enacts her own reactions to those external reactions. She 
“calls out in herself the sort of responses the (stimuli) call out in others”. She is 
alternatively the stimuli and the responses to the stimuli, all at once in herself, 
thus building and strengthening her self.

When the skill to immediately “call out in oneself the sort of response that 
stimuli call out in others” has been developed to a high level of profi ciency, 
several perspectives at once or in very short succession, can be taken by the 
subject, and those perspectives are no longer attached to concrete others but 

21 See the masterful reconstruction by Habermas in Theory of Communicative Action 

II, pp. 34-35.
22 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 150.
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simply to patterns of behaviour. When this happens, the child is able to move 
from play to game. In that latter case,

the child must have the attitude of all the others involved in that game. The 

attitudes of the other players which the participant assumes organise into 

a sort of unit, and it is that organisation which controls the response of the 

individual.23

To illustrate this point, Mead uses the American philosophers’ favourite 
example: the player in a base-ball team. The individual player’s response 
relies on her adapting her behaviour to the positions of all the other players 
in the fi eld, not just factually (where to throw at this precise moment in the 
game), but normatively (where is one allowed to throw in general). The indi-
vidual response is possible only on the basis of having integrated the posi-
tions of all the others, not just as a collection of discrete, individual others, 
but as a “sort of unit”, as a coherent, organic whole, with its own purpose 
and organisation, such that it is important to consider not just the factual and 
normative positions of all the other players, but also the team’s strategic and 
tactical requirements.

As Honneth shows in his own reconstruction of Mead, this constant process 
of widening of the perspectives internalised by the self as well as their increas-
ing abstraction, well illustrated in the passage from play to game, provides 
the general model for thinking the relationship between the individual self 
and social life as a whole. The crucial term enabling this fi nal slide to “the 
generalised other” lies in expressions like “all the others”, or “a sort of unit”, 
as in the previous quote. Such expressions justify the analogy between the 
role-playing involved in social activity in general and playing in a team. The 
only difference between the two now, in contrast with the stronger qualitative 
difference between play and game, is only quantitative, a difference in the 
degree of abstraction:

The organised community or social group which gives to the individual his 

unity of self may be called ‘the generalised other’. The attitude of the gen-

eralised other is the attitude of the whole community. Thus, for example, in 

the case of such a social group as a baseball team, the team is the generalised 

23 Ibid., p. 154. Quoted by Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 77.
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other in so far as it enters—as an organised process or social activity—into 

the experience of any one of the individual members of it.24

It is essential to pay particular attention to Mead’s emphasis on the general-
ity of the “generalised other”, which obviously directed his choice of words. 
Mead stresses this point very explicitly:

If the given human individual is to develop a self in the fullest sense, it is not 

suffi cient for him merely to take the attitudes of other human individuals 

toward himself and toward one another within the human social process, 

and to bring that social process as a whole into his individual experience 

merely in these terms: he must also, in the same way that he takes the atti-

tudes of other individuals toward himself and toward one another, take 

their attitudes toward the various phases or aspects of the common social 

activity or set of social undertakings in which, as members of an organised 

society or social group, they are all engaged.25

In other words, the external viewpoint which, by being internalised, leads 
to the creation of a full self (as “Me”), is not just that of other individuals 
qua individuals, but that of society as a whole. To use a terminology already 
introduced in the previous chapters, Mead is here clearly saying that the self 
becomes a social object, not just as a product of interpersonal interactions, 
in the “horizontal” sense, but also in the “vertical” sense of an interaction 
between the individual and the social as a whole. And that social reality is to 
be taken not as a massive “fact” dominating the subject as its “substance”, 
but rather as an organised, complex whole, organised according to separate, 
“organised” “activities” and “undertakings”, notably through the division of 
labour. Mead therefore propounds a theory of the subject that sounds very 
close to Hegel’s, most probably in full awareness of this: the singular, in 
Hegel, is the dialectical unity of the particular and the universal.26 “Ethical 
life”, Sittlichkeit, is precisely that social, meta-subjective element, the social as 
a whole. Agents can develop their own identity and autonomy by integrat-

24 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 154.
25 Ibid., p. 155.
26 On Mead’s early Hegelianism, see Joas, G.H. Mead, pp. 58-61. Joas describes 

Mead’s early position as “secularised Hegelianism”.
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ing the different mediating mechanisms located in it, that is, by relating in 
relevant ways to the different types of institutions, fulfi lling different soci-
etal tasks. Those institutions of social life, as the Philosophy of Right already 
showed,27 are precisely the places where individual particularity is educated 
into universal singularity. The inter-personal is not suffi cient (but of course it 
is necessary), and the vertical interaction is also indispensable, because only 
through the adaptation to the generalised other can the individual be said to 
be fully socialised and socially integrated, basically, to take place in the gen-
eral division of social labour. Mead’s idea is very close to Durkheim’s vision, 
both in terms of his early emphasis on the socialising/individuating role of 
the division of labour in society, and because of the emphasis on the collective 
dimension of beliefs: for both authors, the individual reaches the full level of 
socialisation when he or she acts in accordance with the collective norms and 
values, the social life of the community as properly social, a life organised in 
specifi c types of “activities” and “undertakings”.

The central role played by the division of labour in this model makes it impos-
sible to argue that it assumes an unrealistic homogeneity and unicity of social 
life. In the quote above, the expression “organised society” shows precisely 
why such an objection would be inaccurate. The Hegelian image of society, in 
particular Hegel’s description of the complex, dialectical relationships between 
the system of corporations and the universality of the State render such objec-
tion pointless. Mead does not deny that social life is constituted of different 
realms, which develop their own normative frameworks. The “homogene-
ity” of society “as a whole” therefore designates the functional integration of 
these different sub-sectors within the unity of society. In that case, the indi-
vidual’s internalisation of “the generalised other”, which achieves his or her 
social integration, is always mediated, as in Hegel, by more particular values, 
norms, and forms of habitus, that are specifi c to the social sphere in which the 
individual is positioned:

only in so far as he takes the attitudes of the organised social group to which 

he belongs towards the organised, co-operative social activity (. . .) in which 

that group as such is engaged, does he develop a complete self.28

27 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, §§ 251-256.
28 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 155.
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And so the self is indeed an internalisation of the perspective of society “as 
a whole”, but that perspective is itself differentiated and articulated within 
itself, “organised”. The “homogeneity” of social life is not synonymous with 
total lack of distinction, on the contrary. Therefore the internalisation of this 
“organisation” within the self is mediated by the position of the self in it. This 
construct is to be compared with the idea found in the early Horkheimer of 
a class-specifi c experience of social life, of a social and cultural diffraction of 
the general division of labour (“cooperative activity” says Mead) through the 
specifi c social location of individuals within specifi c social groups.29

However, it remains true that conceptualising social life as one is also logically 
necessary.30 Without it, functional integration makes no sense: in is a whole 
that is internally differentiated and organised, otherwise differentiation and 
organisation make no sense. Indeed, there are times when the individual 
relates to society as such a unifi ed whole. This is the case when fundamental 
ethical values are at stake, or simply when the individual makes use of the 
“universe of discourse”, that is to say, makes use of the symbolic resources 
that are shared by an entire community. And the latter relation, Mead never 
tires to remind us, is nothing but the condition for thinking in general: to 
evoke in oneself the meaning that is shared between all the speakers of one 
language. Again, similar distinctions at the social-ontological level are also at 
play in Hegel’s vision of social life. The fact that the individual relates to the 
whole of social life from the particularistic angle of his or her participation in 
a specifi c social-economic sphere, that the individual therefore looks at the life 
of the community through the diffraction introduced by his position in one of 
its sub-groups, is not incompatible with the fact that he can also, as citizens, as 
“bürger” and no longer as “bourgeois”,31 relate to the universal as universal.32 

29 See chapter 2, “Social action as cultural action”.
30 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, § 299, Remark, p. 338.
31 Philosophy of Right, § 190, Remark, pp. 228-229.
32 On Hegel’s key distinction between the individual as social-economic “bour-

geois” (Hegel uses the French term) versus a more “universal” dimension of the same 

individual as “citizen” (Bürger), see Philosophy of Right, § 190, Remark, p. 228.
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And in Hegel already, the latter moment turns out to be the condition of pos-
sibility of the former.33

Mead’s theory of institutions

And so we encounter the question of institutions again. Again, the question 
needs to be asked: Is it suffi cient to equate communicative freedom, inter-
subjectivity and “the social conditions of individual autonomy”, as Honneth 
does? Just as Habermas offers a reconstruction of Mead that stresses the link 
between role-taking and linguistic communication, Honneth’s reconstruc-
tion stresses the intersubjective moment, the moment, as Mead said, when 
the subject “takes the attitudes of other human individuals toward himself 
and toward one another within the human social process”. As in Hegel’s case, 
this, then, allows for a strong intervention in social theory, as the structure of 
society can then be shown to impact directly on subjects’ welfare. This basi-
cally recaptures in new terms and in a new theoretical framework, the basic 
“Left-Hegelian” intuition: that the freedom and fulfi lment of the human being, 
since it is a social being, depends squarely on the quality of social  relations.

Just as in Hegel’s case, however, it is important to note that Mead’s literal 
defi nition of the institution contains more than is retained in Honneth’s recon-
struction of it. Mead defi nes an institution as a specifi c behaviour pattern, as 
a specifi c generality, as it were, a generality that all individuals involved in 
that society internalise and react to when they are in a situation in which this 
institution is at stake:

An institution is nothing other but an organisation of attitudes which we all 

carry in us, the organised attitudes of the others that control and determine 

conduct.34

There is at fi rst nothing normative in the strong, moral sense of the term, in 
this defi nition of the institution. It simply is the name of those “generalised” 
patterns of behaviour that make the coordination of individual actions, and 

33 On this point, see in particular Jean-François Kervégan, Hegel, Carl Schmitt. La 

Politique entre Spéculation et Positivité, Part II.
34 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 211.
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the emergence of selves, possible. Without institutions, no society, and with-
out society, no selves. In reading those same pages, Honneth characterises 
the social rules which the individual internalises as “normative” because they 
relate to established “norms of action”, but this is normative only in the sense 
of a convention that has been instituted, not in the stronger, moral sense. For 
example, when Mead directly addresses the question of institutions, he makes 
the point that

Oppressive, stereotyped and ultra-conservative social institutions (. . .) are 

undesirable but not necessary outcomes of the general social process of 

experience and behaviour.35

This clearly shows that the normative question, in the strong sense of the term, 
is only secondary to the functional ones, that is, the integration of society and 
the constitution of socialised selves.

Honneth’s theory of the institution, by contrast, is normative in the stronger 
sense, in that it seeks to discriminate between freedom-enhancing institutions 
and mere “social conditions” (as he puts it in Suffering from Indeterminacy). 
Honneth rejects, as we saw, the last (and by far largest) part of Hegel’s social 
and political philosophy on the ground that it confuses the issue of the institu-
tional conditions of autonomy with the critique of institutions. We understand 
why this is a concern from Honneth’s perspective: the revolutionary insight 
into the intersubjective nature of the social bond and thus into the underly-
ing normativity of social orders is weakened and becomes of restricted value 
when it is too swiftly concretised into existing institutions. The social-theo-
retical insight is forced to remain abstract to retain its value: society is now 
conceived as an organisation of specifi c and related forms of intersubjective 
interaction, but it is not for the social theorist to pass judgement on which con-
crete institutions at a given time are most adequate for realising these forms 
of interaction. All the theorist can do is differentiate between different types 
of recognition, which will be attached to different types of social interactions 
and so attached to institutions in this sense. This is what Honneth sees Hegel 
as doing in his separate analyses of the family, the market and the State. But 
one must keep the normative analysis at an abstract level and not confl ate 

35 Ibid., p. 262.
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it with the concrete critique of existing institutions.36 According to the very 
premises of the theory, these institutions are always open to be challenged 
and transformed anyway, but this is no longer the realm of the social theorist 
but of real social movements, not of the social theorist, as theorist.

This position has great theoretical and critical strength, particularly in regards 
to the critique of political liberalism and the implicit social-theoretical premises 
that it makes possible. However, one might well wonder if that position gives 
suffi cient and adequate theoretical acknowledgement of the institutions, at 
both the ontological and the normative levels. In particular, one of Emmanuel 
Renault’s decisive contributions to the theory of recognition has been to point 
to a crucial distinction that is highly signifi cant here: it is two different things 
to propound a normative theory of institutions and to study the normative 
impact of institutions. To acknowledge the specifi c impact of specifi c types of 
institutions on subjectivities, along the very lines of the Meadian argument, 
that is to say, by giving full weight to the notion of an internalisation of behav-
ioural patterns, does not amount to a weakening or muddling of the inter-
subjectivistic premise. Indeed it might be construed as a more realistic view, 
since it takes into consideration the specifi c effects of specifi c institutions. And 
so by contrast the question arises whether Honneth does not overlook some 
important normative aspects of institutions because he refuses to engage in 
a non-normative analysis of institutions. On that reading, Mead was more 
sensitive to this question than Honneth, precisely because of his functionalist 
interest in the institutional dimension of social life.

Be that as it may, Honneth then shows how close Mead’s theory of socialisa-
tion is to Hegel’s theory of Sittlichkeit. In Honneth’s mind, this means of course, 
a vision of society as an organised order of recognition. Unlike Habermas or 
Tugendhat, Honneth points to the fact that the internalisation of norms of 
behaviour is in fact synonymous with mutual recognition. He can refer easily 
to the passages where Mead himself employs the concept, with Hegel clearly 
in the background:

What appears in the immediate experience of one’s self in  taking that atti-

tude (of the other—JPD) is what we term the ‘me’. It is that self which is able 

36 For all this, see Honneth, Leiden an Unbestimmtheit, pp. 102-127.
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to maintain itself in the community, that is recognised in the community in 

so far as it recognises the others.37

Honneth interprets this passage in the following way:

with the appropriation of the social norms regulating the cooperative nexus 

of the community, maturing individuals not only realise what obligations 

they have vis-à-vis members of society; they also become aware of the rights 

that are accorded to them in such a way that they can legitimately count on 

certain demands of theirs being respected.38

Here again, Honneth’s reading seems to be slightly tangential to Mead’s text, 
emphasising perhaps more so than does Mead, one aspect or implication of 
the key thesis. It is true that Mead sees in the great scope and abstraction that 
characterise the circle of internalised social fi gures in the modern individual, 
a defi nitive normative progress. He writes for example that

one of the greatest advances in the development arises when the reaction 

of the community on the individual takes on what we call an institutional 

form. What we mean by that is that the whole community acts towards the 

individual under certain circumstances in an identical way.39

But what Mead seems to want to highlight most centrally in the idea that the 
internalisation of the generalised other can be expressed in forms of recogni-
tion, is that the individual comes to be fully socialised only when he or she has 
internalised the perspective of all others. Again, the perspective here seems to 
be primarily functional rather than normative in the strong sense. The ques-
tion here, unlike in Hegel, is not the recognition of the other’s freedom, or 
his normative value, but simply the internalisation of the social values, an 
adaptation to behavioural patterns. One could say that Mead lets the concept 
of recognition undergo a behaviouristic transformation. Honneth is certainly 
right in pointing out that one implication of the idea of an internalisation of 

37 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 196. See this other quote, a few pages earlier: “we 

cannot realise ourselves except in so far as we can recognise the other in his relation-

ship to us. It is as he takes the attitude of the other that the individual is able to realise 

himself as a self”, p. 194.
38 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 79.
39 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 167.
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the “universal” generalised other entails the fundamental idea of equality. 
But we might ask if this is really what Mead has centrally in view, and indeed 
if this is precisely what he understands by “recognition”. In other words, is 
it really the idea of a “mutuality” of recognition that is at the centre of his 
interest in passages as the one just quoted? Is he not rather discussing the 
recognition of the “We” by the “I” and the “I” by the “We”, where recogni-
tion is closer to acknowledgement in the epistemic sense than mutual recog-
nition of the other’s moral value? In that case, is the “social” bond thereby 
established truly “intersubjective”? One could argue that it is intersubjective 
only indirectly, by the fact that all individuals have the same type of relation 
to the “We”. Indeed, if all individuals have internalised the same norms of 
action (as behaviour patterns), then they all end up relating to each other, 
qua individuals, in similar ways. But that dimension of social life, subject-to-
subject interaction, is here only a by-product of a more primordial one, the 
interaction of the subject to the whole. The crucial image here is that of the 
Leibnizian monads only indirectly interrelated, through their common refl ec-
tion of the same overall reality.40 One would then have to distinguish between 
the social, the communicative and the intersubjective. They point to different 
dimensions of social life in Mead, and do not seem to be immediately inter-
changeable.

Mead’s theory of emancipation

As we saw at the outset, however, Mead’s theory of society is not limited to 
the conservative moment of the internalisation of conventions (this term is 
perhaps more appropriate than that of norms). It also points to the dynamic 
moment of moral progress that is harboured in the relation of the “Me” and 
the “I”. Honneth focuses on this dialectic in order to fi nd again the two central 
ideas that he extracted from the Jena Hegel, and which serve as the basis of his 
own model of normative social theory: the idea of a struggle for recognition, 
that is to say, of the irreducibility of confl ict over moral contents within social 

40 This dimension is explicitly highlighted by Mead himself. See the approving 

reference to Leibniz’s monadology in G.H. Mead, “The Objective Reality of Perspec-

tives”, in Selected Writings, p. 344, and Mind, Self and Society, p. 201.
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life, and of confl ict as the driver of moral progress; and the three-fold dimen-
sion of the recognition order underpinning society.

The struggle at the heart of both individual and social life is that between 
the “Me” and the “I”. As we saw, the “I” is that fund of affective, pre-social 
drives, which continuously reacts, “comments” on the social life as the latter 
is integrated into the self. As with the “I” of epistemic self-relation, the “I” 
of practical life is both antecedent to the social self, yet can be retraced only 
afterwards, as the affective, impulsive reaction to the conventional behaviour 
demanded of the self by social norms. This confl ictual relationship within the 
self, between its normalised and its impulsive sides, is the core mechanism of 
both individual and social progress. This is because the “I” can fulfi l its own 
impulsive demands only by attempting to widen beyond what exists factu-
ally, the circle of external social positions, which in return, make up its own 
self. In other words, the “I” attempts to create, or anticipate, the “Me” that it 
would have to be in order for its “I”-demands to be fulfi lled.

Mead has in mind situations in which a subject senses inner impulses to act 

in a way that is hampered by the rigid norms of society. What Mead views 

as specifi c to these cases is that they allow the individual involved actively 

to resolve his or her moral confl ict only by carrying out a particular form of 

idealisation: if one is to realise the demands of one’s ‘I’, one must be able to 

anticipate a community in which one is entitled to have those desires sat-

isfi ed. This becomes unavoidable because by questioning intersubjectively 

accepted norms one eliminates the internal conversation partner to whom 

one had previously been able to justify one’s action. Thus, what comes to 

take the place of the ‘generalised other’ of the existing community is that of 

a future society, in which one’s individual claims would, prospectively, be 

accepted.41

Unsurprisingly, Honneth interprets this dialectic in terms of recognition. But 
he cannot use the notion of “struggle for recognition” in this case, since the 
forces in presence here are not “two consciousnesses”, but either the same 
self divided in itself between social and internal pressures, or the self and its 
social environment. Only indirectly, by pointing out that every self is also rep-

41 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 83.
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resentative of a certain position within the functional organisation of society, 
could the notion of a dialectic between self and society lead to the idea of a 
struggle for recognition between social groups, yet Honneth does not take up 
that possibility.

This confl ictual mechanism is a source of individual development as a constant 
pressure to move beyond fi xed social roles and adapt them to one’s personal-
ity. In the motto “individuation through socialisation”, the emphasis is fi rst of 
all on individuation. The ‘I’ learns more and more about itself as it learns to 
deal in its own ways with the social pressures and constraints, which at fi rst 
had provided the guidelines allowing for its self to emerge at all. A dialectic 
of conformity and uniqueness is at play here, or to put it in Hegelian terms, 
a dialectic of universality and particularity as leading to a strong individu-
ality. And in both Mead and Hegel, the dialectic has a temporal dimension 
encapsulated in the idea that the interplay between the adaptation to external 
norms and conventions and the emergence of an autonomous, idiosyncratic 
self, is a process of education, of Bildung.42 Habermas very usefully helps us 
to see that this process of education of the self has two distinctive dimensions: 
one where the self learns to control its own behaviour from the perspective of 
societal expectations (self-determination); the other where it learns to develop 
its own existential, biographical uniqueness, its true individuality (self-reali-
sation). The progress that the dialectic of the ‘Me’ and the ‘I’ carries with it is 
therefore simultaneously moral and ethical, to maintain the Hegelian trope.

As Habermas and Honneth remark, Mead here is located in the great tradition 
of thought that saw the emergence of sociology: the attempt to come to terms 
with the two concurrent phenomena of increase in individualisation and the 
complexifi cation and differentiation of society. This leads to the obverse side 
of the dialectic: moral and ethical progress is also that of the social itself. Mead 
never tires of emphasising the fact that democratic and economic develop-
ment lead inevitably to an ever-increasing widening of the borders of societ-
ies, with the possibility of a “membership in human society” becoming an 
ever more “real” goal.43

42 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, p. 265.
43 Ibid., p. 270.
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The spheres of recognition in Mead

Finally, Honneth looks for the three spheres of recognition in Mead himself. 
The fi rst sphere, that of intimacy, which Hegel located in the family, is not 
really to be found in Mead. As we saw, his ontogenetic interest lets him focus 
on the process of socialisation as internalisation and gradual abstraction of the 
concrete behaviour patterns of attachment fi gures, not on the sense of being 
cared for and having one’s needs fulfi lled, as Hegel had described it. Once 
again, the emphasis is functional rather than normative.

By contrast, on Honneth’s reading, Mead brings essential new elements to the 
conceptualisation of the second sphere, the sphere of rights and of the recog-
nition of the individual’s moral autonomy and responsibility. The previous 
analysis has cast some doubts on Honneth’s interpretation of Mead’s theory 
of socialisation as a theory of “mutual recognition”. Be that as it may, it is 
undeniable though that Mead saw the relationship of the self to the “gener-
alised other” as leading to a universal recognition of individual rights. This 
is undeniable from the very logic at play in this dialectic: if to become a true 
subject is to internalise the general norms of a social body, to be integrated 
in it, the outcome of such socialisation processes is not just that one will be 
adapted, functionally, to the behaviours and expectations of others, that one 
will know what to do in given social situations. Another crucial outcome is 
that one will also know what to expect from the others, what one will be 
entitled to as a result of one’s socialisation. In other words, one will not only 
know one’s duties, but also one’s rights. Honneth describes this point as “not 
just a theoretical amendment, but a substantive deepening”, because it brings 
to light what is from now on the crux of his normative social philosophy, the 
idea of positive relationship to oneself:

At the individual level, the experience of being recognised as a legal person 

by the members of one’s community ensures that one can develop a posi-

tive attitude towards oneself. For in realising that they are obliged to respect 

one’s rights, they ascribe to one the quality of morally responsible agency.44

This identity between belonging to a community, being a self in that commu-
nity, and having rights, had another very important consequence for Honneth: 

44 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 80.
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it drew the attention to the absolute centrality of rights and the institution of 
the law for a normative understanding of both subjectivity and social life. A 
given social order can be characterised through the type of rights that it recog-
nises for individuals and the extent to which these rights are actually applied 
to groups and classes. And the law constitutes a crucial mediating factor for 
the positive relationship to oneself, which is constitutive of a subject’s per-
sonal identity.

Similarly, the confl ict between the “Me” and the “I”, the idealising and antici-
pating process whereby a subject rejects an existing state of social life and 
projects herself into a new stage where identity can be fully recognised, that 
process was also formulated in terms of an anticipation of new rights, as the 
reverse image of the unjust existing legal order. The ideal, anticipated com-
munity in which the “I” can fi nd its identity fulfi lled is an “enlarged commu-
nity of rights”.

Furthermore, Honneth recognises a third feature that becomes a central 
thought in his own social philosophy: the idea that the enlargement of legal 
recognition has two different aspects,

In the fi rst sense, the concept captures the process by which all members 

of a community experience a gain in personal autonomy in virtue of hav-

ing their rights expanded. The community is ‘enlarged’ in the internal sense 

that the measure of individual liberty in that society increases. In the sec-

ond sense, the same concept also stands for the process by which the rights 

existing within a given community are extended to an even-larger circle of 

persons.45

Honneth thus fi nds already in Mead essential features of his own political 
philosophy: the “universalisation of social norms” on the one hand, and the 
“expansion of individual freedom” on the other.

Finally, Mead’s social psychology did not clearly separate aspects of the 
self that would correspond exactly to the second and third sphere of recog-
nition. However, the end of the section entitled “The Realisation of the Self 
in the Social Situation” does distinguish between two different types of 

45 Ibid., pp. 85-86.
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“self-respect”.46 The fi rst is the one that an individual is granted by doing 
his or her duties as a member of society. “We do belong to the community 
and our self-respect depends on our recognition of ourselves as such self-
respecting individuals.”47 But this is not enough, says Mead. We also “want 
to recognise ourselves in our differences from other persons”. This repeats 
the difference between the universal recognition of the individual as a moral 
subject, a bearer of rights equal to all other individuals in the community, and 
the recognition of the individual in his or her uniqueness, as having special 
capacities and qualities. The problem that Honneth fi nds in Mead’s delinea-
tion of a different type of recognition, beyond the legal one, is that it remains 
too tied to the functional division of labour. Mead defi nes this third type of 
recognition simply as doing one’s duty better than others, and wanting to 
have one’s specifi c skill recognised as such. Mead thus attempts to distinguish 
the third from the second sphere from within the social division of labour. The 
recognition of one’s identity is the recognition of how well one performs one’s 
social duty. In criticism of Mead, Honneth highlights the fact that above and 
beyond the division of labour, the more general “ethical goals” (Zielsetzungen) 
are the determining normative force. These goals, as Honneth argues, are ulti-
mately the principles which defi ne the recognition of individual achievement. 
They determine what counts as achievement and what remains invisible, and 
the exact social value of each achievement on the social scale. The fundamen-
tal premise of Honneth’s vision of society comes across quite clearly here: that 
society is integrated around core values that over-determine societal subsys-
tems, including the division of labour. Mead’s reliance on the social division 
of labour for the third sphere of recognition is problematic because it fails to 
locate the place where the normative crux of the recognition of identity lies: 
in the “common value convictions”. Mead thus fails to see the most diffi cult 
and decisive problem of modern, “post-traditional” societies, that is to say 
of societies in which the individual is suffi ciently liberated from traditional 
forms of life to be able to defi ne its own path, its own biographical unique-
ness. This problem is:

46 Mead, Mind, Self and Society, pp. 200-208.
47 Ibid., p. 205.
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the issue of how to defi ne the ethical convictions found in a ‘generalised 

other’ in such a way that, on the one hand, they are substantive enough to 

allow any and every individual to become conscious of his or her particular 

contribution to the societal life-process, and yet, on the other hand, they are 

formal enough not to end up restricting the historically developed latitude 

for personal self-realisation.48

By reducing the problem to that of the social division of labour, Mead, accord-
ing to Honneth, failed to grasp the full extent of the problem, and proposed a 
reductive solution to it. This is another way of pointing to the functionalism 
of Mead’s solution.

However, despite the truncated aspect of Mead’s characterisation of the third 
sphere of recognition, it retains a great advantage over Hegel’s early concept 
of Sittlichkeit. The latter had propounded a theory of ethical life as synony-
mous with “solidarity”, which seemed to solve the conundrum of modern 
societies: how the individual could be both fully individuated whilst still par-
ticipating in a strong ethical life. But the problem is that, under the condi-
tion of post-traditional society, the notion of a substantive ethical life runs up 
against the necessity to preserve value pluralism. And with this, it becomes 
diffi cult to show how there could be any shared belief about the good life 
which would unite the individuated subjects. Mead’s reliance on the social 
division of labour allows one to see this problem and also the direction in 
which the solution can be found:

Without the addition of an orientation to shared goals and values—the sort 

of thing Mead was pursuing in an objectivistic manner with his idea of a 

functional division of labour—the concept of solidarity lacks the underpin-

ning of a motivating experiential nexus.49

The direction of Honneth’s own solution to the descriptive, normative and 
critical issues facing social theory emerges quite clearly as a result of this 
rereading of Mead. His solution is based on the idea that the ultimate integra-
tion mechanism of society occurs around “common goals and values”, but it 

48 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 90.
49 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 91.
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acknowledges the fact that these goals and values, and the model of a “good 
life” that they imply, can only be a highly formal type since they must also 
give the individual freedom in his or her existential choice. The concept of a 
“formal Sittlichkeit” is the answer to that conundrum. But the other aspect of 
Honneth’s own theory to also emerge clearly from the rereading of Hegel and 
Mead is that social integration around core values and goals is a constantly 
fl uctuating process where confl ict plays a major transformative role.

The defi ciencies noted by Honneth in both Hegel and Mead dictated the latter 
stages of his elaboration of a new model in social theory. Hegel had helped 
to distinguish between three spheres of recognition. Mead had helped to 
“naturalise” this model and make it viable for contemporary methodological 
concerns, but in Mead’ social psychology the three spheres are diluted, so to 
speak. The next stage in Honneth’s research therefore consisted in a detailed 
development of each of the three spheres, maintaining the key premises that 
had conducted the return to Hegel and Mead: intersubjectivism, pragmatism 
and the determining role of confl ict.



Part Three

The Theory of Recognition as 
New Critical Social Theory





Chapter Seven

The Three Spheres of Recognition

This chapter brings together the different 
elements introduced in the previous sec-
tions, to present the full image of Honneth’s 
mature model of critical social theory. In 
particular, the chapter concentrates on the 
three “spheres of recognition”. As the previ-
ous chapters dedicated to Hegel and Mead 
have already shown, the “spheres of recogni-
tion” designate the three fundamental types 
of normative interactions which, according 
to Honneth, are necessary for modern sub-
jects to develop their full autonomy. The two 
key premises underlying such a claim are of 
course: fi rst, a substantial account of auton-
omy that equates it with self-realisation; 
and secondly, the intersubjectivistic premise 
according to which subjects are structurally 
dependent on their fellow social beings for 
their self-realisation. Honneth fi nds in Hegel 
and Mead exactly three such types of norma-
tive conditions of subjective autonomy: one 
through which the subject’s affective life is 
secured (recognition through the intimate 
sphere); one through which the subject is able 
to see himself as equal to all, as full subject of 
rights (legal, universalistic recognition); and 
one through which the subject is able to see 
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her contribution to societal life validated (recognition of the individual’s “per-
formance”). Since the spheres of recognition designate the conditions of sub-
jective autonomy, they also provide, once they’re applied in the negative, the 
criteria of social critique: different forms of social injustice correspond to the 
different types of attacks made on the different possible claims of recognition. 
Social theory, the theory of justice and social critique thus come together in 
the concept of recognition.

The chapter seeks to show that a great part of the criticisms directed at the 
ethics of recognition are misdirected, when the exact methodological status of 
Honneth’s claims is considered. This chapter’s aim is thus simply to present 
the mature model of recognition. More critical distance is taken in the follow-
ing chapters, as they attempt to characterise the strengths and weaknesses of 
the model.

The notion of practical self-relation

The fi rst concept to focus on, because it is the most important one and also the 
one that has been the source of most misunderstandings, is that of “practical 

self-relation”. This is the concept that in a sense carries the whole structure of 
Honneth’s model of social theory. Practical self-relation designates the basic 
conditions of selfhood, which, by allowing for the emergence of a suffi ciently 
robust identity, enable the subject to engage in interaction with its environ-
ments. In Honneth, practical self-relation is thus tightly connected to, indeed 
almost overlaps with, the notion of “practical identity”.1

The core idea is that for a human agent to be an agent in the full sense of the 
term, notably in the normative sense, that is to say, an agent who can act freely 
and in full responsibility, a necessary condition is that the agent must have 
been able to develop a suffi ciently strong identity. In other words the origi-
nality of Honneth’s concept of freedom, the dimension that contrasts it from 
other theories of freedom, is that it relies squarely on a social-psychological 
stance. This basic idea is intuitively fathomable as soon as it is given a critical 

1 See the very fi rst sentence of Chapter 5 of The Struggle for Recognition, which refers 

to “the practical identity formation of human beings”.
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twist: one gives only an abstract, or truncated, notion of subjective freedom, 
with serious negative implications down the track (for example in terms of 
moral and political philosophy) if one abstracts from the conditions that make 
identity possible, the identity that is required for action to be possible at all. As 
a result of this focus on the conditions of praxis via the question of the identity 
of the agent, practical self-relation and practical identity are therefore also 
intimately connected with the notion of “personal integrity”.2 This approach 
to the questions of practical agency and freedom constitutes Honneth’s own 
appropriation of the argument, well explored and articulated by the German 
philosophers who defi ned the philosophical context in which the theory of 
recognition grew in the 1990s (Tugendhat, Habermas and Wildt), that it is 
abstract to defi ne self-determination in separation from self-realisation. As 
the recourse to Mead also showed, the question of freedom cannot be solved 
without considering the dimension of inner freedom in tandem with that of 
outer freedom: the merely negative defi nition of freedom as absence of exter-
nal obstacles to individual action is incomplete because a subject without a 
suffi ciently robust identity, even if granted formal rights and protections, will 
not be considered a truly autonomous agent, simply because they won’t be 
able to act in full freedom.3

Naturally, this primary notion of self-relation is complemented by the inter-
subjectivistic premise: basic features of selfhood can be achieved only through 
and thanks to “the experience of intersubjective recognition”.4 The conditions 
of freedom, especially of inner freedom, are to a large extent social conditions. 
It is this argument, which explains the structural link in Honneth between 
subject theory and social theory. This is without a doubt the most character-
istic feature of his thinking, and for his critics the weakest point in his model.

2 See N. Fraser & A. Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, A Political-Philosophi-

cal Exchange, trans. J. Golb, J. Ingram and C. Wilke, London, New York, Verso, 2003, 

p. 133, for the latter concept.
3 See Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 174 for the explicit distinction between 

conditions of “external and internal freedom”. The key reference here is clearly Charles 

Taylor’s famous critique of “negative freedom”.
4 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 92.
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Honneth summarises the entire argument succinctly as he introduces the 
phenomenological and empirical confi rmations of the three spheres of 
 recognition:

the reproduction of social life is governed by the imperative of mutual rec-

ognition, because one can develop a practical relation-to-self only when one 

has learned to view oneself, from the normative perspective of one’s part-

ners in interaction, as their social addressee.5

This summary is a good illustration of the way in which Honneth brings 
together functional and normative dimensions. The idea of recognition, fol-
lowing on from Mead, has fi rst of all a functional import: it explains the fi rst 
problem that social theory is concerned with, the problem of the coordination 
of individual actions. Mead’s solution is precisely that it is the psychologi-
cal mechanism by which human agents are able to see themselves from the 
perspective of the other, which explains also how “the reproduction of social 
life” is possible. It is this fundamental intuition that the basic ontological stuff 
of social life is in fact made up of recognitive interactions that explains why 
Honneth could defend such unfashionable propositions in contemporary 
social theory, as, for example, the analysis of redistributive struggles in terms 
of recognition. All social phenomena in Honneth need to be approached from 
a socio-psychological perspective because ultimately it is that perspective, as 
Mead demonstrated, which provides the proper explanation of social actions 
as coordination of individual actions.

The crux and central diffi culty in Honneth’s approach is that the functional 
is intimately linked to the normative. There is no problem in deriving the 
“ought” from the “is” for Honneth, because the mechanism explaining the 
possibility of social coordination is the same mechanism that accounts for 
the conditions of autonomy. The normative conclusion that Honneth draws 
from Mead’s theory of social integration is that, since the subject can achieve 
an identity only through relations of reciprocal recognition, those relations 
in turn have not only a functional import, but also a decisive normative one: 
they determine directly the capacity for a subject to achieve an identity, so 
that there can be a subject of action in the fi rst place. Because of the extremely 

5 Ibid.
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deep level at which social relations condition and determine subjective iden-
tity, the argument makes it impossible to distinguish more than analytically 
between the functional adaptation of the subject to social life, and the norma-
tive conditions of autonomous action. This explains why in the passage just 
quoted Honneth can conclude directly from the functionalist argument about 
the reproduction of social life to an “imperative”: it is because the very iden-
tity and integrity of socialised subjects depends on the structures that also 
explain their integration in social life.

The functionalist thesis of a radical social dependency of the subject leads to 
the normative thesis of an imperative built into social integration: namely, that 
the latter should not make the very formation of subjective identity truncated, 
unbalanced or indeed, in view of the historical cases of severe social patholo-
gies diagnosed by earlier critical theorists, impossible. This in fact is what is 
entailed in “self-realisation” for Honneth. Therefore, one forms an inaccurate 
image of his thought, if one understands “self-realisation”, in its common, 
more superfi cial, usage, as the full fl ourishing of an otherwise already estab-
lished self. Because Honneth follows Mead in thinking that the self is totally 
dependent on society for its formation, “self-realisation” means fi rst of all the 
formation of identity, the formation of a self. Of course, the common denota-
tion of the term self-realisation is also implied: the fulfi lment of subjective 
capacities and desires. But it is crucial to see that Honneth means more by 
that than just ethical potentiality: there can be no fl ourishing if there is no self 
to fl ourish. Self-realisation in Honneth refers fi rst of all to the ontological pos-
sibility of subjective identity before the ethical notion of the good life. In fact, 
the idea is not just that in order to be a full self, one needs to already be a self, 
something that requires minimally conducive social conditions of possibility; 
even more radically, it is the idea that, to a certain extent, one is not a real self 
if one is not a full self. In concrete terms, this means for example that even if 
rights are granted, it is abstract to speak of freedom in a world that makes the 
full development of subjectivity structurally impossible.6

6 This shows that criticisms that target Honneth’s “ethical turn” miss the radicality 

of his argument. The most violent attack on recognition theory from that perspective 

was conducted by Nikolas Kompridis in his “From Reason to Self-Realisation? Axel 

Honneth and the ‘Ethical Turn’ in Critical Theory”.
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To grasp the exact meaning and scope of Honneth’s approach, it is useful to 
refer to Emmanuel Renault’s reformulation of it.7 In order to fully capture the 
originality of Honneth’s theory of recognition in its grounding of normativ-
ity, Renault develops the following, negative argument: if an individual no 
longer considers hers- or himself to have any value in their actions, in other 
words, if they lack all “positive self-relations”, then there will be no point in 
acting for them. A norm of action therefore requires, as a quasi-transcendental 
condition of possibility, a more originary condition: that the subject of action 
itself already exists as being normatively signifi cant, and more precisely, as 
being normatively signifi cant to itself. This is precisely what the spheres of 
recognition discuss: those minimal conditions that enable a subject to develop 
a minimal sense of his or her own value; a “self-value” that is the most basic 
requirement for any action with a minimal amount of autonomy. Before 
“self-realisation” in the common sense, recognition fi rst makes possible that 
minimal “ontological” realisation of a self that is required for any action to 
make any sense to the self itself. At the deepest level, the normative demands 
for recognition are therefore not secondary demands stemming from pre-
constituted selves, but demands for the realisation of conditions without 
which there can be absolutely no autonomy because there would be no self 
to exercise autonomy. As Renault points out, in the theory of recognition 
demands for recognition are not to be taken at fi rst in a psychological sense. 
More primordially, they point to the conditions of possibility of normative 
practical life in general. This is a crucial point to make notably because so 
many critical readings of Honneth take recognition demands as mere expres-
sions of psychological needs, and fail to see the depth at which those demands 
are pitched.

All the remaining components of Honneth’s core model stem from this core 
intuition whereby self-determination and self-realisation are co-original, and 
the functional is tied directly to the normative.

First, the immediate consequence of the internalisation model of subjective 
self-relation, is that different types of recognition, entailing different types 
of internalised normative outlooks, produce different types of self-relation. 

7 See the powerful pages of L’Expérience de l’Injustice, pp. 121-124.
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Before being grounded in the historical process of societal differentiation, the 
three spheres of recognition have a kind of taxonomic, or abstract, conceptual 
justifi cation: they exhaust the ways in which a subject might be viewed nor-
matively from the outside, in terms of “worth”, and thereupon relate to her-
self: as a being with particular needs; as a being comparable to all the others; 
and as a being unique in her capacities and contributions.

Second, the normative dimension of “reciprocal recognition”, the fact that it 
is an “imperative”, entails a crucial dynamic moment. It points to the fact 
that there can always be “more of” reciprocal recognition. Since subjective 
formation and social integration are intimately interlinked, this means both 
an expansion of subjective identity features, and an expansion of recognition 
at the social level. The latter, as we know already from the readings of Hegel 
and Mead, means both an extension of rights for the individual, and an exten-
sion in the granting of rights to groups, classes and communities. Built into 
the notion of an “imperative” of reciprocal recognition, with its attendant 
dynamic of subjective and social expansion, is therefore also that of an imma-
nent moral progress.

Finally, both Hegel and Mead point to the fact that this normative expan-
sion results from “struggles for recognition” that aim to enforce the institu-
tional recognition of as yet unrecognised identity features of individuals and 
groups.

The problem of empirical verifi cation

The heart of Honneth’s proposal consists in an “actualisation” of the models 
of social integration and subjective formation inspired by Hegel and Mead 
through the recourse to contemporary “empirical sciences”. Honneth attempts 
to give some fl esh to the basic social-theoretical schemes identifi ed in Hegel 
and Mead by relating them to contemporary studies which seem to vindicate 
them and provide them with more detailed content. This is another area of his 
model that could be seen to present a particularly weak point. There might 
well be a suspicion of arbitrariness or circularity in Honneth’s methodology. 
A conceptual scheme, say the idea of primary, affective recognition, is said to 
be confi rmed by psychological object-relations theory, but the question arises 
in the fi rst place whether that particular psychological theory was not selected 
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amongst all the other possible precisely because it confi rms Hegel’s concept 
of love. A sceptical reader could argue that what needs to be proven guides 
the choice of evidence which then, unsurprisingly, reconfi rms the fi rst prem-
ise. With this possible suspicion of circularity, the accusation of arbitrariness 
becomes a real possibility: why those psychological, legal-historical, sociolog-
ical models, and not others? Before delving onto the specifi city of each of the 
three spheres, it seems important to examine briefl y the precise methodologi-
cal link between historical-conceptual reconstruction (Hegel and Mead), the 
systematic construction (practical self-relation; the three spheres; the struggle 
for recognition), and empirical confi rmation (object-relation psychology; his-
tory of rights; historical emergence of the achievement principle, and so on). 
What exactly does empirical research confi rm in chapter 5 of The Struggle for 

Recognition? What is the exact nature of such “confi rmation”?

Honneth’s justifi cation reads as follows:

The three-part division that both authors appear to make among forms of 

recognition requires a justifi cation that goes beyond what has been said thus 

far. The extent to which such a distinction actually fi ts anything in the struc-

ture of social relations is something that must be demonstrated by showing 

that this way of distinguishing phenomena can be brought into approximate 

agreement with the results of empirical research.8

This means in particular, focusing on the experiences of love, right and soli-
darity, “to make fruitful connections to the results of research in individual 
sciences”, in order to more specifi cally test two specifi c points: the differenti-
ated types of self-relations and the potential for moral development (in which, 
to recall, the origin of struggle is to be found):

whether the three patterns of relationships can in fact be distinguished in 

such a way that they form independent types with regard to the medium of 

recognition, the form of the relation-to-self made possible, and the potential 

for moral development.9

8 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 94.
9 Ibid., p. 95.
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What Honneth seeks in “empirical research” is thus centrally focused on the 
different types of practical self-relation, and their assumed intersubjective 
dependency. What needs to be empirically confi rmed and justifi ed, above 
all, is the claim that modern individuals are able to develop a practical iden-
tity, the condition of their practical autonomy, by being allowed to “relate to 
themselves” in three separate, fundamental ways, and that these fundamental 
modes of self-relation, being intersubjectively constituted, are both the source 
of vulnerability and irreducible tension, and thus the origin of both confl ict 
and progress.

In a later presentation of his model, in the discussion with Nancy Fraser, 
 Honneth approaches this question of the empirical validation of the three-
sphere model through a negative methodology: what are, he asks, “the nor-
mative perspectives” from which “the subjects themselves evaluate the social 
order”; what are the “identity claims” that subjects “expect from society”, and 
which, when they fail to be fulfi lled, are responsible for the experiences of 
“social injustice”?10 This negative way of relating to each other the conceptual 
reconstruction and the empirical verifi cation was in fact already implicitly at 
play in The Struggle for Recognition. In that book, the order of discovery is not 
refl ected in the order of presentation. From the beginning, as the previous 
chapters have shown in detail, Honneth’s enterprise is guided by a negativ-
istic methodology, grounded in a negative phenomenology: the central phe-
nomenon is that of the experience of injustice, because it is the experience that a 
critical theory of society defi ned by its link to practice must necessarily place 
at the foreground; and this then leads to the attempt to develop the appropri-
ate conceptual grammar to describe this experience. The later delineation of 
the different types of damage and destruction of self-relations in chapter 6 of 
the book, in fact represent the actual starting point of Honneth’s inquiries.11

10 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, pp. 130-134.
11 J. Allen insists very well on the importance of this negativistic methodology, by 

comparing it with Margalit’s similar strategy in The Decent Society, Cambridge, Mass, 

Harvard University Press, 1996, see J. Allen, “Decency and the Struggle for Recogni-

tion”, Social Theory and Practice, 24, 1998. See Honneth’s highly sympathetic reception 

of Margalit’s infl uential proposal, in “A Society Without Humiliation?” On Avishai 
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It is useful to approach Honneth sceptically from the perspective of the meth-
odological suspicions of arbitrariness and circularity (why precisely those 
fi elds of “empirical research” and not others?), or question-begging (the 
empirical research proves the very premise that had led to the focus on pre-
cisely that specifi c research in the fi rst place), as they help to highlight impor-
tant features of his methodology: namely, its specifi c forms of sociological 
positivism and historicism. I must stress immediately that these two terms are 
meant here in a positive sense, not in a critical one.

The basic empirical background is constituted by a certain narrative of moder-
nity: according to Honneth, there is a consensus amongst historians, sociolo-
gists and social theorists, about the nature of the shift to modern society. This 
shift is synonymous with an unlocking of the individual from traditional life-
worlds, which enables the individual to relate to herself or himself norma-
tively from separate perspectives that were previously not differentiated as 
clearly. The ethics of recognition therefore relies on a diagnosis of modernity 
as structural differentiation, which it interprets normatively as the differen-
tiation of forms of practical self-relation, in other words, as the emergence 
of different concepts of the person. Although Honneth does not particularly 
emphasise it and despite his initial uneasiness with the Philosophy of Right, 
this is in fact a strong echo of Hegel’s delineation of the different normative 
meanings of “being a person” as a result of the differentiation of the spheres 
of modern society.12

Against the background of this reading of modernity, we can focus fi rst of 
all on what is for Honneth simply a result of the social-scientifi c inquiries 
regarding the normative nature and origin of experiences of injustice. This 
indicates an undeniable (very Hegelian) faith in sociological inquiry, a form 
of sociological positivism in Honneth. Under “empirical research”, Honneth 
famously understands more specifi cally: contemporary revisions of psycho-
analysis, in relation to the fi rst sphere; and for the two other spheres, the 

Margalit´s Draft of a ‘Decent Society’, European Journal of Philosophy, 5(3), 1997, pp. 

306-324.
12 As is well known, in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel distinguishes between the per-

son (the bearer of rights), the subject (the moral subject), the bourgeois, the citizen and 

the historical individual.
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empirical data furnished by historical research: that is, research in historical 
sociology, the sociology of social movements and the classical tradition of 
social theory. From his very fi rst encounter with Barrington Moore’s and E.P. 
Thompson’s famous studies on the German and English working classes, 
Honneth will never renounce the idea that the moral core of social struggles 
has been empirically demonstrated. Historical, moral progress and the social-
scientifi c study of it have demonstrated, as an indisputable fact, that modern 
subjects expect specifi c forms of recognition as conditions of their own well-
being. In very simple terms, it is in fact historical studies themselves that have 
emphasised the normative core of all modern progressive social movements:

What gives rise to—indeed compels—such a categorical revision are the 

fi ndings that have been compiled concerning the moral sources of the expe-

rience of social discontent.13

The “categorical revision” refers to the shift towards a recognition paradigm 
in social theory. What historical studies have “all” proven as fact, according to 
Honneth, is that individuals caught up in the modern rupture have expressed 
new forms of social suffering, and made new types of demands, which all 
point to the moral feelings of misrecognition, or of denials of recognition, 
as their origin. Additionally, of course, on the basis of this interpretation of 
modernity as a process of normative differentiation, the “compiled results of 
research” also confi rm the content and structure of each of the three separately 
delineated spheres. But their fi rst lesson, so to speak, is the independent con-
fi rmation of the conceptual model. They all converge towards the establish-
ment of methodologically fallible but empirically confi rmed facts: the moral 
fabric of feelings of injustice and the moral core of social movements.

The image of the overall methodological approach used by Honneth that 
emerges from this interaction between conceptual analysis and empirical 
studies is therefore not so much that of principle and verifi cation, but rather 

13 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 133. More literally, the Ger-

man says: ‘zusammengetragene Forschungsergebnisse’, literally, the ‘compiled results of 

research’. The German expression puts the emphasis on the social philosopher’s active 

role in “compiling”, or “bringing together”, results from different disciplines concern-

ing the same phenomena.
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of isonomy. The reliance on different “empirical” disciplines leads to the dis-
covery of a convergence of the “results of research”, a convergence which con-
fi rms in turn the conceptual reconstruction operated within Hegel and Mead. 
Rather than a relation of conceptual hypothesis to empirical verifi cation, or 
of conceptual adduction from the empirical, the conceptual and the empirical 
mutually reinforce each other from their different perspectives.

In the end, the demonstration by isonomy in fact encompasses a lot more 
than just the conceptual reconstruction of the two “intersubjectivistic” philos-
ophers and historical and sociological disciplines. It becomes a general feature 
of Honneth’s overall project. The theory of modernity, contemporary psychol-
ogy, the history of subjective rights and the sociology of individual and group 
status all point to the same fundamental fact: namely, that modern subjects 
depend on different types of social recognition for the establishment of their 
identity and the possibility of autonomous agency. This general convergence 
corresponds with an even more abstract one, the philosophical paradigm-shift 
towards intersubjectivity, which inspired the return to Hegel and Mead as the 
two great founders of that paradigm. Honneth’s model is thus underpinned 
by a general, consistent isonomy, or, as in the case of classical sociology, by a 
general “convergence”: the general philosophical thesis of the intersubjectiv-
istic shift (that the subject is intersubjectively constituted) is confi rmed by the 
development of contemporary psychology, which itself undergoes an inter-
subjectivistic shift. This social dependency of the subject leads to the notion 
of a substantial link between social integration and subject formation. This 
in turn expresses the need to adopt a normative outlook in social theory, an 
outlook that is confi rmed by historical sociology and the sociology of social 
movements. In terms of the immanent history of the Frankfurt School, such 
a development towards the intersubjective and the normative reproduces the 
shift from the fi rst to the second generation, and demands a different, critical 
reappropriation of Marx, and ultimately, of Hegel, and so on.14

Such “positivistic” interpretation of conceptual and empirical studies which 
alleges a convergence of results, however, is also underpinned by a strong 
historicist tendency. It is essential to stress that it is the narrative of societal 

14 See my “Refl ective Critical Theory: a Systematic Reconstruction of Axel Honneth’s 

Social Philosophy”. 
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differentiation itself that, for Honneth, already contains, as a story of a norma-
tive differentiation, a subsequent delineation of separate spheres of normative 
demands, of which one can count precisely three. This aspect of Honneth’s 
thinking is linked to the central notion of “post-traditional society”. This des-
ignates therefore a second kind of extra-philosophical confi rmation of the 
“practical self-relation” philosophical approach, one that is different from the 
link with the special historical and psychological sciences. It is the fact of sys-
temic differentiation itself, interpreted normatively, which according to Hon-
neth leads to the three spheres of recognition and the thesis of a constitutive 
struggle for recognition.

It can be noted, for example that an important argument justifying Honneth’s 
substantive reliance on Mead is the premise that he shares with each of the 
founding fathers of social theory, Weber, Simmel and Durkheim: namely, 
that the separation of social spheres and the great social complexifi cation that 
ensues, provoke simultaneously an as yet unknown process of individua-
tion.15 And like many other social theorists, Honneth interprets this increase 
in individuality as a normative progress, to wit, as a progress in subjective 
autonomy. Honneth’s basic idea is in fact just the same as Hegel’s: that mod-
ern society makes possible a progress in “subjective freedom” which is linked 
substantially to the fact that different spheres of social life come to be differ-
entiated.

The key concept, as said, is that of “post-traditional society”. It is based 
on the idea that the differentiation of separate social spheres was triggered 
by the dismantling of metaphysical and religious narratives which provided 
transcendent foundations for the rigid societal frameworks of “traditional 
society”.16 Traditional and “post-traditional” societies can be contrasted by 
comparing the ways in which they defi ne the values and the personality types 

15 This reminder is signifi cant especially in the light of criticisms that question Hon-

neth’s historicism. Once again, Kompridis’ violent critique in “From Reason to Self-

realisation?” is the sharpest attack to date in this direction.
16 In Recognition or Redistribution?, Honneth names in particular the two forces of 

modern political ideas, the recognition of radical equality, in the ideological, and the 

context-bursting power of capitalism, in the material, as the two major forces behind 

the demise of traditional frameworks, see p. 140.
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corresponding to their societal aims. Traditional societies are said to have been 
“integrated” around rigid norms and values that corresponded to societal 
aims anchored in and justifi ed by religious and metaphysical belief systems.17 
These rigid cultural frameworks were expressed and translated in highly con-
straining normative behavioural models that specifi ed group-specifi c quali-
ties and capacities contributing towards these substantial social aims; typical 
behavioural models that were of course hierarchically ordered. In such tra-
ditional orders, recognition was already present to a limited extent, granted 
internally as a result of an individual belonging to a specifi c social group and 
fulfi lling his or her social roles. But recognition was certainly not a social force 
operating on the general social level, because much more powerful counter-
forces of social integration were effective. With the demise of religious and 
metaphysical references, the objectivity of hierarchical value systems was 
radically undermined. Since those ideological references underpinned and 
justifi ed social segregation and in particular the rigid scales of ethical frames 
of individual existence, their demise resulted in an epoch-changing, radically 
expanded, egalitarian meaning of recognition.

As a result of this historical shift, a fundamental structural transformation 
occurs: the social standing of individuals is no longer defi ned by their group-
belonging. On the one hand, social integration no longer occurs along the 
hierarchical scale of values and norms, but through value representations 
vying for their recognition as valid ways of achieving the general ethical 
aims. Since, however, these group-specifi c values are now fragmented and 
pluralised and the general ethical aims themselves are open for challenge—
the result of open-ended compromises between social forces—social integra-
tion is now structurally destabilised, and unremittingly open to confl ict. The 
destruction of vertical hierarchies underpinned by rigid value systems opens 
an era of indefi nite social questioning. Confl ict is structurally inscribed in the 
very heart of modern society because of its open mechanism of integration. 

17 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 123-127, and also “Postraditionale 

Gemeinschaften. Ein konzeptueller Vorschlag”, in Das Andere Der Gerechtigkeit, pp. 

328-338; and also Redistribution or Recognition?, pp. 139-140. The same line of argu-

ments runs right through to Honneth’s latest sociological writings on neo-capitalism, 

see chapter 12.
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This is a point that cannot be stressed enough: there is an historical grounding 

of the struggle for recognition. As a result, the critics who question the idea of 
struggle in The Struggle for Recognition need to explain how they themselves 
account for the core problem of social theory, namely the problematic charac-
ter of social integration once value-pluralism has emerged.

At the same time, since social status is no longer tied to group belonging, 
and with the pluralisation of ethical values, the process of full individuation 
receives a tremendous acceleration, notably through the competition between 
individuals and groups for the achievement of social esteem.18 As Honneth 
writes:

It is only from this point on that the subject entered the contested fi eld of 

social esteem as an entity individuated in terms of a particular life-history.19

Such social competition opens up two distinct dimensions of subjectivity vying 
for recognition. Firstly, since the modernity thesis Honneth adopts argues that 
normative hierarchies are no longer effective, any individual has (ideally) the 
right to assert its own normative status: this is the basis for the modern axiom 
of universal equality. But that basic equality according to which everyone is 
entitled to the recognition of their equal moral status is expected also for the 
recognition of a normative specifi city. In a twist impossible to disentangle, 
subjects therefore, for the fi rst time, appear as universal subjects of rights and 
at the same time as particular subjects that can be recognised for their unique 
qualities and performances. The spheres of recognition thus result directly 
from the conceptual reconstruction of the shift to “post-traditional society”. In 
other words, even if some empirical studies came to be discarded as a result of 
the progress in their specifi c scientifi c discipline, this would not affect directly 
the delineation of the spheres of recognition as they emerge initially from the 
interpretation of modernity. This interpretation can well be questioned, but 

18 See also Honneth’s critical review of Ulrich Beck in “Aspekte der Individualisier-

ung” in Desintegration, pp. 20-28, in which he articulates a similar view of modernity, 

from a social-theoretical perspective. The normative framework established in Hon-

neth’s most famous book is directly indebted to his studies in social theory.
19 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 125.
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it relies on premises that have been those of a great majority of historical and 
contemporary studies in social theory.

To catch a glimpse of the strong historicist justifi cation of the spheres of rec-
ognition, and to begin to direct our attention to each of these spheres specifi -
cally, it might be worth quoting the following summary that introduces the 
three spheres in the book written with Nancy Fraser:

The distinctively human dependence on intersubjective recognition is always 

shaped by the particular manner in which the mutual granting of recogni-

tion is institutionalised within a society. From a methodological point of 

view, this consideration has the consequence that subjective expectations 

of recognition cannot simply be derived from an anthropological theory of 

the person. To the contrary, it is the most highly differentiated recognition 

spheres that provide the key for retrospective speculation on the peculiarity 

of the intersubjective ‘nature’ of human beings. Accordingly, the practical 

self-relation of human beings—the capacity, made possible by recognition, 

to refl exively assure themselves of their own competences and rights—is not 

something given once and for all; like subjective recognition expectations, 

this ability expands with the number of spheres that are differentiated in the 

course of social development for socially recognising specifi c components of 

the personality.20

In this second presentation of the historical underpinning of the three spheres 
of recognition, pressed by the diffi cult objections raised in Zurn’s review,21 
Honneth clearly wants to dispel the impression given by some passages of 
The Struggle for Recognition, that his normative theory of ethics and politics 
emerges directly as a consequence of an anthropological theory, from a theory 
of “human nature”. Instead, he states here very clearly how any anthropo-
logical conclusion must be made as a retrospective conclusion drawn from 
historical developments.

20 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 138.
21 Zurn, “Anthropology and Normativity”.
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The fi rst sphere of recognition

The fi rst sphere of recognition is fi rst not only in a genetic, but also in a logi-
cal sense, since it relates to the establishment of the most basic conditions 
of subjective agency. This sphere accounts for the minimal affi rmative and 
practical acknowledgement of a subject’s needs that is structurally necessary 
to help the latter build a suffi cient degree of physical and psychic self-confi -
dence required to engage in social life. Basically, without experiencing a mini-
mal degree of care, especially in one’s formative years, one will not be able to 
develop the capacities required to exercise outer and inner freedom.

The fi rst aspect to stress about the fi rst sphere is the number of uncertain-
ties surrounding it, notably between its characterisations in The Struggle for 

Recognition (1992) and Redistribution or Recognition (2003). The Struggle for 

Recognition gave the impression that only the other two spheres are the his-
torical products of social and normative differentiation, that is, emerge with 
“post-conventional” and “post-traditional” ethics.22 However, the reference 
to Luhmann’s book on love shows that Honneth did not have a trans-histori-
cal, anthropological feature in mind, when discussing the normative structure 
of “love” relationships, but rather the specifi c type of affectivity that emerges 
with modern society, one that consists in “strong emotive relations between a 
limited number of persons”.23

In Redistribution or Recognition, the historical relativity of modern love is 
emphasised more strongly:

With the processes of institutionalisation—the marking off of childhood 

and the emergence of “bourgeois” love-marriage—a general awareness 

gradually arose of a separate kind of social relation, which, in contrast with 

other forms of interaction, is distinguished by the principles of affection and 

care.24

22 See Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 175.
23 Ibid., p. 153.
24 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 139.
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Later research has starkly questioned the conclusions of Philippe Ariès’ 
ground-breaking historical studies on the “emergence of childhood”.25 Hon-
neth’s point, however, is relatively independent of those issues in social his-
tory since it concerns the institutionalisation of the intimate sphere rather than 
issues about its precise historical genealogy.

The same point can be made about the conception of Romantic love. One could 
well argue that, despite the fact that affective interpersonal relations came 
to be fully disentangled, “differentiated” from other social considerations 
(economic for example) only with the rise of bourgeois society, the specifi c-
ity of the love-interaction, indeed the specifi city of its normative weight, was 
already established well before the “modern” shift. The history of literature, 
for example, would testify to that. But once again, the main point is the insti-
tutional one: when does the specifi city of the subject’s needs emerge as an 
“institution”, that is to say, as a separate reality within social life warranting 
specifi c claims from subjects?

The crucial aspect to discuss in this sphere is one that concerns the specifi c kind 
of “practical self-relation” that love and affective interactions make possible. 
With this second point, though, the historicised and institutionalist approach 
to affectivity is less clear. Indeed, it appears that, despite Zurn’s criticism and 
Honneth’s acknowledgement of the necessity to ground the normativity of 
recognition in a historical, rather than an anthropological argument, a sub-
stantial transhistorical element is preserved, even in the later texts:

In order to allow for the socialisation of progeny, the estate-based order 

of pre-modern society must already have rudimentarily developed the 

attitudes of care and love—without which children’s personalities cannot 

develop at all—as a separate form of recognition.26

The small remark that without care and love “children’s personalities can-
not develop at all” does seem here to be presented as being independent of 
the historical differentiation of institutional spheres that is characteristic of 
modernity. It seems to point to an anthropological feature of socialisation that 
is largely trans-historical and trans-cultural. Clearly, the claim of a substantial 

25 Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood. A Social History of Family Life, London, Vin-

tage, 1965. 
26 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 138.
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link between affective recognition and subjective identity relates directly to 
Mead’s model of identity formation according to which the child develops 
structures of selfhood from interaction with, at fi rst, concrete others.

Just as obviously, the link relates to Honneth’s reliance on object-relations 
theory. The general isonomy underpinning Honneth’s methodology concerns 
psychoanalysis more particularly, as object-relation theory achieves for him 
the same intersubjectivistic shift that he also sees at play in social theory, social 
philosophy and the philosophy of action. This is the fi rst way in which Hon-
neth justifi es his recourse to the psychological models of Daniel Winnicott and 
Jessica Benjamin. As a result, Freud is said to rely on a subject-object model 
of consciousness, for whom, therefore, “the interaction partners of the child 
matter only to the extent that they appear as objects of libidinal projections”, 
whereas the progress in psychological research, according to Honneth, has 
been to highlight the “independent signifi cance of emotional attachments”, 
in other words to shift from a subject-object to an intersubjectivistic model.27 
Once again, a strong positivistic element is at work here, as Honneth does not 
hesitate to argue that the development of contemporary psychology has pro-
duced an incontrovertible new paradigm, one whose truth is best captured by 
interactionist psychoanalysis. To anticipate the criticism that the concluding 
chapter will develop, one could note that there also exist “interactionist” read-
ings of Freud’s theory of the drive, which show the structural interrelation 
between bodily determination (the drive as biological) and the role of primary 
interactions.28 Indeed, even if the Oedipian logic is fuelled by somatic energy, 
it unfolds through strong attachments, projections and internalisations that 
resemble very much the internalisation process described by Mead.29 In this 
exegetical chapter though the focus should rest with the specifi c type of 

27 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 155. 
28 See in particular C. Dejours, Le Corps d’abord. Corps Biologique et Corps Erotique, 

Paris, Payot, 1986.
29 To extend the critical thread that guides this review of Honneth’s work, it is worth 

noting that Merleau-Ponty also propounded an “interactionist” reading of Freud 

which did not forego the concept of drive. See already in The Phenomenology of Percep-

tion, trans. C. Smith, London, Routledge, 2002, the chapter on the sexualised body, 

(I, 5), as well as Merleau-Ponty’s new readings of Freud in the 1950s, in Psychologie et 

Pédagogie de l’Enfant. Cours de Sorbonne 1949-1952, Paris, Verdier, 2001, pp. 330-340. 
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 practical self-relation and intersubjective struggle that object-relations theory 
allows Honneth to develop. As we will now see, it is here in fact that Hon-
neth sees the strongest justifi cation for a direct reliance of social theory on 
contemporary, interactionist psychoanalysis: the latter, he argues, provides 
an invaluable concept of recognition whose fruitfulness for social theory is 
immense.30

Famously, Winnicott begins with a primary “symbiotic” unity between mother 
and child, where neither of the two interaction partners has yet managed to 
separate themselves from the other and thus become individuated. This fi rst 
phase is crucial for the initial development of a unitary “body schema”, in 
other words, for the tentative fi rst features of a “practical identity”: as the child 
is as yet unable to differentiate between him/herself and the environment, it 
is the care provided by the mother, especially her protecting and nurturing 
“holding”, through which “infants can learn to coordinate their sensory and 
motor experiences around a single centre”.31 Mother and child exit this pri-
mary symbiosis by gradually asserting and realising their independence from 
the other. This process, however, is a painful one since it means equally the 
realisation of the other’s independence, when previously a dreamlike, plea-
surable fusion with her was experienced. Everything hangs on this “dialectic” 
of dependence and independence.

First, it gives a new, “intersubjectivistic” angle on the aggressive gestures of 
the infant once the unbroken continuity with the mother, which helped sus-
tain the sense of omnipotence, has been ruptured by her repeated absences 
and the feeling of a growing distance from her. These gestures are no lon-
ger interpreted as the negative expressions of frustrated drives, or indeed as 
manifestations of the death drive, but rather as practical attempts to test that 
distance as well as the mother’s capacity and willingness to bridge it; in clear 
terms, her continued loving despite her absences, but also the cruel separa-
tion from her. At the same time, these aggressive outbursts bring the infant 
to a new stage of development as for the fi rst time they attest to independent 
reality, and thus its own:

30 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 157.
31 Ibid., p. 99.
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in this sense, the child’s destructive, injurious acts do not represent the 

expression of an attempt to cope negatively with frustration, but rather com-

prise the constructive means by which the child can come to recognise the 

mother, unambivalently, as an ‘entity in its own right’.32

In other words, the struggle for recognition turns out to be a structural, 
quasi-anthropological moment of subjective formation. The work of Jessica 
Benjamin describes precisely the amazing overlaps between Hegel’s logic of 
struggle for recognition and the account of aggressive behaviour in object-
relations theory. As we shall see again in the last chapter, the implications of 
this “subject-theoretical” theory of struggle are immense in Honneth’s think-
ing, especially in the latest writings.

Honneth gives an idea of the absolute centrality of this moment for his think-
ing when he notes that

This new stage of interaction, which Winnicott labels ‘relative indepen-

dence’ encompasses all the decisive steps in the development of the child’s 

capacity to form attachments. (. . .) These analyses depict the emergence, in 

the relation between mother and child, of the ‘being oneself in another’ that 

represents the model for all more mature forms of love.33

It is not exaggerated to argue that, for Honneth, the primary relation of rec-
ognition, those affective bonds, which Hegel had so well characterised, espe-
cially in his Jena writings (to which the ‘being oneself in another’ expression 
refers), are constitutive features of subjectivity as a whole, beyond the “forms 
of love”.

A specifi c structure is entailed in the relationship between symbiosis and 
independence. In Winnicott’s model, whilst early symbiosis is indeed a neces-
sary fi rst step, it must be overcome for the subject to develop a strong enough 
sense of self. But the overcoming of symbiosis is not simply the realisation of 
independence, rather it is the realisation of independence within dependence, 
and so equally the continuation of dependence even after independence has 

32 Ibid., p. 101.
33 Ibid., p. 100.
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been established. This is what the famous concept of the “good enough” 
mother entails:

If the mother’s love is lasting and reliable, the child can simultaneously 

develop, under the umbrella of her intersubjective reliability, a sense of con-

fi dence in the social provision of the needs he or she has, and via the psycho-

logical path this opens up, a basic ‘capacity to be alone’ gradually develops 

in the child.34

Under this “capacity to be alone”, Honneth argues, we should understand pre-
cisely the development of subjective life and practical identity, the moment, 
that is, where the subject: “begins to discover, without anxiety, his or her ‘own 
personal life’”. We recognise the essential feature of autonomy described by 
Habermas in his rereading of Mead, namely the process whereby the subject 
gradually develops a full capacity for action as it gains access to and con-
trol over its own inner life by relying on internalised behavioural patterns. In 
other words, the internalisation of an image of the mother as a reliable exis-
tential pole of reference, combined with the simultaneous realisation of her 
actual independence leads to a specifi c form of self-relation, which is in fact 
the primordial condition for any subjective identity since it is the condition for 
the subject’s inner life in the fi rst place.

Honneth stresses without ambiguity, already in The Struggle for Recognition, 
the extraordinary importance of this moment for the development of sub-
jectivity. The last pages dedicated to the fi rst sphere already generalise the 
structural importance of affective recognition, shifting suddenly from its role 
in the fi rst sphere of intimate recognition to a much broader argument about 
subjectivity in social life in general.35 In Honneth’s recent writings, after 2000, 
affective recognition becomes the heart of the theory of recognition. In 1992, 
he simply notes that a general concept of affective recognition can be extracted 
from the specifi c relationship with the mother:

All love relationships are driven by the unconscious recollection of the origi-

nal experience of merging that characterised the fi rst months of life (. . .). The 

inner state of symbiotic oneness so radically shapes the experiential scheme 

34 Ibid., p. 104.
35 Ibid., pp. 106-107.
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of complete satisfaction that it keeps alive, behind the back of the subject, and 

throughout the subject’s life, the desire to be merged with another  person.

The fundamental point at stake is not just that subjects continually seek to 
repeat the experience of the lost oneness with another person. Rather, the more 
precise structure at play is the “tension” between dependence (desire for sym-
biosis) and independence (not just the independence of the other, but also the 
independence of the subject, that is, his or her autonomously developed inner 
life). The primordial structure of subjective autonomy, in Honneth’s view, is 
therefore a tension between ego-boundaries and ego-dissolution: there can 
be a new experience of ego-dissolution only because the boundaries of the 
self and the boundaries of the other were recognised in the fi rst place; but 
for those boundaries to be in place, the total care of another from whom one 
was not separated at fi rst was necessary. Both poles (dependence and inde-
pendence) are necessary, and both are in fact the condition of the other, and 
the tension and reciprocal dependence between the two poles constitute the 
fundamental structural preconditions of subjective life.

the process of merging obtains its very condition of possibility solely from 

the opposite experience of encountering the other as someone who is contin-

uously re-establishing his or her boundary. It is only because the assurance 

of care gives the person who is loved the strength to open up to himself or 

herself in a relaxed relation-to-self that he or she can become an independent 

subject with whom oneness can be experienced as a mutual dissolution of 

boundaries.36

Already in 1992 therefore a human subject for Honneth is a subject who 
is constantly seeking to “merge” with others, but on the basis of both the 
acknowledgement of their independence and his or her own pre-established 
independence. The concept encapsulating this vision of subjectivity is that of 
“broken symbiosis”: zerbrochene Symbiosis.

36 Ibid., p. 105.
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The second sphere of recognition

The second and third spheres of recognition, as was pointed out, emerge 
directly out of a conceptual-normative reconstruction of the “shift to moder-
nity” informed by the bulk of historiographical and sociological knowledge.

The second sphere contains the principle of the universal equality of all 
individuals. In view of the multiple possible applications of his three-fold 
model to ethical and political issues, this principle of universal equality is in 
Honneth’s eyes the most important achievement of modernity, the one that 
truly justifi es the equation of modernity with moral progress. Indeed, Hon-
neth interprets the majority of struggles for recognition in modern society as 
revolving around claims made in the name of that principle. As a result, the 
immediate meaning of recognition for Honneth is not so much recognition of 
one’s identity, as is too often assumed, but recognition of one’s equal status. 
In this emphasis on the centrality of equality, once again, Honneth follows 
in Hegel’s footsteps, but also of course sides with the majority of social and 
political philosophers. As we saw in chapter 3, this is a major point of overlap 
with Habermas’ discourse ethics and its extension into political theory.37

Indeed, Honneth agrees with Habermas not just on the centrality of individ-
ual rights for the normative foundation of modern societies, he also agrees 
substantially with the methodological approach to justify this. This could be 
called the Kantian moment in Honneth’s thinking. In characterising the con-
tent and methodological justifi cation of the principle of moral equality, Hon-
neth basically follows Habermas’ Kantian-like interpretation of the modern 
rule of law, as an order ideally conceived by a community of equal co-legisla-
tors. Indeed, this is already Honneth’s approach, as early as 1992, even before 
the publication of Between Facts and Norms:

The legal system can be understood as the expression of the universalis-

able interests of all members of society, so that, according to the demand 

internal to it, exceptions and privileges are no longer admissible. Since, in 

this connection, a willingness to adhere to legal norms can only be expected 

of partner of interaction if they have, in principle, been able to agree to the 

37 See the references to Between Facts and Norms in Redistribution or Recognition?, 

p. 145. 
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norms as free and equal beings, a new and highly demanding form of reci-

procity enters the relationship of recognition based on rights. In obeying the 

law, legal subjects recognise each other as persons capable of autonomously 

making reasonable decisions about moral norms.38

Like Habermas, Honneth approaches the problem of the normativity under-
lying the social order through the question of justifi cation. In fact, this is a 
dimension of his model that has so far not been suffi ciently emphasised. The 
question of the normativity underlying social life is to a large extent equiva-
lent to the question of justifi cation. For example, the struggle for recognition 
is basically a struggle about competing interpretations concerning an order 
of justifi cation: struggles break out when the dominated and the excluded no 
longer agree that an order of justifi cation is valid. This is the question at the 
heart of critical-theoretical concern: what are the fundamental principles by 
which a social order is justifi ed? Or more accurately, since Honneth prefers 
to approach normative questions negatively: what are the normative expecta-
tions that socialised individuals feel they are justifi ed in directing at society 
because they have not been fulfi lled? These questions are not quite Habermas’, 
but the premise behind the answer and the answer itself are very similar: the 
premise is universal equality as a conquest of modernity, and the answer is 
the articulation of a legal-social order that respects this equality.

At this point in his argument, Honneth underlines an important difference 
between Mead and Hegel, and implicitly highlights a problem in Mead, 
which he has not suffi ciently taken into account in his second reading of him. 
In Mead, as the previous chapter demonstrated, the core problem is the func-
tional question of social integration. The social self is the direct product of the 
integration of social norms. In other words, in Mead there is at fi rst, before 
the rebellious “I” intervenes, an absolute “authority” granted to “ethical tra-
ditions”, and because the problem is purely functional at fi rst, this authority 
requires no specifi c normative justifi cation. What holds socially holds sim-
ply on the basis of tradition. We could say in this respect that there is some-
thing like a Pascalian moment in Mead, which Honneth does not suffi ciently 

38 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 109-110. Honneth refers to Habermas’ 

earliest forays into the connections between legality, morality and politcs, in Zur 

Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus, 1976.
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acknowledge.39 Of course, the American pragmatist, like all the other authors 
in this tradition, also has the ideal community of autonomous subjects in view. 
The dialectic of the “I” and the “Me” quickly distends the exclusive boundar-
ies of the traditional community. But it is in Hegel, rather than Mead, that the 
law is a medium of social integration and at the same time, and precisely for 
that reason, a normatively justifi ed, because rational, social medium. To put it 
differently, in Mead equality is an indirect consequence of social integration, 
because it turns out that every subject undergoes the same socialisation pro-
cess, follows similar patterns of internalisation of the same generalised other. 
The logic is, as was argued earlier, a monadological one: socialised individu-
als refl ect the same order and as a consequence of this, but as a consequence 
only, can therefore be said to be in reciprocal relations, as equals. In Hegel by 
comparison, because of his reliance on Kant, it is a full embrace of the “uni-
versalistic foundational principle” which ties together recognition, law and 
rationality.40

Now that the Kantian core in Honneth’s analysis of the legal status of the 
modern subject has been highlighted, the content of the second sphere can 
be more precisely detailed. As just said, the core argument is the idea of a 
community of co-legislators united through their joint application of the nor-
mative medium of practical reason. The whole content and structure of this 
sphere derives from this universalistic approach.

First, the universalistic angle infl uences directly the characterisation of the 
capacity that is specifi cally recognised in this sphere:

If a legal order can be considered to be valid and, moreover, can count on the 

willingness of the individuals to follow laws only to the extent to which it 

can appeal, in principle, to the free approval of all the individuals it includes, 

then one must be able to suppose that these legal subjects have at least the 

capacity to make reasonable, autonomous decisions regarding moral ques-

tions. (. . .) In this sense, because its legitimacy is dependent on a rational 

agreement between individuals with equal rights, every community based 

39 A moment that Bourdieu highlights well in his own “political theory”, see his 

Pascalian Meditations, trans. R. Nice, Stanford University Press, 2000.
40 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 108-109.
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on modern law is founded on the assumption of the moral accountability of 

all its members.41

To recognise someone as a bearer of rights, according to Honneth, is thus 
to recognise her as being “able to make decisions in individual autonomy 
about moral questions”. This, as we have emphasised, is an interpretation of 
the moral capacity that operates in similar fashion as the recognition of legal 
capacity in Habermas, and which relies on fundamental Kantian and Hege-
lian considerations. In turn, it determines the type of “practical self-relation” 
that is established through this type of recognition. Given the internalisation 
model that Honneth favours, the subject to whom the faculty to make individ-
ual moral decisions is granted can see herself in that light, as a person capable 
of making her own decisions, and can therefore consider herself a full subject 
in the sense that she is entrusted with the capacity to act autonomously and 
in a responsible way. To speak metaphorically, the subject thus integrated 
can see herself not just as a full member of the community but as a full adult. 
Famously, Honneth calls this form of self-relation, “self-respect”. One impor-
tant feature in this way of interpreting modern law, however, this time in 
contrast to Habermas, is that legal recognition, just like the love relation, is 
not just owed to the individual as a matter of justice in the traditional sense 
of the term, but more deeply, as a condition of practical identity, in the sense 
of subjective integrity. The most fundamental normative dimension of legal 
recognition is not that it would be unjust to withdraw it because the subject is 
owed it, but that it would endanger the subject’s capacity to act and, indeed, 
would harm a fundamental condition allowing her or him to be, in the full 
sense of the term. The injustice in the case of legal injustice is fundamentally 
not “quantitative” (to receive what one is due), but “qualitative” (to receive 
what one needs in order to be a full subject):42

Just as in the case of children acquire, via the continuous experience of 

‘maternal’ care, the basic self-confi dence to assert their needs in an unforced 

manner, adult subjects acquire, via the experience of legal recognition, the 

41 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 114.
42 As we saw, Honneth in Suffering from Indeterminacy mentions this as one of the 

main points of contention between his and a Rawlsian approach. See also, Renault’s 

thorough critique of Rawls along similar lines, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, pp. 173-174.



298 • Chapter Seven

possibility of seeing their actions as the universally respected expression of 

their own autonomy. (. . .) Whereas love generates, in every human being, 

the psychological foundation for trusting one’s own sense of one’s needs 

and urges, law gives rise to the form of consciousness in which one is able to 

respect oneself because one deserves the respect of everyone else.43

The following passage brings together very well the different strands delin-
eated so far:

In the experience of legal recognition, one is able to view oneself as a person 

who shares with all other members of one’s community the qualities that 

make participation in discursive will-formation possible.44

Right, the inscription in law of the subject’s recognition, is therefore not just 
a political institution or a moral achievement, but a mediation that operates 
at the very heart of subjective identity. No better example could be given of 
an actualisation of Hegel’s idea that true singularity is always a mediation 
of particularity and universality, and that, as the incarnation of such a unity, 
right is the “existence (Dasein) of freedom”.45 But the crux of the normative, 
social-theoretical argument lies clearly within the theory of subjectivity. It 
is because equality in law is one of the essential moments, under the condi-
tions of modernity, in the formation of a functioning personal identity, that 
it becomes one of the key normative principles. The argument is intuitively 
much more convincing when it is put in the negative. The examples of numer-
ous social movements and the experiences of social inequality they grew from 
demonstrate that the lack of legal recognition, as recognition of fundamen-
tal, universal equality, deeply affect those who suffer from the lack of such 
recognition. Joel Feinberg’s argument in “The Nature and Value of Rights” 
provides a precise formulation of this link between the normative value of 
modern rights and practical identity and integrity: “respect for persons may 
simply be respect for their rights”, and “what is called ‘human dignity’ may 
simply be the recognisable capacity to assert claims”.46

43 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 118-119.
44 Ibid., p. 120.
45 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, § 30.
46 Ibid., pp. 119-120. See Joel Feinberg, Rights, Justice and the Bounds of Liberty. Essays 

in Social Philosophy, New York, Princeton University Press, 1980.
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Finally, this link between legal and moral theory and the theory of the subject 
has a decisive historical twist: the moral progress that is built into the logic 
of recognition takes a specifi c shape with the history of legal development 
and the constant expansion of the spheres of legal recognition. The key study 
used by Honneth to fl esh out this idea are the famous lectures by the Brit-
ish sociologist, Thomas Humphrey Marshall, “Citizenship and Social Class”. 
Marshall’s historical delineation of the widening of the sphere of rights offers 
Honneth a synthetic presentation of the development of modern law as the 
gradual expansion of subjective rights that is linked directly to the demise of 
rigid class organisation. The core idea in Marshall’s article is precisely the one 
that Honneth identifi ed with the help of Habermas: namely, that fundamental 
subjective rights are necessary conditions enabling subjects to belong fully 
to the political community as co-legislators.47 Marshall fl eshes out this point 
through an historical perspective by showing how the interpretation of the 
notion of full membership gradually thickened under the spur of struggles 
for legal recognition. The more the equality principle was applied widely and 
strengthened its normative hold on societies, the more the abstract nature of 
established types of rights appeared, thus calling new kinds of rights to be 
institutionally recognised. Once negative rights about freedom of thought 
and expression were granted, it became apparent that they were not suffi -
cient to ensure equal participation. The struggle for universal political rights 
then ensued. But they themselves were not suffi cient as it was shown time 
and again that the same rights could coexist with a social dejection that 
made political membership an illusion. A third wave of new rights was then 
appealed to, this time social rights needed to ensure the basic levels of social 
security and cultural education enabling the citizens to be full participants in 
collective life:

Each enrichment of the legal claims of individuals can be understood as a 

further step in fl eshing out the moral idea that all members of society must 

have been able to agree to the established legal order on the basis of rational 

insight, if they are to be expected to obey the law.48

47 Ibid., p. 116.
48 Ibid., p. 117.
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On this reading, social rights thus turned out to be as important as basic 
human and citizenship rights:

In being legally recognised, one is now respected with regard not only to 

the abstract capacity to orient oneself vis-à-vis moral norms, but also to the 

concrete human feature that one deserves the social standard of living neces-

sary for this.49

The signifi cance of such a strong defence of social rights is tremendous when 
it comes to the political-philosophical import of the theory of recognition. It 
is in the legal moment that the alternative that recognition theory offers to 
political liberalism is the most explicit and the most powerful.

The third sphere of recognition

To highlight the main elements relating to the “third sphere”, the same ques-
tions that were prominent for the fi rst two spheres can continue to provide 
the main guideline, namely: what kind of practical self-relation is at stake 
with the recognition of the social contribution, and how is it different from the 
other two; how is this new form of practical self-relation a direct product of 
the shift to post-traditional society; in what sense is “struggle” a constitutive 
part of this form of recognition?

The narrative of normative differentiation means amongst other things that 
two types of normative vantage points on the individual, which were pre-
viously welded together, can now be dissociated. In traditional society, the 
social status of individuals was to a large extent identifi able with their legal 
status, and the two were related to the social groups to which they belonged. 
Basically, an individual had as many rights as the group to which he or she 
belonged. The emergence of the principle of universal equality entails, as a 
counterpart, the separation of the principle of legal recognition from that of 
social valuation. The latter, having been dissociated from the rigid attach-
ment to group status, undergoes a radical, structural transformation. The 
social standing of individuals is no longer tied to their group belonging, but to 
their individual achievements. This is why, as was already mentioned before, 

49 Ibid.
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 Honneth claims that “it is only from this point that the subject entered the 
contested fi eld of social esteem as an entity individuated in terms of a particu-
lar life-history”.50

For the fi rst time, the subject is individuated in terms of the role he or she 
plays within the general scheme of social life. In principle the individual’s 
life-history is no longer rigidly determined by his or her social origin.51 This 
individuation, once again, is not just functional in character, but carries sig-
nifi cant normative force: the individual can now relate to her- or himself in 
a radically individualised way. Such individualised life-history, however, as 
can be seen immediately in the above narrative, owes this new dimension to 
its social magnitude: the normative worth of the chosen life-course depends 
on its realisation of societal goals. What is individualised, therefore, is not so 
much the individual’s life-history, but rather the way in which the individual 
fulfi ls social functions.

Another useful way of capturing the structural transformations underlying 
the normative order of modern societies is to focus, as Honneth does, on 
the vast literature dedicated to the transformations of the concept of social 
esteem, or the notion of honour. In traditional society, honour was bestowed 
upon individuals fulfi lling their duties and behaving in the ways that were 
associated with the group they belonged to. Legal and social recognition were 
united in the status that the group was granted. With the destruction of the 
society of orders, the legal standing of the subject becomes universalised, or 
“democratised”, in the form of universal legal recognition. This universali-
sation of legal recognition can henceforth take charge of a large part of the 
individual’s social standing. “Human dignity” becomes the modern transla-
tion of an important aspect of what was previously included in social hon-
our: precisely that part of the subject which was normatively signifi cant, and 
shared by a large number of other subjects. This time, the hierarchical ladder 
is fl attened and the community encompasses—ideally—all human beings.

However, the universalisation of the respect owed by society to the subject is 
not suffi cient to capture the full gamut of the notion’s normative signifi cance. 

50 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 125.
51 Ibid.
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Beside equal dignity, modern individuals also demand to have their specifi c, 
individual, contribution recognised. As said, this is a direct consequence of 
the demise of the old rigid, collectively applied value-systems. Social respect 
is radically individualised; it is now tied to the individual biography. But there 
are two ways to interpret this. This is because the notion of honour has not 
fully disappeared in modern society. Whilst honour was previously defi ned 
in relation to status-groups, it continues to operate, but this time in a strictly 
subjective and private sense. Honour now designates the normative worth 
of the singular subject inasmuch as it is tied to that individual’s idiosyncratic 
self-understanding; it becomes largely synonymous with subjective “integ-
rity”. This “privatised” notion of honour, however, is not what is understood 
by social valuation of the individual in his or her difference from the others 
(as opposed to universalistic valuation). The social valuation (Wertschätzung) 
that modern subjects demand as part of the respect that is due to them is what 
is left of individual value, between universal dignity and the privatised sense 
of personal honour. The exact sense of the individualisation of social respect is 
thus the notion that the individual is herself responsible, through her achieve-
ments and the realisation of her abilities, for her social standing.52 From this 
second perspective, the initial democratisation process is complemented by a 
parallel “meritocratisation” process. That second, meritocratic moment in the 
modern shift is what is captured in the notion of the “achievement principle”, 
the Leistungsprinzip:

‘prestige’ or ‘standing’ signifi es the degree of social recognition the individ-

ual earns for his or her form of self-realisation by contributing, to a certain 

extent, to the practical realisation of society’s abstractly defi ned goals.53

The fi rst important implication of this vision of modern society concerns the 
mode of social reproduction. Post-traditional society is defi ned as a society 
that has lost all substantial normative underpinning through which ultimate 
goals could be linked with a substantial hierarchy of values to which social 
stratas, with their corresponding dispositional models, would be attached. 
The ultimate social goals, and the value system that arises from them, are now 
“up for grabs”. They are fl eshed out through historically changing interpreta-

52 See the clear antithesis in Redistribution or Recognition?, pp. 140-141.
53 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 126.
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tions, in which ultimate societal goals are given content by the specifi cation 
of a system of values, which in turn leads to the specifi c valuation of differ-
ent forms of individual self-realisation. Put more simply, “qualities and abili-
ties” (Eigenschaften und Fähigkeiten) are now defi ned and valued on the basis 
of a normative order that is established through the transactions between the 
social groups. But precisely, this transaction is now itself constantly open for 
renegotiation. With the demise of metaphysical underpinnings, it is a struc-
turally necessary “cultural confl ict” that decides which normative “world 
view” triumphs:

the worth accorded to various forms of self-realisation and even the man-

ner in which the relevant qualities and abilities are defi ned fundamentally 

depend on the dominant interpretations of societal goals in each historical 

case. But since the content of such interpretations depends in turn on which 

social groups succeed in publicly interpreting their own accomplishments 

and forms of life in a way that shows them to be especially valuable, this sec-

ondary interpretive practice cannot be understood to be anything other than 

an ongoing cultural confl ict. In modern societies, relations of social esteem 

are subject to a permanent struggle, in which different groups attempt, by 

means of symbolic force and with reference to general goals, to raise the 

value of the abilities associated with their way of life.54

It is therefore true that, in a certain sense, The Struggle for Recognition defends 
a “culturalist” model of social integration. This “culturalism” however is 
quite different from what is usually understood by that term in contemporary 
debates on multiculturalism. In those debates, culture refers to highly distinc-
tive normative and symbolic conceptions that characterise specifi c, mainly 
ethnic, groups and thus separate them from others. Culture, then, is the pri-
mordial feature of subjectivity and social belonging, and the key question is: 
“how can society function given the heterogeneity of cultures?” We could say 
that in this perspective, culture and society are defi ned separately from each 
other and the problem is that of their reconciliation. Indeed, in that model, 
culture comes before society in that it is assumed that individuals are defi ned 
fi rstly by their cultural identity and engage in social transactions on the basis 

54 Ibid., pp. 126-127.
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of that pre-established identity, even if social interactions subsequently cause 
them to question and possibly transform that identity. Honneth’s approach 
to culture is exactly the opposite since he sees the link between society and 
culture as an internal one. Culture here also designates normative and sym-
bolic resources that substantially inform subjective identities, but none of the 
mechanisms all of this points to can be defi ned in separation from the social. 
Not only does culture become an essentially antagonistic notion as it is now 
defi ned as the expression of the struggle through which groups contest or 
justify positions of domination or privilege. More deeply, as a result of Hon-
neth’s transactional vision of culture, the latter can no longer be defi ned, in 
terms of its substantive features, as though it pre-existed its inscription in the 
social order. Culture becomes the way in which specifi c groups interpret basic 
societal goals that are shared by all groups, if only in antagonistic terms. In the 
multiculturalist understanding of culture, the basis of antagonism is cultural 
heterogeneity; antagonism is therefore contingent. In Honneth by contrast, 
confl ict between “cultures” is inescapable because it is rooted in the social 
domination of some groups over others. Basically, in the previous model, 
the groups are primarily defi ned in ethnic terms, whereas Honneth’s model 
most directly applies to groups that are divided along class- and gender lines. 
The long quote above refers most obviously to social classes, or indeed to the 
relationship between male and female symbolic worlds. Indeed, it is prob-
ably fair to say that the implicit paradigmatic example of a “cultural confl ict” 
for Honneth has shifted throughout his work, from classical class struggle in 
the fi rst writings, to the confl icts around the gender-based representations of 
activities and associated values. Today, he sees examples of confl icts of the 
“third sphere” fi rst and foremost in the feminist struggles around the social 
representation and valuation of female-dominated spaces, activities, profes-
sions, and so on.55

55 For thorough appraisals of the import and the limitations of Honneth’s contribu-

tion in these questions, see particularly B. Rössler, “Work, Recognition, Emancipa-

tion”, and I.M. Young, “Recognition of Love’s Labour: Considering Axel Honneth’s 

Feminism” both in eds., B. van den Brink, Bert & D. Owen, David, Recognition and 

Power. Axel Honneth and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory, Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 2007.
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Honneth’s “culturalism” is therefore better defi ned as a theory of “cultural 
antagonism”, since it revolves around the idea of a “cultural confl ict” that is 
inherently built into the very existence of post-traditional society. It can thus 
reasonably be argued that Honneth’s mature model of recognition retains 
a basic Bourdieuian inspiration. Like the great critical sociologist, Honneth 
thinks that social theory can maintain the idea of the centrality of class strug-
gle by giving it a culturalist turn. This turn, as can now be clearly seen, was 
also well prepared by the rereading of fi rst generation Critical Theory with 
the latter’s emphasis on the class-specifi c cultural interpretation of the divi-
sion of labour. Horkheimer’s concept of “cultural action” is now reinterpreted 
as struggle for social recognition. With the idea of an “ongoing cultural con-
fl ict” and “permanent struggle” over the interpretation of society’s symbolic 
order, Honneth seems to fulfi l the programme that he had set out in his earlier 
writings.

The precise nature of the self-relation that this new emerging principle makes 
possible is easy to characterise. Within a given world of values attached in 
specifi c ways to the distinctive defi nition of basic societal goals, a subject can 
now look at herself not just as an equal bearer of rights, but also as a singular 
being whose contribution to society is valued, precisely as a singular contri-
bution. The subject can therefore not only build a sense of self-worth in terms 
of a respect that is due to her as it is to all other human beings. The subject can 
also build a sense of “self-esteem”, of being recognised for her specifi c quali-
ties and capacities, for her specifi c contributions to social life. This, of course, 
is only an ideal scenario, since there exists no consensus on the normative and 
symbolic interpretation of what counts as a good achievement, and members 
of non-privileged social groups are forced at fi rst to attempt to reconcile their 
own value system with that of the hegemonic groups.

The concept of Leistung, of socially valid achievement, has a highly abstract 
meaning, and of course purposely so. What counts as “achievement”, as 
contribution to social life, which types of activities are regarded as worthy 
contributions, and therefore also which qualities and capacities necessary for 
achieving such activities are deemed socially signifi cant, all of this is a matter 
of historical change, subject to the structural confl ict of interpretations high-
lighted by Honneth. In The Struggle for Recognition, the “qualities and abilities” 
that subjects aim to have recognised, even if they pertain to the realisation of 
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societal goals, are less clearly tied to the work sphere than in the discussion 
with Fraser. In 1992, social achievements are only vaguely defi ned as the reali-
sation of “ethical goals”. By contrast, in 2003, Honneth more explicitly ties 
Leistung to the division of labour.56

If one were to harden this difference, one could have the impression that a 
major shift is at play here, between the two versions of the third sphere. In 
particular, this shift would offer alternative interpretations of identity politics. 
According to such a bipolar reading, the 1992 book would allow us to con-
strue demands for the recognition of social identity, for example, the struggles 
around the recognition of particular life styles (as in the gay and queer move-
ments), in the “grammar” of the third sphere, namely as demands for the 
recognition of cultural identities as being valuable to society at large. Such a 
construal could cite “Integrity and Disrespect”, an article published by Hon-
neth in 1990, whilst he was on his way towards the full model of “struggle 
for recognition”. In it, Honneth mentions explicitly the recognition of “life-
styles” and “forms of life” as the content of the third sphere.57 Later on by 
contrast, especially in the 2003 book with Fraser, the third sphere seems to be 
largely interpreted as contribution to the division of labour. Identity politics 
understood in a strong culturalist sense seem to be excluded from that sphere. 
Identity demands are now approached through the dialectic of the universal 
and the particular that structures the second sphere of recognition. The rec-
ognition of identities is now interpreted as a demand for an extension or a 
deepening of existing rights.58

However the social nature of cultural confl icts in Honneth makes such read-
ing of a shift between 1992 and 2003 implausible. As was just highlighted, the 
recognition aspect of cultural confl icts, inasmuch as it pertains to the third 
sphere, is intimately tied for Honneth to the reproduction and integration of 
society. The defi ning question in that sphere is: how do different social groups 

56 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 166.
57 A. Honneth, “Integrity and Disrespect. Principles of a Conception of Morality 

Based on a Theory of Recognition”, in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social 

and Political Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995, p. 255.
58 See the section entitled “Cultural Identity and Struggles for Recognition”, pp. 

160-171.
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represent, to themselves and to others, their place within the overall social 
order, in other words, their specifi c “contribution” to society. This leads to a 
highly specifi c concept of culture, one that does not accord at all with the usual 
notion that is implied in debates on identity politics and multiculturalism, in 
the Anglo-American understanding of the “politics of recognition”. Within 
Honneth’s model, this more usual understanding of culture as the basis of 
identity, and thus as the basis for claims of recognition is not accounted for 
by the third sphere, but by the second, which deals with the recognition of 
universal as well as special rights. Honneth’s intervention in the “politics 
of recognition” debates should not be sought so much in his analysis of the 
third sphere as in the analysis of the second. And his critical point is precisely 
that all too often the crucial role played by rights and the law are underesti-
mated in those debates. On this interpretation, there is actually no real change 
between 1992 and 2003, only a lack of precision in The Struggle for Recogni-

tion. From that perspective, the formulations of the 1990 article seem unfor-
tunately confusing, and can perhaps be put down to the fact that they only 
refl ect an inchoate and as yet inaccurate development of the mature model in 
its  political-philosophical implications. We return to these implications of the 
recognition model in chapter 11.





Chapter Eight

Social Philosophy as Critical Theory

Honneth’s ethics of recognition can be re-
garded as the culmination of a research 
programme that was fi rst enunciated more 
than ten years earlier. Perhaps “programme” 
is not quite the right term to use, but at the 
very least the mature ethics of recognition 
appear to be the fi nal expression and articu-
lation of a number of strong intuitions that 
all of his earlier writings had already fl agged. 
This remark sounds innocuous at fi rst, yet it 
underlines a feature of Honneth’s work that 
is signifi cant for an adequate assessment of it. 
Read in isolation from the texts that preceded 
it, Honneth’s most famous book might seem 
to be plagued by a certain theoretical vague-
ness. The propositions contained in the book 
can be compared to specifi c inquiries into the 
different areas it touches upon (from social 
psychology to historical sociology, to social 
ontology, and so on), and would probably 
appear quite abstract or superfi cial by con-
trast. This impression could arise for example 
by comparison with the classical or contem-
porary sociological literature dedicated to 
the institutional framework of individual 
action, or the analysis of social movements. 
This impression vanishes, however, when the 
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theses put forward by The Struggle for Recognition are viewed against the back-
ground of Honneth’s previous work. Indeed, this has been the main exegeti-
cal principle behind this study. One truly captures the depth and strength of 
Honneth’s intervention in contemporary social philosophy only if one sees 
The Struggle for Recognition as the solution to problems in social and political 
philosophy that defi ne an entire tradition of European philosophy, basically 
the critical heritage of Hegel. Viewed in this way, that is, as an alternative 
proposal in critical social theory, the book appears as a real theoretical tour de 

force. The “mature” theory of recognition manages to bring together, in one 
extremely diverse and ramifi ed, yet consistent synthesis, all the conceptual 
and critical concerns, all the key thoughts and categories, which ten years of 
research had previously developed. And because this previous research was 
itself characterised by an astonishing consistency, as the fi rst articles already 
exposed deep intuitions and bold theoretical decisions that were later fl eshed 
out by the more systematic texts, Honneth’s overall oeuvre in critical social 
theory in the end displays an uncanny continuity. Taken as a whole, this body 
of work represents a genuine contender for the introduction of a new para-
digm in critical theory, to challenge and possibly replace previous ones.

The presentation of Honneth’s “mature” model of critical social theory begun 
in the previous chapter therefore needs to conclude by reconstructing the way 
in which, from an “ethics”, it evolves into a full model of critical theory. Such 
a transformation is performed in the last chapters of The Struggle for Recogni-

tion, with important details added in articles published immediately after-
wards, in “Pathologies of the Social”; “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect”; 
and “Integrity and Disrespect”. These articles, following on from chapters six 
and eight in The Struggle for Recognition, shift the focus from the normative 
analysis to its use in critical arguments.

Recognition and social movements

Up until chapter 7, The Struggle for Recognition is a book of social psychology, 
moral psychology and social theory. It offers the normative core of a theory 
of socialisation, and sketches a new “concept of the social”, but it is not a 
critical theory of society in the strict sense of the term. It is the aim of the last 
three chapters of the book to transform the theory of society and the theory of 
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socialisation into a critical social theory. In order to do that, Honneth makes 
explicit the link between his social-psychological and social-theoretical argu-
ments and the theory of social movements. This is the crucial missing link 
since the defi ning character of Critical Theory is its refl exive connection to 
progressive social movements.

The link between social theory and practice is captured in the idea that social 
movements are grounded in “feelings of injustice”:

the motives for social resistance and rebellion are formed in the context of 

moral experiences stemming from the violation of deeply rooted expecta-

tions of recognition.1

As we know, by “deep seated expectations of recognition”, Honneth under-
stands the irreducible conditions of subjective identity and autonomy, which 
are structurally tied to basic forms of social interaction that enable subjects 
to construct a strong enough, and suffi ciently self-affi rmative, sense of self. 
Those expectations are “deep-seated” (even though they are historically pro-
duced), because they have a structural and irreducible nature. This means in 
particular that when they fail to eventuate, that is to say, when subjects are 
not recognised or not recognised in a proper way, it is the very foundation of 
the subjects’ capacity to act and fully own their actions that is undermined. 
The feelings arising from these experiences of “misrecognition” and “social 
contempt” are therefore anything but psychological epiphenomena. The 
effects of social structures of misrecognition on subjects are necessarily dire, 
since they attack the very conditions of practical identity. Many critics fail to 
properly acknowledge this aspect of Honneth’s model: the notion of pathol-
ogy needs to be taken seriously, with all its pathos one is tempted to say, if 
one wants to take the full measure of Honneth’s proposal. The term “pathol-
ogy” is one of the most recurrent concepts in his vocabulary. It designates the 
type and scope of social problems that the model of recognition is designed to 
tackle descriptively and critically. And as a diagnosis and a critique of social 
pathologies, the ethics of recognition obviously and most explicitly estab-
lishes a substantive genealogical line to the Critical Theory  tradition, since 

1 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 163.
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that tradition is defi ned from the beginning as a critical diagnosis of the mod-
ern pathologies of reason, society and culture.

The deep impact of social structures of domination, now reinterpreted as 
structures of misrecognition and social contempt, can already be properly 
conceptualised with the help of Hegel and Mead, since the latter propounded 
theories of socialisation that underlined the radical intersubjective depen-
dency of the subject. Honneth now complements this argument at the inter-
section of social psychology and social theory with a new claim: the idea that 
feelings of misrecognition and social contempt are also at the origin of social 
movements.

The basis of this claim is twofold. First, on the side of the collective aspect of 
movements, the claim relies on what for Honneth represents an indisputable 
“fact” of recent social-theoretical inquiry, namely that the fundamental moti-
vation of real social movements is not utilitarian but moral. The works of E.P. 
Thompson and Barrington Moore in particular, which have established this 
point through their historical and sociological inquiries into the labour move-
ment in England and Germany, have had a huge infl uence on the theory of 
recognition in that respect.2 These works offered Honneth invaluable empiri-
cal confi rmations of the critical claims he was making against structural inter-
pretations of Marx, and of the need to interpret social struggle as a “moral 
struggle” against domination.3

From the hermeneutic vantage point of social experience, the link between 
recognition as a psychological and as a sociological concept is established 
with reference to a pragmatist view of emotions borrowed in particular from 
Dewey, notably when the latter defi nes emotions as “affective reactions aris-
ing as a result of the success or failure of our intentions of action”.4 Such a 
view of emotions as affective responses to the success or failure of actions is 
now applied to negative social experiences. Put in this light, experiences of 

2 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, London, Gollancz, 1965; 

B. Moore, Injustice: the Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt, London, MacMillan, 1978. 

See chapter 1.
3 See chapter 1, and Honneth’s 1985 article “Domination and Moral Struggle”.
4 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 137.
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social contempt present the same characteristic of taken for granted expecta-
tions linked to action that fail to eventuate and thus take the subject aback. In 
the case of social experiences, however, the expectations are at core normative 
and concern the expected nature of our relations to others. Consequently, typ-
ical affective responses to negative social experiences are negative emotions 
like shame or rage, through which subjects who have been rebuked by others 
express their hurt internally or externally. Such feelings point to a “moral cri-
sis in communication”, which is “triggered by the agent being disappointed 
with regards to the normative expectations that he or she believed would be 
placed on another’s willingness to respect him or her”.5 Here, another source 
of empirical verifi cation is provided in particular by the ground-breaking 
work of Richard Sennett into the moral injuries of class domination.6

The pragmatist approach to feelings of misrecognition leads directly to a the-
ory of social movement because, beyond its expressivist dimension, it also 
highlights the cognitive and counter-practical potential contained in them.

First, the negativity of reactive emotions points to the content of subjective 
expectations, which might have been only implicit at fi rst. In other words, 
negative emotions have the potential to trigger a refl exive, epistemic acknowl-
edgement of the normative expectations by the subject itself.

As Renault remarks, such an argument could easily have been interpreted in 
the terms of Hegel’s notion of an “experience of consciousness” as it is devel-
oped in the Phenomenology of Spirit.7 But Honneth does not want to go down 
that obvious path, because he does not have suffi cient confi dence in the rec-
ognition model of the mature Hegel. If we think of the way in which  Robert 
Brandom reinterprets the Hegelian concept of experience, as a momentary 
crisis, and its resolution, between confl icting normative commitments,8 this 
points again to the important conceptual difference between Honneth and 

5 Ibid., p. 138.
6 R. Sennett & J. Cobb, The Hidden Injuries of Class, Cambridge, Mass., Vintage, 

1973.
7 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 40.
8 R. Brandom, “The Structure of Desire and Recognition. Self-Consciousness and 

Self-Constitution”, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 33(1), 2007, pp. 127-150.
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the American pragmatist readings. The overlap between Honneth’s and the 
pragmatist readings, concerns their shared focus on normativity in social 
practices. In both accounts, mutual recognition is the basic scheme, the quasi-
transcendental condition underlying all forms of normativity. For the Ameri-
cans of course, this concerns not just the norms of practice, but even the norms 
at play in knowledge and semantics. Whatever the scope of normativity, the 
formal argument remains: since normativity is elaborated in the interactions 
through which commitments, justifi cations and demands for justifi cation are 
exchanged, it is necessary that the participants have mutually recognised each 
other. But, as Pippin notes, the commonality ends there, because of Honneth’s 
social-psychological interpretation of the normativity of recognition.9 Pippin’s 
criticism of social-psychological, or genetic approaches to Hegelian recognition 
zeroes in on the main bone of contention between the two traditions. On the 
American reading, recognition is a purely normative concept that is required 
because of the social nature of normativity and normative progress. In terms 
of Hegel interpretation, this means holding fi rm to the idea that recognition 
for Hegel is recognition of the individual’s freedom, whereby freedom is not 
so much self-realisation, subjective fulfi lment, but rather the achievement of 
the universal, rational point of view. Honneth’s different pragmatist take on 
recognition highlights the special “critical-theoretical” import of his interpre-
tation of recognition in social-psychological, genetic terms, by contrast with 
the American interpretation. The insistence on negative feelings as symptoms 
of attacks on the conditions of practical identity shows all the difference with 
the American readings. Whatever one thinks of the respective value of the 
readings of Hegel and their systematic use, one thing is certain for critical 
purposes: it is only if one attaches a strong genetic and social-psychological 
content to recognition, as does Honneth, that the concept becomes a valid 
diagnostic tool, able to address social pathologies as such. By contrast, when 
the model of autonomy underpinning the critical diagnosis of pathologies

9 Pippin, “What is the Question for which Hegel’s Theory of Recognition is the 

Answer?”, European Journal of Philosophy, 8(2), 2000, pp. 155-172, and again in the more 

recent “”Recognition and Reconciliation: Actualised Agency in Hegel’s Jena Phenom-

enology”, in eds. B. van den Brink, Bert and D. Owen, David, Recognition and Power, pp. 

57-78.
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of recognition is conceived too strictly in terms of procedures of rational jus-
tifi cation, it seems very likely that the diagnoses it generates remain highly 
abstract. They will be lacking precisely what Honneth’s approach to recog-
nition offers: a direct insight into the damage to practical identity, and the 
subjective reactions to such damage.

The “negativity” of feelings of disrespect that can be taken as symptoms of 
pathologies of recognition, the suffering they entail, is the mark of an unmet 
demand which can be made explicit retrospectively. The negative affective 
reactions thus point to the transcendence of full recognition within the imma-
nence of a social order based on misrecognition or denials of recognition. At 
this point, Honneth makes use of the pragmatist approach to emotions in 
another way, this time as a possible origin of a specifi c kind of social action. 
In this case, the negative experience of contempt inspires a transformative 
praxis aiming to relieve the suffering caused by disrespect, and to transform 
the negative experience into a positive one. Having come to an epistemic real-
isation of the expectations that they always already addressed to society, and 
equally, of the fact that those justifi ed expectations were turned down, the 
subjects who have suffered the injury of misrecognition or denial of recogni-
tion are from then on in a position to potentially reclaim the place in which 
this expectation can be fulfi lled:

each of the negative emotional reactions that accompany the experience of 

having one’s claims to recognition disregarded holds out the possibility that 

the injustice done to one will cognitively disclose itself and become a motive 

for political resistance.10

As chapter eight analyses in more detail, the relation between cognitive 
enlightenment of one’s own normative expectations and political resistance in 
fact also goes in the other direction. That is to say, political resistance provides 
the opportunity for subjects to fl esh out the content of the positive recogni-
tion that was withdrawn and is now actively demanded. A second cognitive 
process is thereby triggered:

10 Ibid.
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social shame is a moral emotion that expresses the diminished self-respect 

typically accompanying the passive endurance of humiliation and degra-

dation. If such inhibitions on action are overcome through involvement in 

collective resistance, individuals uncover a form of expression with which 

they can indirectly convince themselves of their moral or social worth. For, 

given the anticipation that a future communication-community will recog-

nise them for their present abilities, they fi nd themselves socially respected 

as the persons that they cannot, under present circumstances, be recognised 

for being.11

It is important, however, to note that the progress from suffering to refl ex-
ive self-understanding, to an articulated insight into the concrete structures 
of social injustice and thereupon the practical and refl exive insights into the 
potentialities for political resistance, this process is not described by Honneth 
as a straightforward, direct and easy one. In particular, Honneth does not 
claim anywhere that the process is a necessary one. He only ever describes the 
possibility that negative experiences are refl ected upon and transformed into 
positive practical energy. Indeed, given the conditions that need to be met for 
that possibility to be realised, it is always going to be a rare possibility.

Two conditions at least are necessary, according to Honneth, to transform 
individual experiences of social contempt and the affective experiences of 
shame, into the moral source of social movements. First, the subjects under-
going these experiences must come to the realisation that their individual, 
subjective plight is representative of a group experience.

Hurt feelings of this sort can, however, become the motivational basis for 

collective resistance only if subjects are able to articulate them within an 

intersubjective framework of interpretation that they can show to be typical 

for an entire group. In this sense, the emergence of social movements hinges 

on the existence of a shared semantics that enables personal experiences of 

disappointment to be interpreted as something affecting not just the indi-

vidual himself or herself but also a circle of many other subjects.12

11 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 164.
12 Ibid., pp. 163-164.
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The expression “intersubjective framework of interpretation” can be read as 
Honneth’s new formulation for his earlier notion of “cultural action”.13 In the 
context of this passage, however, the notion receives a new, very interest-
ing, connotation. The passage shows that cultural action designates not just 
a group-specifi c symbolic expression of social life in general, social life dif-
fracted through the lens of the distinctive life-world of a social class; it desig-
nates also, more precisely, the symbolic, cognitive and normative resources 
that can be mobilised, in some cases, by dominated subjects to transform their 
individualised negative social experience into a collective representation.14

The “collective semantics” inherent in cultural action obviously fulfi l not 
just a cognitive function, but also a practical one: as symbolic resources, they 
also form the basis of a social action aiming at overcoming existing social 
 injustice.

However, in order for those two conditions to be met (the semantic and the 
practical), the broader social context must be minimally favourable. Social 
domination is only expressed in overt physical or political oppression in the 
most extreme cases. More regularly it is manifested in the domination of a 
symbolic and normative universe over another, with the effect that the values, 
experiences, and implicit norms of a social group, are structurally prevented 
from becoming explicit. In that case, neither the fi rst nor the second condition 
will ever be met. As a result, to the initial suffering caused by domination, 
which will be manifested in very material terms through, for example, pov-
erty, the narrowing of social chances, the segregation in diffi cult and badly 

13 See chapter 2.
14 See Roger Foster’s critique of what he sees as Honneth’s overly optimistic account 

of the possibility of social struggles through “cultural action”, in “Recognition and 

Resistance”. Foster’s criticism based on a Foucauldian, indeed a post-Althusserian 

vision of the subject as “subject of power” is interesting as an excellent, representative 

formulation of a poststructuralist skepticism towards Honneth. But equally, Foster’s 

criticisms adopt precisely the type of theoretical standpoints Honneth rejected from the 

very beginning, in the polemics in Marxist exegesis (see chapter 1), precisely because 

from his point of view such standpoints amount to a dissolution of the possibility of 

social action, and so therefore of politics. 
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paid labour, will be added the extra suffering of not being able to articulate 
suffering, let alone do something about it.

The concept of a “feeling of injustice” thus becomes the new normative guide-
line to which the critique needs to be referred in order to diagnose social 
situations, their specifi c pathologies, and to explain and justify the social 
movements that address them. Once again, it is essential to emphasise the 
pathos entailed in the term.15 Everything hangs on the depth at which the 
notion of “positive relation to self” is pitched, upon the realisation that it is 
a condition of practical identity itself. Against such background, the feeling 
of injustice does not point to a vague malaise, or a superfi cial psychological 
discomfort or irritation. It points to experiences of major disruption in subjec-
tive constructs, possibly to extreme subjective suffering. A crude objection 
that is helpful to consider at this point could be that such a theory appears 
to psychologise suffering and becomes indifferent to physical suffering, such 
as is experienced in situations of diffi cult labour for example. But the whole 
point about Honneth’s reformulation of domination and exploitation in terms 
of misrecognition is that physical suffering caused by social circumstances 
appears to a subject as an injustice, that is, has normative content, when it is 
seen as an affront to the dignity of that subject. A mere accident, or an injury 
are not necessarily injustices, even if they have a “social” origin; they might 
be unfortunate, indeed tragic, but they cannot be called unjust unless some 
normative dimension is also injured in the process. It is only when physical 
suffering denies the moral value of the person that it becomes an injustice. 
But as soon as one puts it in these terms, one is forced to use the language of 
recognition. One then would have to say: the suffering is not acknowledged, 
or not to its full extent, or the suffering that a social occupation or a social 
institution causes is not taken into account, or is even purposefully infl icted. 
In all such cases, the pathology is one of misrecognition or a denial of recog-
nition, even if it manifests itself in physical injury. It denies the moral value 
of the person, her integrity, rights or social value. It is the feeling of injustice 
that makes the physical pain normatively unbearable, so to speak, on top of 

15 See my “Injustice, Violence, Social Struggle: the Critical Potential of Axel Hon-

neth’s Theory of Recognition”, in Contemporary Perspectives in Social and Critical Philoso-

phy, eds. J. Rundell, D. Petherbridge et al., Leiden, Brill, 2005, pp. 297-322.



 Social Philosophy as Critical Theory • 319

its physical dimension. It is this dimension that makes it a scandal and not just 
an accident: it has been caused by our peers, it is seen by them as something 
we deserve, or that we are not entitled to complain about, or that is not even 
worth noticing.16

Another objection is inevitably raised with the claim that the feeling of injus-
tice becomes the main normative guideline of critical theory: namely, that a 
feeling of injustice does not contain its own normative justifi cation; that, for 
example, some real social movements, based on real feelings of injustice, are 
also diffi cult to justify. But against objections like these, recognition theory 
simply needs to point out that it entails a clear-cut normative criterion within 
its own structure: only those social struggles that enhance recognition can be 
considered to be valid struggles for recognition.17 “Enhancing recognition” 
can be taken in a qualitative or in a quantitative sense: as the deepening of 
the meaning of recognition, notably by specifying legal recognition into more 
areas; or as the extension of some form of recognition to broader groups of 
individuals.

The critique of social pathologies

The other key notion of social pathology does not yet appear as a central cat-
egory in 1992. As the succinct reconstruction has just shown, the notion log-
ically completes the model of a critical theory grounded in the “feeling of 
injustice”. When “injuries of deep-seated recognition expectations” take a sys-
tematic form as a result of a specifi c organisation of the social-cultural order, 
that social context, because of the injuries it infl icts on subjects, is tantamount 
to a “social pathology”. This concept emerges for the fi rst time at the end of 
chapter 7, after the study of Sartre’s concept of “objective neurosis”, which 

16 For a more systematic exploration of the ways in which psychological and socio-

logical arguments need to be canvassed in order to fully substantiate this theory of 

socially induced suffering, and to defend it as a valid basis for social and political criti-

cism, see Renault’s latest study, Souffrances Sociales. Sociologie, Psychologie et Politique, 

Paris, La Découverte, 2008.
17 See a very clear formulation of this in Redistribution or Recognition?, pp. 171-172. 
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Honneth characterises as “pathology of recognition relations”.18 However, it 
is only in the major chapter that introduces the volume Honneth edited in 
2002, Pathologien des Sozialen. Die Aufgabe der Sozialphilosophie, that the theory 
of recognition is explicitly completed with the notion of social pathology.

In this chapter, Honneth set out to retrace the conceptual genealogy of a tradi-
tion he calls “social philosophy”. As Honneth himself notes, this is quite an 
idiosyncratic defi nition of social philosophy, one that does not correspond, 
for example, to the current Anglo-American usage. Also, as is so often the 
case with Honneth, it is clear that the conceptual-historical reconstruction is a 
way for him to defi ne the parameters of his own intervention within Critical 
Theory. The point of the historical reconstruction, however, is not so much 
historical as it is systematic. By describing the major shifts between the main 
authors within a unifi ed philosophical fi eld, where the basic aims and methods 
remain constant, one is able to gain a precise understanding of the conceptual 
and methodological stakes, of past errors and deadlocks to be avoided, and 
also of premises and arguments that continue to be productive (for example 
and most notably, Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit), indeed of untapped resources 
(as in the case of Feuerbach and Mead in the fi rst book with Joas).

It is interesting to note that the chapter starts once again by demarcating 
“social philosophy” from Hobbes. This time, however, the focus is no lon-
ger on differing “concepts of the social” and the role of struggle, but on the 
difference between the political concern that drives Hobbes’ investigations 
compared with the social and ethical concerns that inspire Rousseau, the 
author which Honneth, following Taylor, sees as the founder of his disci-
pline. This core difference between Hobbes and Rousseau points to one of the 
most important dimensions in Honneth’s thought; it indirectly signals one 
of the key interventions he intends to make in practical philosophy gener-
ally: namely, to defend the general position that questions of justice cannot be 
dealt with properly if the normative discussion is pitched solely at the level 
of moral or legal principles. Instead, the question of justice must be expanded 
to encompass the consideration of the social conditions that make it possible. 
And the best way to capture this fundamental intuition is to formulate it in 

18 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 157.
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the negative. Accordingly, the question of justice is best approached by study-
ing the social conditions that have emerged as necessary given the real social 
conditions that have so far prevented it from being realised. This shift from 
the moral and the legal to the social is of course the most important inspira-
tion Honneth draws from Hegel. It is also the basis of the theoretical continu-
ity, beyond all divergence, between Hegel and Marx. Honneth captures this 
founding argument of the “social philosophy” tradition, as he defi nes it, in 
the following way:

Unlike political philosophy, social philosophy no longer tried to determine 

the conditions of a correct or just social order, but set forth the conditions 

imposed by the new life-form on human self-realisation.19

Social philosophy in this sense therefore entails a critique of the social-cultural 
order based on the idea that fateful directions in the development of modern 
society lead to distortions of human potentials and capacities, and produce 
socially induced suffering. As a result of this focus on social life rather than 
the normative correctness of a moral or legal framework, the solutions envis-
aged will be phrased in terms of reforms or transformations of social life. The 
series of authors that Honneth sees as pursuing such a programme of “social 
philosophy”, thus encompasses Hegel and Marx, takes a dramatic, method-
ological turn with Nietzsche, is given an empirical foundation at the turn of 
the 20th century with the founders of sociology, Weber, Durkheim and Tön-
nies, and is continued in the 20th century in the Frankfurt School, as well as 
in authors like Foucault and Taylor. In all these authors, Honneth claims, the 
determination of the conditions of human self-realisation is connected with 
the critical diagnosis of “pathologies of the social”, of pathological tenden-
cies of modern society that make individual self-realisation impossible. In this 
critical dimension once again the contrast with political philosophy is deci-
sive. The point is to not leave the critique of injustice at the levels of moral 
or legal condemnation, but to underscore a fateful distortion of human fea-
tures, or the destruction of the conditions necessary for human fl ourishing. 
The genealogy is therefore well summarised in the list of diagnostic concepts 

19 A. Honneth, “Pathologies of the Social: The Past and Present of Social Philos-

ophy”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, Polity 

Press, 2007, p. 371.
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that these authors have coined: alienation, “division” or “bifurcation” (Ent-

zweiung), reifi cation, nihilism, rationalisation, anomie, discipline, colonisation 
of life-worlds, and so on.

In this narrative, Nietzsche represents a decisive moment because his per-
spectivism highlights in the clearest and most challenging way the diffi culty 
for all critical projects to shore up an evaluative framework that would take 
cultural relativism and value pluralism seriously. This is the most diffi cult 
challenge posed to social philosophy as it casts serious doubts on the possibil-
ity of securing normative criteria to ground critical diagnoses. In all cases, the 
suspicion always arises that the norms of critique only refl ect the thinker’s 
own idiosyncratic take, or the values and norms of a particular time. As a 
result of Nietzsche’s challenge, Honneth sees social philosophy as facing a 
fundamental alternative: either to ground the norms of critique in an anthro-
pological model, or in a philosophy of history. In the fi rst case, the pathologies 
produced by social life can be critically described as distortions of structures 
of human life, those necessary features of human nature without which a 
human being cannot survive and fl ourish. Rousseau ‘s writings represent a 
prime example of such a critique of society grounded in an anthropological 
model:

In this respect also Rousseau became in very quick time a founder of a tra-

dition. (. . .) For with his proposal to consider the original form of existence 

of the human being as a criterion for comparison, he had created one of 

the few possibilities which would be open to social philosophy from then 

on. However much the social context would change from then on, one of 

the alternatives for its theoretical justifi cations would always remain in the 

future, to refer to an ideal form of human action, which would be located in 

the anthropological constitution of the species.20

Hegel on the other hand, and more specifi cally the Marxist reappropriation of 
Hegel in Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness, are exemplars of a critique 
of society grounded in a philosophy of history. In this case, the norms of cri-

20 A. Honneth, “Pathologien des Sozialen”, in Das Andere der Gerechtigkeit. Aufsätze 

zur praktischen Philosophie, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 2000, p. 22 (my translation; this 

passage is not translated in the English edition).
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tique are to be found in a telos of reconciliation which the current state can be 
shown to fail to achieve. As we know, however, Honneth regards this second 
option as do all contemporary critical theorists following Habermas’ defi ni-
tive critique, as being precisely the source of the errors of Critical Theory’s 
fi rst generation. In particular, as soon as the proletariat, the supposed bearer 
of historical progress, and thus the social force in which history would con-
sume itself and from which the present could be judged, can no longer be seen 
in this historical role, critical theory is plunged into a historical and concep-
tual negativism, which becomes blind to the actuality and indeed emancipa-
tory potential of social forces.21 Signifi cantly, however, we can note that in 
1994 Honneth continues to rank Marx in the fi rst, “anthropological” mode, 
including the mature writings on political economy.

As was emphasised in previous chapters, Honneth believes that it is only in 
anthropological arguments that one can successfully ground the norms of 
critique. He is aware of the diffi culties of the solution, and his proposal for 
a “formal” conception of Sittlichkeit is developed to answer such objections. 
However, even after conceding much to the critics, notably to Zurn, Honneth 
continues to maintain his fundamental intuition, which was already operating 
in his very fi rst work, that the reference to fundamental conditions of human 
self-realisation, once their historical character is acknowledged, is the only 
way to ground social critique. Indeed, despite all subsequent concessions, it 
can be argued that this remains a constant feature of his thinking, until today, 
beyond all the later shifts.

Apart from helping to meet the challenge of grounding a normative frame-
work, the reconstruction of a tradition of social philosophy also helps Hon-
neth clarify once more the relationship between philosophical analysis and 
empirical work. The issue is brought to its clearest expression in the discus-
sion of Helmut Plessner.

However debatable the actual result of (Plessner’s) refl ections for today’s 

concerns, with them he had kept open the possibility for his social-philo-

sophical enterprise to be contradicted by objections of an empirical orienta-

tion. If his proposal is compared with the methodological path that Lukács 

21 Honneth, “Pathologies of the Social”, p. 382.
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chose in his own social philosophy, then the full difference between the 

two is unmistakable: whilst with Plessner the analysis of social patholo-

gies remains controllable by scientifi c means, with the former, it is totally 

removed from a general examination.22

This positive trait identifi ed in Plessner obviously applies to Honneth’s own 
work. It defi nes the specifi c kind of “positivism” and fallibilism that is charac-
teristic of Honneth’s methodology and also of his indebtedness to Habermas 
in this respect as well.

The theory of recognition as new critical theory

With all these features, the full model of Honneth’s mature ethics of recog-
nition is complete. The three spheres of recognition designate the necessary 
“presuppositions of a successful self-realisation”, as they contain the condi-
tions of possibility of three different types of positive self-relation. These are 
in turn the necessary preconditions of full, autonomous individuation, the 
basis of self-realisation. Since they are the “general”, or “universal structures”, 
enabling a fulfi lled individual life, their absence leads to pathologies and dis-
tortions of practical identity. Negative feelings that emerge within pathogenic 
social contexts, that is, in contexts, in which mutual recognition is not granted 
in one of the three forms, harbour a refl exive potential, the potential to draw 
the attention of subjects to the source of their frustration, alienation and ill-
being. When subjects realise that their ill-being has a social character, that 
is, that it is produced by society and targets them as members of a specifi c 
group, a dynamic of resistance can be set in motion. When favourable stra-
tegic circumstances are present, that is, a well organised social movement 
providing the language and the structure for the politicisation of demands 
of recognition, and when the broader social environment itself is at least mini-
mally receptive, the subjects struggling for their recognition can achieve the 
acknowledgement of their normative demand. When this happens, when new 
rights are conferred, or old rights extended to new groups, or a social value 

22 Honneth, “Pathologien des Sozialen”, p. 43 (my translation; the passage does not 

feature in the English translation).
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order is rebalanced towards more equality, it is not just the subjects of the 
oppressed group who benefi t, but the whole community since the ultimate 
structure of recognition is its mutuality. The virtuous dialectics of struggles 
for recognition characterise the rise of modern society and undergird it as an 
ideal journey of moral progress. Accordingly, the telos of full reconciliation is 
the idealised, counterfactual, presupposition underpinning all emancipatory 
political struggles. Conversely, the dependency of human subjects on inter-
subjective, recognitive relations, and the telos of full, mutual recognition pro-
vide the normative criteria to engage in the critique of specifi c social contexts 
marked by their distinctive forms of “pathologies of  recognition”.

Such a model is impressive at least as much for its internal consistency as 
for the synthesis it achieves of all the theoretical elements gathered by Hon-
neth throughout his earlier work. A critical theory centred on the notion of 
struggles for recognition is able to retrieve Marx’s fundamental insight that 
social integration is achieved through struggles between groups. It reinter-
prets class struggle as a struggle for symbolic power, rather than as a utilitar-
ian confl ict over the distribution of material interests. The model develops a 
feature that remains implicit or underdeveloped in Marx: the fundamental 
anthropological insight into the intersubjective dependency of the human 
subject, an insight that was learnt from Feuerbach but was repressed in the 
expressivist metaphysics of labour. However, the decisive idea underpinning 
the critical-theoretical endeavour remains faithful to Marx since it continues 
to defend the idea that, given the social essence of subjective formation, indi-
vidual pathologies can to a great extent be referred to the existence of social 
pathologies so that the struggle against injustice has to be pitched at the level 
of social diagnosis and social transformation. With the shift from a paradigm 
of production to one of recognition, however, the theory that makes social 
struggle its core notion, viewing it in particular as the motor of social progress 
towards more equality and less injustice, can become sensitive to all forms of 
struggle against domination and oppression; it is not reduced to proletarian 
movements.

The early critiques of Adorno and Horkheimer continue to inform the model 
in crucial ways. Negatively at fi rst, with the rejection of an idealistic philoso-
phy of history as the foundation of the normative framework. First gener-
ation Critical Theory is berated in 1992 just as in the The Critique of Power, 
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 notably because its authors engaged critical theory into a hopeless negativistic 
impasse as soon as the subject of history could no longer be found. Addition-
ally, Honneth maintains the accusation that this radical negativism severs the 
link between social philosophy and empirical research, and makes the critical 
theorist blind to the reality of contemporary social movements.

Beyond these serious reservations, the notion of “cultural action” continues 
to play a decisive role in the mature model. As in The Critique of Power, the 
notion refers to the “subcultural”,23 or “collective semantics”24 through which 
underprivileged groups fi lter the hierarchical value system of an unequal 
social order, an ambiguous cultural achievement that makes injustice bear-
able but can also allow the dominated individuals to organise and transform 
their private feelings of injustice into proper movements of resistance aiming 
at political redress. The theory of recognition is thus a “culturalist” theory in 
a peculiar sense. Its guiding notion for example, the feeling of injustice, in fact 
denotes a moral experience. Once again, Honneth’s reading of Moore and 
Thompson’s historical-sociological research function as indispensable refer-
ence points for him.

Beyond Habermasian critical theory

The mature model also includes the critical reception already developed in 
earlier texts of the Habermasian model of critical theory. This is especially 
visible in the fi rst lecture held by Honneth in 1994 in his new position in Ber-
lin, later published under the title “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect”.25 In 
this text, Honneth reiterates the criticism of Habermas he had already devel-
oped in the important 1981 article “Moral Consciousness and Social Domina-
tion”. Such thematic continuity is highly signifi cant because it confi rms that 
the model of critical theory developed in The Struggle for Recognition has not 
abated in its radical theoretical and practical aims.

23 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 162-165.
24 Ibid.
25 Now reprinted in Disrespect.
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The 1994 lecture once again focuses on the link between “critique and pre-
scientifi c praxis”, that is, between the conceptual formulation of normativity 
and social experience as a normative experience. This is of course the crux 
of critical theory and it formed precisely the guiding thread of the critical 
reading of Habermas as early as in Social Action and Human Nature (1980).26 
The question, as is now well-established, is actually twofold: it asks fi rst of 
all how the conceptual model relates to the sociological from which it origi-
nates; and secondly, how theory relates back to social movements. On both 
accounts, Habermas’ communicative approach to society is deemed unsatis-
factory. Because he interprets progressive social trends through the lens of the 
expansion of domination-free communication and in turn interprets the latter 
purely in terms of linguistic deliberation, the extent of what could be called 
the sociological sensitivity of critical theory is actually lessened. From now on, 
only those movements which actually aim to expand the realm of communi-
cation can be detected in the critical diagnosis. The communicative turn thus 
threatens to make critical theory sensitive only to those movements and those 
forms of social experience that have already been able to make themselves 
heard in the public arena. A critical theory that takes its normative cue from 
the realisation of communication runs the risk of overlooking the structural 
diffi culties facing oppressed and underprivileged groups, the obstacles they 
must overcome to make their views, experiences, demands and complaints 
heard. In fact, the diffi culty arises not just from the kind of symbolic and cog-
nitive fi ltering that the hierarchical social order puts in place, but also from 
the fact that an unequal social order distributes the symbolic tools and modes 
of expression in such a way that the cultural expressions of underprivileged 
classes appear non-receivable. They fail the different tests that defi ne the con-
ditions of justifi cation. Indeed this inability to articulate social experience is 
not just a political problem, the problem of the representation of claims on 
the public sphere. It is in fact and most pressingly a problem for the subjects 
themselves. Social domination seeps into the symbolic order and organises 
the very frames of experience and discourse. As a result, the inability to pres-
ent receivable claims starts within subjective life itself. In the most serious 
cases, dominated subjects are robbed of the symbolic, discursive tools that 

26 See chapter 3 above.
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would allow them to refl ect on the injustice they suffer. This line of thought 
justifi es the focus on the experience of injustice, rather than on the normative 
adequacy of claims of injustice, even though the issue of normative adequacy 
becomes indispensable once social experience starts to be articulated in politi-
cal arguments.

A critical theory focusing exclusively on the normative validity of commu-
nicative claims remains blind to the structuring effects of class domination. 
Beyond the problem of the validity of demands of justice, a critical theory 
committed to a linguistic defi nition of communication ignores the fact that, 
as Honneth puts it, the experience of injustice is not felt by subjects as “limi-
tation of linguistic rules, but as injury done to identity demands which are 
acquired through socialisation”.27 This point in turn indicates at least two 
separate dimensions of possible redress. First, at the juncture between theory 
and practice, critical theory needs to make sure that it does not restrict the 
problem of social suffering to the issue of participation in the public sphere. 
A critical theory of society intent on remaining faithful to the methodologi-
cal imperative of an organic link to pre-scientifi c experience needs to avoid 
such reduction. This, then, implies secondly the major theoretical correc-
tion that recognition theory aims to perform. In the terms of the lecture, an 
“expansion” of the communication paradigm “beyond the linguistic-theoreti-
cal framework”, towards a theory of “individuation through socialisation”, 
which focuses on the types of formative interaction through which subjects 
gain their autonomy and individuate themselves. This correction shifts the 
centre of the critical analysis, from the diagnosis of encroachments of systemic 
forces into the communicatively structured lifeworlds, to the diagnosis of 
“the social causes that are responsible for the systematic injury done to recog-
nitive conditions”.28 The hope behind such a theoretical correction is also to 
make the “practical intent” of critical theory more substantive, by providing a 
“grammar of social confl icts” that would be more true to the phenomenology 
underpinning these confl icts.

27 A. Honneth, “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect: On the Location of Critical 

Theory Today”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, 

Polity Press, 2007, p. 70.
28 Ibid., p. 72.
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Despite his often repeated scepticism regarding the feasibility of a rejuve-
nated project of critical theory in the original sense, Honneth’s reconstruction 
of the tradition of “social philosophy” and his proposal for a completion of 
that tradition in The Struggle for Recognition, in fact looks much like the very 
completion of such a programme.29 The reformulation of the critical theory 
tradition in terms of “social philosophy” is indeed a major argument in favour 
of the paradigm shift towards recognition that Honneth advocates, beyond 
the theories of instrumental and communicative action. It offers an alterna-
tive reading of the Left-Hegelian heritage that does not repeat the mistake of 
grounding the normative order in a fateful philosophy of history, or of inter-
preting the discovery of communicative integration in a restricted sense. The 
correction, however, is not a rupture, since so many coordinates of the theo-
retical project, down to the main philosophical reference points, remain the 
same. Despite these continuities, though, the overall image of society which 
arises from this new critical-theoretical model is a new one. Opposed to the 
radical pessimism of the founder of Critical Theory, it reads modernity as a 
story of moral progress where the sphere of autonomy has been continuously 
extended, both in terms of the areas of subjects’ lives that become protected 
by rights, and in terms of the ever greater numbers of individuals benefi ting 
from the advances of egalitarian principles.

But Honneth’s general vision of modern society is also at odds with Haber-
mas’ basic view of modern society. From the Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere to Between Facts and Norms, the key features of that vision have 
remained remarkably stable, despite all the many theoretical twists and turns. 
Despite the many passages underlining the possibilities of friction and distor-
tion, social life as it occurs in the lifeworlds and the public spheres is largely 
analysed in idealised terms, without much focus on power struggles and with-
out much interest in the lines of rupture or the tensions persisting between 
groups and classes. The economic and legal subsystems seem to a large extent 
out of reach for political contest. Advances in the area of social justice are 

29 See, amongst many other formulations of the same concern, the fi rst page of “The 

Social Dynamics of Disrespect”.
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entrusted to the force of rational debates within enlightened public spheres.30 
By contrast, Honneth stresses the perpetuity of tension and struggle, as con-
stitutive elements of social life. No institutional realm is a priori exempt from 
political demands and from demands for transformation, including the eco-
nomic one. Most importantly, the transformative power of social movements 
is fully acknowledged, indeed it becomes the crux of the theoretical model, 
and is therefore, performatively, brought to the foreground of the historical 
landscape, by contrast with the alleged “systemic” forces of the economy and 
the state apparatus.

30 See W. Scheuerman, “Between Radicalism and Resignation: Democratic Theory 

in Habermas’ Between Facts and Norms”, in ed., P. Dews, Habermas. A Critical Reader, 

Blackwell, 1999.



Chapter Nine

Social Philosophy as Social Theory

As we recall, the beginning of The Struggle for 

Recognition, in returning to the fi rst texts of 
the Jena Hegel, seemed to set out as a one of 
its central tasks to develop “a new concept 
of the social”. Before we outline Honneth’s 
intervention in this fi eld, we can already note 
that it is inspired and nourished by classical 
and contemporary writings in social theory. 
For example, in “Pathologies of the Social”, 
Weber, Durkheim and Tönnies are discussed 
alongside Rousseau, Hegel and Marx, as 
belonging to the same line of inquiry, a line 
that is pursued by Habermas and in which 
Honneth himself clearly intends to locate his 
own interventions. Contemporary research 
in sociology and social theory plays a deci-
sive role in Honneth’s writings throughout 
his career. Few contemporary philosophers 
are more attuned to the social sciences as 
Honneth. This is one of the features through 
which he clearly intends to pursue the pro-
gramme of a critical theory of society, despite 
all the reservations he has expressed in that 
regard.  Yet, despite this great proximity to 
social theory, he characterises his own endea-
vour as “social philosophy”, not as social 
theory. What are the differences? The answer 
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to this question will allow us to defi ne a useful perspective through which to 
tackle the question of the social-theoretical import of Honneth’s theory.

Honneth does indeed set out to develop a new “concept of the social”, but his 
intention seems from the beginning almost strictly normative. That is, he does 
not aim to come up with his own account of social integration, attending to 
the many questions linked to that task. He does not develop fully articulated 
accounts on such problems as: the defi nition of institutions and their role in 
the socialisation and social integration of individuals; the nature and direc-
tion of functional differentiation; the precise dynamics of social movements 
and the structural link of those dynamics to societal differentiation; the chang-
ing nature and the directions of class structures, or of intergenerational inte-
gration; the shift in the content and meaning of individualisation processes, 
and so on and so forth. However, the theory of recognition is connected to, 
and indeed, says substantial things about, all these issues. Honneth’s spe-
cifi c interest in relation to all these issues of social theory is the defi nition of 
the fundamental norms through which those social phenomena studied and 
described by social scientists can be diagnosed and critiqued.

However, this initial qualifi cation does not do full justice to Honneth’s vision 
of the scope of social philosophy. There is also defi nitely an explanatory ambi-
tion in Honneth’s project. Recognition is also a concept with ontological depth. 
This explanatory ambition, however, is squarely restricted to the conceptual. 
Social theory, as opposed to social philosophy, if we follow that distinction 
for a moment, could be defi ned as a descriptive and analytical endeavour 
attempting to give an account of the actual reality of social phenomena. The 
theoretical in social theory would be a set of second order refl ections grafted 
on, that is to say, either arising from or refl ecting upon, concrete descriptions 
of social reality. For example, the apparent autonomous development of eco-
nomic institutions could be “theorised” as the outcome of the gradual differ-
entiation of social systems obeying functional imperatives. Social philosophy 
by contrast would place itself directly at the theoretical level and would work 
on the concepts involved in that realm. On that model, social philosophy has 
the task of clarifying the core concepts used in social theory, that is to say, 
of defi ning precisely what these core concepts are and what they entail, and 
of establishing how the different concepts used in social theory are inter-
related. Of course, the two types of theoretical exercise often overlap to the 
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point of indistinction. The great social theorists are philosophers in their own 
rights. Indeed, the paradigmatic work of social theory, Parsons’ Structure of 

Social Action, performs precisely the type of conceptual analysis and imma-
nent  critique that has just been said to defi ne social philosophy. However, the 
two disciplines can be said to retain different aims, at least if we compare 
Honneth’s own methodology with some of his contemporaries, like Joas, 
Alexander, Giddens, Beck or Bauman. Social theory remains descriptive in its 
aim. Its justifi cations, for example, will often rely on an articulation of the con-
ceptual and the empirical, whereas justifi cation in social philosophy is mostly 
logical and conceptual-analytical. Honneth of course has consistently referred 
to empirical sociological research, but in this case, this was more often than 
not with the aim of specifying the concepts and norms to be used in social 
theory, rather than for the direct purpose of sociological description.

A good illustration of the difference proposed here between “social theory” 
and Honneth’s version of “social philosophy” is provided by his critical 
analyses in The Critique of Power. The arguments he discusses in that book, 
those of the great critical theorists, are of social-theoretical nature: they are 
arguments aiming to explain social integration, socialisation processes, and 
so on, in contemporary Western society. But Honneth’s own intervention 
in the book is social-philosophical: with each author, he attempts to defi ne 
the core conceptual scheme underlying each of the social theory models, and 
the critical insights arise through the identifi cation of conceptual contradic-
tions, impasses or other conceptual problems, for example the contradictions 
and ambiguities in Foucault’s notion of power; or Adorno’s reductionist and 
self-contradictory theory of socialisation. The relation of the conceptual to 
the empirical remains decisive, but the signifi cance of that relation remains a 
conceptual not a descriptive one. The question is not whether the theoretical 
tools, as a matter of fact, allow for accurate descriptions of specifi c social phe-
nomena, but more broadly if the concepts are broad and precise enough to do 
justice to social reality. Understood in this way, social philosophy is therefore 
normative in a second sense, namely at the explanatory level, and does offer 
social-ontological insights. This time, norms are the core notions sought by 
the social philosopher to explain the phenomena described by social theo-
rists, most especially social integration and the puzzle of the integration and 
reproduction of social orders. Again, to be very clear, those “norms” are not 
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tailored to specifi c phenomena; they remain general and can in principle be 
applied to a number of different social situations. However abstract these 
“norms” remain, though, they defi nitely bring a “social-ontological” side to 
Honneth’s endeavour. The struggle for recognition therefore plays two roles: 
it is not just a critical tool accounting for the experience of injustice and the 
transformations of social orders; it is also a conceptual tool explaining social 
integration. It identifi es the ultimate fabric of modern social orders as frac-
tious fi elds constantly open for renegotiation.

Another way of distinguishing between social theory and social philosophy 
is in reference to historical trends. Social theory, because it has a descriptive 
aim, needs to combine a long view of historical trends, most notably by pro-
viding a characterisation of modern as opposed to pre-modern society, with 
a sensitivity to more local phenomena, especially in relation to its own time, 
and often in specifi c national contexts. Typically, the commentary on recent 
social developments is embedded in a larger narrative of modernity. Social 
philosophy, on the other hand, is fully historical, but need not take a stance on 
smaller-scale developments, and indeed, is wary of theory becoming overly 
infl uenced in its conceptual core by local, empirical phenomena.

None of these introductory considerations will dispel the sense that Hon-
neth’s notion of social philosophy is quite idiosyncratic. This has to do with 
the fact that his reconstructions of a whole tradition and, consequently, of an 
entire discipline are premised on fundamental conceptual and methodologi-
cal axioms that are specifi cally his own. To put it differently, the reconstruc-
tion of a tradition of social philosophy which culminates implicitly in his own 
refl ections constitutes in itself an important methodological justifi cation for 
his overall project.

An “action-theoretic”, normativist approach

The main premises in Honneth’s theoretical approach to the social have 
already been discussed in the previous chapters. Here, we can attempt to 
bring them together and characterise his specifi c proposal in social theory.

The most fundamental premise is that the social order maintains itself through 
the sharing of normative orientations amongst socialised individuals. Social 
theory cannot avoid being normativist. This is for two separate but strongly 
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interconnected reasons: an anti-normativist theory of society is forced to do 
violence to an irreducible element of social life, one that is essential to explain 
the maintenance and functioning of a social order, namely the behaviour of 
socialised agents that are constantly referring to each other in ways that are 
not purely instrumental; and at a practical level, an anti-normativist theory of
society robs itself of the means to construct coherent tools for the critique of 
social phenomena. Honneth’s main target in social theory is functionalism, 
or to put it negatively, any theory of society that explains the maintenance of 
social orders without reference to the meaning that individuals attach to their 
actions and experiences. In other words, there is a defi nite Weberian strand in 
Honneth’s social theory, even if he has never explicitly elaborated it.

By contrast with functionalist theories of society, Honneth refers to his 
approach as an “action-theoretic” one. This is an approach and a characterisa-
tion he shares with his long-time intellectual partner Hans Joas. The decision 
to analyse social phenomena from the perspective of both intersubjectivity 
and practice, through the lens of “practical intersubjectivity”, is probably the 
primary theoretical decision in Honneth’s thinking, both in genealogical and 
systematic terms. It is this stance, to recall, which inspired the criticism of 
structuralist interpretations of Marx, or guided the re-reading of the tradition 
of philosophical anthropology.

In terms of contemporary social theory, given their consistent agreement on 
this point, Hans Joas’ characterisation of an action-theoretic stance can be 
taken as an accurate characterisation of Honneth’s own assumptions:

I propose the label ‘constitution theories’ as a generic term for describing 

the increasingly frequent current attempts to pose an alternative to func-

tionalism. This term denotes all those sociological theories which set out 

to make social processes intelligible in terms of the actions of the members 

of a society without assuming there to be some underlying transhistorical 

developmental trend.1

An interesting heuristic way of characterising Honneth’s theory is to try to 
locate it within the list of theories proposed by Joas in The Creativity of Action. 
Honneth’s model would probably be situated between what Joas lists as the 

1 H. Joas, The Creativity of Action, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1996, p. 231.
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fourth and fi fth groups within his taxonomy of “constitution theories”. The 
similarity with the fourth group is that Honneth, like the authors Joas counts 
in it, also develops “a theory of confl ict and power in which social orders are 
presented as unstable and usually asymmetrical balances of power”. Here the 
work of Bourdieu is the paradigmatic example. Bringing him in the vicinity of 
the “fi fth current”, is Honneth’s interest in the sociology of social movements 
and especially the political philosophy of Castoriadis. He could be well iden-
tifi ed with this group since Joas adds that “this group also includes all those 
approaches which, although based on that of Parsons, try to free his work 
from the ballast of functionalism”.2 This could be a good characterisation of 
Honneth’s own social theory.

We can briefl y highlight aspects of his model that confi rm this broad charac-
terisation, before attempting to stress the originality of his social-theoretical 
position.

Most of the fundamental axioms underpinning Honneth’s social philosophy 
are similar to those that inspired Parsons’ own normative theory of society.3 
To begin negatively, it is based on a rejection of individualistic, utilitarian, 
instrumental-rationalistic and positivistic models of action. The paradigmatic 
fi gure in which those traits were gathered for the fi rst time is that of Hobbes, 
and his “utilitarian” theory of action. It was noted already that Hobbes fea-
tures as a key negative backdrop in the writings of the 1990s. A similar, 
“action-theoretic”, Parsonian line of critique against “utilitarian” theories of 
action is adopted by Honneth in his later critique of Marx developed in The 

Struggle for Recognition, or in his critique of Bourdieu. It is important to dwell 
a little on the latter. On the one hand, Honneth’s social-theoretical model, 
centred on the notion of confl ict for moral and symbolic power, bears strong 
Bourdieuian traits. Bourdieu’s inspiration is evident and decisive in the cru-
cial 1981 article “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination”, as well as in 
The Critique of Power, in which domination plays a central role, notably in 
the critique of Habermas. Later, in the exchange with Fraser, Bourdieu’s later 
project published in The Weight of the World provides an important argument 

2 Ibid., p. 233.
3 Here, I am following Joas’ characterisation of the Parsonian project in The Creativ-

ity of Action, pp. 7-17.
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against the sociological construct of “new” identity movements versus “old” 
redistributive struggles.

On the other hand, in “The Fragmented World of Symbolic Forms” (1984), 
Honneth also critiqued the “utilitarian” framework used by Bourdieu to con-
ceptualise his theory of symbolic action. The date of this important article is 
interesting. The positive engagement of the young scholar who was on his 
way to the work resulting in The Struggle for Recognition possibly indicates 
the decisive and inspirational role played by Bourdieu in Honneth’s forma-
tion. Indeed, given the great care with which Honneth always chooses the 
titles of his texts, in particular of his books, the proximity of the Bourdieu 
article and Honneth’s fi rst major collection of essays, The Fragmented World of 

the Social cannot just be a coincidence. But, as the fi rst chapters have amply 
shown, the young scholar already had a clear vision of the fact that there was 
to be no compromising on the normativist premise in issues of social theory. 
As a consequence, whilst he clearly approved of Bourdieu’s attempt to actu-
alise the importance of struggle as a central moment in the explanation of the 
social order, he also bemoaned the fact that Bourdieu’s continued reliance 
on the concept of capital led him to conceptualise social experience on the 
model of the possession of economic goods, and in turn forced him to analyse 
social struggles along the lines of the utilitarian struggle over distribution. As 
a result, the young Honneth claimed, Bourdieu did not have the conceptual 
means to characterise adequately the specifi c normativity operating in the 
life-styles and everyday cultural “habitus” of social groups, nor was he able 
to give a suffi ciently differentiated account of the impact of this normativity 
on the identity of the subjects belonging to those groups. Like Adorno and 
Horkheimer, he was not able to give a sense of that “cultural action” which 
Honneth was attempting to delineate in The Critique of Power, that is, “the 
cultural forms of life in which the social groups fi rst endeavour to maintain 
their collective identity”.4 And he was unable to establish the specifi city of 
“the struggle for the social recognition of moral models”. Already in 1984, the 
young Honneth had a clear view of that dimension of social life upon which 
he was to base his own model and research programme:

4 Honneth, “The Fragmented World of Symbolic Forms”, p. 199.
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While the economic struggle over distribution is (. . .) a dispute amongst com-

batants solely mindful of their own utilities, in the moral-practical struggle 

each of the opposing groups fi ghts for the other’s normative approach.5

Such a determined focus on the normative and conceptual specifi city of 
“moral-practical” struggles allowed Honneth very early on to identify his 
theoretical opponents in the debate over the nature of social action, and the 
precise points of disagreement.

The fi rst line is represented by Bourdieu. That line is correct in stressing the 
collective, meta-subjective character of the determinants of action; it is also an 
important ally in defending a view of the social order as structured through 
group antagonism; however this line fails in not distinguishing suffi ciently 
between material and normative integration.

A second line of thought in the theory of social action would be one most fully 
opposed by Honneth, one which would argue in “utilitarian” terms in the 
fullest Parsonian sense of the word: not only through a concept of rational-
ity exclusively geared to instrumentalities and utilities, but also in strict indi-
vidualistic terms. This would be represented, for example, by rational-action 
theory or social-contract theories. Honneth has never directly confronted such 
models of social action. They are so much at odds with his own vision of the 
social that there seems to be no middle ground to engage with them. This 
is perhaps a weakness in Honneth’s work. Methodological individualism is 
an extremely powerful position in traditional and contemporary theoretical 
sociology.

However, there is a third theoretical line with which Honneth has engaged 
much more substantially. This line can be broadly characterised as “function-
alist”, if by that we simply mean any explanation of social action which refers 
not to the experiences, intentions and actions of social individuals and groups, 
but rather to institutions and historical trends that carry on fundamental func-
tions in the reproduction of societies. To qualify this immediately, another 
surprising omission in Honneth’s overall career has been the lack of engage-
ment with Luhmann’s systems theory. This lack of engagement with the great 
German social theorist is surprising at many levels, not least because he has 

5 Honneth, “The Fragmented World of Symbolic Forms”, p. 200.
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been an important interlocutor for Habermas in his mature theory of society. 
Apart from Luhmann, however, Honneth has consistently propounded a sus-
tained critique of functionalist arguments, most notably in relation to French 
social theory. Indeed, this is probably one of Honneth’s greatest originalities 
in respect to Habermas, namely his keenness to continue to draw critical and 
positive arguments from a dialogue with French social theory, beyond the 
reference to Durkheim.

Critical engagement with Lévi-Strauss and Foucault

Three early critical discussions in particular have played a decisive role in 
Honneth’s development: the critique of Althusser, which chapter 1 has out-
lined; the critique of Foucault, the more famous of the three; but also the cri-
tique of Lévi-Strauss. Honneth’s critiques of Lévi-Strauss and Foucault are 
worth mentioning briefl y, because they contain not just Honneth’s usual res-
ervations against functionalist arguments, but also important positive lean-
ings on these two thinkers.

The critical review of Lévi-Strauss, “A Structuralist Rousseau”, was fi rst pub-
lished in 1987, in between The Critique of Power and The Struggle for Recogni-

tion when Honneth was developing his key intuition of a specifi c struggle 
over moral norms at the core of social integration in modern societies.6 The 
expanded version of the article published in Die Zerrissene Welt des Sozialen 
came out in 1990, coinciding with Honneth’s Bourdieuian turn in Critical 
Theory, towards a class-theory of moral consciousness. This reconstruction 
of Lévi-Strauss’ intellectual career takes on a very specifi c colour if we read 
it retrospectively as a step towards the completion of Honneth’s social-philo-
sophical model. We fi nd in it some of the key intuitions that are later devel-
oped in The Struggle for Recognition and in the complementary 1994 articles, 
“Pathologies of the Social” and “The Social Dynamic of Disrespect”.

6 In an encyclopaedia entry dedicated to structuralism, Honneth demonstrated his 

deep knowledge of the French social theory of the 1970s, see Honneth, “Strukturalis-

mus”, in eds H. Kerber and A. Schmieder, Handbuch Soziologie, Reinbek bei Hamburg, 

Rowohlt, 1984, pp. 582-586.
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Honneth’s central interpretive claim, namely his emphasis on the infl uence 
of Rousseau on Lévi-Strauss’ thinking is quite striking. It echoes directly the 
prominence granted to the Swiss philosopher in “Pathologies of the Social”. 
In both Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss, Honneth reads the project of a critique 
of “pathologies” of modern society. Lévi-Strauss’ categories, which take 
place alongside those studied in the 1994 study, like alienation, bifurcation, 
anomie, are “disharmony”, “imbalance”, “inauthenticity”.7 Like Rousseau, 
Lévi-Strauss conducts his critique of the social pathologies of modernity with 
reference to normative criteria that are ultimately grounded in anthropologi-
cal arguments. This is clearly a very important dimension for Honneth, who 
is engaged, as we know, in the diffi cult, unfashionable research programme 
of a refoundation of Critical Theory in (formal) anthropology. In Lévi-Strauss, 
Honneth also fi nds a “social-theorist”, someone interested in fi nding “the 
principles of social life”,8 for whom the core social mechanism explaining the 
emergence and maintenance of social orders is not to be explained individu-
alistically and rationalistically, but through the establishment of fundamental 
social bonds, through “reciprocity”, “mutuality” and “solidarity”. Indeed, 
Honneth goes on to show that it is one of Bourdieu’s great insights, one that 
takes him from an orthodox Lévi-Straussian structuralist, to his own mature 
position, to have shown that the explanation of social integration through 
core intersubjective relations should also be conceived as a relation of recipro-
cal antagonism, as a struggle for symbolic domination.9

However, in this reading of Lévi-Strauss, one aspect is strikingly at odds with 
Honneth’s later model. Honneth argues that the Rousseauian infl uence on 
Lévi-Strauss can be traced most clearly in the adoption of Rousseau’s “roman-
ticism”, “the true motive”, as Honneth puts it, behind the anthropologist’s 
vocation and work. According to Honneth’s interpretation, in the study of 
earlier cultures and societies, Lévi-Strauss was pursuing more than a method-
ological interest. Rather, this study

7 Honneth, “A Structuralist Rousseau: On the Anthropology of Claude Lévi-

Strauss”, in The Fragmented World of the Social, p. 140.
8 Ibid., p. 143.
9 Honneth, “The Fragmented World of Symbolic Forms”, p. 186.



 Social Philosophy as Social Theory • 341

is motivated by a profound respect for the beginnings of human socialisation 

that itself is born of the deep romantic conviction that in archaic cultures one 

fi nds not so much a piece of unmediated nature as one fi nds a specifi c capac-

ity for an intimate integration within the wider life-network of nature.10

In the next page, Honneth talks about Lévi-Strauss’ “constant, sympathetic 
concern with the comprehensive network of natural life” as the guiding 
thread of his entire intellectual life. This culminates in the “ecological ethic” 
that is to be found in Lévi-Strauss’ late writings. At fi rst glance, this romantic 
Rousseau is at odds with the Rousseau that Honneth appeals to in “Patholo-
gies of the Social”. This is the sign of a larger, more substantial disagreement 
between him and the great anthropologist on some key premises. The Hege-
lian background, the Habermasian assumptions underpinning Honneth’s 
mature model cannot be reconciled with Lévi-Strauss’ “romanticism”, with 
the notion that “pre-modern” cultures are not antecedent, but alternate forms 
of, human development. But we also recall one of the key initial inspirations 
behind Honneth’s critical moves beyond Habermas, as they were expressed 
in Social Action and Human Nature. It was precisely the underlying ecologi-
cal concern and the dissatisfaction with a theory of society that had taken a 
reductive view on nature, one, for example, that had severed the naturalis-
tic roots of onto- and phylogenesis, which led the young critical theorists to 
look in Feuerbach and Mead for an alternative, more naturalistic, ground of 
social action. Those ecological, naturalistic elements disappear in the course 
of Honneth’s development, as a result of his interactionist interpretation of 
intersubjectivity.11

More important than Lévi-Strauss, however, is the engagement with Fou-
cault, who for the young Honneth is the most characteristic representative 
of a “functionalist” approach to society. Foucault’s challenge has been felt 
by Honneth without interruption throughout his career, from the second last 
chapter in Social Action and Human Nature, to the well-known, dense chap-
ters in The Critique of Power, to the editorial work performed by Honneth on 

10 Honneth, “A Structuralist Rousseau”, p. 139.
11 See my “Loss of Nature in Axel Honneth’s Theory of Recognition. Rereading 

Mead with Merleau-Ponty”, Critical Horizons, 6, 2005, pp. 153-181.
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the occasion of the important 2001 Foucault conference in Germany,12 with a 
number of smaller articles dedicated to him in between.13

The fi rst criticism addressed to Foucault relates to his “archaeological” period 
and the adoption of a structuralist framework. This criticism in fact reiter-
ates Honneth’s general rejection of structuralism in social theory. Already 
with Lévi-Strauss, Honneth explained that his “most fruitful discovery (. . .), 
the insight namely into the extra-economic role of exchange, was actually 
obstructed more than expanded by the structuralist jargon”.14 The contradic-
tion that Honneth sees between the romantic motive inspiring Lévi-Strauss 
and the structuralist framework is that the latter excludes in principle any ref-
erence to an hermeneutic dimension which would allow us to see the myths 
and cultural achievements of societies studied as affective expressions of their 
social identities. At the risk of reading too much of Honneth’s own thinking 
into his reading of Lévi-Strauss, we could say that the model of a social theory 
centred on the concept of recognition is what Lévi-Straussian anthropology 
would look like after it has rid itself of structuralism.

All this is confi rmed then in Honneth’s critiques of Foucault. As with Lévi-
Strauss, Honneth objects to Foucault’s adoption of a structuralist methodol-
ogy in his early, “archaeological” period. The series of contradictions that 
Honneth diagnoses in Foucault’s theory of the statement and the archive boil 
down to the impossible task of trying to establish a theory of society based on 
the model of a neutral, subjectless, non-intentional system of discourse obey-
ing only formal, differential rules. Such a programme necessarily leads into 
an impasse, Honneth argues, because this framework does not provide the 
means to account for the alleged unity and homogeneity of the social system. 
Where could that unity come from if the discursive order is without centre 

12 A. Honneth & M. Saar, (eds) Michel Foucault. Zwischenbilanz einer Rezeption. Frank-

furter Foucault Konferenz 2001, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 2003.
13 A. Honneth, “Foucault and Adorno: Two Forms of the Critique of Modernity”, 

(1986), in The Fragmented World of the Social; “Disziplinierung des Körpers“, in Desin-

tegration. Bruchstücke einer soziologischen Zeitdiagnose, Frankfurt/M., Fischer Verlag, 

1994.
14 Honneth, “A Structuralist Rousseau”, p. 150.
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and without subject?15 Foucault’s answer in terms of a “function of control” 
is no solution, since the same question arises, regarding the who and the why 
of social domination. When Foucault introduces the notion of a “function of 
control” to explain the hegemony of discursive orders, the question arises as 
to how he can “combine institutional techniques and cognitive procedures 
without relying upon the cognitive initiative of subjects”.16 As with the cri-
tique of Lévi-Strauss, what this criticism shows is the impossibility of con-
ducting social theory without the category of meaning and the presence of an 
hermeneutic moment.

This is a point that arose also in the criticism of Adorno. This hermeneu-
tic moment is itself twofold. First, statements need to be referred to group-
 specifi c forms of social and cultural life, to group- or class-specifi c forms of 
social experience, as the culturally and socially specifi c fi lters of the division of 
labour. Secondly and intimately related to this, the hierarchical order of soci-
eties must therefore be conceived, not in a homogenising way as a uniform 
production dominated from the top down by an all-powerful order of domi-
nation (the totalitarian domination of modern economic-administrative appa-
ratuses, or the “order of discourse”), but rather as the unstable compromise 
solution of a fundamental antagonism between groups, that is refracted in 
their distinctive discourses and practices. Social theory requires a hermeneu-
tic sensitivity to the cultural actions of dominated groups, in their adaptation 
to the inegalitarian social order and in their resistance to it, as well as an her-
meneutic sensitivity to the justifi catory and enforcing discursive and cultural 
practices of dominating groups. Such an hermeneutic dimension is explicitly 
thematised in the mature model, in the two 1994 articles, but is already seen 
in The Struggle for Recognition when Honneth considers the cultural and politi-
cal conditions enabling an experience of injustice to be transformed into the 
active energy of a social movement.17 In Foucault as in Adorno, the adoption 
of totalising and homogenising categories leads to a reductive vision of the 
social, a lack of sensitivity for the real experiences of domination and injustice, 
and for the more or less visible acts of resistance that arise from them.

15 Honneth, The Critique of Power, p. 138.
16 Ibid., p. 143.
17 See The Struggle for Recognition, chapter 8.
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In Foucault’s genealogical phase, Honneth detects an initial theory of power 
that has the merit of highlighting the tension between competing social agents. 
Even though the concept of action used early on by Foucault in his shift to 
genealogy is purely strategic, and therefore far removed from the normative 
concept that Honneth himself is seeking to develop, it remains an important 
“action-theoretic” proposal. Indeed, in it Honneth fi nds the kind of “practical 
intersubjectivity” which, we recall, was also the catchphrase of his early pro-
ject undertaken with Joas. Very quickly, however, with the emergence of the 
discipline thesis, the action-theoretic model is repressed again, and a vision 
of modern society functionally controlled by a system of domination takes its 
place once again.

while the concept of power is supposed to have been developed out of the 

practical intersubjectivity of social struggle, without having been able to 

explain suffi ciently the process of the social stabilisation of power, the anal-

ysis of techniques of power unexpectedly uses the idea of power-wielding 

institutions without having to refer to the process of their social establish-

ment. In between, the phenomenon of actual theoretical interest—the stabi-

lisation of practically secured positions of power in the form of their social 

institutionalisation—disappears.18

Obviously for Honneth the answer to Foucault’s conundrum would be found 
in the concept of cultural action which he developed at the time, and later in 
the concept of struggle for recognition. Accordingly, the social order owes 
its relative stability to the fact that the social groups share a minimal con-
sensus over the justifi cation underpinning that order, until the dominated 
groups are able to transform their adaptation to such inegalitarian order into 
demands for change, based on their experiences of injustice.19 In other words, 
the conundrum which Foucault faces, and which expresses itself in the form 
of a contradiction between his early, Nietzschean, concept of power and the 
institutionalist application of it in the historical writings, boils down to the 

18 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 173.
19 Se J.-P. Deranty & E. Renault, “Democratic Agon: Striving for Distinction or 

Struggle against Domination and Injustice?”, in ed. A. Schaap, Law and Agonistic Poli-

tics, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2009.
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fact that he largely overlooks the normative dimension of social integration 
and institutionalisation processes.

This error arises for Honneth, because Foucault approaches modern society 
from a functionalist perspective, which leads him to a methodology akin to a 
system-theoretical approach. In Discipline and Punish, for example,

Foucault evidently conducts his historical research within the framework of 

a systems theory that conceives the form of social organisation as a tempo-

rary complex of power strategies by which the invariant problems of demo-

graphic growth and economic reproduction are overcome.20

There is therefore, according to Honneth, a substantial link in Foucault, 
between his non-normative theory of power and his adoption of a functionalist 
perspective. Both come together in the vision of society as a trans- subjective, 
anonymous system of power seeking to entrench itself in the hearts, minds 
and bodies of socialised individuals.

As a consequence of such a functionalist turn, beyond all other differences, 
the same reductions identifi ed in Adorno’s late theory of society appear once 
more:21 the “crude” behaviouristic conception of socialisation which sees mod-
ern bodies as moulded, and subjectivities even “created” by, the new nexus of 
knowledge/power; the reduction of the social fi eld to a passive, amorphous 
reality delivered over to the functionally determined institutions of power; 
the blindness to the hermeneutic signifi cance and practical potential of social 
struggles, which are either ignored, or even construed as being strategically 
triggered by power for its own reinforcement.

This early critique of Foucault, combined with the rejection, in fi ne, of the 
founder of French structuralism, highlights the connections that Honneth 
drew very early on between different positions within social theory that do not 
necessarily imply each other, but that all lead as a consequence of their respec-
tive approaches to a downgrading of the practical, integrative role of social 
struggles, and to a lack of consideration for the experience of socialised sub-
jects. For Honneth, therefore, from the beginning and consistently  throughout 

20 Honneth, Critique of Power, pp. 193-194.
21 See also Honneth, “Foucault and Adorno”.
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his writings, structuralism, functionalism, systems-theory, and generally any 
perspective starting from the premise of the institutional dimension of social 
life, all these approaches are guilty of some form or other of reductionism, 
and have to face contradictions and conceptual impasses at some point in 
their development. And the rejection of such approaches is also inspired by 
another concern, namely the problem of the practical relevance of theory.

It is without a doubt this close link established by Honneth between the con-
ceptual tools put to work in social theory and their impact on the feasibility 
of a critical theory of society defi ned in terms of its double anchoring in the 
experience of social injustice, which accounts best for the originality of his 
position within “constitution theories”, as Joas usefully described those types 
of social theory that focus primarily on the practical and hermeneutic dimen-
sions of social action. Honneth’s originality is not that, unlike other authors in 
this fi eld, he would fail to take notice of the systemic aspects of modernisation 
processes. Rather, as the previous chapter has argued, he gives a distinctly 
normative interpretation of them. The differentiation of institutional spheres 
for him does not equate with the impossibility of social action conceived as 
praxis, as it does for example in Habermas. Such differentiation, on the con-
trary, results in a normative differentiation, to wit, the ability for socialised 
individuals to relate to themselves in differentiated, normative ways, and thus 
to make differentiated claims to society. The possibilities for individuals to 
become ever more autonomous and individuated, in other words, to increase 
their potentials for self-determination through increased self-realisation, are 
therefore enhanced rather than constrained by systemic differentiation.

The same applies for the possibility of social action since ever more aspects of 
an individual become normatively redeemable. This implication of the theory 
of normative differentiation is encapsulated in the idea of an “ascending” dia-
lectic of the universal and the particular in the normative claims of groups 
and individuals suffering from injustice. Modern society, on Honneth’s 
model, has unlocked potentials for ever greater individuation and autono-
misation, which have been tapped into by the various social movements that 
have advanced the normative integrative processes of modern societies. Few 
other social theories put so much emphasis on social movements and the 
social experience of individuals and groups. Again, it is important to empha-
sise the decisive role played by the historical sociology of social movements 



 Social Philosophy as Social Theory • 347

(especially E.P. Thompson and Barrington Moore) in the development of 
Honneth’s  thinking.

The institutions of social life

The question that this stance immediately raises, however, is whether Hon-
neth does not create a forced alternative that becomes counter-productive 
and leads him to take a reductionist stance himself in social theory and in 
social philosophy. It is one thing to want to save the hermeneutic and practi-
cal dimensions of social life, and another to explain all functional realities 
of modern societies normatively. To put it differently, one should not con-
fuse two theoretical tasks: on the one hand, the need to make room, within 
a theory of modern society, for the experiences of socialised subjects as they 
pertain to the validation or violation of justifi ed normative claims; and on 
the other hand the grounding of all processes of social integration on this 
dimension of social life. Honneth would most probably reject this dichotomy 
as a caricature of his position. The point of a normative interpretation of func-
tional differentiation is not to reduce it to an hermeneutics of social life, but 
to secure a normative anchoring point from which critique remains possible. 
From this perspective, Honneth’s social theory has much more modest ambi-
tions than for example the other theories considered above. It does not aim to 
be a social theory in the strong sense, but merely to retrieve the “normative 
constraints” placed on processes of social integration. In this sense, Honneth’s 
intervention in social theory is indirect and external at fi rst. In its explicit self-
understanding, it only draws the attention of social theorists to a dimension 
of social life that it is crucial to keep in view if one wants to be able to ground 
satisfactorily a critique of the pathological traits of that social life.

The problem, however, is that there are many passages where the rejection 
of functionalist arguments, and the desire to save the possibility of praxis, 
are so great that the line Honneth seems to want to defend becomes dan-
gerously close to the reductionist perspective just mentioned. This danger 
of shifting from a modest retrieval of the normative constraints placed on 
functional processes, to a reductionist “ontological” stance on these same pro-
cesses, is especially evident in the case of Honneth’s approach to institutions. 
It has been noted already on a number of occasions that his intersubjectivistic 
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 starting point has the tendency to reduce the institutional depth in some of the 
key authors inspiring his project, notably in Hegel and Mead. This is just one 
aspect of a more fundamental tendency to construe intersubjective relations 
in mere “inter-personalist” terms. There is a deep tendency in Honneth to 
reduce interaction to the horizontal relationship between singular individu-
als, to inter-personal interaction.22 As chapter 5 has shown, intersubjectivity 
is used in a variety of ways in the tradition Honneth locates himself, and was 
not necessarily synonymous only with interpersonal interaction.

In the case of institutions, the problematic nature of Honneth’s social-theo-
retical assumptions has been well demonstrated by Emmanuel Renault in 
L’Expérience de l’Injustice. Renault’s distinction between an expressivist and a 
constitutive concept of recognition in relation to institutions marks an impor-
tant step in the development of the theory of recognition.

Honneth’s theoretical strategy relies entirely on what can be called an 

expressive conception of recognition (a conception of recognition whereby 

the latter is expressed in institutions). The relation of recognition is consid-

ered by Honneth as though it depends on relations between I and Thou that 

are not social in themselves, but which enable nonetheless to evaluate the 

social relations which factually determine the relations between I and Thou, 

depending on the extent to which they favour or impede recognition. In this 

sense, social relations and institutions express to a greater or lesser extent 

the relations of recognition. This expressive conception of recognition is in 

concordance with the normative conception of institution (. . .). Interpreted 

as the result of a struggle for recognition, the social world can express either 

a happy resolution of that struggle, or its perpetuation. We could say in 

pointed fashion that ‘to express’ here means that the institutions should not 

be considered as apparatuses that by themselves produce recognition or its 

denial, but rather as the institutionalisation of relations of recognition which 

therefore point to a pre-institutional level.23

22 This tendency is also underlined in the otherwise sympathetic review of The 

Struggle for Recognition by J. Alexander and M.P. Lara, “Honneth’s New Critical The-

ory of Recognition”, New Left Review, 220, 1996.
23 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 198 (all translations mine).
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By contrast, Renault’s “constitutive” theory of recognition holds that

Institutions not only express the relations of recognition, but also produce or 

constitute them. The mistake in the expressive conception of social recogni-

tion is to consider only the problem of the normative expectations directed 

towards institutions, and to fail to emphasise suffi ciently that it is always 

within the framework of an institutional predetermination that subjectivities 

address demands of recognition to institutions.24

Renault is careful to note that this second sense of recognition in rela-
tion to institutions is itself not reducible to an institutionalist conception of 
 recognition:

there is indeed something that is not instituted in recognition since the need 

for recognition can remain unfulfi lled within institutions and thus strive for 

their transformation.25

Renault’s distinction captures the crux of the critique of Honneth’s readings 
of Hegel and Mead conducted in previous chapters. Both these authors pro-
pound substantive theories of the institutional determination of individual 
existence, and indeed of interpersonal relations. Hegel in particular, through 
the notion of the “ethical powers of Sittlichkeit”,26 that is, the socio-economic 
spheres which determine not only specifi c personality structures, but also 
modes of social interaction, and specifi c types of normativity. The worlds of 
the peasants, the bourgeois and the state bureaucrats have their own forms 
of ethicality, in which relations of recognition are shaped differently, provide 
different forms of “self-relation”, and in which, therefore, claims for recog-
nition also differ. It seems diffi cult to argue against Renault’s “constitutive” 
conception of the relation between recognition and institution. This concep-
tion seems to be a more valid one, especially in view of the tradition of social 
theory and indeed in view of some of Honneth’s very own premises. This 
constitutive use of recognition to conceptualise institutions simply gives more 
weight to the social determination of subjects and does not reduce the social 
to intersubjectivity.

24 Ibid., p. 200.
25 Ibid.
26 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, §145, p. 190.
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Such a claim might appear disconcerting given the level of sophistication and 
erudition demonstrated by Honneth. Could he really have committed such a 
mistake as to propound a pre-institutional theory of recognition, in particu-
lar if one considers that his model is predicated on the classics of theoretical 
sociology, most especially Durkheim and Parsons? This puzzle becomes more 
fathomable if it is remembered that the mature theory of recognition arises 
as the attempt to marry Marx and Habermas through immanent critiques of 
both, and by playing each against the other. Habermas emphasised the nor-
mative logic of social integration, beyond functionalist and utilitarian argu-
ments in the mature Marx. But Marx had maintained the perspective of class 
struggle and the critique of institutions, whereas Habermas’ analytical distinc-
tion between system and lifeworld, on Honneth’s reading, always threatens 
to reify into norm-free contexts of action entire areas of social life that would 
become impervious to a normative outlook. With the theory of recognition, 
a new normative outlook becomes available, one, however, that is pitched at 
such a radical level, even before the linguistic formation of lifeworlds, that all 
institutional realities, including those where the “steering media” are extra-
linguistic, become answerable to critical diagnosis. The whole of the social 
world becomes the fi eld of critical social theory since the whole fi eld, in all 
its components, could become the locus of an experience of social suffering. 
The danger hidden in this logical progression towards recognition is that the 
solution to the problem of the normatively motivated critique of society can 
quickly lapse into an unhelpful, hard dichotomy between functionalist and 
normative arguments. Against Marx, the question becomes that of fi nding a 
process of social integration that is moral; against Habermas, of fi nding one 
that is not dualistic. The “moral monism” which Honneth claims as his spe-
cifi c position leads to an ambiguous result. On the one hand, it seems to con-
stitute a powerful position for critical purposes. All social phenomena can be 
said to entail a moral dimension, to potentially generate feelings of injustice 
and experiences of suffering, so that no area of social life should be excluded 
in principle from critique and the practical attempts at transformation. The 
problem is that this benefi cial result can easily be bought at the price of a 
reductionist position in the theory of society. There seems to be an unnoticed 
slide between the critical demands of critical theory (that it should be both 
normative and monistic) and the conceptual demands of social theory, that 
the institutional depth of social reality be given full acknowledgement.
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Throughout his career Honneth has hesitated on the crucial question of the 
relation of recognition to institutions. In the implicit embrace of Horkheimer’s 
model of “cultural action”, for example, the acknowledgement of the sepa-
rate, functional autonomy of the division of labour is well taken into account. 
On that model, recognition relations constitute a normative social lens on a 
world that is institutionalised according to a logic that is largely indepen-
dent of the social confl icts and morally charged relations between groups and 
agents. Towards the end of The Critique of Power, however, something like an 
expressivist conception of recognition seems to appear. Already in the cri-
tique of Foucault, as we saw a few moments ago, the action-theoretical model 
of power is implicitly praised by Honneth. What seems to be implied at this 
stage is that Foucault is only missing the normative moment of social integra-
tion through antagonism to arrive at a satisfactory solution. But institutions 
on that model seem to be reducible to expressions of power struggles. And 
as the end of chapter 4 argued, the shift from the cultural action model to 
the struggle for recognition model already anticipates a monistic normative 
model that has not just critical, but also social-theoretical ambitions. With the 
move towards a “concept of the social” inspired by the notion found in Hegel 
and Mead of a “primary sociality”, the expressivist vision of recognition and 
institutions seems already entrenched. On the other hand, in later writings the 
autonomous logic of development of the economic sphere is acknowledged 
as a matter of course.

Beyond the fundamental distinction between expressive and constitutive con-
ceptions of recognition, another signifi cant contribution made by Renault is 
to have shown that taking into account the social dimension of existence, in 
a strong sense that emphasises the power of institutions, does not lead to a 
dissolution of the normative programme, as Honneth had feared. It leads, 
however, to a different vision of social emancipation, since a different under-
standing of the link between recognition and institution must have a bearing 
on the link between social theory and social critique. If institutions are viewed 
as “expressions” of relations of recognition, the experiences of misrecogni-
tion and the immanent transcendence they negatively entail point to a state 
of social life beyond current institutional reality. Ultimately, they point to 
that telos of full reconciliation between subjects, where mutual recognition 
is totally achieved, in quantity and in quality, so to speak, when all social 
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 individuals are recognised in their full identity. Strangely enough, recogni-
tion seems to provide both an internal and an external perspective on the 
reality of institutions. The perspective is internal in as much as recognition is 
supposed to account for the normative conditions of the institutional consen-
sus, the minimal layer of consensus legitimating and justifying the given insti-
tutional order. In other words, in explanatory, or “social-theoretical” terms, 
the expressive conception of recognition leads to an internalist picture. But 
the critical perspective is externalist since the experiences of injustice point 
beyond existing social reality. On Renault’s model, on the other hand, the 
explanatory and the critical perspectives both remain internalist. This is obvi-
ous for the social-theoretical, that is to say if the institutional reality is seen as 
itself producing, or constituting types of recognition relations. On the critical 
level, the perspective is also an internalist one:

the confrontation of demands of recognition aimed at the institutions is 

internal to the life of the institutions themselves: it takes on the path of a 

process of internal evolution, or in crisis situations, in which collective con-

fl icts appear to the individuals subjected to the denial of recognition as the 

only possible outcome.27

Renault’s injection of an institutionalist dimension into the theory of recogni-
tion thus seems to provide a useful synthesis, which retains the critical poten-
tial of Honneth’s innovations, whilst making room for a more realistic vision 
of the meta-subjective weight of institutions and ‘ethical powers’. We will 
return to these problems in chapter 11 when we study Honneth’s uneasy rela-
tion to the critique of political economy.

27 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 206.



Chapter Ten

The Morality of Recognition

This section is dedicated to what Honneth 
has termed “the moral of recognition”, in 
other words, the implications of the ethics of 
recognition for moral theory. This entails the 
following problems: the precise characterisa-
tion of the nature of the norms involved in 
moral action; the question of moral judge-
ment, that is to say, the type of deliberation, 
through which these norms are formulated 
and put into play by a plurality of subjects in 
real action; the moral psychology that needs 
to be coherently attached to moral theory; 
and the critical relation to competing theories 
of morality.

Beyond discourse ethics

As in most other areas of his work, the easi-
est access into Honneth’s moral philosophy 
is to take it as a correction of Habermas. The 
“moral of recognition” is best characterised 
as a critical development of discourse ethics. 
The central idea behind Habermas’ discourse 
ethics, that an action is moral only if it can be 
justifi ed as an action that would have been 
agreed to by all the agents concerned, that 
idea also captures the central intuition at the 
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heart of the ethics of recognition. In the latter, the Habermasian intuition is 
fl eshed out in terms of the normative value of every individual, the value 
that is precisely at stake in, and triggers, struggles for recognition. Indeed the 
second sphere of recognition articulates a moment in the theory of recognition 
that can be called its irreducible Kantian moment: the fact that each person is 
equally deserving of respect as a free being able to be held responsible for his 
or her own actions. 

But the ethics of recognition also grew from of a series of dissatisfactions with 
Habermas’ proposal. Some of these dissatisfactions were of a direct moral-
philosophical nature. In particular, two features that were presented already 
in previous chapters have special signifi cance for the “moral of recognition”. 
The fi rst is the Marxian-Bourdieuian suspicion relating to the diffi culty faced 
by discourse ethics as soon as the principle of discursive universalisability is 
confronted with the reality of class-specifi c moral experiences and the diffi cul-
ties encountered by dominated groups in accessing the proper realm of justi-
fi cation.1 As was seen in chapter 3, there is a constant Bourdieuian moment in 
Honneth. Accordingly the discrimination and cultural disadvantage suffered 
by dominated groups mean that they are denied access to the forms of cul-
tural and symbolic capital that would allow them to express “properly” their 
own moral experience, in a language, that is, that would be recognised as 
valid in the public discourse over norms. Habermas’ overly rationalistic and 
formalistic reformulation of the moral imperative runs the risk of not count-
ing as valid expressions of moral experience that cannot rise to the formal-
ity of universalisable validity claims. Dominating classes on the other hand, 
not only enjoy unproblematic access to symbolic vocabulary and resources, 
they are even encouraged, through their position in society, to use a language 
of justifi cation appropriately. Indeed, this last point in fact leads to an even 
stronger thesis: the very logic of occupying a position of social domination 
entails the constraint of formulating the justifi cation for one’s power and priv-
ilege. Such an insight, which was central in Habermas’ earlier model of social 
theory, and is captured notably by the concept of “systematically distorted 
communication”, becomes very diffi cult to articulate with the sole means of 
linguistic pragmatics. 

1 Honneth, “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination” (1981).
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The second major critical claim made against discourse ethics was linked 
to the fi rst, but was no longer restricted to the sociological narrowness of 
Habermas’ moral theory. The argument this time targets the collapsing of the 
Kantian insight (universal dignity) onto the normativity inherent in linguis-
tic agreement. This collapse, according to Honneth, leads to the confusion 
between validity and experience, the confusion between moral experience 
as “thick” experience, and the necessity to couch it in normative terms, by 
using the resources inherent in the pragmatics of language, for questions of 
justifi cation. The fact that moral justifi cation relies on all the normative rules 
and constraints that discourse ethics brings to light does not mean that moral 
experience is itself solely made up of this normative material.2 The correction 
of this confusion was from the beginning one of the major inspirations behind 
Honneth’s project of an ethics of recognition: to provide a theory of moral 
experience that does justice to all its dimensions, however they might be pre-
sented in formal normative language. 

The attempt to avoid the shortcomings of discourse ethics is probably one of 
the main reasons behind Honneth’s methodological negativism in normative 
questions, a negativism which applies most particularly to moral questions. 
The upshot of the critique of Habermas’ overly formalistic characterisation of 
the moral point of view is that a logically and normatively adequate presen-
tation, to oneself and others, of the norms guiding action cannot pass for the 
primordial feature of moral norms. If that is the case, however, no other access 
to the reality of moral experience can be granted, at fi rst, but a negative one: 
what constitutes the moral order is revealed when, through their affective and 
indeed practical reactions to injustice, subjects point negatively to the nor-
mative feature that have been injured through an unjust or immoral action. 
“Moral injuries” and the “feeling of injustice” are the primary guidelines for 
the theory of morality.3 

2 Very clearly expressed in Honneth, “Anerkennungsbeziehungen und Moral” 

(2000), pp. 101-102.
3 See in particular “Recognition and Moral Obligation”, Social Research, 64(1), 1997, 

pp. 16-35.
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Honneth refers to such methodological negativism in a number of texts, and 
often in reference to contemporary German moral theory.4 As the initial quo-
tation of the important article “The Other of Justice” reminds us, such nega-
tivism was already the method that Adorno had defi ned for ethical thinking.5 
This negativistic approach to moral theory could also be counted as further 
proof of the impact of Theunissen’s work on Honneth’s thinking.6 The pre-
vious chapter also showed that this negative methodology was crucial in 
establishing the three spheres of recognition. The leading question, to recall, 
was a negative one: “what are the conceptual means with which a social the-
ory might fi nd out what is felt by the subjects as social injustice in the social 
reality?”7 In both The Struggle for Recognition and in the polemic with Fra-
ser, Honneth uses this question as a guideline to articulate the three spheres. 
Each sphere is supposed to represent the normative construct arising at fi rst 
negatively from the phenomenology of the different historical types of injus-
tice, as they are documented in particular by the historical sociology of social 
movements.

More substantially, negativity is not just a methodological concept, but con-
stitutes in fact the very heart of the moral status of human beings. In this, 
Honneth unequivocally follows Habermas. A passage from Justifi cation and 

Application made the point very clearly:

communicative socialisation through which persons are simultaneously 

individuated generates a deep-seated vulnerability, because the identity 

of socialised individuals develops only through integration into ever more 

extensive relations of social dependency. The person develops an inner life 

and achieves a stable identity only to the extent that he also externalises 

4 He refers in particular to Tugendhat’s Vorlesungen über Ethik, Frankfurt/Main, 

Suhrkamp, 1993, and Lutz Wingert’s, Gemeinsinn und Moral. Grundzüge einer Intersub-

jektivistischen Moralkonzeption, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 1993.
5 Honneth, “The Other of Justice. Habermas and the Ethical Challenge of 

Postmodernism”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, 

Polity Press, 2007, p. 99.
6 See the volume assembled on the occasion of Theunissen’s 60th birthday, 

Dialektischer Negativismus, ed Emil Anghern, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 1992.
7 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 149. 



 The Morality of Recognition • 357

himself in communicatively generated interpersonal relations and impli-

cates himself in an ever denser and more differentiated network of recipro-

cal vulnerabilities, thereby rendering himself in need of protection. From 

this anthropological point of view, morality can be conceived as the protec-

tive institution that compensates for constitutional precariousness implicit 

in the sociocultural form of life itself. Moral institutions tell us how we 

should behave toward one another to counteract the extreme vulnerability 

of the individual through protection and considerateness. Nobody can pre-

serve his integrity by himself alone. The integrity of the individual persons 

requires the stabilisation of a network of symmetrical relations of recogni-

tion in which non-replaceable individuals can secure their fragile identities 

in a reciprocal fashion only as members of a community. Morality is aimed 

at the chronic susceptibility of personal integrity implicit in the structure 

of linguistically mediated interactions, which is more deep-seated than the 

tangible vulnerability of bodily integrity, though connected with it.8

This argument is also at the heart of Honneth’s moral thinking.9 Like Haber-
mas, Honneth propounds a radical intersubjectivistic theory of subjective 
formation: the subject can learn to relate to herself only by integrating the 
normative expectations and attitudes that others direct at her. As a result, the 
subject, for both Habermas and Honneth, is formed in conditions of extreme 
vulnerability. On that view, the positive self-relations, those fundamental, 
minimal conditions that enable a subject to function at all, to conceive of her-
self as being, to a minimum extent, the author of her own choices and actions, 
depend on the context in which she is socialised, both for the constitution 
of the capacities required in autonomous action, and for the maintenance of 
a minimal sense of agency and identity. Primary and secondary socialisa-
tion provide, or not, those conditions of subject formation. Because he shares 

8 J. Habermas, Justifi cation and Application, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1993, p. 109.
9 And recently, in an article with Joel Anderson, Honneth has made explicit the 

political implications of this departure point, see Anderson/Honneth, “Autonomy, 

Vulnerability, Recognition and Justice” in eds. J. Christman and J. Anderson, Auton-

omy and the Challenges to Liberalism, New Essays, New York, Cambridge University 

Press, 2005, pp. 77-100. See chapter 11 for an overview of the political implications of 

such a focus on vulnerability.
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this radical intersubjectivistic view of the subject with Habermas, Honneth’s 
“moral of recognition” therefore simply reformulates the fundamental intu-
ition at the heart of discourse ethics:

Morality represents the quintessential core of those attitudes we are required 

to take towards each other in order to ensure in common the conditions of 

our personal identities.10

At the heart of both moral theories, the most fundamental concept is that of 
vulnerability. 

the ‘moral point of view’ refers to the network of attitudes that we have to 

adopt in order to protect human beings from injuries arising from the com-

municative presuppositions of their self-relations.11

Moral action thus has negative and positive formulations. Negatively, an 
action is moral when it avoids or prevents an injury that could befall a human 
being on the basis of his or her intersubjective dependence on others. We can 
note that this formulation mixes the two German concepts of recognition: 
the normative and the epistemic. To avoid infl icting suffering on the other 
requires, as its condition of possibility, perceiving the other as vulnerable. But 
that perception is also already directly normative. Perceiving the other as a 
being to whom suffering ought not to be done is synonymous with recognis-
ing her or him in a normative sense. This mixing of the normative and the 
perceptual will be decisive for the critical remark at the end of the chapter.

To turn to the positive formulation of the moral imperative from the perspec-
tive of the intersubjectivistic premise, an action is moral when it ensures that 
the subjects affected by the action will be able to realise their personal iden-
tity. The difference between Habermas’ discourse ethics and the “moral of 
recognition” arises from the broader differences in their approaches to nor-
mative questions, and ultimately from their different anthropological presup-
positions. As the quote above shows quite clearly, for Habermas the radical 
vulnerability of human subjects stems from their communicative interdepen-

10 A. Honneth, “Between Aristotles and Kant: Recognition and Moral Obligation”, 

in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, Polity Press, 

2007, p. 137.
11 Ibid.
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dency, that is, from the fact that they are involved in “communicative sociali-
sation”, or “social interactions mediated by the use of language oriented to 
mutual understanding”. In moral philosophy as in other areas, Habermas 
draws a major overlap between the normative experience itself, the justifi ca-
tion of its normative adequacy, and the logic inherent in linguistic under-
standing. The logic underpinning this overlap seems to be the following: since 
the human subject is “communicatively” vulnerable, so to speak, its identity 
and autonomy can be defended only in practices that operate on the very 
logic of language-use: that is, through practices that allow for free discus-
sion and under the constraint of the counter-factual universal acceptability of 
validity claims. 

Honneth, on the other hand, is critical of this identifi cation of normativity and 
the immanent normativity of language use, and fi nds it an excessive narrow-
ing of the normative experience. His whole project consists, one might say, 
in retrieving the full phenomenological depth of normative experiences. This 
is quite precisely one of the main aims behind the delineation of the three 
spheres of recognition. They seek to capture the different normative per-
spectives from which all types of normative judgements (moral, social and 
political) can be made. As a result of this general programme, the “moral of 
recognition” is therefore articulated, like the theory of justice, around three 
principles, and each sphere of recognition formulates a specifi c type of duty, 
or moral imperative:

Because (moral) attitudes aid in securing the intersubjective conditions 

under which human subjects can preserve their integrity, they have to con-

sist in as many forms of recognition as there are types of morally injurious 

disrespect. (. . .) The moral point of view has to encompass not just one, but 

three independent modes of recognition.12

An unavoidable consequence of this position is that:

The moral point of view comprises three moral attitudes that cannot be 

ranked from some superordinate vantage point. Thus the entire domain of 

the moral is pervaded by a tension that can be resolved only in individ-

ual responsibility. We are obligated in concrete situations to accord others 

12 Ibid., p. 138.
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recognition in a mode that corresponds to the respective kind of social rela-

tionship at issue; but in the case of a confl ict, we have to decide which of our 

bonds is to be granted priority according to a different set of guidelines.13

However, the principle of recognition described in the second sphere—the 
recognition of each individual as an equal moral subject capable of taking free 
decisions and capable therefore of participating fully in the public debate over 
the norms of individual and social action—to a certain extent has primacy 
over the other two:

Strictly speaking, even a morality of recognition follows the intuitions that 

have already prevailed in the Kantian tradition of moral philosophy: in the 

case of a moral confl ict, the claims of all subjects to equal respect for their 

individual autonomy enjoy absolute priority.14

The crucial difference with Kant is that the confl ict now is between equally 
valid normative claims. The priority of the Kantian moment does not rule out 
other types of moral claims, but only functions as basic premise, in the great 
majority of cases. Once that moment is respected, the other claims have full 
validity and only a concrete deliberation tied to the specifi c circumstances 
of the moral situation can help adjudicate and decide in favour of one or the 
other.

The other of justice

However, there is a different side to the Kantian moment and its priority. 
Most of Honneth’s articles specifi cally dedicated to moral theory address a 
set of moral problems that arise when a moral principle antithetic to the uni-
versalist imperative of equal treatment emerges, a principle Honneth refers 
to, following Habermas, as “the other of justice”.15 By “justice”, Habermas 

13 Ibid., p. 141.
14 Ibid.
15 Habermas of course already uses the expression, notably in ”A Genealogical 

Analysis of the Content of Morality”, in The Inclusion of the Other. Studies in Political 

Theory, eds. C. Cronin and P. De Greiff, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1999, as well as 

“Justice and Solidarity. On the Discussion concerning Stage 6”, in ed. Thomas Wren, 
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and Honneth both have the Kantian imperative in view, the imperative at the 
heart of the modern conception of moral action. This is the imperative which 
requires equal treatment for every human being as a being equally deserving 
of respect, that is to say, as a being equally deserving to see his or her fun-
damental freedom recognised. This recognition in turn means both that the 
human being is acknowledged in his or her full normative standing and, in 
more practical terms, is not prevented from engaging in the ways he or she 
has chosen for his or her self-realisation. This normative principle represents 
for Habermas and Honneth the fundamental normative ground of modern 
rights. 

One fundamental feature of this principle, deriving directly from its radical 
egalitarianism, is its symmetrical structure. This symmetry entails a number 
of dimensions that can be analysed separately. 

Firstly and most simply, the symmetry built into the principle of equal respect 
means that I need to treat others as I demand to be treated myself. But it can 
also be formulated in the following ways: that my freedom and the freedom 
of others reciprocally condition each other, that is to say, that I can be free only 
by being recognised as such by others, whom I therefore must also recognise 
as free; that I am myself bound by the pragmatic requirement according to 
which actions that affect others must be justifi able from their perspective; and 
so on. 

One implication of this symmetrical structure of the Kantian, egalitarian-
universalist moment of morality is a negative one: since the condition for its 
moral adequacy is that the moral action must be able to be justifi ed from the 
perspective of any of the parties affected by it, the moral action effectively 
prohibits any partial, favourable treatment of one individual over the oth-
ers. Preferential and asymmetrical treatments seem to be excluded from the 
realm of morality by the egalitarian principle. This feature forms the core of 
the defi nition of the moral not only in ethical theories inspired by Kant, but 
in competing models also, notably in utilitarian ethics. This feature, however, 
clearly represents a huge diffi culty. As soon as this necessary implication of 

The Moral Domain; Essays in the Ongoing Debate between Philosophy and the Social Sciences, 

Cambridge, MIT Press, 1990. 
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a universalist approach to morality has been made explicit, the limitations 
of that approach become instantly clear because some forms of human inter-
action, like love or friendship, are characterised by a radical asymmetry. In 
those relations, one is ready to sacrifi ce one’s own interests, and indeed the 
interests of others, in favour of the more signifi cant other, if we can put it like 
that. Some others count more than others. And yet it seems counter-intui-
tive to discount these special relations from the realm of moral experience on 
the basis of their structural asymmetry. Indeed, as Honneth makes the point 
convincingly

our conception of what makes a person morally good, and indeed of what 

morality might signify in the fi rst place, is something we have gained not 

least from those innumerable, multifaceted examples of selfl ess devotion, 

sacrifi ce and loving care, whose source is the unwavering affection for 

another human being.16 

In such cases, the well-being of the particular other is the primary concern; 
it informs the content of the moral experience and of the actions in favour of 
this special other. By defi nition the care for the other’s well-being, the sensi-
tivity to her idiosyncratic interests and being are limited to that other’s radi-
cal uniqueness, her irreplaceability and “concreteness”. Care by defi nition is 
highly particularised and in many cases cannot be required to be symmetri-
cally reciprocated. It fails both the universalism and the symmetry demanded 
of moral action from the Kantian and other strong normativistic perspectives. 
From within the tradition of Critical Theory, we could call this the Adornian 
moment in morality, the moment of preservation of difference, a moment, as 
we have seen, Honneth fully intends to preserve.

One of the main conundrums of contemporary moral theory, therefore, is to 
accommodate the experiences of love and friendship with the universalistic 
constraints that seem almost constitutive of morality in modernity, to integrate 

16 A. Honneth, “Love and Morality. On the Moral Content of Emotional Ties”, in 

Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2007, 

p. 171. These type of quotes (many others could be given) show that the claim that the 

ethics of recognition fails to fully take into consideration the otherness of the other is 

based on a misunderstanding.
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two forms of experience and what seem to be two contradictory principles 
within the realm of morality, without injustice to their respective normative 
and phenomenological consistency. Honneth’s highly ambitious claim is that 
only the moral of recognition is truly capable of resolving this conundrum. 

One powerful strand of contemporary philosophy that can be defi ned as the 
deliberate attempt to do full justice to “the other of justice” is the fi eld of 
ethical theories inspired by “postmodernist” thought. Without him putting it 
quite in this way, Honneth applies to that literature the test of performative 
contradiction. In the article entitled precisely “The Other of Justice”, Honneth 
take the proposals put forward by Jean-François Lyotard and Stephen White 
as paradigmatic representatives of this fi eld. Both, beyond the differences in 
their aims, references and methods, share a similar project: to overcome the 
defi ciencies of universalistic ethics by focusing on the theoretical and practi-
cal implications that derive from the imperative of doing justice to the other’s 
specifi c difference. Honneth shows that in both cases, the authors are in fact 
forced to implicitly rely on the very arguments that Habermas’ discourse eth-
ics articulates and shows to be analytically linked, namely universality and 
the discussion principles, that all those affected be considered and given the 
opportunity to actually and actively participate in deliberation. The impera-
tive of giving each their due, that each individual’s difference be given the 
chance to be respected, in fact is tantamount to the very type of universalis-
tic procedure formulated by Habermas. It would be a logical contradiction 
to defi ne the ethical imperative in terms of a recognition of difference and 
not ground it in a universalistic procedure. This critical argument would also 
apply to all the criticisms of Honneth himself that are formulated from the 
perspectives of an “ethics of difference”. Despite rhetorical circumvolutions, 
the ethics of difference cannot avoid the universalistic and proceduralist 
moments without running the risk of internal inconsistency.

Additionally, the rejection of the formalism of Kant’s ethics, which seems 
to leave no room for the consideration of individual interests, is shared by 
discourse ethics and postmodernist ethics alike. The emphasis in postmod-
ernist ethics on the affective dimension of concern for the unique demands 
by the concrete other is to some extent shared by Habermas himself, as 
Honneth reminds us. Habermas, it is true, favours a cognitivist approach to 
moral norms: the intersubjective reciprocity that is the logical condition for 
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moral deliberation and thus seems to imply something like the possibility 
to empathise with the other tends to be interpreted by him more in terms of 
the rational comprehension of her or his point of view, rather than as a truly 
affective empathy.17 However, in response to the objections from the ethics 
of care, Habermas attempted to show that the egalitarian principle of justice 
could only be applicable if a second principle was assumed, that of “solidar-
ity”, through which the well-being and the concrete demands of the real other 
engaged in communicative deliberation were taken into consideration. Hon-
neth sees a major problem in this response. Habermas wants to combine this 
notion of solidarity with the universalistic requirement: solidarity is for him 
the empathic reverse side of the principle of equal treatment. This, however, is 
too idealistic, Honneth argues, from the perspective of his own concept of sol-
idarity. As we saw, within the framework of the third sphere of recognition, 
the recognition of the individual’s social value can be made sense of only from 
within a restricted community of values and shared ethical ends. The affective 
empathy with another subject in social interaction is therefore truly possible, 
on Honneth’s model, only within the confi nes of a given ethical community, 
whereas the moral community is not reduced to the ethical community.18 

For Honneth, none of these models can truly deliver the solution to the conun-
drum presented above: namely, how to combine adequately the two principles 
of universal symmetry, and of asymmetrical duty towards the concrete other. 
Another theoretical alternative, one broadly inspired by Aristotelian ethical 
arguments is just as limited. Honneth agrees with this latter line of argument 
to the extent that he shares its scepticism towards Kant’s model. Honneth’s 
philosophical enterprise can be characterised as continuing in the footsteps of 
Hegel’s “Sittlichkeit critique” of Kantian morality, as a correction of morality 
by ethicality. In his writings in moral philosophy, Honneth constantly empha-
sises the inability of contemporary moral theories overly impressed by the 
Kantian emphasis on symmetry and disinterestedness to come to terms with 

17 Honneth, “The Other of Justice”, pp. 112-113. 
18 Ibid., p. 123.
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the full range of moral experiences.19 This is a strand in Honneth’s thinking 
that we have encountered many times already: the critique of moral, social 
and political philosophical models from the vantage point of the full herme-
neutic depth and breadth of normative experiences. Against Kant, however, 
the neo-Aristotelian solution is no more able to solve the conundrum. This is 
because it seems to take for granted the capacity to defi ne the values that will 
allow one to defi ne the good life, without explaining how these relate to the 
well-being of others.20 

Honneth sees in his ethics of recognition an alternative path in between these 
dichotomies, a path that allows him to combine the symmetrical and asym-
metrical components of justice, “between Aristotle and Kant”, between differ-
ence and discourse ethics. The solution is actually quite straightforward, and 
its terms have in fact already been presented in their basic outline. The simple 
mistake that all these proposals commit is not to give equal weight to the two 
principles. They argue as though either the universalistic or the particularistic 
moment had to be favoured. But one-principle solutions quickly encounter 
their limits simply because they cannot do justice to the complexity of moral 
experience. They then attempt to reintegrate the missing moment through the 
back door, so to speak. Difference ethics are forced to implicitly rely on uni-
versalistic arguments, whilst rationalistic, or cognitivist, theories are forced 
to make room somehow for the affective, the concrete and the particular. The 
best way to avoid these hesitations is simply to acknowledge that the two 
moments are equally constitutive of morality, and to bite the bullet in accept-
ing the theoretical conclusion that an irreducible feature of moral life is the 
tension between them. Such admission, rather than being a weakness, in fact 
seems to correspond to the experience of moral life itself. 

19 The article “Love and Morality” is a critical review of contemporary moral 

philosophy, as it pertains specifi cally to the theme of love and friendship. The article is 

the synthesis of two critical reviews that appeared in Merkur, in 1998.
20 “Zwischen Aristoteles und Kant. Skizze einer Moral der Anerkennung”, in Das 

Andere der Gerechtigkeit (the original, German edition of Disrespect. The Normative 

Foundations of Critical Theory), p. 172. I quote the German because this particular 

passage does not feature in the English version.
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In terms of philosophical references, the solution consists therefore in a cer-
tain “marriage” of Habermas and Derrida, to repeat Critchley’s famous sug-
gestion.21 Habermas is the one who best articulates, in full awareness of the 
methodological constraints of post-metaphysical philosophy, the irreducible 
moment of universalism and egalitarianism at the heart of modern moral life. 
His attempt at integrating the affective dimension post festum, however, is 
not very convincing. Derrida, on the other hand, who at times seems to fail 
to acknowledge the normative force of the universality principle,22 is the one 
who articulates fully the second principle by drawing the full implications 
of Levinasian ethics. In particular, Derrida does not shy away from the para-
dox that results from the full adoption of the Levinasian inspiration: on some 
occasions, true justice consists in doing injustice to the universalist-egalitarian 
principle, in circumstances namely, when only an attitude that relinquishes 
the demand of symmetrical response, an attitude, in other words, that sacri-
fi ces the autonomy of the self in favour of the infi nite demand of the other, can 
be the true ethical response. 

Despite appearances to the contrary, this solution, namely the marriage of 
universalism and difference, is not in contradiction with the other distinc-
tive feature of recognition ethics: its three-fold model and the claim of moral 
monism. The dialectic (unity in tension) between the principle of asymmetri-
cal affective empathy and symmetrical universal egalitarian treatment leads 
directly to a three-fold model, because the fi rst of the two principles can be 
specifi ed in two different ways, depending on the sphere in which it applies. 
In the intimate sphere, the affective response to the concrete other is abso-
lutely asymmetrical, especially in the case of the parent-child relationship. In 
the broader social sphere on the other hand, the affective empathy towards 
the other is more an interestedness in the other’s existence and needs. In that 
case, the affective interrelation is closer to being symmetrical, notably because 
it is based on a shared lifeworld or at least on a minimal community of moral 
assumptions. At the end of “The Other of Justice”, Honneth is thus able to 

21 See the last chapter of Simon Critchley’s Ethics of Deconstruction, Edinburgh, 

Edinburgh University Press, 2000. 
22 Honneth, “The Other of Justice”, p. 116.
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reframe the content of his three spheres through the lens of the two antago-
nistic moral principles:

in the same way that solidarity constitutes a necessary counterpoint to the 

principle of justice, as it complements it in a particularistic way with the 

affective impulses of reciprocal compassion, similarly and just as equally 

care represents a counterpoint to it that is just as necessary, because it com-

plements it with the principle of unilateral, fully disinterested assistance.23 

Honneth’s claim for his ethics of recognition is thus highly ambitious. The 
conclusion of his article clearly argues that his ethics achieves a grand synthe-
sis: of Kant (second sphere, “principle of justice”), with Aristotle (third sphere, 
“solidarity”) with the ethics of care (fi rst sphere, “care”).

Equally signifi cant in that respect, is the way in which the monistic dimension 
is retained beyond the two-way or three-way descriptions that result from 
Honneth’s critical engagement with contemporary moral theory. What unites 
the three principles is the ability of the human subject to acknowledge the 
normative status of the partner in interaction. This ability is that of the subject 
of action. It is the capacity of the moral agent to treat another human being 
not just instrumentally, but also as a being that deserves particular attention, 
because of her status as a being of needs and freedom. There is therefore a 
unique cognitive dimension in recognition even as it is taken in its normative 
sense: to recognise someone in a normative way is to see24 in him or her, the 
needs and the interests that demand to be fulfi lled. To be a moral creature, 
for Honneth and Habermas, is essentially synonymous with being vulner-
able, since one becomes a free subject in the radical dependence on other sub-
jects. This can now be rephrased in the terminology of “seeing”: to be a moral 
creature is to demand to be seen as a creature of needs, whose needs are the 
condition of real autonomy (bodily and psychological security; capacity to 
engage in responsible action; opportunity to make valued contributions). A 
denial of recognition is the failure on the part of the others to acknowledge, 
to see, the needy nature of a human subject. A case of misrecognition is a case 

23 Honneth, “The Other of Justice”, p. 125.
24 As Lévinas had put it, thus capturing the centrality of the metaphor for the 

accurate conceptualisation of ethics.
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of inaccurate “perception” of a subject’s normative needs. Indeed the struggle 
for recognition in the Phenomenology of Spirit was already described in those 
terms: “two consciousnesses” face each other, each certain of its own truth 
(its autonomy as self-consciousness). The question for them becomes: how 
can I make the other see me as I am? This question is also the fundamental 
question that Sartre puts at the heart of the intersubjective encounter: what 
alienates me in the being-for-the-other, is the other’s look. In all these analyses, 
the distinctive and single root of the moral attitude comes to light: it is the 
fundamental attitude towards an other being as a being whose needs demand 
a practical and affective response from me.

The problem of love as a normative sphere 

This focus on vulnerability as the most fundamental concept in moral theory 
provides an alternative entry into the debate in contemporary moral philoso-
phy on whether love can be counted as a right. One only needs to formulate 
the problem through a concrete question, for example with reference to chil-
dren, to see how acute the problem is: does it make sense to say that someone, 
a child in particular, has a “right to be loved”. 

The reason this problem is worth discussing briefl y in this chapter is that it 
represents one of the strongest possible objections against the fi rst sphere, and 
by extension, against the whole framework of Honneth’s ethics, since the lat-
ter is premised on the idea of internally articulated “spheres of recognition”.25 
Yes, the objector would argue, genetically and descriptively, children do rely 
on care and love for the establishment of their sense of self and subjective 
agency. But how could emotions be made the subject of a rights claim, the 
object of a duty that could be demanded?26 

25 I use the article by Matthew Liao, “The Right of Children to be Loved”, Journal of 

Political Philosophy, 14(4), 2006, pp. 420-440, as a useful guideline for this brief discussion 

of a complex problem. The article provides a good synthesis of the literature on the 

topic and refers helpfully to a number of important distinctions.
26 Liao “The Right of Children to be Loved”, p. 424.
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First, one must distinguish between the reality of the duty and the duty-
bearer. Honneth argues from a strong anthropological position. He does not 
claim that love, because it is a necessary condition for the constitution of posi-
tive self-relations, is therefore necessarily a duty on the parents. If that were 
the case, then love would therefore have to be enforceable by law and public 
force, which is of course preposterous. All that Honneth says in fact is that, 
because it is a condition of positive self-relation, love constitutes a fi rst type 
of right for the subject. But the question of who needs to fulfi l the right is not 
analytically contained in the right itself. The second problem is an empirical 
question, the problem of fi nding who will best provide asymmetrical care 
demanded by the subject. Of course, in most cases, at least in modern Western 
societies, one would expect the biological parents to fulfi l that role. But if for 
some contingent reason the parents cannot provide the affective recognition 
required by the growing child, the point is not to punish the parents and force 
them to love, but to fi nd substitutes for them, in acknowledgement of the 
child’s needs. The onus is not on the actual claiming of the right onto the duty-
bearer, but rather on the essential vulnerability of the human person. 

This fi rst point leads to a second aspect, namely the indirect or secondary 
responsibility of society when primary care is not provided. By focusing on 
the vulnerability of the child rather than the duty of the parents, one expresses 
the right of the child in the absolute. This becomes a duty that befalls every-
one else, in case the parents, who would be expected to provide primary care, 
fail to do so. In such cases, a specifi c social institution ought to respond to the 
unmet need of the child, and this is obviously what happens in most societies, 
whether formally or informally. Indeed, one might add that this institution 
of caring for the child without parents or without “good enough” parents 
has been in place in many societies well before functional differentiation took 
effect. 

Ethics of needs and anthropocentrism

Another critical point comes to the fore once the fundamental basis of Hon-
neth’s moral theory, namely the notion of essential vulnerability, has been 
made clear. If the ground of moral action is the perception of the other’s 
essential vulnerability, in other words the capacity to see another creature 
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as a creature endowed with structural needs, then one obvious question is: is 
such a creature of needs only a human being? If, as Honneth seems to argue, 
moral theory needs to be grounded in the full phenomenological depth of 
moral experience in order to avoid unilateral, truncated approaches as well 
as abstractions, then it would seem counter-intuitive to exclude other organic 
beings, especially animals, from moral consideration. Indeed, encompassing 
non-human beings in moral experience is an option that is open to utilitari-
anism, especially the utilitarianism that uses only a “thin” notion of interest, 
starting with the interest that a live organism has in surviving and in not 
being subjected to suffering that can be avoided.27 We can go even further. 
If the core capacity for moral action can only be defi ned negatively, as the 
acknowledgement of vulnerability, then any entity that can be endangered 
or made to suffer should be a legitimate object of moral consideration. Here, 
“ontological” rather than organically based understandings of vulnerability, 
survival and suffering, would far extend the realm of moral objects. If vul-
nerability simply meant an entity’s “interest in continuing in its own being” 
despite that entity’s reliance on other entities, then a morality grounded in 
attention to vulnerability would defi ne as moral duty the consideration of the 
“interests” of any system that would be complex enough to be “harmed” (that 
is, have its interests in self-permanence curtailed) in its interactions with oth-
ers. On that account, there would be a moral duty not to destroy or damage 
the following entities: an ecological system; a specifi c human culture; an ani-
mal species; a work of art; a complex machine or an everyday object; a specifi c 
human language; a cultural environment, a historical building, and so on. 

Honneth most emphatically refuses to consider that there is a moral duty 
towards non-human entities. At best, there is an indirect duty, that is, a duty 
inasmuch as that entity is itself a necessary part in a human being’s self-reali-
sation. Honneth is most sanguine about this. In the recent 2006 Tanner lec-
tures, for example, he most categorically rejects the idea of rights for natural 
beings.28 In his reconstruction of Adorno’s implicit ethical theory, Honneth 
argues that natural entities, animals especially, have normative signifi cance 

27 See for example, Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, Cambridge University Press, 1993.
28 He does this also in trenchant terms in his 2001 address to the Greens Congress, 

“Identitätsfi ndung durch einen Erweiterten Gerechtigkeitsbegriff. Sozialphilosophi-
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only indirectly, to the extent that they have mattered for other human beings 
to which we are relationally attached.

But this anthropocentric stance, notwithstanding the fact that it is today ques-
tioned by many in different traditions, might represent a problem for Honneth 
at an immanent level already. Again, the best way to show this is by contrast 
with the model from which Honneth attempted to demarcate his own. The 
problem is quite different for Habermas since he defi nes vulnerability from 
the outset in a “communicative” way, that is, as the specifi c vulnerability that 
humans are subject to, as a result of their specifi c identity formation through 
“communicative socialisation”. In order to criticise Habermas for his anthro-
pocentrism, one needs to engage him on the much more diffi cult terrain of the 
relationship between symbolic capacities and moral status. This can very well 
be done, but the criticism is no longer immanent. Honneth, however, rejects 
the reduction of communication to linguistic exchange, and what he sees as 
Habermas’ confusion between validity and experience. The emphasis put on 
the affective and the pre-linguistic inspires the differentiation of the norma-
tive into three principles, while the fi rst sphere provides more than just one of 
the normative principles, as it functions also as the paradigmatic moment. 

With this shift from communication to recognition, however, the mean-
ing of suffering and vulnerability also changes. The key questions become: 
what exactly is injured in misrecognition; or, what is the exact nature of a 
“moral injury”; what is it that is unacceptable in moral injury, what is the 
exact normative element that makes moral suffering unacceptable and there-
fore makes it the negative origin of morality? Is the unacceptable the simple 
fact that a human being is made to suffer because of the actions of others, or 
more specifi cally the fact that a human being suffers inasmuch as she could 
be autonomous, which would mean that a moral injury is an injury that pre-
vents a human being from achieving that autonomy? The fundamental issue 
thus concerns the precise normative value of autonomy: Why exactly do posi-
tive self-relations matter? We saw that positive self-relations matter because 
they are the conditions of possibility for personal identity, which is itself the 
condition of autonomy and agency. But why does autonomy matter? Does 

sche Uberlegungen zum Grundsatzprogram der Grünen“, 16th General Conference of 

Delegates of the Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, Stuttgart, 2001.
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autonomy matter in and of itself, or does it matter because it is the condition 
for human beings to fl ourish? In other words: Is autonomy itself the end? Or is 
human fulfi lment the end, with the proviso that, since human beings, because 
of their specifi c constitution, can only be truly fulfi lled if they are autono-
mous, then autonomy is an essential component of that realisation, indeed 
becomes synonymous with human self-realisation? If human freedom is an 
end in and of itself, then yes, non-human beings matter only inasmuch as they 
are means to human freedom. That does not necessarily translate into a full 
instrumentalist relationship to nature as Honneth is at pains to demonstrate 
in the Tanner Lectures. If a natural object is essential to a human being’s ethi-
cal life, then that object must be preserved. But “ontologically” so to speak, 
in terms of the “ontology” underpinning morality, that object has no rights 
or normative value independently of the human world. If, on the other hand, 
autonomy matters only as a condition of human fl ourishing, then fl ourish-
ing becomes the ultimate criterion of morality, and autonomy is a necessary 
component of it only in the human world. For beings that are not endowed 
with the same capacity for autonomy as humans, the attempt to survive and 
fl ourish still exists, they continue to have a “right to fl ourish”, and can be seen 
to have an intrinsic interest in it. 

What we are getting at with these questions and distinctions is the sense that 
is hard to suppress, that beings other than human beings have their own right 
in continuing to exist in non-disturbed ways, as far as is possible. Here, a 
crucial distinction might make the intuition more palatable. One way of char-
acterising the intuition is to defi ne vulnerability in the thinnest or vaguest 
ontological sense possible: an entity that exists has an ontological need inas-
much as it demands to continue to be, and to continue to be in the state that 
it is. On that model, a use object, to take an extreme example, has an intrinsic 
normative value. This ethical model exists and is propounded by the school 
of “the ethics of needs”.29 Another way of defi ning vulnerability and thus of 
restricting the scope of moral perception is to restrict the fi eld of entities with 
“an interest to continue to be” to organic entities, to the realm of life. On that 
model, the work of art, for example, ceases to have intrinsic moral value. This 

29 Soran Reader, Needs and Moral Necessity, London, Routledge, 2007.
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second position is most powerfully defended by Stéphane Haber.30 Against 
the anthropocentrism of second generation Critical Theory,31 Haber advocates 
a consideration of natural beings as living beings endowed with “a tendency, 
a natural power of affi rmation that is proper to these beings that have not 
been or not overly been fabricated”, and which gives them their own nor-
mative dimension. On the basis of this power of spontaneous self-manifes-
tation and self-organisation, natural beings can appear as “quasi-subjects”, 
as “partial alterities”, as having a right to appeal, therefore, to a normative 
sense of interaction. This is the deep justifi cation, Haber argues, of the strong 
intuition that natural beings need to be included in our public deliberations as 
more than just instrumentally useful and morally indifferent beings.32 Against 
Honneth’s anthropocentric stance, however, their normative value is intrin-
sic, even if only humans are able to see it. The fact that only human beings can 
behave towards other beings morally does not mean that only human beings 
have moral value.

The great strength of Haber’s analysis is that he manages to defuse the most 
serious philosophical worries that seem to immediately emerge when a 
position like his is defended, and especially the type of objections that Hon-
neth seems to have. Haber shows very well, for example, that a naturalis-
tic position in normative questions does not necessarily have to end up in 
a metaphysics of life, as is still the case, for example and paradigmatically, 
with Jonas’ famous grounding of an ethics of responsibility in an ontology 
of life. Naturalism does not necessarily entail a renunciation of the specifi c 
normativity of the human world. Precisely, the distinctions suggested above 
pointed precisely in that direction. If one defi nes the capacity for symbolic 

30 Notably in the introduction to his book, Critique de l’Antinaturalisme.
31 See S. Haber, “Discourse Ethics and the Problem of Nature”, in eds. Deranty, 

J.-P. et al., Recognition, Work, Politics: New Directions in French Critical Theory, Leiden, 

Brill, 2007, pp. 165-181. Haber develops a naturalist reappraisal of the place of nature 

within Critical Theory. In that, his project is exactly antithetical to Vogel’s con-

structivist intepretation in Against Nature.The Concept of Nature in Critical Theory, State 

University of New York Press, 1996. 
32 See Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature. How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy, trans. 

N. Porter, Harvard University Press, 2004.
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and autonomous action in anthropological terms, that is to say, as a natural 
endowment of human beings, then it is their fl ourishing, the fulfi lment of 
this their capacity, that defi nes them normatively. But then it is the fulfi lment 
of organically grounded capacities that becomes the normative criterion, not 
just human autonomy. Indeed, too strong an insistence on human autonomy 
becomes diffi cult to justify from that perspective; it starts to look very much 
like the type of anthropocentric prejudice whose limits Peter Singer has clearly 
demonstrated. 

On the other hand, defi ning freedom as a natural capacity does not have to 
lead to a non-normative vision of the human being, far from it. All one needs 
to say is that there are different forms of natural endowment, that humans are 
privileged in being able to access and build symbolic worlds, have a capac-
ity for autonomy not granted to other beings. This probably entails the con-
clusion that human vulnerability is greater than that of animals, because it 
is more complex, more dependent on interaction. This would then justify a 
certain normative hierarchy in the realm of ends. But one does not need to 
always argue in exclusivist, dichotomous terms: why should the acknowl-
edgement of animals and other natural entities’ “right” to continue to exist 
in their own way be an affront to the right of human beings to do the same, if 
one grants that the latter entails a lot more for it to be fulfi lled (for example, 
the rights associated with the three spheres)?

It is true that this naturalist grounding of normativity has Spinozist reso-
nances, but it does not have to be taken into a fully-blown metaphysics of 
life, if one simply keeps this Spinozist echo at its thinnest, most acceptable 
level, as the simple reference to the tendency of living things to self-develop 
and self-organise, to have a minimal, organic, autonomy. In that very weak 
sense, the reference to Spinoza is no longer immediately prohibitive. Here, 
there is a sense that the phrase “post-metaphysical thinking” sometimes acts 
as an unhelpful deterrent in Habermas and Honneth. The puristic attempt to 
avoid any trace of “metaphysics” leads to exaggerated prudence in theoretical 
and normative terrains. These great readers of Hegel should know that when 
one pretends to have done away with metaphysics, one in fact continues to 
be caught up in it. There is a form of “metaphysics of human freedom” in 
Habermas and Honneth, in the sense that they enounce its absoluteness with-
out questioning its status and content. And to mention Hegel again, who can 
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be taken as the most famous and most decided defender of a “metaphysics 
of freedom”, of the unicity and sacredness of human freedom in the whole 
universe, one should not ignore that he himself, as powerfully as any Roman-
tic philosopher, had emphasised the quasi-subjectivity that can already be 
found in the animal, indeed in the plant, so that in Hegel one could fi nd an 
alternative theory of normativity, one focusing no longer on autonomy, but 
rather on the vulnerability of living beings caught up in all manner of inter-
actions.33 Paradoxically, Honneth’s anthropocentric position on the question 
of the scope of normativity coincides with Hegel’s offi cial doctrine on the gap 
between fi rst and second nature. But this coincides also with Hegel’s later 
metaphysics of spirit, the very metaphysics that Honneth had rejected in his 
initial reading of him.

Haber’s analysis also draws our attention to another crucial argument regard-
ing the normativity inherent in the interaction between human and non-
human living beings, namely the fact that we are, like them, embodied living 
beings. It is diffi cult to object to the idea that the capacity for moral percep-
tion, the perception of the other’s essential vulnerability, is grounded in our 
co-existence with it. This is: 

the co-naturality of the human living being and its milieu, a consequence of 

the fact that the human being’s presence to the world is fi rst and foremost 

that of a body that senses and acts as a creator under certain conditions.34 

The decisive philosophical reference to articulate these thoughts is obviously 
Merleau-Ponty. Such an emphasis on the embodied origin of our capacity for 
moral perception resonates powerfully in the context of a genealogical reading 
of Honneth’s work because it is, as we recall, the very type of argument that 
had been used by him earlier in his career to steer away from Habermas’ lin-
guistifi cation of anthropology. Honneth’s retrieval of German philosophical 

33 See the end of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature, §§ 273-298. Italo Testa has developed 

convincing arguments for such a “naturalistic” approach to Hegel and post-Hegelian 

literature, notably Adorno and McDowell. See for example his “Criticism from within 

Nature. The Dialectic from First to Second Nature from Adorno to McDowell”, 

Philosophy and Social Criticism, 33(4), 2007, pp. 273-297.
34 Haber, Critique de l’Antinaturalisme, p. 14.
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anthropology and Feuerbach was to a great extent inspired by the need to 
correct the excesses of the “linguistic turn”. In such a context, the restriction 
of normativity to the anthropos is hardly justifi ed. The decisive references for 
the young Honneth, Feuerbach and Mead, to which he might have added 
Merleau-Ponty, of course emphasise the specifi city of human action, but they 
also insist on the shared features that unite animal and human behaviour, 
notably the common root of their capacity to interact with their environments, 
namely organic embodiment. To clarify, while Habermas was to some extent 
justifi ed in restricting normative interaction to human interaction because of 
his restricted vision of dependency as communicative dependency, Honneth 
cannot refer to the same defi nition of interaction since he grounds normative 
interaction deeper than linguistic exchange and extends vulnerability outside 
of communicative socialisation. His initial entry into critical theory could 
have led him to propound a much more expansive theory of morality, one 
that would have made his ethics of recognition into a serious model for politi-
cal ecology, clearly one of the most urgent theoretical tasks of our time.



Chapter Eleven

The Political Theory of Recognition

This chapter will of necessity offer only a 
truncated treatment of the question as only 
a whole book could do justice to the prob-
lems it addresses. This is because of the com-
plexity and breadth of questions of political 
philosophy today and also because most of 
the criticisms that have been raised against 
Honneth’s ethics of recognition have tar-
geted the implications of his model for politi-
cal philosophy. 

This chapter will therefore have to be selec-
tive. It is organised in three sections, each 
dedicated to a specifi c issue. The fi rst section 
deals with Honneth’s account of the liberal-
ism/communitarianism debate. Because the 
writings that Honneth specifi cally dedicated 
to political philosophy fi rst centred on that 
debate, this initial problem allows me to 
schematically present his offi cial response. 
This section, however, must also briefl y show 
in what sense the theory of recognition is nei-
ther a liberal, nor a communitarian position. 

The second section addresses one of the most 
serious objections raised against Honneth’s 
theory of recognition: its alleged weakness in 
dealing with problems arising from economic 
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injustice. Focusing on this problem enables us to present another one of Hon-
neth’s explicit proposals in political philosophy, with a focus, this time, on the 
critique of political economy.

The third section deals with the question of identity. This is probably the area 
that is most often targeted by critiques of recognition, and mostly in direct 
connection with problems of political philosophy. 

Section 1. The critique of liberalism

Recognition and the liberalism/communitarianism debate

The Struggle for Recognition was fi nished by Honneth at a time when he was 
actively involved in introducing the debate between liberalism and commu-
nitarianism in Germany. This historical overlap had a strong infl uence on the 
fi nal shape of Struggle for Recognition. As with moral philosophy, Honneth 
explicitly presented his theory of recognition as an alternative, “between Aris-
totle and Kant”, to the two famous positions that were dividing the major 
English-speaking scene at the time. A passage at the end of the book made the 
point clearly and succinctly:

The line of argument that we have been following in the reconstruction of 

the model of recognition points to a position that does not seem to fi t clearly 

into either of these two alternatives. Our approach departs from the Kan-

tian position in that it is concerned not solely with the moral autonomy of 

human beings but also with the conditions for their self-realisation in gen-

eral. Hence, morality understood as the point of view of universal respect, 

becomes one of several protective measures that serve the general purpose 

of enabling a good life. But in contrast to those movements that distance 

themselves from Kant, this concept of the good should not be conceived as 

the expression of substantive values that constitute the ethos of a concrete 

tradition-based community. Rather, it has to do with the structural elements 

of ethical life, which, from the general point of view of the communicative 

enabling of self-realisation, can be normatively extracted from the plural-

ity of all particular forms of life. (. . .) Our recognition-theoretic approach 

stands in the middle between a moral theory going back to Kant, on the one 

hand, and communitarian ethics, on the other. It shares with the former the 
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interest in the most general norms possible, norms which are understood 

as conditions for specifi c possibilities; it shares with the latter, however, the 

orientation towards human self-realisation as the end.1

At a superfi cial level, Honneth’s position in political philosophy seems in fact 
to have greatly shifted. The early Marxist position seems to gradually make 
way for a more mainstream liberal one, culminating in a passage of the book 
written with Fraser, where Honneth explicitly aligns the ethics of recognition 
with the “teleological liberalism” of Rawls and Raz.2 In that same passage, 
however, the third “classical” reference is Hegel again. Given the role that 
Hegel plays for many alternatives to liberalism, as the most decisive fi rst ref-
erence point, notably because of his critique of rights-based approaches to 
justice and social-contract types of arguments, it is clear that Honneth means 
something quite vague by “liberalism” in this passage. Liberalism in this 
particular page is only the name for any position premised on the notion of 
equal treatment of all and the acknowledgment of every individual’s right to 
autonomy.

By contrast, the basic idea underpinning Honneth’s alternative position in 
political philosophy is the idea of the “social conditions of individual auton-
omy”.3 Honneth has held on to this most fundamental intuition throughout his 
work. Most signifi cantly, he has never abandoned it, even in his most recent 
writings, those which, for a superfi cial view of his development, could signal 
a shift towards liberalism. For example, it is an idea that he keeps returning to 
in the book with Fraser. We encountered it in Honneth’s second major read-
ing of Hegel (Suffering from Indeterminacy), presented in 2000. 

The long quote at the beginning of this chapter already gives a good sum-
mary of what is entailed in this idea. We also encountered a particularly vivid 
expression of it in the chapter on social theory (chapter 9), when we noted 
Honneth’s particular way of interpreting the difference between Hobbes and 
Rousseau: 

1 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, pp. 172-173.
2 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 178.
3 Ibid., p. 179.
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unlike political philosophy, social philosophy no longer seeks outs the con-

ditions of a correct or just social order, but instead attempts to ascertain the 

limitations that this new form of life imposes on human self-realisation.4 

The emphasis on the social conditions of justice remains a distant yet power-
ful echo of a typically “Left-Hegelian” critique of politics. In this tradition, the 
critique of politics in fact involves two separate problems. Both problems turn 
around the problematic relation between society and politics: the fi rst prob-
lem relates to the social origin of normative principles; the second is the prob-
lem of the adequacy of normative principles to social reality. One of the most 
signifi cant examples of such a line of critique is Marx’s twofold critique of 
idealist philosophy and of normative political theory. Already in his earliest 
writings, for example in his critique of Hegel’s political philosophy the young 
Marx had connected the idealism of mainstream philosophy and politics to 
the inverted state of real society:5 the alienation of humanity in contemporary 
society brings about a false realisation of it in the political and the juridical. 
The reality of the social therefore directly contradicts that illusory realisation. 
This is Marx’s famous opposition between the citizen and the bourgeois.6 The 
ideal, philosophical expression, which is also the justifi cation, of this inversion 
in reality occurs through a theoretical inversion that constitutes the essence of 
all idealisms: taking the norms for the real. Honneth’s intervention in political 
philosophy can be seen as a distant, mediated, repetition of a similar critical 
stance towards normative political philosophy. Marx saw in normative politi-
cal philosophy an idealistic repetition, and thus an ideological justifi cation, of 
a real political inversion: the satisfaction in the realm of the norms of needs 

4 Honneth, “Pathologies of the Social”, p. 5.
5 Of course Marx never changed his mind on this. The labour-theory of value, 

amongst many other critical implications, allows one to see through abstract, liberal 

rights as a falsely equal bargain between the worker and the capitalist. For a particularly 

vivid expression of this, see for example the chapter on “The Working Day”, and 

notably the fi nal passage, Capital 1, X, p. 416.
6 K. Marx, On the Jewish Question, in Early Writings, trans. R. Livingstone and 

G. Benton, London, Penguin Books, 1992, pp. 211-241 For a clear rearticulation of this 

“social” critique of idealist philosophy and normative political theory, see E. Renault, 

Marx et l’Idée de Critique, Paris, PUF, 1995, pp. 56-70. 
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that are unfulfi lled in social reality. Similarly, Honneth presses contemporary 
political philosophy on the articulation of its normative claims with social 
reality, in terms both of the origin of the political norms and principles in a 
social reality where suffering and injustice are omnipresent, as well as on the 
realisability of normative principles within social reality. 

These two critical insights—the social origin of political claims and the social 
applicability of political principles—centred around the problematic link 
between politics and social life, are also at the core of Honneth’s reception of 
the liberalism/communitarianism debate in the early 1990s, in “The Limits of 
Liberalism” (1991) and in the introduction to the edited collection Honneth 
published to present the key texts of the debate (Kommunitarismus, 1993). In 
retracing the conceptual stages of the debate, Honneth is careful not to reduce 
it to the ontological and methodological problems of atomism versus holism. 
As he notes, Rawls’ reply to Sandel allowed him to maintain his procedural-
ism even after he accepted the ontological point that subjective identity can 
be formed only within a community of values and a strong conception of the 
good. Indeed, Rawls was able to turn the objection back to the communitar-
ians by emphasising the argument at the heart of his model, the idea that 

The legal guarantee of personal autonomy is not something which stands 

in the way of the intersubjective process of personal identity formation, but 

rather, conversely, fi rst makes it feasible in society.7 

In other words, granting the ontological premise about the intersubjective char-
acter of subjective formation not only does not refute, but even strengthens 
the case for the methodological and normative priority of rights and liberties. 
We can note that this leap, from the ontological to the normative, could be 
seen to be a problem for Honneth himself, since he is typically an author who 
derives normative consequences from a substantive model of the subject. This 
could mean that he would have identifi ed in others a problem that in fact 

7 Honneth, “The Limits of Liberalism: On the Political-Ethical Discussion Concerning 

Communitarianism”, in The Fragmented World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political 

Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, Suny Press, 1995, p. 236. See also the introduc-

tion to Kommunitarismus: Eine Debatte über die Moralischen Grundlagen Moderner Gesell-

schaften, Frankfurt/M., Campus Verlag, 1993, p. 10.
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also plagues his own model. Zurn’s critique of the anthropological basis of 
Honneth’s own theory of justice articulates precisely that criticism. Honneth, 
however, is well aware of the diffi culty for himself, and answers it by histori-
cising the anthropological argument: the social conditions of subjective iden-
tity have arisen as a result of normative differentiation and henceforth create a 
framework, which plays simultaneously a constitutive and a normative role.

Honneth identifi es more serious objections to the theory of justice in Taylor’s 
and MacIntyre’s critiques. The point here is no longer to argue directly from 
the ontological to the normative, to reject the proceduralist method on the 
basis of a “communitarian” view of the subject, since the two standpoints (the 
ontology of the subject and the norms of politics) must be strictly separated 
and liberals can show that their normative position can remain largely unaf-
fected by ontological questions. Indeed, liberals can take an “intersubjective” 
view of the subject on board without major changes to the overall construct. 
Rather, the core question concerns the problem of the relation between the 
conception of subjective self-realisation and its realisation in a community. 
If the subject can truly achieve full autonomy only through sharing common 
value references because subjective self-realisation relies on meta-subjective, 
social frameworks of meaning, then liberal theories of justice have a huge 
problem to confront because they refuse, methodologically, to discuss such 
ethical frames of reference. They agree about the intersubjective dependency 
of the subject, but fail to translate this into the type of normative consequence 
that communitarians emphasise: namely, that the subject can therefore realise 
herself or himself only within communities for which this goal of self-reali-
sation and what it entails already exist as shared values, which implies that 
these values therefore exist prior to the individual’s perception of them. For 
example, the communitarians note that legally guaranteed liberties cannot be 
exercised by the subject if the subject is not the member of a community that 
makes this exercise meaningful and socially possible. In other words, there 
are irreducible social preconditions to the individual quest for self-realisa-
tion, whatever the actual content of self-realisation might be, depending on 
the social and historical context. But liberal theories cannot account for this 
moment of the social precondition of individual self-realisation, because of 
their neutrality towards ethical values. 

Given that the liberalist tradition insists that normative status may not be 

granted to any specifi c ethical value, it is not possible within the framework 
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of such theories to develop the idea of a community that is integrated in 

terms of a notion of ethical life, even though, it is precisely this which we evi-

dently have to presuppose when trying to explain the process of individual 

realisation of freedom.8 

In his introduction to the Kommunitarismus volume, as he introduces Sandel 
and McIntyre’s positions, Honneth puts the same argument in negative form: 
more is needed for a society to function than just the collection of legally 
entrenched individual evaluative preferences; for society to be morally inte-
grated, its underlying normative principles require the sharing of a basic nor-
mative horizon. Without this horizon, subjects will not be motivated to fulfi l 
and respect the principles. A collection of legally protected individuals does 
not yet make a society. The sharing of a fundamental normative horizon is 
also required as a precondition of social life; and because individuals develop 
their autonomy within the framework of social life, it is also a condition of a 
free individual life.9 

Is Honneth a communitarian?

But this communitarian argument sounds very close to the general orienta-
tion of Honneth’s thinking in social and political philosophy. Honneth’s own 
insistence on the intersubjective preconditions of individual freedom would 
seem to make him a close ally of the communitarians. In the passage from The 
Struggle for Recognition cited earlier, he was criticising the narrowness of the 
liberal paradigm precisely by holding up against it the principle of: “mak-
ing possible the good life” (die Ermöglichung des guten Lebens). As we saw in 
chapter 7, Aristotle’s key premise that the whole precedes the part in a sense 
encapsulates Honneth’s own basic ontological position in social theory. 

Even more signifi cant is the overlap between Honneth’s philosophical anthro-
pology and that of Charles Taylor. It is quite telling that Taylor was invited to 
write the preface to the English translation of Social Action and Human Nature, 
the study in philosophical anthropology, which was decisive in determin-
ing the course of Honneth’s later thought. Taylor gave the young Honneth 

8 Honneth, “The Limits of Liberalism”, p. 243.
9 Honneth, Kommunitarismus, p. 13.
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and Joas an illustrious example to follow, and a decisive theoretical support, 
in their attempt to anchor the critique of modern society in philosophical-
anthropological arguments. Honneth later paid his intellectual debt to Tay-
lor in the postface to the German translation of Negative Freedom.10 The basic 
idea underpinning both theories is the same, namely the idea of “the com-
municative presuppositions of all processes of self-realisation”.11 As we saw 
in chapter 4, it is this fundamental insight which explains why Honneth fi nds 
Taylor’s model the right one to follow in order to ground critique philosophi-
cally, even ahead of Habermas.12 Indeed, if one recalls the initial sections of 
Taylor’s famous essay on recognition, in which he laid out the basic premises 
of his political theory, one would fi nd a number of major overlaps: the idea 
that “a crucial feature of human life is its fundamentally dialogical character”; 
that, as a result, “misrecognition (. . .) can infl ict a grievous wound, saddling its 
victims with a crippling self-hatred”; or the idea that the pre-modern notion 
of “honour” has been replaced by a new notion of normative importance for 
the individual, the notion of dignity, which sunders itself between a univer-
sal moment, the “politics of equal dignity”, and a particularistic moment, the 
politics of difference”.13 

However, despite Honneth’s thematic closeness to Taylor, I would argue that 
his position in actual fact differs quite substantively from him and from the 
communitarians more broadly.14 The crucial difference between a Honneth-
ian and a communitarian position in political philosophy concerns the inter-
pretation of the notion of “social preconditions of subjective identity”, that is 

10 Honneth, “Das Subjekt im Horizont Konfl igierender Werte” (1998), in Die Zerris-

sene Welt des Sozialen. Sozialphilosophische Aufsätze, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp, 1999 (2nd 

edition), pp. 227-247.
11 Ibid., p. 246.
12 See the fi nal page of “Pathologies of the Social”.
13 C. Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition”, in ed. Gutman, Amy, Multiculturalism, 

Princeton University Press, 1994, pp. 25-44.
14 See the interesting attempt by M. Yar to use Honneth’s struggle for recognition as 

an appropriate corrective to communitarian positions. This attempt implies the type 

of similarity in difference defended here, M. Yar, “Honneth and the Communitarians: 

Towards a Recognitive Critical Theory of Community”, Res Publica, 9, 2003, pp. 101-125.
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to say, the way in which the reference to a common value horizon necessary 
for conceptualising both individual autonomy and social life is construed. 
There are two fundamental ways of understanding this “shared value hori-
zon”. That divergence leads to major differences in the political outlook, both 
on the theoretical and practical levels. 

Both the communitarians and Honneth ground their normative outlooks in an 
ontology of the human subject, in a view of the human subject’s radical social, 
or intersubjective, dependency. Communitarians interpret this ontological 
fact by saying that any subjective attempt at self-realisation occurs through 
the mobilisation of the meta-subjective norms of the community in which the 
subject was socialised. Taylor’s “strong evaluations”, for example, through 
which the subject interprets, evaluates and organises his or her intentions and 
desires, arise within a communal, social and cultural pre-given world, the 
horizon of values of the community in which the subject has been socialised. 
This remains the case even when the “strong evaluations” are creative, or 
transformative, and overstep the boundaries of the original value horizon. 
Even then, the new values remain bound up with the community’s horizon 
inasmuch as they overstep, or rather overstretch, precisely that horizon and 
could be articulated only in that precise normative vocabulary. This is the 
ground, as Honneth recalls, of Taylor’s rejection of the Habermasian proce-
duralist approach in normative questions: 

Since, as human beings, we cannot avoid understanding ourselves in the 

light of strong evaluations, an external position from which we could nor-

matively defi ne a specifi c procedure that would transcend cultures, can in 

principle not be reached by us; on the contrary, any such defi nition is itself 

always already tied to an overarching understanding of the good life that 

stems from the normative traditional horizon (normativen Traditionszusam-

menhang) of the particular culture to which we belong.15

Honneth of course agrees that selves develop through procedures of sociali-
sation that are thoroughly determined by the relationship to others and their 
embeddedness in a particular culture. But Honneth prefers to emphasise a dif-
ferent implication of this intersubjective view of subjective formation. Rather 

15 Honneth, “Das Subjekt in Horizont Konfl igierender Werte”, p. 244 (my translation).
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than the embeddedness in a specifi c cultural tradition, Honneth emphasises 
the essential vulnerability of the subject as a result of intersubjective depen-
dency. To say it in summary form: whilst the communitarians stress the com-
munity side in the individual-community dialectic, Honneth stresses the 
individual one. The normative consequence of such difference in emphasis 
relates to the aims of social philosophy: if intersubjective vulnerability rather 
than communality is the core concern, the decisive dimensions to study are 
the structures through which individuals can achieve self-realisation through 
intersubjective dependency, not so much the subject’s ties to the commu-
nity.16 In other words, the core concept is that of individual self-realisation, 
not whether community is itself a primary good.

Most of the other differences between Honneth and communitarian positions 
derive from this initial difference in emphasis and from the implications that 
fl ow from it for the critical project. 

The fi rst major difference is theoretical, and concerns the problem that plagues 
contemporary political philosophy: how to establish normative guidelines for 
an ethic, that is to say, for collective representations of the good, given the 
irreducibility of value pluralism in modern societies. In Habermas, the initial 
“ontological” argument about the intersubjective dependency of the subject 
leads to a formal-universalistic, proceduralist solution: justice is synonymous 
with equal participation in normative discourse. Honneth shares Haber-
mas’ ontological presupposition, even if he aims to expand communication 
beyond linguistic understanding. He also shares Habermas basic direction in 
the application of that insight to political theory. The spheres of recognition 
characterise precisely the formal principles that result from a more fl eshed 
out anthropological approach to communication. On that basis, even if the 
content of their philosophical anthropologies differ, Honneth and Habermas 
share the same methodological approach to the question of value pluralism 
and the problem of relativism that is entailed in it. Both insist on the meta-
subjective normative horizons framing subjective self-realisation, but the 
problem of relativism is avoided because the principles that now arise from 

16 This position has been reaffi rmed very clearly in Anderson/Honneth, “Autonomy, 

Vulnerability, Recognition, and Justice”.
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that insight have a formal universal import. They can be shown to apply uni-
versally, in formal or structural terms, beyond variations in content (the con-
tent of rights, of types of social recognition).

By contrast, from Honneth’s perspective, liberals and communitarians are 
mired in a “theoretical cul-de-sac” on that issue. Both camps end up agreeing, 
despite their differences that “well integrated communities play a constitutive 
part in the realisation of individual freedoms”.17 However, because they draw 
a contextualist conclusion from that idea, namely that there is therefore no 
possibility of adjudicating on conceptions of the good life from outside these 
communities, they can no longer discriminate between models of commu-
nity, between freedom enhancing and freedom-curtailing cultural practices. 
For Honneth, the exemplary case of such methodological self-contradiction in 
contemporary political philosophy, is Michael Walzer’s hermeneutic theory 
of justice, as his critical review published in 1991 argues:

in the writings of Walzer, a discrepancy is opened up that is typical of the 

contemporary intellectual situation: a rhetoric of particularism prevents the 

articulation of the remaining universalistic motives which one would pre-

cisely have to use in order to buttress the defence of a cultural pluralism that 

one aims to defend so decisively.18

The conundrum is the same for the liberals since their ethical neutrality also 
prevents them from making normative decisions regarding conceptions of the 
good life. Typical here is Rawls’ own development, which led him from a uni-
versalistic to a historically situated account of justice, a shift that runs the risk 
of falling into the contextualist trap:

As a result, both sides fi nd themselves in the same dilemma. They no lon-

ger have any supra-contextual criterion with which to distinguish justifi ably 

between morally acceptable and morally objectionable concepts of the col-

lective good. (. . .) Yet, both sides are at the same time all the more dependent 

on such a criterion because in the mean time they widely agree that without 

17 Honneth, “The Limits of Liberalism”, p. 244.
18 Published in English as “Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism” in 

Thesis Eleven, no. 36, 1993, pp. 188-194. See also Desintegration, pp. 71-79.



388 • Chapter Eleven

any link to value convictions, there is an inability to clarify the conditions 

under which individual freedom is realised.19

For Honneth, Habermas’ approach is the only one that enables us to avoid 
falling into the contextualist trap. Despite all other differences with Haber-
mas, Honneth’s approach is deeply inspired by him (and this can surely be 
related to their underlying “Left-Hegelianism”): the moral principles of mod-
ern societies are sought in formal structures arising from the basic anthropo-
logical-philosophical premise of the intersubjective dependency of subjective 
identity. 

These theoretical questions are directly linked to more practical questions, in 
particular to the question of the model of social critique. What Habermas’ solu-
tion demonstrates is both the need and the possibility of maintaining a valid 
reference to a principle of “transcendence within immanence” in normative 
political theory. Such a prerequisite is of course vital for critical theory. And of 
course, it constitutes a theoretical imperative that has featured prominently, 
from the very beginning, in all of Honneth’s writings, from his initial critique 
of Foucault, for example, to the critiques, fi fteen years later, of Gadamer and 
McDowell. Throughout, the fundamental concern has remained the same: 
any consistent normative-critical moment in social philosophy requires the 
passage to some context-transcending viewpoint, and the main theoretical 
diffi culty for contemporary social philosophy is in how to found and articu-
late this moment.20 

The preservation of a moment of “transcendence within immanence”, how-
ever, also preserves a certain radicality in the political implications of social 
theory. This will not sound very convincing against the background of the 
strong continuity between Habermas’ and Honneth’s models of political 

19 Honneth, “The Limits of Liberalism”, p. 245.
20 See the critical review of Gadamer from that point of view, in “The Destructive 

Power of the Third” (2003), Philosophy and Social Criticism, 29(5), 2003, pp. 5-21, and 

equally a critical review of McDowell using a comparable argument, in “Between 

Hermeneutics and Hegelianism: John McDowell and the Challenge of Moral Realism”, 

in ed. N. Smith, Reading McDowell, On Mind and World, London, New York, Routledge, 

2002, pp. 246-265.



 The Political Theory of Recognition • 389

theory. However, it can also be argued that, already in Habermas, but even 
more so for Honneth, the distance from liberal and communitarian method-
ologies can be related not fi rst and foremost to conceptual or methodologi-
cal issues, such as those just highlighted, but primarily to the implications of 
these approaches for social critique.21 

Regarding communitarian positions, the implication of a political theory 
based on the notion of a struggle for recognition is a deep suspicion towards 
the notion of community. The theory of recognition intends to maintain the 
irreducibility of confl ict and the central role played by struggle in the theory of 
society. For Honneth as much as for communitarians the idea that social inte-
gration requires the reference to supra-individual value horizons is central, 
especially in reference to the third sphere of recognition. But a crucial feature 
of such value horizons in his model is that they are contested, and secondly, 
that they are contested not primarily on cultural, but on social grounds. Or 
rather, more precisely, social confl icts around norms or values that are cul-
tural in content, in fact have a moral basis inasmuch as they trigger claims of 
injustice and demands of redress. As was shown earlier, Honneth’s specifi c 
approach to cultural confl icts is to highlight that they are just as equally social 
confl icts, confl icts along and about structures of domination.

This insistence on the confl ictual structure of the social in general, and by 
repercussion on the “fragmented” (or rather: split, torn, as the German term 
“zerrissen” denotes) character of value horizons, thus gives a different mean-
ing to the notion of “the good life”. For communitarians, the shared value 
horizon must be largely uncontested because for them it is a genetic and 
logical precondition of any subjective capacity of ethical self-articulation. 
In Honneth on the other hand, the dialectic between subjective identity and 
communal value horizon is fraught with tension. More often than not, the 
relation is an unhappy one, leading notably to what he describes as social 
pathologies, until a successful struggle for recognition is able to modify the 

21 E. Renault, “Entre Libéralisme et Communautarisme: une Troisième Voie?”, in 

Où en est la Théorie Critique?, Paris, La Découverte, 2003, pp. 251-268, for a presentation 

of the reception of the American debate by Frankfurt theorists in general, emphasising 

in particular this key difference regarding the possibilities of social critique.



390 • Chapter Eleven

framework and make it possible for specifi c claims of recognition to be taken 
into account. From Honneth’s perspective, communitarianism therefore runs 
the risk of advocating conservative positions, or at least of being unable to 
address transformative practices adequately. The explicit political opinions of 
the communitarian theorists are not the issue here. Honneth’s critical position 
targets equally traditionalist and more progressive accounts. In all cases, the 
difference in the interpretation of the motto of “the social preconditions of the 
good life” is grounded in the view that a critical theory of society must take 
its cue from the unsatisfi ed social demands, rather than from the socialised 
agents’ reliance upon communal values and norms. In other words, the her-
meneutic moment that is constitutive of all types of communitarian accounts 
of politics, whatever their explicit political allegiance might otherwise be, 
always threatens to end up in a form of theoretical conservatism.22 On the 
contrary, Honneth’s ethics of recognition is concerned with the possibility of 
giving a normative justifi cation of social movements aimed at social transfor-
mation. The reference to communal value horizons in this case can only be a 
“dissensual” one, that is to say, one that acknowledges the necessity of ethical 
integration but adds immediately that the latter is only ever achieved through 
the misrecognition or denial of recognition of large sets of social interests.

What’s at issue here is not just the deduction of an image of politics from the 
concept of society. One of the major dimensions of social injustice stems from 
the fact that social claims are not simply unrepresented in the public sphere, 
but that they are not even representable, that is to say, that they are repressed 
from the political fi eld, mainly because of the ideological foreclosure of that 
fi eld. This is already one of Honneth’s main arguments against Habermas’ 
discourse ethics. A general point arising from such criticism is that normative 
theories of justice that overlook the structural aspect of social domination add 
to the injury of empirical injustice the insult of its meta-theoretical repres-
sion. Such theories reinforce, or entrench, empirical mechanisms of injustice, 
even if their explicit intentions are progressive. This means very simply that 
conceptual and methodological issues, in particular the concept of society or 

22 This is a danger highlighted very early on by Honneth as he discusses Habermas’ 

critical dealing with hermeneutic philosophy and the risk of conservatism that a 

theoretical emphasis on tradition harbours, see The Critique of Power, p. 225.
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the diagnosis of modern democracy with which one operates, beyond their 
theoretical import, have direct practical, political signifi cance. From that per-
spective, Habermas who himself highlights the problematic nature of the link 
between theory and practice in political liberalism, would himself be account-
able to such critical argument. Indeed, this is the crucial point at which Hon-
neth’s and Habermas’ political theories part ways. Honneth’s insistence on 
retaining a notion of confl ict, even in a transformed, neo-Hegelian rather than 
neo-Marxist mode, within his theory of society, grants him a critical vantage 
point on the political theory that derives from discourse ethics. Despite the 
latter insisting on the necessity of linking the normative account of justice to a 
substantive theory of modern society, it seems liable to the reproach of repro-
ducing within itself, at the theoretical level, the repression of unmet social 
demands in the political processes that is one of the central mechanisms of 
contemporary injustice.23 

23 See Emmanuel Renault, “Radical Democracy and An Abolitionist Concept 

of Justice” in A Critique of Habermas’s Theory of Justice”, in eds. Sinnerbrink, R., 

Deranty, J.-P. et al., Critique Today, Leiden, Brill, 2006, pp. 137-151. Habermas’ critical 

review of Taylor’s model of a “politics of recognition”, in “Struggles for Recognition in 

the Democratic State”, can be taken as a response to Honneth on that score. In response 

to the charge that he ignores the agonistic aspect of politics, Habermas replies that 

his theory of the co-originarity of private and public autonomy means precisely that 

there can be an “actualisation of the system of rights” only through the actual exercise 

of public autonomy, and that “there would be little likelihood of this without social 

movements and political struggles”. With this, Habermas seems to want to cut the 

grass from underneath Honneth’s feet and imply that there is no need for a separate 

theory of the struggles for recognition. But Habermas’ rejoinder misses one of the key 

problems highlighted by Honneth in the articulation of the social and the political: 

the irreducible, structural diffi culty of some interests, of some voices, to be at all 

represented on the political scene, and hence, the necessity to distinguish strongly 

between the actual institutions of political process, which always tend to reproduce 

social oppression, from a different notion of politics, which is defi ned centrally as the 

struggle against this oppression and its doubling up in political institutions. Habermas 

seems to reduce the question of non-representation, or rather of the impossibility of 

representability, to an empirical question, when it is in fact the core of the defi nition of 

politics. On this precise point, see Deranty and Renault, “Democratic Agon: Striving 

for Distinction or Struggle against Injustice and Domination?”



392 • Chapter Eleven

From that point of view, the implications of Honneth’s model of the struggle for 
recognition for political theory seem to come close to Jacques Rancière’s own 
defi nition of politics as a rupture of the social consensus that is performed by 
agents demanding the practical acknowledgement of their equality. Rancière 
does not explicitly refer to ‘recognition’, although the notion sometimes slips 
through. But his radical egalitarian principle and his emphasis on “dissensus” 
as the core mechanism of politics are formally close to Honneth’s emphasis on 
the experience of injustice as the negative locus of political action.24 His own 
criticism of Habermas’ is similar to the one developed by Honneth in 1990.

Despite all the common features that seem to bring Honneth close to commu-
nitarian positions, and especially Taylor, the emphasis on dissensus makes 
their normative theories of justice largely incompatible. This is mainly because 
Honneth bases his own account on a negativistic methodology, whereby 
the norm of justice is defi ned primarily as the abolition of injustice. On that 
model, the principles of a just society are those normative guidelines, that is, 
extensions, corrections, complements, transformations of existing principles 
of justice, for which those who suffer from injustice would, and sometimes 
do, struggle if they are in social and cultural contexts that enable them do so. 
The three spheres of recognition provide the grammar to analyse the differ-
ent types of claims around which social movements are articulated. But they 
have a methodological status that is radically different from the normative 
principles of other political theories. They are not tied refl ectively to specifi c 

24 I have suggested a reading of Rancière’s conception of political confl ict as 

“polemical stage” along the lines of a struggle for recognition. See my “Jacques 

Rancière’s Contribution to the Ethics of Recognition” Political Theory, 31(1), 2003, 

pp. 136-156; “Mésentente et Reconnaissance: Honneth face à Rancière”, in Où en est 

la Théorie Critique?, eds. E. Renault and Y. Sintomer, Paris, La Découverte, 2003, pp. 

185-199, as well as “Rancière in Contemporary Political Ontology”, Theory and Event, 

6(4), 2003. Rancière has explicitly spoken against a recognition approach to his politics 

in an interview published in Historical Materialism, 13(4), 2005, pp. 285-301. However, 

we can note that the vocabulary of recognition was in fact already used in his earlier 

work, for example in Disagreement. Politics and Philosophy, trans. J. Rose, Minneapolis, 

University of Minnesota Press, 1999, pp. 52-53, and in On the Shores of Politics, trans. 

L. Heron, London/New York, Verso, 1998, p. 50. See my review of Rancière’s latest 

work, “Democratic Aesthetics”, Critical Horizons, 8(2), 2007, pp. 230-255.
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historical political traditions, nor are they reconstructions of the necessary 
social principles to which all reasonable modern social agents would have to 
agree. They point to the normative dimensions that subjects suffering from 
social injustice implicitly rely on when they engage in social struggle against 
injustice. As such, these principles make no sense separated from the negative 
experience of injustice and the attempt at addressing the causes of injustice.

These principles thus achieve the link between the normative and the empiri-
cal in a very specifi c way. In communitarianism, the normative principles are 
deduced from a philosophical anthropology emphasising the intersubjective 
preconditions of subjective realisation, and they are hermeneutically tied to 
distinctive communities, by reference to each community’s specifi c notion 
of the good life. This always threatens to rob normative political philosophy 
of the possibility of critique because the hermeneutic methodology does not 
provide valid access to the context-transcending norms on which to ground 
critique. Honneth’s principles, by contrast, are indeed drawn from philosoph-
ical anthropology, but this initial theoretical foundation is also complemented 
by the normative reconstruction of real historical struggles against injustice 
and leads to an image of the normative conditions of subjective identity that 
remains formal. Such a methodology amounts to an anthropology of modern 
subjectivity that provides norms for the critique of existing social contexts. 
Crucially, however, the social incarnation of these norms is not relativistically 
contextualised in reference to specifi c social contexts, but sought in the real 
social movements and in the social pathologies as documented by critical soci-
ology. In that way, the danger of a de-contextualised social critique is avoided 
since the formal norms receive their substantial content, for example, the spe-
cifi c content of rights claim, only in reference to the specifi c social, historical 
situation. At the same time, however, the danger of a dilution of normativity 
and thus of critique, as a result of contextualism, is avoided. Instead, the social 
theorist can always translate the formal model into the search for the “norma-
tive surplus” which, from within the immanence of social life, points towards 
its transformation on the basis of what in it, is unacceptable. 
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Is Honneth a liberal?

Again, it is this emphasis on the way in which the normative principles relate 
to social reality that is at the heart of the difference between Honneth’s and 
liberal theories of justice.

In terms of content, as noted at the outset, Honneth’s position is very close 
to that of Rawls and other liberal political theorists. In their great majority, 
all contemporary political philosophers share a similar political aim: to offer 
normative justifi cations of a social-democratic model of contemporary soci-
ety. They all agree that the principle of universal equality is the fundamental 
foundation of modern societies. In particular, all agree that this principle is 
tied essentially to the possibility of individual self-respect, one of the essential 
primary goods whose fair distribution defi nes a just social order. It is inter-
esting to highlight a particularly telling moment in the liberal literature: the 
fact that the defi ning reference in that fi eld, Rawls’ theory of justice, famously 
emphasises the normative primacy of self-respect, making it one of the essen-
tial primary goods. In a famous passage of the Theory of Justice, Rawls seemed 
to anticipate the German discussions on the conceptual roots of practical iden-
tity: “Without self-respect, nothing may seem worth doing”.25 

Once again, however, beyond the great overlaps in terms of content, the dif-
ferences in the methodological approaches have crucial political-theoretical, 
and indeed, practical signifi cance. And once again, the key question is how 
the different theories negotiate the diffi cult connection between normative 
discussions about the principles of the just social order and the reality of his-
torical societies.

Rawls, and with him most other liberal political philosophers, consider the 
normative construction of principles of justice as a refl ective reconstruction 
of the actual normative foundations of real Western democratic societies, 
or indeed, of one society in particular, American society.26 This methodol-
ogy implies that one considers contemporary Western democracies (or rather 

25 J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, 2003 (revised edition), p. 386.
26 See J. Rawls, Political Liberalism, New York, Columbia University Press, 1996, p. 14. 

See Honneth’s critical argument on this particular point, in “Limits of Liberalism”, 

p. 238.
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the USA) as providing an incarnation of the principles of justice that can be 
arrived at through “refl ective equilibrium”. Indeed, this is what “refl ective 
equilibrium” entails: that the political conception of justice only articulates 
in a purifi ed manner “fi rmly held convictions” that are already operative.27 
Consequently, one might well say that Rawls’ principles, notably the second, 
egalitarian one, have a utopian dimension that can lead to a radical critique 
of existing societies. But the radical transformation that seems to be implied 
in the image of a full realisation of the two principles is in fact only the trans-
formation of a reality that is implicitly taken as already just, as containing the 
norms of its own transformation. However “radical” one might take Rawlsian 
liberalism to be, it is premised on the idea that social reality deep-down is 
already just.28 

By contrast, the three “principles” corresponding to the three spheres of rec-
ognition are not assumed to be substantive principles already realised in 
Western democracies. This is a point where the emphasis on the formality 
of Honneth’s concept of Sittlichkeit is crucial. The spheres of recognition rep-
resent a typology of normative structures through which subjects can make 
sense of their social experience. And this, mainly when they experience injus-
tice because according to the pragmatist principle, it is in the failure of action 
that refl ection is possible on the normative expectations that were always 
already presupposed in it. The three spheres of recognition therefore can be 
called normative principles, and Honneth does characterise them in this way, 
in “The Limits of Liberalism” for example.29 But the key methodological dif-
ference between substantive principles seen to be embodied in real existing 
societies and formal principles that structure justice claims changes their criti-
cal and political status signifi cantly. 

In the fi rst case, since the principles are seen to be already at play in exist-
ing societies, the political output of political theory is to measure reality to 
its own standard, to approximate reality to itself. A substantive historical 
narrative underpins this view of modern politics, namely that contempo-
rary societies are realising for good a process of social rationalisation that is 

27 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 8.
28 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 84.
29 Honneth, “The Limits of Liberalism”, p. 230.
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synonymous with modernisation. In particular, the principle of toleration, 
which arose as a problem with the Reformation and whose solution was 
presented already by Locke in the 18th century, is on the way to being fully 
realised.30 Western societies, on that model, are therefore on their way towards 
solving the conundrum of the rational society. This is so since, according to 
the normative model developed in Political Liberalism, they on the one hand 
manage to enshrine the individual rights of “rational” subjects, whilst suc-
cessfully overcoming the paradox necessarily created by this very principle. 
A paradox necessarily emerges from the enshrining of individual rights, since 
their “comprehensive doctrines” are by defi nition incompatible (since they 
are essentially individual) and thus risk making the society of such “liber-
ated” individuals impossible. Rawls’ solution is specifi c to him, but the way 
of presenting the problem, as the conundrum of reconciling individual rights 
with the value pluralism it implies as well as with social integration, is com-
mon to all liberal writers. Implied in this way of putting the problem, how-
ever, is the view that Western democracies, at least normatively, are on their 
way to realising the truth of modern politics, which is itself nothing but the 
political and social image of rationality itself.31 Rawls, for example, explicitly 
endorses the idea of a reciprocal infl uence between the rationalisation of indi-
viduals and the rationalisation of society. 

More or less implicitly, political liberalism sees itself as the normative refl ec-
tion that accompanies a real social and historical trend that is synonymous 
with the realisation of reason and freedom. As a result, there is a tendency in 
political liberalism to underplay empirical injustices because the real, norma-
tive achievement of these societies acts as a counter-objection to the critique 
of injustice. The liberal philosopher can always say: yes, these injustices exist, 
but look how far we’ve progressed; the norms for an abolition of these injus-
tices are already at play and only the irrationality of individuals and com-
munities prevents their full actualisation. This justifi catory view of Western 
societies is all the more problematic when the model is compared to other 
forms of society. In that case, the toleration that reigns within is no longer 
maintained, and liberalism that was neutral about “comprehensive views” 

30 See in particular the Introduction to Political Liberalism. 
31 See the chapter “Goodness as Rationality” in A Theory of Justice.
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within becomes a comprehensive view in its own rights, sure of its good right 
to impose itself on others. Many suspect that it is not just a coincidence that 
the same word, liberalism, is used both in the esoteric, academic discourse 
of egalitarian, well-intentioned political theory, and in the much more sinis-
ter discourses of contemporary neo-imperialist Realpolitik. Beyond the many 
differences that make any identifi cation between the two impossible, what 
unites them is the belief in the moral superiority of Western democracies, and 
the structural blindness to the injustices that proliferate in them and that they 
impose, as real societies, on others. 

By contrast, the ethics of recognition, even though it also extracts its norma-
tive principles from a progressive view of modernity, and is premised on a 
“legitimating” vision of modernity, is not forced to adopt such justifi catory 
attitude towards historically existing social situations. Claims of recognition 
along the three formal axes described by Honneth can be formulated and 
redeemed in any number of ways. 

The decisive difference lies with the negativistic methodology. Honneth 
never fails to emphasise this aspect of his theory.32 This is not just a meth-
odological point. The critical and political status of his theory depends on it. 
Methodological negativism touches fi rst of all the normative reconstruction 
of modernity. Rawls’ constructivist approach quickly showed its real metal 
by acknowledging it was a “device of representation” in fact relying on the 
normative reconstruction of already existing principles. Such a method is 
built on the assumption that the principles it “constructs” are already implic-
itly embodied in the reality it normatively describes, and that it is therefore 
intrinsically unable to transcend its social context. A negativistic methodol-
ogy, by contrast, argues in this way: in order to know what normative prin-
ciples structure social life, one looks at the claims that have historically been 
raised in real claims of injustice, and in real attempts to change the social 

32 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition? p. 188. In that sense, he may be 

seen to be closer to Adorno than Bernstein makes it sound in his otherwise remark-

able study “Suffering Injustice”. See also van den Brink’s remarks in “Damaged Life”, 

about unexpected yet important similarities (beyond other substantial differences) 

between Adorno and Honneth on the centrality of negative ethical experiences to char-

acterise the good life.
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order on that basis. These claims and the struggles they inspire negatively, 
point to the normative presuppositions that are injured by social structures. 
In this case, the inscription of the principles in the real existing societies has 
a very different status. Yes, individuals can, under favourable circumstances, 
rely on these principles to make their claims. In this sense, one can say that the 
principles already exist. But they exist as grounds for the rejection of injustice, 
not as realisations of a potential for full rationality. They are possibilities of 
struggle and dissent in the name of an experience of injustice, not the already 
achieved fi gure of justice. On that model, one can even talk of moral prog-
ress, of a certain accumulation of normative advances, without falling under 
the criticism just formulated. It is not (just) that these advances are empiri-
cally always under threat. Rather, the negativistic method ensures that such 
advances are not taken to be principles that are already fully substantiated. 
The theory remains agnostic about the fi nal image of justice. It can paint an 
ideal, conceptual end point of full recognition (when each and everyone is 
both fully individuated and full integrated), but it does not anchor it in a 
particular context. In that sense, the Kantian strand in Honneth’s theory of 
recognition is not to be associated with the normativism of the second Kritik, 
but rather with the writings on history, where Kant attempted to devise a 
non-metaphysical teleological account of the realisation of equality.33 

The fundamental methodological difference between the ethics of recognition 
and liberalism as a result of Honneth’s use of a negativistic approach is well 
captured by a late passage in Honneth’s second rejoinder to Fraser in 2001. 
The recent date of that passage confi rms that Honneth has in fact not budged 
so much on his basic critical attitude towards liberalism, and remains commit-
ted to a classical, “Left-Hegelian” position:

We do not simply seek to apply what we take to be well-grounded norma-

tive principles to a given social order in order to arrive at judgements about 

morally justifi ed corrections or improvements. Rather, social reality must be 

33 This Kantian moment in Honneth’s approach to modernity can perhaps be 

read between the lines in his reconstruction of Kant’s philosophy of history in “The 

Irreducibility of Progress. Kant’s Account of the Relationship between Morality and 

History”, Critical Horizons, 8(1), 2007 (2004 for German fi rst publication), pp. 1-17.
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described in a way that shows how norms and principles considered justi-

fi ed could already have become socially valid.34

The task of the critical theorist is not to adjudicate from above on an external 
social reality, on the grounds that such empirical reality is at odds with itself 
since the principles of justice are already in operation. Rather, the political cri-
tique of a given social reality consists in uncovering potentialities for norma-
tive improvement within its immanence. Social reality then is indeed at odds 
with itself but the tensions that plague that reality are not between its own 
norms and its reality, but rather between different forces within itself.

As a result, another crucial element to contrast the ethics of recognition and 
political liberalism is the place the critique of social pathologies takes in the 
overall model. For a negativistic methodology these experiences take centre 
stage: it is in the experiences of social suffering that the normative principles 
undergirding modern societies negatively appear, either in a historical sense, 
in the reconstruction of the normative core of modern society, or in a criti-
cal sense, when it comes to uncovering new applications of those principles. 
The “political theory” that grows out of an approach so strongly reliant upon 
sociological insights looks at politics as the institutionalisation of normative 
demands by social groups. The political, then, is defi ned as the clash between 
normative claims and counter-claims, between justifi cations of domination 
and denunciations of domination. Such theory does not have much to say on 
other questions of political philosophy, for example about the structure of 
the state, or the paradoxes of democratic sovereignty. Its strength consists in 
focusing normative political philosophy back on the substantial link between 
politics and social life. The old critique of political philosophy from the point 
of view of real social suffering is thus reawakened in a valid way. 

Of course, Rawls’ second principle seems to be well capable of answering fac-
tually-based objections by pointing precisely to the fact that it offers a highly 
restrictive justifi cation of inequalities that is clearly not met in real situations. 
But the point of the contrast and the objection it entails is not a crude fac-
tual one. The objection consists rather in saying that the pathologies that are 
produced by the social-economic order prove that the very language with 

34 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 257.
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which social inequality is discussed in political liberalism is inadequate, as a 
theoretical vocabulary. Social pathologies show that there is not much sense 
in talking of basic rights and liberties when the subjective identities are so 
deeply threatened by the social structure that they can no longer function. The 
gap that opens up between the academic language and the reality it purports 
to reconstruct is too wide. In a society where socially induced pathologies 
are immense, the vocabulary of a distribution of inequalities makes no sense; 
it is the wrong grammar. It might well be formally consistent, but its formal 
consistency is an empty victory. The crucial issue is the sociological relevance 
of the normative principles. 

Things are in fact even worse if one entertains the idea that the crude factual 
objection, which proposes that reality is not as the principles of justice say, 
might not be that crude after all. Is it so certain, after all, that even in the “hap-
piest” periods of the Fordist consensus, in the most fl ourishing times of the 
most integrated welfare-states, the language of the distribution of social and 
economic inequalities was not already seriously underestimating the amount 
of injustice? This becomes even more acute if, as do Renault or Bernstein, we 
replace the critique of liberalism in its Marxist background and remember 
that the battle against liberalism was a battle to impose the recognition of the 
equal normative importance of socially caused suffering. This, however, is 
precisely the background of Honneth’s own position. In other words, the eth-
ics of recognition carry out in the changed theoretical and empirical context 
of the late 20th century the critique of liberal rights and the defence of social 
rights. It does so by highlighting, against the letter of Marx, the normative 
signifi cance of modern law. But the emphasis on the social element makes it 
the direct heir of the socialist critiques of liberalism.

In the end, what makes the ethics of recognition incompatible with a liberal 
position, despite the essential agreement on the content of the principles high-
lighted, is the divergence on how to rate the impact of social inequality on 
subjectivity. The point here is not to oppose an alleged naïve anthropological 
view of socialised individuals, the “atomistic” liberal one, with a more “com-
prehensive”, “intersubjectivistic” one. Honneth does not believe that this is 
the correct way to highlight the weaknesses in political liberalism. The point, 
rather, concerns the method used to articulate the normative principles. Rawls’ 
and other egalitarian solutions explicitly attempt to respond to the charge that 
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liberal liberties are only “formal”, by integrating a strong reference to social 
and economic equality. But the main premise of liberalism is maintained even 
in these egalitarian versions of liberalism, to wit, the primacy of liberty over 
equality, of rights of liberty over social rights. The ethics of recognition, by 
contrast, puts a very different emphasis on inequality, because it takes a very 
different view of the impact of inequality on social individuals. The primacy 
of rights, of negative freedoms in liberalism is coherent from a normative per-
spective only if one agrees with the assumption that an unequal distribution 
of “social values” remains external to the subject’s identity.35 The inequality 
counts as an injustice only when the distribution is not fair (when, for exam-
ple, in Rawls’ model, it is not “to the advantage of all”). The fact that inequal-
ity is treated in quantitative terms, as something to be distributed, means that 
it cannot be seen as the possible source of a moral injury. The “social bases of 
self-respect” accordingly are themselves “distributed” together with the other 
primary goods, like money. On that model, it is unacceptable to be deprived 
of those bases, not because it actually harms the individual, but because one 
lacks a resource that is otherwise given to others. 

The argument that inequalities must be arranged in such a way that they are 
“to the advantage of all” seems to be a very strong restriction to inequalities, 
certainly one that would apply a strong critical norm to real societies. But 
social and economic inequalities can be deemed to be acceptable at all only in 
an image of society where they don’t really impact on subjectivities. This is 
possible only for a liberal vision of the modern subject according to which the 
guaranteeing of basic rights and liberties provides the suffi cient conditions for 
self-realisation. Social and economic status then gives some further content to 
a defi nition of self made possible by the liberties, but in a sense remains exter-
nal to the subject who is fi rst of all a free subject. On that model, social and 
economic inequalities are purely quantitative, and have no qualitative dimen-
sion to them. They do divide society into separate groups and classes, but 
not in a way that is detrimental to individuals’ self-respect. For example, as 
long as the subject is able to take part in some “social unions”, a participation 

35 See the general principle of a “distribution of social values” in A Theory of Justice, 

p. 54.
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that the rights and liberties enshrined in the fi rst principle ensure, the “union 
of social unions” remains possible, indeed it is even said that it can be a just 
social order, despite existing inequalities.36 In other words, the recognition of 
formal equality is suffi cient to ensure self-respect or self-esteem to everyone, 
despite the existence of social and economic inequalities. The key critical argu-
ment is not just that Rawls fails to notice the difference between self-respect 
and self-esteem, a distinction that appears clearly through Honneth’s spheres 
of recognition. The real problem in this confusion is not a theoretical failure, 
but its practical, political implication: by failing to distinguish clearly between 
self-respect and self-esteem, Rawls implicitly argues that self-respect always 
ensures the possibility of self-esteem. As long as one is ensured of one’s basic 
rights and liberties allowing one to engage in one’s socially determined activi-
ties, self-esteem naturally follows. By making self-respect the fi rst of the “pri-
mary goods” and giving it at one point a negative characterisation, Rawls 
seemed very close to Honneth. But this impression dissipates quickly if one 
reads the remainder of the paragraph of The Theory of Justice dedicated to self-
respect: “It normally suffi ces that for each person there is some association 
(one or more) to which (the individual) belongs and within which the activi-
ties that are rational for him are publicly affi rmed by others”.37 This is all that 
is needed for inequality to not lead to a destruction of self-esteem and thus 
to become acceptable. In other words, a society can be fully just even with a 
great amount of social contempt. All that is required is that those unfortunate 
enough to have missed out in the natural distribution of abilities and capaci-
ties can fi nd solace in unions of peers where their lesser achievements fi nd 
their due recognition. If that is the case, the contempt shown by other “social 
unions” will matter little to them. 

From the point of view of the ethics of recognition, such a version of the social 
division of labour is simply too optimistic and indeed naïve. It fails to take 
into account the reality of social domination that comes with the division of 
the social fi eld in groups with diverging value models. It ignores the results 
of critical sociology and the history of social movements, about the impact of 
the hierarchical division of society on the members of the dominated groups. 

36 See Rawls, A Theory of Justice, p. 388.
37 Ibid., p. 387.



 The Political Theory of Recognition • 403

It does not see that social domination can lead to moral injury, and that this 
is a major characteristic of injustice. Injustice is not just the unfair distribu-
tion of goods to which all are entitled. More deeply, injustice has to do with 
the destruction of the moral basis of self-realisation. Unfair distribution, on 
that model, is unjust primarily because it undermines the sense of equality 
that is achieved in true recognition. And so, the very language of unfair dis-
tribution is inadequate since the point of injustice is qualitative (moral), not 
quantitative. 

Finally, this critical focus on the implicit image of society underpinning lib-
eralism points to another critical perspective from the vantage point of the 
theory of recognition. The lack of consideration for the reality of social domi-
nation leads to a pacifi ed view of society and of the division of social labour, 
where the cooperation between individuals and groups is postulated and seen 
as unproblematic. Accordingly, Rawls argues that the underlying normative 
principle “implicit in the public culture of a democratic society”38 is that of a 
“fair system of cooperation amongst free and equal persons”. Such a concep-
tion of society explicitly rejects the structuring effects of class struggle and 
group domination. Once again, the normative-empirical distinction could 
be brought forward to reject this criticism as simplistic and ill-informed. But 
this rejoinder would fail to heed the full force of the argument about social 
domination: namely, that the structural role played by social domination in 
all forms of society, including and especially in modern societies, renders the 
very distinction between the empirical and the normative suspicious, since 
one of the most pernicious impacts of domination consists precisely in affect-
ing the normative order. In other words, the reality of social domination needs 
to make its impact in theory and the normative itself, lest theory reproduces, 
willingly or not, the structures of domination. This was, for example, one of 
the main criticisms of the early Honneth against Habermas’ discourse eth-
ics: the failure to see the problematic anchoring of his democratic theory in 
social reality reverberated into the theory itself, and requested a major correc-
tion. Honneth’s ethics of recognition contest any political theory that would 
argue in isolation from the results of social theory. This is clearly a distant yet 

38 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 15.
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unmistakable faithfulness to Marx’s own critique of the liberal philosophy of 
his time. 

Section 2. The critique of political economy 

The objections to recognition theory from the point of view of economic injus-
tice, the problem of “redistribution”, have been articulated most strongly by 
Nancy Fraser in a series of important articles published throughout the 1990s,39 
and fi nally in her long confrontation with Honneth, in their joint publication, 
Redistribution or Recognition (2003). Simon Thompson’s book on “The Political 
Theory of Recognition” already presents a comprehensive treatment of the 
debate between Fraser and Honneth. Instead of attempting to offer an alter-
native coverage of the exchange, I will instead focus on a number of points 
that seem crucial for a full understanding of the scope of Honneth’s political 
theory, including on the question of economic injustice.40 I use another refer-
ence as guideline, namely the long article dedicated by Christopher Zurn to 
Honneth’s accounts of economic injustice, despite the fact that Fraser’s argu-
ments provide the background reference for Zurn’s criticisms.41 The reason 
for this is twofold: Zurn provides a wonderful synthesis of all the arguments 

39 See in particular, the Introduction as well as “From Redistribution to Recognition? 

Dilemmas of Justice in a ‘Postsocialist’ Age” in Justice Interruptus. Critical Refl ections 

on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition, New York, Routledge, 1997; “Rethinking Recognition”, 

New Left Review, 3, 2000, pp. 107-120, and “Recognition without Ethics” Theory, Culture 

and Society, 18(2-3), 2001, pp. 21-42. 
40 See also the excellent discussions of the debate by Simon Thompson, “Is 

Redistribution a Form of Recognition? Comments on the Fraser-Honneth Debate”, 

Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 8(1), pp. 85-102; and 

L. Feldman, “Redistribution, Recognition, and the State: the Irreducibly Political 

Dimension of Injustice”, Political Theory, 30(3), 2002, pp. 410-440. See J. Bernstein, 

“Suffering Injustice. Misrecognition as Moral Injury in Critical Theory”, International 

Journal of Philosophical Studies, 13(3), 2005, pp. 303-324, for an astute description of the 

misunderstandings affecting the exchanges between Honneth and Fraser.
41 C. Zurn, “Recognition, Redistribution, and Democracy: Dilemmas of Honneth’s 

Critical Social Theory”, European Journal of Philosophy, 13(1), 2005, pp. 89-126. See Zurn’s 

comparative review of Fraser, Honneth and Taylor on recognition, which establishes 
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in this debate; and secondly, his emphasis on a key article by Honneth, the 
1993 “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation”, allows us to present some of the 
most striking, and insuffi ciently acknowledged, features of Honneth’s politi-
cal theory.

Democracy as social cooperation

Zurn launches his Fraserian critique of what he sees as recognition-theory’s 
reductionistic stance on the economy with a reading of a crucial article pub-
lished by Honneth in German in 1993, immediately after the publication The 

Struggle for Recognition, which was fi rst translated and published in English 
in 1998: “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation”.42 At fi rst glance, it could 
seem surprising to direct a critique of Honneth’s stance on economic injustice 
through this text since it is concerned primarily with questions of political phi-
losophy. In it, Honneth argues that Dewey’s writings on democracy provide 
a fruitful alternative approach to the question of the normative foundations 
of democracy compared with the main contemporary contenders: liberal-
ism, proceduralism and republicanism. The reason why Zurn chooses this 
text in particular to cast new light on the “redistribution versus recognition” 
debate stems from the specifi city of Dewey’s solution to the political problem. 
Dewey, wilfully pursuing the old Hegelian-Marxist intuition via new, prag-
matist, philosophical means, argues that a vibrant democracy relies on a “fair 
and just division of labour”. Honneth’s explicit reappropriation of Dewey’s 
model, therefore, gives invaluable clues as to his own approach to the prob-
lem of the division of labour, and thus the fi rst insights into his approach to 
the relation between recognitive and economic relations.

In the introduction to the article, in order to justify the retrieval of Dewey’s 
democratic theory, Honneth recapitulates the problem that had guided his 
earlier forays into political philosophy: the key question, he argues once 

the superiority of Fraser’s approach: C. Zurn, “Identity or Status? Struggles over 

‘Recognition’ in Fraser, Honneth, and Taylor”, Constellations, 10(4), 2003, pp. 519-537.
42 A. Honneth, “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation: John Dewey and the Theory 

of Democracy Today”, in Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, 

Cambridge, Polity Press, 2007. 
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more, is the issue of the social foundation of political participation, the social 
foundations of democracy. Democracy relies on the requirement of individual 
participation in the process of will-formation, yet many contemporary mod-
els of democracy offer insuffi cient or indeed inexistent conceptual analyses 
that explain and normatively clarify how individuals are motivated, and from 
which point of view, to participate in the debates over the issues concerning 
their community. As we saw in the previous section, this is especially the case 
for liberalism. 

Dewey’s solution, as Honneth reconstructs it, is clearly indebted to Marx: 
democracy for Dewey is not so much grounded in, but is rather identifi ed 
with, social cooperation. Inasmuch as individuals through their interactions 
in the activities of social life always already collaborate and are thus forced to 
deliberate amongst each other, they are already engaged implicitly in a pro-
cess, which the political movement makes explicit and refl exive. Democracy, 
therefore, as the normative ideal of modern politics, in the end designates a 
certain state of society, in which social cooperation is fully developed, rather 
than just a set of institutions or a kind of deliberative procedure. This solution, 
therefore, solves the problem of individual participation, since according to it, 
the participation in social life is already in nuce a participation in that society’s 
refl exive moment of political will-formation. But it is clear that the specifi c 
problem solved with Dewey’s emphasis on social cooperation in fact points 
well beyond the specialised debates of political theory, and aims instead at 
an expansive vision of society as a whole, in other words, at the possibility of 
individual fl ourishing on the basis of healthy social relations, in which partici-
pation in democratic life is only one of the dimensions of social cooperation. 
In other words, Honneth fi nds in Dewey a perfect illustration of the kind of 
concerns defi ning his vision of “social philosophy”, a type of philosophy, to 
quote once again the key passage from the “Pathologies of the Social” article, 
that does not “seek out the conditions of a correct or just social order, but 
instead attempts to ascertain the possibilities that a form of life entails for 
human self-realisation”.

The key argument justifying this identifi cation of social cooperation and 
democratic politics, the argument that plays a central role in the evaluation 
of Honneth’s approach to economic problems, is encapsulated in the specifi -
cally pragmatist sense of the notion of “refl exivity”. In his early writings, 
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however,43 as Honneth shows, Dewey does not clearly identify the specifi c 
refl exivity that is inherent in politics. Instead, he directly identifi es democratic 
politics and cooperative society, thus repeating the reduction of politics that 
is also at play in Marx. What is missing, in both the early Dewey and Marx, 
is a separate analysis of the political moment in its specifi c role and its spe-
cifi c structure. Inspired directly by Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit, but failing to 
heed Hegel’s careful description of the State in its multiple relations to soci-
ety, Dewey brings together without suffi cient mediation, in a kind of Rous-
seauian reprise, individual autonomy and political sovereignty. The element 
that brings them together is the individual’s participation in the division of 
labour: 

Because each member of society contributes, on the basis of a division of 

labour, through her own activities to the maintenance of society, she rep-

resents a ‘vital embodiment’ of the end of society. For that reason, she is 

entitled not just to a part of the freedom made socially possible; rather, as 

an individual she always possesses the entire sovereignty through which all 

jointly as a people become the sovereign bearer of power.44

Despite the serious shortcoming that the lack of mediation between society 
and politics represents, the decisive role played by the “division of labour” in 
these early writings is already highly signifi cant. As in Hegel, the functional-
ist aspect of the economic organisation and the corresponding instrumentality 
of economic activity from the individual point of view, are only superfi cially 
disconnected from ethical life. In fact, in both Hegel and Dewey, the divi-
sion of labour is itself an essential moment of ethicality: not only indirectly, 
because it allows the community to reproduce itself materially, but much 
more directly and importantly, because the inscription of individual activity 
within the overall organisation of social life is the properly ethical condition 
for the individual’s participation in political life. 

43 Notably in the 1888 “The Ethics of Democracy” in Jo Ann Boydston (ed.), The Early 

Works of John Dewey, vol. 1, Carbondale, Southern Illinois University Press, pp. 227-249.
44 Ibid., p. 237.
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In later writings,45 Dewey acknowledges the separate moment of deliberation 
marking the specifi city of politics by contrast with social cooperation. But this 
acknowledgement in no way weakens the fundamental intuition that democ-
racy in the end designates a “social ideal” just as much as a specifi cally politi-
cal one. Now, however, it is the pragmatist understanding of refl exivity that 
allows Dewey to maintain his key, Hegelian-Marxian, intuition. 

The intersubjective and refl exive defi nition of truth in the pragmatist tradition 
is well-known. Truth-seeking procedures, notably in the sciences, are seen as 
extensions of those everyday procedures that we put into play when some of 
our basic implicit assumptions are held in check by disruptions of experience 
and their failure to eventuate. Truth-seeking procedures are thus refl exive 
processes inquiring into, and correcting, the implicit assumptions that have 
been proven wrong. And this process, for the pragmatists, is best engaged 
in via a community of inquiry. In other words, it is in the essence of scien-
tifi c inquiry to be “refl exive cooperation”. In his later writings, Dewey simply 
fi nishes the circle that had led from society to science, back to social life. As 
Honneth reconstructs his argument: 

in social cooperation, the intelligence of the solution to emerging problems 

increases to the degree to which all those involved could, without constraint 

and with equal rights, exchange information and introduce refl ections.46 

This then, leads to an idea of democratic deliberation which, as refl exive, is 
now relatively separate from the immanence of social life: democratic deliber-
ation, like scientifi c debate, is that refl exive moment where the community of 
“inquirers” attempts to solve as one community a problem that has emerged 
in an area that concerns everyone. 

Such an argument, however, is not yet suffi cient to justify the link that is sup-
posed to be maintained between democratic deliberation, in its relative auton-
omy from social life, and the strong social ideal inspired by Hegel and Marx. 
The problem of linking politics and social life from the pragmatist perspective 

45 Especially in the 1927 “The Public and Its Problems”, Chicago, Gateway Books, 

1976.
46 Honneth, “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation”, p. 228.
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amounts to the following question: whilst the community of the “involved” is 
not problematic in scientifi c inquiry, it becomes the core problem in social phi-
losophy. It is not diffi cult to see why democratic procedures can be described 
as refl exive deliberations over problems arising in social life. The whole ques-
tion is: who is involved in those problems and in what capacity? Why should 
these problems arising in social life involve all members of social life, and 
even more pointedly, why those members in their involvement in the division 
of labour? The response to this question is crucial if the division of labour and 
the strong social ideal depicted in Dewey’s early writings are to retain their 
signifi cance. It would be perfectly conceivable, for example, to hold a simi-
lar, refl exive, version of democracy, for example a Habermasian one, without 
making the political moment rest strongly on the division of labour. In brief, 
it is clear how democracy can be described as refl exivity; the whole diffi culty, 
and originality, of Dewey, is to make it a refl exive cooperation, where coop-
eration is not just cooperation at the political level, but political deliberation 
based on social cooperation. 

Once again, the missing link is provided by a pragmatist conceptual scheme: 

Social action unfolds in forms of interaction whose consequences in the 

simple case affect only those immediately involved; but as soon as those not 

involved see themselves affected by the consequences of such interaction, 

there emerges from their perspective a need for joint control of the corre-

sponding actions either by their cessation or by their promotion.47 

On that model, political procedures are called for to coordinate and regulate 
the consequences of actions that originate at fi rst from particular parts of soci-
ety, but which can be seen in fact to affect all members of society. Politics then 
is truly a refl exive moment where society attempts to solve its own internal 
problems. The division of labour comes into play in this scheme as soon as the 
argument is given a normative twist and a specifi cally democratic version of 
politics is sought: for all individuals to be involved in the refl exive process of 
political deliberation, they must already see how they are indirectly affected 
by the actions in which they are not directly involved. This, the Hegelian-
Marxian idea of division of labour ensures, since it shows how individual 

47 Honneth, “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation”, p. 229.
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activity is essentially related to, indeed defi ned by, its place within the overall 
social organism. Put negatively: a society is not truly democratic, even if its 
political procedures formally are, if social agents cannot see how the actions 
of others relate to them, and how their actions are related to others. Once 
again, democratic politics is rooted in a democratic society. As a result:

only a fair and just form of a division of labour can give each individual 

member of society a consciousness of cooperatively contributing with all 

others to the realisation of common goals. It is only the experience of partici-

pating, by means of an individual contribution, in the particular tasks of a 

group, which in its turn cooperates with all the other groups of a community 

through the division of labour, that can convince the single individual of the 

necessity of a democratic public.48 

We verify here that the direct problem tackled by Honneth in the 1993 article 
is indeed that of “the moral foundations of democracy”, but that it in fact 
points to a much broader conception of society at large, to an expansive “social 
ideal”. Basically, for Dewey, and clearly for Honneth also, there is no sense in 
talking of democratic politics separate from the problem of democratic soci-
ety. In other words, democracy can only be achieved via social transformation. 
This is exactly the same conclusion that The Struggle for Recognition reached 
one year earlier. In the meantime, a highly charged concept of the division of 
labour has been shown to be necessary: political freedom requires justice in 
the division of labour; through the division of labour, each individual activity 
is defi ned in its social and indeed in its potential political signifi cance.

Critique of Honneth’s account of economic injustice 

Zurn’s critique of Honneth’s reductionist stance on the question of economic 
injustice refers to Honneth’s double argument according to which a fair and 
just division of labour is the condition for a true democracy, and a condition 
also of individual fl ourishing. On the one hand, Zurn acknowledges the great 
insights that the return to Dewey enables Honneth to develop within contem-

48 Honneth, “Democracy as Refl exive Cooperation”, p. 231 (my translation). The 

English translation leaves out the essential clause in the German text: “which cooperates 

with all the other groups of a community through the division of labour”.
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porary political philosophy: by grounding politics in the ideal of richly articu-
lated and diversifi ed social life, he avoids the monolithic solutions of other 
rights-, value-, or identity-orientated political models; he emphasises the link 
between plurality in social life and the vibrancy of democracy; and fi nally 
he can indeed “emphasise the importance of greater economic equality for a 
healthy democracy in a way that competing theories do not”.49 At the same 
time, though, Honneth’s Deweyan solution leads to a truncated view of eco-
nomic activity, precisely because of the strong link that is from now on estab-
lished between economic distribution and recognition. The “consciousness of 
cooperatively contributing to the realisation of common goals” not only pro-
vides the platform that enables individuals to take part in democratic delib-
eration. It also provides recognition of the individual’s contribution to society, 
it gives the individual his or her social value. Honneth thus fi nds in Dewey, 
after Mead, a direct confi rmation of his third sphere of recognition.50 The prob-
lem, however, is that from now on Honneth seems to approach the economy 
the wrong way around. Because the ideal of a fair and just division of labour 
has provided such a powerful model for an alternative, more expansive, and 
basically more radical, image of politics, from now on the economy seems to 
be analysed by Honneth from that angle alone. Before the famous exchange 
with Fraser, Zurn fi nds in a 2001 article the explicit shift to this position: 

the rules organising the distribution of material goods derive from the 

degree of social esteem enjoyed by social groups, in accordance with insti-

tutionalised hierarchies of value, or a normative order. (. . .) Confl icts over 

distribution . . . are always symbolic struggles over the legitimacy of the 

sociocultural dispositive that determines the value of activities, attributes 

and contributions. (. . .) In short, it is a struggle over the cultural defi nition of 

what it is that renders an activity socially necessary and valuable.51

49 Zurn, “Recognition, Redistribution, and Democracy”, pp. 96-99.
50 See Dewey’s refl ection, which is very close to Mead’s similar refl ections on the 

topic: State institutions, by “enabling all members of society to count with reasonable 

certainty upon what others will do”, create “respect for others and for one’s self”, “The 

Public and Its Problems”, p. 29.
51 A. Honneth, “Recognition or Redistribution? Changing Perspectives on the Moral 

Order of Society” Theory, Culture and Society, 18(2-3), 2001, pp. 43-55.
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In this text, the culturalist reduction of the economy seems to be complete. 
Zurn’s other critical points all rely on the identifi cation of this shift, and the 
resulting conclusion that, basically, it seems that for Honneth the economy is 
explained through culture. Honneth is thus accused of reducing “distributive 
injustices to injustices in underlying evaluative patterns”, and so to propound 
a naïve view of the causes of economic injustice. The latter is often not to be 
explained through reference to the social-cultural value system, but rather to 
the economic imperatives, which function to a large extent independently of 
status questions.52 Honneth seems to ignore the basic fact that the explana-
tion of phenomena specifi c to the economic order ought to be in categories 
of instrumental, not communicative or normative, rationality, in causal, not 
moral terms. 

Furthermore, if the theoretical analysis confl ates phenomena belonging 
to different orders, its practical relevance is seriously in doubt as it risks 
advocating practical solutions that fail to address the real causes of injus-
tice, or even worse, advocates solutions that in fact compound the injustice, 
because, for example, of negative feedback effects it is not able to take into 
consideration.53 

Finally, Zurn seems to put the fi nger on what seems to be the undecided nature 
of the third sphere in Honneth’s construct.54 Honneth can continue to hold on 
to the 1993 model of refl exive cooperation only if he gives a very abstract 
notion of “work”, as designating any socially signifi cant individual activ-
ity. This, however, makes him incapable of distinguishing between different 
types of cooperative association (from bowling clubs to factory fl oors, as Zurn 
says) and their signifi cance for allowing individuals to take part in “refl exive 
cooperation”. But then the theory becomes so abstract as to be empirically and 
practically useless when it comes to analysing real forms of injustice, notably 
in terms of the transformations that would be necessary in different forms of 
social association, to challenge the distributive patterns (bowling clubs and 
factory fl oors, for example, would be signifi cant in very different ways for 
that matter). In terms of the analysis of social injustice, Honneth can explain 

52 Zurn, “Recognition, Redistribution, and Democracy”, p. 101.
53 Ibid., pp. 102-103. 
54 See the discussion of this in chapter 7.
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economic injustice in terms that are adequate to its actual economic aspect (for 
example, the political-economic factors explaining the reality of low wages) 
only if his defi nition of work, as that which the recognitive structure is sup-
posed to reward, is so abstract as to be useless empirically and strategically. 
For example, to explain capital mobility, Honneth would have to accept the 
main political-economic reason explaining the low level of wages, as being the 
result of an order of recognition. In order to defend this thesis, he would then 
have to describe the “political-economic” factors as a relation of “recognition” 
between, say, labour and capital. But this would lead to such an abstract and 
simplistic description of the complex reality of contemporary capitalistic pro-
cesses, as to be without any real value analytically, and leading once again to 
useless or even counter-productive conclusions when it comes to addressing 
the question of the redress of injustice.

Economic injustice as pathology of recognition

Against this devastating attack, the fi rst line of defence consists in granting 
to Fraser and Zurn at fi rst that recognition theory, qua social theory, is not 
suffi cient to account for the specifi city of economic action as opposed to other 
types of social action, but that it is extremely useful, perhaps irreplaceable, to 
account for the experience of economic injustice, qua social experience. This is 
the line taken by Emmanuel Renault in the chapter dedicated to the economic 
institutions of injustice in L’Expérience de l’Injustice and in other recent writ-
ings.55 As Renault writes, 

It is clear that, on its own, a theory of recognition is incapable of produc-

ing a theory of capitalism, but it never intended to do that anyway. How-

ever, by relying on theories elaborated by the sociology of work and the 

economic sciences, it can nevertheless engage in the analysis of the effects of 

recognition produced by the institutions of salaried work and the capitalist 

market.56

55 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, in particular, chapter 3: “The Institutions of 

Injustice”, pp. 179-246.
56 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 212.
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Instead of reasoning through the causes, as Fraser and Zurn propose to do, 
making the critique of injustice methodologically dependent on the analy-
sis of the causes of injustice, Renault shows quite emphatically how fruitful 
recognition theory can be for a critique of economic injustice, inasmuch as 
it provides a powerful analytical tool to analyse the effects of contemporary 
economic processes on individuals and communities. On that reading, recog-
nition is the most appropriate concept to use in order to describe the experi-
ence of injustice as social experience. 

Such a claim is easy to accept at least for what is the explicit content of the 
third sphere in the latest version of the model. As Honneth writes in the 2001 
issue of Theory, Culture and Society on recognition: 

The rules organising the distribution of material goods (notably wages—

JPD) derive from the degree of social esteem enjoyed by social groups, in 

accordance with institutionalised hierarchies of value.57 

The labour market produces specifi c injustices, whereby some forms of work, 
some statuses attached to specifi c professions, are not suffi ciently recognised, 
or not recognised for their proper social value, and this injustice is refl ected 
in the wages. An unjust scale of wages, or the absence of wage compensation 
(in the case of care work and house work) are directly analysable in terms of 
recognitive injustice. In any case, this is quite precisely how it is experienced 
by those who feel their wage, or the absence of a wage, represents a form of 
social injustice. 

Following Renault, a similar argument can be also readily accepted in relation 
to commodities and services markets. These markets also have direct recogni-
tive effects. The price that the market puts on products is a refl ection of the 
value that society attaches to them. As Renault remarks, in Marx, for example, 
one of the structural conditions of exchange value is the “social validation” 
of use-value.58 If a product is not seen as being socially useful, it will not be 
exchanged. This, however, is directly linked to work: for the work of an indi-
vidual to be part of social labour and take place within the division of labour, 

57 Honneth, “Recognition or Redistribution?”, p. 54. 
58 Renault, L’Expérience de l’Injustice, p. 215.
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it has to be recognised as being socially valid, as producing socially validated 
products. In the capitalistic system, this occurs through the exchange of the 
products of labour. The price of a product is therefore a more direct than indi-
rect recognition of the value of that individual’s activity. 

Finally, and still following Renault, the other great economic institution: the 
capitalist fi rm, can also be shown to produce injustices that need to be anal-
ysed as injustices of recognition. This type of critical diagnosis of the sphere 
of production from the perspective of pathologies of recognition is also con-
ducted by Honneth in great detail in two recent texts: in “Organised Self-Real-
isation” (2004), and in an article written with Martin Hartmann: “Paradoxes 
of Capitalism” (2006). 

Drawing on a wealth of recent sociological and psychological literature on 
the impact of new methods of production and management, Honneth shows 
how the paradoxical developments of individualisation and recognition in the 
neo-liberal, or post-fordist, models of economic organisation introduces new 
tensions and contradictions into the spheres of recognition. This is because 
the new mode of production, accompanied by new modes of consumption 
and presentation of self, exploit the subjective potentials liberated by the wel-
fare period in order to increase productivity and profi t. Working subjects are 
thereby more effi ciently mobilised for the good of the company in particular 
and the overall system in general. Their entire idiosyncratic selves, with their 
specifi c qualities, creativity and desires are thus put in the service of produc-
tion. Recognition becomes paradoxical because the instrumental exploitation 
of it renders it impossible, or even reverses it into a pathological force.59 

Recognition, and the greater individuality that comes with it, thus becomes 
a “factor of production” itself.60 In a period where mass consumption has to 
a large extent been saturated, the new frontier for increases in productivity, 
and thus for profi ts, was to be found in the intensifi cation of work, which the 

59 Honneth, “Organised Self-realisation. Paradoxes of Individuation”, European 

Journal of Social Theory, 7(4), 2004, pp. 463-478, and “Paradoxes of Capitalism”, with 

M. Hartmann, Constellations, 13(1), 2006, pp. 42-58. 
60 Honneth, “Organised Self-realisation”, p. 473, sq., and “Paradoxes of Capitalism”, 

p. 49.
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fl exibilisation of work processes and the destructuration of the fi rm aimed 
to achieve. Productivity was sought in reorganisation and new forms of 
management. Recognition plays a decisive part in ensuring this intensifi ca-
tion. The greater autonomy granted to workers in the post-fordist company 
can be analysed in terms of recognition: at all levels of the hierarchy, many 
more workers are asked to involve themselves totally in the quality of the 
production (the quality of the product, but also the effi ciency of productive 
processes), and are promised greater autonomy and recognition of their con-
tribution in return. However, the recognition thus granted to the post-fordist 
workers is fl awed. This leads to the emergence of new forms of suffering, of 
a truly alarming level. 

Whether one considers the situation of individuals in the labour market in 
general, or in the contemporary fi rm, recognition theory thus appears par-
ticularly well adapted for providing an analytical grid to address contempo-
rary experiences of injustice linked to the economic system. In other words, 
despite the harsh criticisms expressed against it on the economic question, 
it does seem to be well placed as a critical theory, that is, as a theory sub-
stantively connecting its conceptual and normative claims to social reality. In 
particular, by focusing on the importance of the experience of work for con-
temporary individuals, as one of the main axes in their lives through which 
they can develop their subjectivity, or, in pathological cases, fi nd their lives 
deeply affected, the theory of recognition proves particularly well placed to 
deal with one of the most important areas of socially induced suffering in 
contemporary societies. It proves this by showing fi rst of all, in its concep-
tual apparatus, how important work is normatively for modern subjectivity. 
And it proves this secondly, by providing an adequate theoretical grammar to 
describe contemporary pathologies of work. 

This critical nexus: pathologies of work as specifi cally social pathologies, and 
the centrality of these pathologies in modern society—this nexus has always 
been at the heart of Honneth’s thinking, right from the beginning.61 With the 
development of the recognition paradigm, notably through the various shifts 
in the interpretation of the “third sphere”, it could appear as though work as 

61 See in particular Honneth, “Work and Instrumental Action”.
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a concrete activity gradually receded into the background. The third sphere of 
recognition seems to give only a partial entry point into contemporary pathol-
ogies of work, by focusing solely on the social-psychological, the recognition 
of one’s contribution to the division of labour at large. However, with his lat-
est studies on the paradoxes of capitalism, Honneth has reconnected with his 
initial project of a “critical conception of work”. His diagnosis of the patholo-
gies of the post-fordist economy in a neo-liberal regime has regained some of 
the diagnostic wealth of his earlier writings on work.

Zurn acknowledges at several points in his article that “Honneth is surely 
right about how most distributive harms are experienced by individuals”,62 
but he contrasts such phenomenological accuracy with another type of social-
theoretical relevance, namely the relevance of arguments that link experiences 
of injustice to their systemic, “political-economic” causes. As previous chap-
ters have shown profusely, Honneth’s original position in social theory arises 
precisely from the rejection of such severing of social theory from social expe-
rience. This was already one of the main points of contention with Habermas, 
for example. This fundamental methodological constant has several dimen-
sions. It translates fi rst of all into a series of critical arguments against func-
tionalist models, targeting both the theoretical and the practical implications 
of those models. More positively, it leads to a series of “thick”, substantive 
theses of social-theoretical nature. How do these two lines unfold in the case 
of the analysis of economic systems? After all, those systems seem to be pre-
cisely the type of social fi elds that demand the introduction of functionalist 
elements. What would an “action-theoretic” account of markets look like?

Theory of recognition and economic theory

From the perspective of Honneth’s insistence on retaining the link between 
experience and theory, Fraser and Zurn’s dualistic models of society seem 
to repeat the sociological abstraction already uncovered in Habermas. 
Despite their assurances to the contrary, Fraser and Zurn’s insistence on 
analytic dualism, on the allegedly strictly analytical distinction between 
social-cultural versus systemic social reproduction, threatens to end up in an 

62 Zurn, “Recognition, Redistribution, and Democracy”, p. 116.
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ontological dualism in which economic processes would be reifi ed. As Hon-
neth remarks in response to Fraser, in her eagerness to disprove him on the 
issue of redistribution, she puts forward theses and implicitly accepts presup-
positions that prove in the end to be counter-productive for her own pur-
poses. If one insists too much on the autonomy and complexity of markets 
and capitalistic processes more generally, one robs oneself of the means to 
conduct an immanent critique of them. This is true fi rst of all in terms of the 
norms of critique. If as Zurn argues following Fraser, “market imperatives 
simply dictate the choices”, that is, if it is assumed that the logic of economic 
processes is purely instrumental, the search for the maximisation of profi ts, 
then the critique of economic injustice can only be external. But then, where 
do the norms of critique come from; how are they justifi ed; how can they be 
shown to relate to “pre-scientifi c praxis”, and so on? One seems to be reduced 
to the type of externalist critical standpoint that Critical Theory by defi nition 
rejects. 

In terms of social theory, if, as Fraser insists, her dualism is only perspec-
tival, how can she reject Honneth’s recognitive approach on the basis that 
it ignores the alleged systemic operational logic of markets? As Honneth 
remarks, this seems to reify the “perspectivalism” into an ontological thesis. 
In brief, critical theorists who want to follow Habermas too closely on these 
issues seem to be caught between the rock of their system-theoretical assump-
tions regarding the economy, and the hard place of their normative inclina-
tions, which remain indispensable for analysing social phenomena in terms of
injustice.

These critical remarks, however, do not by themselves recommend recogni-
tion theory as a better social theory for describing modern economic reality. 
Again, the question is raised: what would be an “action-theoretic”, “recogni-
tion-theoretic” account of markets? 

Already the argument that recognition has become a “productive factor” is 
not just a normative claim but also a claim that has explanatory power. If we 
generalise on the basis of this example, we see where the proposal is heading: 
a “recognition-theoretic” account of the economy would be one that would 
show that recognition is not suffi cient to fully explain economic processes, but 
is itself a constitutive element in them. Again, the distinction between expres-
sion and constitution is crucial here. An extreme version of recognition theory 
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would be fully “expressivist”.63 It would see all social institutions, including 
the economic ones, as more or less perfect “expressions” of recognitive rela-
tions. There is no doubt that some of Honneth’s texts fl irt with this position.64 
According to this model, all social institutions, including the economic ones, 
are constrained by a normative order which precedes and transcends them. 
In that sense, institutions can be said to “express” relations of recognition. 
Against this, Renault for example shows what a “constitutive” theory of rec-
ognition in relation to institutions would look like: institutions are not ( just) 
expressions of pre-social relations of recognition; institutions also produce 
their own types of recognitive relations. For Renault, this emphasis on the 
institutional moment was limited to the problem of the critique of injustice: 
specifi c institutions produce specifi c forms of injustice. However, it seems dif-
fi cult to hold that economic institutions produce specifi c forms of recogni-
tion, but to limit the ontological status of these forms of recognition to that 
of effects. It is much more likely that the recognitive effects that institutions 
produce contribute, in their own way, to a certain extent, to the functioning 
of those institutions. This, in fact, seems to be Honneth’s position in his fi nal 
rejoinder to Fraser: 

I continue to assume that even structural transformations in the economic 

sphere are not independent of the normative expectations of those affected, 

but depend at least on their tacit consent.65

This was quite exactly Honneth’s alternative position to Habermas’ dualistic 
analysis of society and the economy in The Critique of Power. Already in his 
dissertation, Honneth had diagnosed the theoretical and practical diffi culties 
that a vision of the economy as a norm-free sub-system of society harbours:

in the case of both symbolic and material reproduction the integration of 

the accomplishments of action takes place on the way toward the formation 

63 See the essential passage in L’Expérience de l’Injustice, pp. 196-200. A similar 

argument is presented in Deranty/Renault, “Politicising the Ethics of Recognition”, 

pp. 99-102.
64 See S. Thompson, “Is Redistribution a Form of Recognition?, p. 93.
65 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 250. See Zurn, “Recognition, 

Redistribution, and Democracy”, p. 114.



420 • Chapter Eleven

of normatively constructed institutions. This formation is the result of a 

process of communication realised in the form of understanding of struggle 

between social groups.66

However “systematic” the integration of individual actions might appear to 
be, this integration, whether in the areas of symbolic or material reproduction, 
always involves the intervention of institutions, which are themselves concre-
tions (constitutive or expressive) of recognitive relations.

The most fundamental argument at stake here, which Honneth is forced to 
deal with, the one notably that makes an expressivist-recognitive theory of 
the economy inadequate (the analysis of the economy in pure recognitive 
terms), is the notion of the complexity of action integration as a result of 
the unpredictability and impenetrability of the nexus of unintended conse-
quences. Basically, markets cannot be reasonably presumed to be organised 
through any wilful notion of social action. This acknowledgement of the inde-
pendent, system-like behaviour of economic processes is precisely at the heart 
of Habermas’ hypothesis of a decoupling of subsystems from the lifeworld: 

Survival imperatives require a junctional integration of the lifeworld, 

which reaches right through the symbolic structures of the lifeworld and 

therefore cannot be grasped without further ado from the perspective of 

participants.67

The “invisible hand” of market mechanisms is too “hidden” to be made sense 
of by the participants, and yet it does allow an integration of individual actions 
that would otherwise be impossible. As a result, two types of action integra-

66 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 293.
67 Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action II, p. 232. Quoted by Honneth, Critique of 

Power, p. 292. See another late summary statement from Habermas: “Modern societies 

are integrated not only socially through values, norms, and mutual understanding, 

but also systematically through markets and the administrative use of power. Money 

and administrative power are systemic mechanisms of societal integration that do 

not necessarily coordinate actions via the intentions of participants, but objectively, 

‘behind the backs’ of participants. Since Adam Smith, the classic example for this type 

of regulation is the market’s ‘invisible hand’ ”, Between Facts and Norms, trans. W. Rehg, 

Cambridge, Polity Press, 1996, p. 39.
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tion, one symbolic, the other material, one through communication, the other 
via non-linguistic steering media, must be postulated for modern societies.

As we know, Honneth’s fundamental intuition in social theory is one he 
shares with Hans Joas, and the one that has been, from his very fi rst texts, 
the main inspiration behind his critical and constructive work: a thorough, 
unashamed, action-theoretic stance, rejecting all functionalist and systemic 
arguments. How can such a stance deal with the problem of the complexity 
of modern society, which makes a communicative approach to the complex-
ity and apparent functional independence of economic systems untenable? 
Is an action-theoretical stance in social theory irremediably condemned to 
committing a basic social-theoretic fallacy, and to propounding embarrassing 
“empirical distortions”? Joas has shown that this serious objection is based 
on a misunderstanding about the scope and meaning of an action-theoretical 
stance in social theory: the latter does not deny the existence of unintended, 
unplanned consequences of individual action. Rather, it only refuses to gener-
alise the consequence drawn from them to the analysis of society as a whole, 
and maintains that social action, qua action, remains both theoretically rel-
evant, and indeed necessary for an adequate approach to social movements 
and democratic theory.68 An action-theoretic stance in social theory does not 
deny unintended consequences of action; it denies that social action remains 
foreign to, and powerless in front of, them. Quoting Charles Taylor, Joas 
insists that: 

Making intelligible ‘in terms of action’ means the attempt to relate in a trans-

parent way all the unplanned ‘systems’ of consequences of actions to the real 

actions of real actors. ‘It is certainly not the case that all patterns stem from 

conscious action, but all patterns have to be made intelligible in relation to 

conscious action’.69 

And in support of his claim, Joas quotes precisely Dewey’s theory of 
the division of labour as a typical sophisticated version of social theory 
integrating the notion of unintended consequences without denying the 

68 Hans Joas, The Creativity of Action, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1996, 

pp. 223-244.
69 Ibid., p. 232.
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possibility of social action, without recourse to functionalism or methodologi-
cal individualism.70

Honneth argues along similar lines in his fi nal discussion of Habermas in Cri-

tique of Power, but already interprets the action-theoretic approach in a “strug-
gle for recognition” sense, even before that model has been developed. His 
argument starts in the negative. What Habermas says of material reproduc-
tion is in fact already true of communicative action: 

the cultural integration of social groups takes place through an entire com-

plex of communicative actions which are not able to be surveyed as such by 

members of groups.71

If the impossibility of actively coordinating individual action was the reason 
behind a system-theoretical approach to the economy, the same would have 
to abide for culture and social integration, as they too are unintended out-
comes of communicative processes. But with the distinctions made explicit by 
Joas, one does not have to bite the system-theoretical bullet: it is one thing to 
acknowledge the impossibility of a fully intended functional coordination of 
action, another to exclude all normative dimensions from the mechanisms of 
action coordination. Rather, with Honneth, an alternative image of society can 
be presented, one that acknowledges its system-like appearance, on account 
of its complexity, but refuses to radically separate domains of action, and 
therefore fi nds a normative component in all of them. This alternative image, 
then, is one where indeed there are functional types of action coordination, 
but where, also, relations of recognition, and notably relations of power, play 
a decisive, “constitutive” role. We can see why the Dewey article provided 
such an excellent entry point for assessing Honneth’s theory of economics. 
With Dewey’s social-democratic solution to the problem of “unintended con-
sequences” (through the ideal of a division of labour where each can see his 
or her actions affecting and being affected by those of others), Honneth had in 
fact given a preliminary, action-theoretic, intersubjectivistic response to func-
tionalist reservations, and not just an answer to a question of strict political 
theory.

70 Ibid., p. 290, note 73.
71 Honneth, Critique of Power, p. 292.
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As early as 1988, Honneth saw very clearly what this solution through a 
“thick” interpretation of the division of labour entails. Already then he had 
given signifi cant indications about the relationship between the system-like 
dimension of action coordination, and the communicative-normative (later: 
recognitive) dimension:

both spheres of reproduction require mechanisms that so unite the particu-

lar processes of communication or cooperation in a complex that (. . .) they 

are able to fulfi l the corresponding functions of symbolic reproduction or 

material reproduction. In both cases, mechanisms of this kind represent 

institutions in which the respective accomplishments of action are norma-

tively institutionalised, that is, under the constraint of the action orienta-

tions of subjects that are stored up in the lifeworld, while their execution 

is sanctioned by the degree of autonomy of a society found in democratic 

agreements or under authoritatively bound orders.72

The institutional moment that Honneth refers to in this passage is the one 
through which recognition intervenes constitutively in economic action. Rec-
ognition here means normatively regulated social interactions. For him, these 
interactions are always also asymmetrical because they are based on a specifi c 
balance of power between the groups. 

Honneth here distinguishes two such moments of normative regulation. First, 
there can be a coordination of economic actions (of the “accomplishments of 
action”) only under the constraint of institutionalised “mechanisms” that 
refl ect the state of group interactions (in fact, of their confl ict, since power is 
unequally shared) at a given time. Accordingly, pure, strategic, atomistic indi-
vidual action, the aggregate of which, according to the neo-classical model, 
constitutes the economic system, is pure abstraction. Instead the social-philo-
sophical insight nourished by the intersubjectivistic premise and a commu-
nicative approach to society insists on the fact that economic actions have an 
irreducibly “cultural” dimension, if by that is meant, as the Critique of Power 
argues, the symbolic group-specifi c fi ltering of social action, and more pre-
cisely, the socially specifi c fi ltering of a given state of the division of labour. 
In clear terms, economic processes, as social realities, are always partly 

72 Ibid., p. 293.
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“constituted” by the interactions of the groups in presence, because the latter 
act on the basis of their respective cultural worlds as well as within the frame-
work constituted by the power relations existing between those worlds. The 
institutional dimension that unavoidably frames economic action qua action, 
as it concretises the asymmetrical relations of the different social groups at a 
given time, always introduces a normative dimension into it. 

Secondly, the “execution” of the “accomplishments of action”, in other words, 
the end-result of action coordination, the overall economic action as it actually 
takes place at the level of society, is subject to a second normative “control”: 
the refl exive level of politics, in which group struggle, in the case of demo-
cratic politics, fi nds a second, more refl exive, institutionalised expression. In 
clear terms: there is always a political element in political economy. 

On account of these two dimensions, it is an abstraction descriptively (social-
theoretically) and a mistake practically, to evacuate from the analysis of eco-
nomic action the asymmetrical relations of power between groups, which the 
theory of recognition reframes as struggle for recognition. 

This solution, where recognition is co-constitutive of economic action, is basi-
cally the solution that Honneth brings again into the debate with Fraser, when 
he asserts that “even structural transformations in the economic sphere are 
not independent of the normative expectations of those affected, but depend 
at least on their tacit consent”. This is a fascinating aspect of the fi nal page of 
his second rejoinder to Fraser on the issue of redistribution.

There is little sense in merely appealing to the importance of capitalist 

imperatives without considering how changes in normative expectations 

and action routines have paved the way for social negotiations about the 

scopes of these imperatives.73

Even in the case of economic processes, Honneth refl ects, some basic relations 
of recognition are necessary for the system to function at all, even as sys-
tem. Even economic systems function on the basis of fundamental normative 
agreements between the different social agents; and these agreements, like all 
other, are only fragile positions of equilibrium that can always be reopened 

73 Fraser & Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?, p. 256.
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for challenge through politics. To give just one small example, it is in fact not 
written in the book of nature how much a business should return on invest-
ment for the market to acknowledge it as “profi table” and for the fi nancial 
institutions to rate it accordingly, with all the direct implications attached to 
such ratings. The current accepted rate (at 15 or even 20%), which time and 
again has proven to be unsustainable for normal business operations, has 
become the norm in the current fi nancial world only because of the gradual 
might acquired by shareholders and capital over managers and workers.74 

Honneth’s approach to economics is highly original in social theory today, 
especially given the almost unquestioned acceptance of the purely systemic 
nature of markets in post-Habermasian critical theory.75 In fact, his intuition 
can fi nd strong support in contemporary economic theory, not in the hege-
monic neo-classical models, but in some of its most developed alternatives. 
These “heterodox” schools take precisely as one of their main presuppositions 
the intuition tentatively put forward by Honneth. The main school of eco-
nomic thought that comes to mind is American institutionalism, the approach 
to economics that represented the mainstream at the time when economic 
theory was institutionalised in the United States.76 Another major “hetero-
dox” economic school that emphasised the role of institutional mediations in 
economic processes, and thus attempted to highlight the potentials for social 

74 See for example F. Lordon, “Enfi n une Mesure contre la Démesure de la Finance, 

le SLAM!”, Le Monde Diplomatique, Février 2007. For a systematic analysis of the poli-

tical moment in contemporary political economy see F. Lordon and A. Orléan, et al., 

eds., Confl its et Pouvoirs dans les Institutions du Capitalisme, Paris. Presses de Sciences Po, 

2008. From a different perspective, but also highlighting the constitutive role of power 

struggle in the current functioning of the economic “system”, see G. Duménil and 

D. Levy, Capital Resurgent: Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution, trans. D. Jeffers, Harvard 

University Press, 2004.
75 See Deranty, “Critique of Political Economy and Contemporary Critical Theory: 

A Defence of Honneth’s Theory of Recognition”, in eds. H.-C. Schmidt-am-Busch and 

C. Zurn, The Philosophy of Recognition: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, German 

edition: Berlin, Akademie Verlag, forthcoming 2009.
76 For a clear synthesis of “old” and “new” institutionalist arguments, see 

M. Rutherford, Institutions in Economics: the Old and the New Institutionalism, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 1994.



426 • Chapter Eleven

negotiation in the economic processes themselves, is regulation theory. Whilst 
there are ways of reading regulation theory as being very close to Honneth, 
despite its declared functionalism, the overlap becomes incontrovertible with 
one of its most signifi cant spin-offs: the school of conventions developed in 
France by writers like Michel Aglietta, one of the main theorists in regulation 
theory in the 1970s, who heavily infl uenced Boltanski’s and Chiapello’s key 
work of new sociology, The New Spirit of Capitalism. Currently, a major con-
stellation is emerging between economic theorists, social theorists and other 
social scientists.77 What unites all these different strands is precisely the idea 
so clearly articulated by Honneth that the most infl uential institution of con-
temporary societies, the market, can only work because it is embedded in the 
other networks of society, and relies on the socially constituted norms, beliefs 
and values of the individuals it throws in its mix.

Section 3. The politics of recognition as identity politics?

The last major concern regarding Honneth’s theory of recognition is his pro-
posal to ground a normative theory, indeed a theory of normativity, that is 
to say, a theory specifying the content, logic and effi cacy of norms, on a thick 
theory of subjective identity, informed by a set of theses stemming from dis-
ciplines outside of philosophy. At its most basic, this concern simply relates 
to the image of the subject that arises from Honneth’s take on Hegelian 
recognition. For post-structuralists especially, it is too antagonistic (Oliver), 

77 See ed. F. Eymard-Duvernay, L’Economie des Conventions. Méthodes et Résultats. 

Paris, La Découverte, 2006. Aglietta’s work is at the heart of promising developments 

at the intersection of post-regulation, economic theory (school of conventions), sociol-

ogy (Boltanski, Thévenot), and social anthropology. The active French school of social 

anthropology which today develops a post-Maussian paradigm around the notion of 

the gift (mainly around the work of Alain Caillé) is very infl uenced by Aglietta’s recent 

work on the constitutive functional and symbolic role of the currency, as an instantia-

tion of fundamental social and political interactions. See Michel Aglietta and André 

Orléan, La Monnaie Souveraine, Paris, Odile Jacob, 1998 as well as Lazzeri Christian and 

Caillé, Alain, “Recognition Today”, in eds Deranty, J.-P. et al., Recognition, Work, Poli-

tics, Leiden, Brill, 2007, pp. 89–125. I have attempted to read Hegel’s theory of value 

from the perspective of these new debates, see my “Hegel’s Social Theory of Value”, 

The Philosophical Forum, 36(3), 2005, pp. 307-331.
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or too rigid (Alexander Düttman). A similar concern is shared by authors like 
Patchen Markell who operate within an Arendtian paradigm. For all these 
writers, the images of the subject and of intersubjective relations drawn by 
Honneth deny the structural contingency and frailty that are constitutive of 
them.

For readers located in Honneth’s own camp, that of contemporary Critical 
Theory, the concerns relate more to the epistemology and methodology of 
a critical theory project. Writers like Nancy Fraser, Maeve Cooke, Nikolas 
Kompridis, Andreas Kalyvas, or Christopher Zurn criticise the very attempt 
of grounding critical claims on the reconstruction of the conditions of sub-
jective identity.78 This repeats, all other things being equal, Habermas’ own 
problematic stance. Honneth’s method is thus said to remain “foundational-
ist”, badly universalist, awkwardly fallibilist, teleological and perfectionist, 
and so on.79 

One specifi c aspect of this general unease regarding Honneth’s reliance on 
a thick theory of subjective identity relates to the political dimension of the 
problem. For all the critics of Honneth listed above, the conceptual, method-
ological and epistemological diffi culties inherent in his theory of the subject 
come to a head in the negative political implications of that proposal. For most 
of them, there is something deeply disturbing, truly pernicious about it. The 
suspicion is that a foundationalist grounding of critique in a thick theory of 
the subject that overly dramatises the structural dependency of the subject on 
acknowledgement by others, leads to a reductive, or indeed authoritarian and 
reifying conception of politics, one that fails the methodological, normative 
and conceptual requirements of a genuinely emancipatory politics. Of course, 
Honneth’s intentions are not in question. Rather, as always in these debates, 
the theory is evaluated against a series of criteria that are deemed neces-
sary for a contemporary theory of politics focused on emancipation. When 

78 See the respective references in the bibliography.
79 See in particular M. Cooke, Re-presenting the Good Society, Cambridge, Mass., 

MIT Press, 2006, pp. 66-71. See also her characterisation of “non-authoritarian” 

modes of founding Critical Theory in “Avoiding Authoritarianism: On the Problem 

of Justifi cation in Contemporary Critical Social Theory”, International Journal of 

Philosophical Studies, 13(3), 2005, pp. 379-404. Honneth has replied directly to Kalyvas 

in the European Journal of Social Theory in 1999.
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that theory is shown to fail to fulfi l one or several of these taken for granted 
criteria, the conclusion follows that, despite all good intentions, the theorist in 
fact fails the anti-authoritarian test. 

Let us mention only two examples of this type of critique. In both cases, the 
strategy is similar: fi rst a conceptual critique of Honneth’s notions of recogni-
tion and identity; followed by the analysis of the disastrous consequences that 
follow from that ill-conceived notion.

The fi rst typical example is Patchen Markell’s Arendtian criticism.80 Markell 
formulates it in the terms of agency and non-sovereignty. The theory of recog-
nition, by “misrecognising” the essential open-endedness, “frailty” and con-
tingency of human interactions, plays into the hands of the very structures it 
purports to combat, that is, structures of injustice which originate precisely in 
that refusal to acknowledge the frailty and contingency of human action, that 
is to say, the impossibility of full control, of sovereignty. This general argu-
ment is specifi ed in terms of the relationship between identity and recogni-
tion. Here, Markell articulates in the most potent form a concern that is shared 
by most authors sceptical of Honneth’s take on recognition, whether or not 
they operate within an Arendtian paradigm: by making subjective agency 
dependent on the conferral of recognition by outside powers, Honneth does 
not see that he is in fact reproducing the very logic of authoritarian schemes 
which operate precisely by claiming and exercising a monopoly of recogni-
tive power, of normative authority, over the dominated.81 Recognition then, 
despite all good intentions, must be said to be “complicit with injustice”82 

80 P. Markell, Bound by Recognition Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2003.
81 The argument is put in a very clear and powerful form in Markell, “ ‘The Potential 

and the Actual’. Mead, Honneth, and the “I” ”, in eds. van den Brink, Bert and Owen, 

David, Recognition and Power. Axel Honneth and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory, 

Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 100-132.
82 Markell, Bound by Recognition, p. 17. Even before he was attacked from that side 

of the intellectual fi eld, Honneth raised doubts over the post-structuralist approach to 

subjectivity, either from a social-theory perspective (see “Pluralization and Recognition: 

On the Self-Mis-understanding of Postmodern Social Theorists”, in eds., P. Beilharz, 

G. Robinson, J. Rundell, Between Totalitarianism and Postmodernity. A Thesis Eleven 

Reader, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1992, pp. 163-173), or from a philosophical 
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inasmuch as it aims for the same type of sovereign domination that structures 
unequal social orders. 

A formally similar criticism can be found in Düttmann, a good representative 
of a critique of Honneth from a deconstructive angle. Again, the critique starts 
with the rejection of the concept of recognition. The latter is said once again 
to “misrecognise” the truth of recognition, as it “unifi es, normalises and disci-
plines” what is indeterminate, eventful and of the order of the “in-between”. 
As a result of this, Honneth, like the other great theorists of recognition, is 
accused of implicitly relying on institutions that secure this normalising of 
identity: the state, the institutions and the police.83 

By contrast with post-structuralist and Arendtian critics, other critical theo-
rists who are closer to Honneth in terms of the references they share tend to 
put more weight on the restrictions that the focus on recognition imposes to 
the critical project itself. However, even they are concerned with the political 
implications of his version of critical theory. The classical objection is of course 
that demands for recognition and many movements that use the vocabulary 
of recognition are, as a matter of fact, less than progressive. But there are other 
concerns. Zurn, for example, articulates most eloquently the Fraserian con-
cern with the counter-productive effects of a critique in terms of recognition: 
according to him, its weak explanatory footing may well lead to advocating 
measures that would in the end be detrimental for those the theorist attempts 
to help. For Kompridis, Fraser and Cooke, the unconvincing grounding of 
critique on recognition, with its inherent remnants of foundationalism, tele-
ologism and perfectionism, is a methodological mistake that can lead to “sec-
tarianism”, that is, the risk that the theorist unjustifi ably favours a form of life 
over others and restricts the range of possible future options. 

perspective (see “Decentered Autonomy. The Subject after the Fall”, in The Fragmented 

World of the Social. Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. C.C. Wright, New York, 

Suny Press, 1995).
83 A. Düttman, Between Cultures. Tensions in the Struggle for Recognition, trans. 

K. Woodgate, London, Verso, 2000, pp. 137-150. See a defence of the recognition 

paradigm against such accusations by M. Yar, “Recognition and the Politics of 

Human(e) Desire” Theory, Culture and Society, 18(2-3), 2001, pp. 57-76.
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Of course each of the authors mentioned here deserves particular attention and 
each of the criticisms they develop could be the object of a specifi c response. 
There is not suffi cient room for this here. Moreover, it is possible to make 
a number of general remarks in defence of Honneth’s proposal to ground 
critique on “the conditions of positive self-relation”, and also to defend the 
political implications of this proposal.

Even if each of the authors mentioned above expresses specifi c concerns about 
Honneth’s model, it is not inaccurate to claim that, in general terms, most of 
his critics share a similar disquiet with his attempt to ground political claims 
in a thick theory of identity, basically, with his way of grounding politics on 
anthropological claims. 

The fi rst problem with some of these criticisms is that they are not self-consis-
tent. Whilst some of them berate Honneth for grounding normative critique 
on a thick model of subjectivity, that same criticism does not seem to apply 
to them. Sometimes, the critique of Honneth’s reliance on a thick conception 
of identity is followed in the next page by an alternative conception, which is 
often just as thick, but often also far less well grounded in extra-philosophical 
sciences.

A more serious problem is that in many cases, the meaning of identity and 
the exact status of the Honneth’s anthropological line of argument are not 
approached with complete accuracy or in full fairness. The criticisms often do 
not do justice to his specifi c project. 

The image of recognition and of a politics of recognition most of the critics 
listed above rely on is the following: an individual or a group already has 
a formed identity (gay, African-American, woman), fi nds it is unrecognised 
or ill-recognised in the existing social-cultural order, and therefore makes 
demands on the broader social world to enforce the recognition of the valu-
able aspect of that identity.84 On that reading, the “politics of recognition” 
relates to the collective actions that arise when specifi c social groups want 
to argue for the validity of claims relating to their particular identity. This 

84 See Andrew Schaap for a similar understanding of recognition as recognition 

of preformed identities, in the specifi c context of political reconciliation, Political 

Reconciliation, London and New York, Routledge, 2005, chapter 3.
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is problematic because it reifi es identity in a number of different ways: by 
assuming that identity is fi xed and monolithic; by failing to perceive the per-
niciousness of identity conferred by dominating groups; and by projecting an 
ideal of full identity-recognition that smothers creativity and contingency. 

The trouble is that such a vision of recognition as recognition of identity is 
quite far from Honneth’s own model. In Honneth, recognition is not recogni-
tion of an already formed identity, of identity as “fait accompli”, as Markell 
puts it, or as “presupposition” and “result”, as Düttman puts it, but rather a 
dynamic, indeed an open-ended process that is the condition of identity. The 
emphasis is not on the damage to a subject or a group when their pre-existing 
identity is not acknowledged, nor on an alleged end state of fi xed identities 
all recognising and thus stultifying each other. Rather the emphasis in Hon-
neth’s model is on the utter dependency of subjects and groups on recognitive 
relations for their very identity to be at all possible. The difference is quite 
signifi cant: on the fi rst model recognition is conceived as a good that causes 
an injustice when absent; an identity has not received its due. On the second 
model, recognition is not primarily a good, but a quasi-transcendental condi-
tion of subjectivity itself. 

Indeed, Honneth only rarely uses the word “identity”. Instead he says “posi-
tive self-relation”, “self-realisation” or “integrity”. The central concepts in his 
model do not focus solely or primarily on self-ascription and the ascription of 
difference by others and by comparison with others, as the concept of identity 
implies. The moments of ascription and self-ascription are of course present 
and are undeniably important.85 But they do not exhaust the depth of Hon-
neth’s normative approach to identity through recognition. The emphasis is 
different; the exact normative meaning and import of the key concepts he 
employs apart from identity are different from those of identity. 

The main factor explaining the widespread misreading of Honneth, prob-
ably relates to the different contexts of his reception. In the English-speaking 

85 See in particular Heikki Ikäheimo’s and Arto Laitinen’s ground-breaking 

contributions on this topic “Analysing Recognition: Identifi cation, Acknowledgement, 

and Recognitive Attitudes towards Persons”, in eds. van den Brink, Bert and Owen, 

David, Recognition and Power, pp. 33-56. 
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world, especially in North America, the reference to the concept of recognition 
is always predetermined by the debates in political theory around multicul-
turalism and Charles Taylor’s decisive intervention in them. As a result of 
this, most of the time Honneth is criticised in the same breath as Taylor, with-
out acknowledgment of the key differences between their two projects.86 This 
confusion between the two positions is especially striking when the concept 
of recognition is criticised for its reliance on a misguided conception of iden-
tity, and its relation to politics. Undeniably, as was noted in chapter 10, the 
two positions have a lot in common, at least at a superfi cial level. The idea that 
recognition answers a vital human need, and that demands for recognition in 
the modern world can be of three different kinds, those ideas are shared by 
Taylor and Honneth. But the key inspirations at the heart of their respective 
models, in particular, their diverging readings of Hegel, make their models 
also very different.

Taylor reads Hegel as one of the great philosophers to have seen the central, 
constitutive place of the phenomenon of expression in human affairs. There 
can be symbolic meaning for human beings, that is, a truly human world 
beyond the strictures of fi rst nature, only because human beings are able to 
develop means of expression beyond mere functional processes and utilitar-
ian concerns. Through expression, communities but also individual subjects 
are able to articulate who they truly are, develop a true, authentic identity. 
Identity in Taylor is strongly connected with authenticity, to the point of 
being almost synonymous with it.87 Recognition is required in that model 
because without it, a subject (individual or collective) cannot be who it truly 
is. There seems to be some justifi cation in arguing that in this model, despite 
his references to intersubjective dependency, Taylor does conceptualise iden-

86 Typical examples are J. Maclure’s “The Politics of Recognition at an Impasse. 

Identity Politics and Democratic Citizenship”, Canadian Journal of Political Science, 

36(1), 2003, pp. 3-21, or C. McBride, “Deliberative Democracy and the Politics of 

Recognition”, Political Studies, 53, 2005, pp. 497-515.
87 On related questions although from a different perspective, see the debate between 

Honneth and Ferrara, regarding the latter’s emphasis on authenticity as a parallel 

normative source for modernity, in particular Ferrara, “The Relation of Authenticity 

to Normativity. A Response to Larmore and Honneth”, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 

30(1), 2004, pp. 17-24.
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tity as pre-existing and recognition as re-cognition, as confi rmation ex post of 
an already existing instance. 

Honneth on the other hand, uses Hegel as the fi rst thinker (in time and in 
importance) to have developed the systematic consequences arising from the 
intersubjective dependency of the subject. We fi nd ourselves here at one of 
the points where a minimal acknowledgement of the specifi c genealogy of 
Honneth’s model plays a directly theoretical role. Honneth’s theory of recog-
nition emerges not from the expressivist and hermeneutic traditions, in which 
the question of dialogue between existing symbolic worlds is the decisive one. 
It emerges from the post-Kantian and post-Hegelian traditions, in which the 
core problem is that of the transformation of transcendental questions in a 
“detranscandantalised”, that is historicised and “socialised”, context. In that 
second model, the intersubjective, indeed the social and historical depen-
dency of the subject is much more radical, as it were. As a result, the norma-
tive import of recognition is very different: recognition is no longer a good 
that is due to an already existing instance with normatively justifi ed claims; 
it is the condition of normative life itself, the condition for the subject to exist 
at all, if by subject we understand a human being who can lead a minimally 
human life, a life, that is, where she or he can be minimally subject of his or 
her actions. Recognition is not just a good that is due, it becomes the condition 
of moral life itself. 

The argument is decidedly transcendental in spirit, if not in form. The core 
conceptual arguments are backed by psychological and “philosophical-
anthropological” arguments (not just for Honneth, but also for all the major 
German authors who inspired his shift to recognition, foremost among them, 
Habermas and Tugendhat), but such a methodological move is a necessary 
one in a “detranscendentalised” context. It is a mistake therefore to blame 
Honneth for ignoring one of the alleged golden rules of contemporary practi-
cal philosophy, namely the avoidance of ethical preferences, of perfectionist 
arguments, as Fraser most spectacularly does, echoing many other North-
American critics.88 “Self-realisation”, “integrity”, “positive self-relations” do 

88 See in particular Tully’s infl uential criticism of the “universalism” of Honneth and 

other critical theorists, notably in his “Struggle over Recognition and Distribution”, 

Constellations, 7(4), 2000, pp. 469-482.
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not have the same theoretical status, are not placed at the same level, as other 
“primary goods”. To put it as starkly as possible, we could almost say that 
they are not goods at all, but conditions of a life in which something like pri-
mary goods might be possible. They are formal conditions of any good life. It 
is therefore misplaced to accuse Honneth of naively defi ning the just through 
the good, or of putting the latter above the former, with much heavy weather 
then being easily made about him not having the means to justify his own 
chosen good. Integrity through recognition is not a good at all, but the condi-
tion for any conception of the good life. Yes, the argument is psychological 
or “philosophical-anthropological”, in other words, “post-transcendental”. 
But strictly speaking, it is not an “ethical” argument, rather it is an argument 
about the condition of possibility of anything ethical.

The ironic outcome of such misunderstandings is that often the critics of Hon-
neth propound theses that are in fact very close to his own. This is especially 
the case with all the writers who oppose the frailty and contingency of human 
action to his concept of identity, or emphasise the unstable, open aspects of 
struggles for recognition against what they perceive as Honneth’s overly rigid 
model of it. For example, when Oliver characterises oppression as “denying 
the oppressed access to internal life”,89 she is pointing quite exactly to what 
lies at the heart of Honneth’s concern: precisely, the conditions of possibility 
for such an internal life, and thus, negatively, the damage done to individuals 
when these conditions are not met. When this is then turned into a positive 
prescription—“the oppressed must learn to be actional and create their own 
meaning”90—we have a good formulation of the programme behind Hon-
neth’s politics of recognition.

The important difference between Honneth and his critics on this point is that 
often the latter do not seem to fi nd that the social obstacles that prevent the 
oppressed from “creating their own meaning” are worthy of study by theory. 
Systems of domination and injustice are pointed to and represent an impor-
tant reference point in the general political-theoretical discussions, but they 
are not seriously included in the theoretical effort. As a result, the language 

89 K. Oliver, Witnessing. Beyond Recognition, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 

Press, 2001, p. 26.
90 Ibid., p. 29.
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of these critics, whether they are of liberal, poststructuralist or other convic-
tion, is often couched in terms of “ought” and “must”. In these accounts, it 
seems that theory can content itself with the description of the ideal of a dem-
ocratic state or a democratic society without having to worry about the social 
conditions in which the normative prescriptions will take place. Honneth’s 
approach to politics, by contrast, in good “Left-Hegelian” fashion, hones pre-
cisely on the issue of the social conditions that make political participation 
possible or impossible. In other words, from the perspective of Honneth’s 
approach to politics, most of the models presented as better alternatives lack 
a serious engagement with the problem of social domination. From that per-
spective, it is simply too easy to conduct political theory separate from a seri-
ous engagement with critical sociology. 

In fact, the real problem with Honneth’s very distinctive “political theory of 
recognition” might be not so much that there is, as it were, “too much iden-
tity” in it, but perhaps not enough.91 To say this is not meant to suggest that 
we should return to a Taylorian type of politics of recognition. The ambigu-
ity in Honneth’s use of notions such as “integrity”, “positive self-relation”, or 
even “self-realisation”, is that nowhere does he give a systematic account of 
the way in which the different features of subjective identity come together 
to form what is called “identity”. This concept, however, would seem quite 
important in his overall approach, as a diagnostic, or clinical, concept that 
would be essential for the political aspect of his theory. 

Honneth’s original approach to contemporary political philosophy consists 
in questioning models, notably political liberalism, that operate without ref-
erence to the social.92 If indeed the special perspective granted by a “social 
philosophy” approach to political issues consists in defi ning the normative 
stance from the perspective of “pathologies”, that is, individual and collective 
forms of ill-being, then the concept of identity seems irreplaceable because 

91 See Deranty/Renault, “Politicising Honneth’s Ethics of Recognition”.
92 See a clear formulation of this programme in a review published in the Frankfurter 

Rundschau, “Die Stimme der Gerechtigkeit. Jenseits von Individuum und Gemein-

schaft: die politische Philosophie muß sozialwissenschaftlich erweitert werden”, 

Frankfurter Rundschau, 182, 8.8.1995, p. 7: “political philosophy must be enlarged to 

include the insights from the social sciences“.
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many “social pathologies” are simply to be described as pathologies affecting 
the identity of individuals and/or groups. This is what is meant by saying 
that identity can also be a clinical or diagnostic concept: when social forms 
are pathogenic, they make people suffer in their identity. When they are 
extremely pathological, social forms simply damage individuals and commu-
nities by destroying their identity. Some highly dysfunctional workplaces can 
bring people to the brink of madness; the alienation suffered by discriminated 
groups can lead to serious damage to their “selves”, and so on. 

Identity in this sense is thus a descriptive, “ontological”, and, if it is used 
for critical purposes, a clinical concept. It designates the psychological reality 
underneath the cultural connotation of identity, whereas the cultural take on 
identity is usually the primary one in contemporary political theory. Such a 
concept of identity is therefore different from the concept of identity that is dis-
cussed when Honneth is critiqued in the same breath as Taylor (even though 
Taylor also grounds his politics of recognition in this psychological meaning 
of identity). As can be seen, the normativity inherent in identity taken in this 
psychological, one is tempted to say, deep-psychological, sense, is different 
from the one of assumed in most discussions on identity, especially in debates 
on multiculturalism. Taken in this sense, identity is not just an ontological but 
also a normative notion because it designates the necessary conditions of indi-
vidual well-being, not just a rightful claim, a “good” amongst others.93 Once 
again, it is the condition for anything like a good life, and so for anything like 
a “good” to make sense. Or even, given that for Honneth identity is very close 
to integrity, the psychological concept of identity is in fact synonymous with 
the good life itself.

What then is political about identity taken as a psychological concept? And 
what is the problem with Honneth’s approach to this? As said earlier, nowhere 
does Honneth systematically describe in what way “integrity”, “self-realisa-
tion” differ from “identity”. In particular, he does not show in suffi cient detail 
how the three spheres of recognition, which designate the three conditions of 
self-realisation, are brought together to form a subjective identity (a specifi c, 

93 Honneth repeats the point very clearly in “Recognition and Justice: Outline of a 

Plural Theory of Justice”, Acta Sociologica, 47, 2004, pp. 351-364.
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individual type of self-realisation), and what is specifi cally political about 
this. The only theoretical aspect Honneth discusses in this regard concerns 
the possibility that different normative claims, based on different types of rec-
ognition, might clash; for example, claims raised from within the intimacy 
of the family versus “legal” claims based on the demand for self-respect. But 
he is not interested in what seems to be a central problem for any politics of 
recognition namely, what is political about identity, even when it is mainly 
understood as a psychological, or rather, as a social-psychological, rather than 
as a cultural, concept?

The grounding of the theory of recognition in Hegel and Mead suggests an 
obvious answer to this question. In both cases, it is the reference to the broad-
est horizon of what we could call a “generalised” community that completes 
the process of subjective formation. For both philosophers, it is only through 
this reference that the different features of the self can be brought together. 
In Hegel, the dialectic of the self brings together the different ontological and 
normative features of “being a subject” (a family member, a moral subject, a 
“bourgeois”, that is, a participant in the division of labour, and so on), when 
the socialised self is made to realise that her activities, even when they occur 
in local spheres, always already entail a “universal” element. True singularity 
for Hegel is the unity of particularity and universality: fully developed iden-
tity is the identity of a subject who has enlarged her perspective beyond the 
narrow circle of the co-participants directly concerned by his or her actions, 
and indeed beyond self-interest. Indeed, as we saw in the second section of 
this chapter, this is quite precisely the Hegelian model of democracy that 
Dewey reformulated from his pragmatist perspective. In Mead, the dialectic 
of the “I” and the “Me” forces the self to consider itself not just from the exist-
ing established social perspective, that is, from the perspective of an existing 
“generalised other”, but also from the perspective of the generalised other of 
a “better community” (Habermas), that is, the community of all those truly 
affected by social action. 

In all these (Hegelian) models, what completes the formation of identity is 
in fact the political moment, that is, the moment where the “universal”, the 
community takes a refl exive stance upon itself. For all the thinkers mentioned, 
the self becomes a concrete self when it oversteps its egocentric boundar-
ies and somehow takes the universal perspective upon itself and its social 
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world. It seems that the logic of Honneth’s argument and the core refer-
ences that underpin his thinking should have taken him to that conclusion. 
In that understanding, the politics of recognition does not refer so much to 
the grounding of politics in normative claims based on identity, but rather to 
the fact that subjective identity is completed in politics. It is not so much that 
politics depends on identity, but rather identity on politics.94 

From the perspective of a critical theory programme, it is important to develop 
the argument that subjective identity is “completed”, as it were, in the politi-
cal moment, fi rst of all because it grants the notion of identity a clinical, critical 
dimension that is different from the notion of identity implied in mainstream 
debates on multiculturalism.95 Basically, this insight into the political moment 
of subjective formation makes it possible to develop a conceptual frame in 
which individual pathologies, as documented by clinical psychology, can be 
used for the purpose of social critique inasmuch as the latter also addresses 
pathologies of the political.96 In particular this approach puts the emphasis 
on the fact that the problem of the obstacle to political participation is not 
just a psychological, but indeed a substantially political problem. If one takes 
seriously the approach to politics via the social conditions of justice, then one 
must also take seriously the problem of social arrangements that impact on 
subjectivities in such a way as to make politics impossible for entire groups of 
individuals. And indeed, the overcoming of such social conditions becomes a 
fundamental condition of democracy, in other words, one of, if not the, cen-

94 See Deranty/Renault, “Politicising Honneth’s Ethics of Recognition”.
95 Honneth has recently developed a concrete application of this thought in his 

analysis of racism as perceptual defi ciency caused by problematic socialisation. With 

this analysis, he returns to his initial interest in socialisation as the key to a critical 

understanding of social and political pathologies, and thus, as a key to the articulation 

of progressive politics. See Honneth, “Rassismus als Wahrnehmungsdeformation. 

Über Unsinnigkeiten der Toleranzforderung“, Neue Rundschau, 2001, 112(3), pp. 

159-165, and “Rassismus als Sozialisationsdefekt“ (2003), Acta Sociologica, 47, 2004, 

pp. 351-364.
96 See Renault, Souffrances Sociales.
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tral political problem.97 This is a serious issue for contemporary political phi-
losophy which seems to restrict its tasks mostly to the analysis of the norms 
of democratic politics, and rarely deigns to lower its theoretical gaze to take 
into account the actual exclusion from politics of large masses of individuals 
in real-existing “liberal” democracies. 

Moreover, the idea that subjective identity “completes” itself in politics 
provides a useful analytical tool to observe power struggles between social 
groups. As we have seen, the idea of society as a complex order of recognition 
entails in particular a dynamic vision of society as the fragile, always contest-
able result of a normative consensus amongst the different groups making 
up the social. The consensus can always be renegotiated because it is never a 
symmetrical, perfectly equitable one. Some groups exercise more power than 
others and consequently, the normative agreement only refl ects a particular 
stage in the power relations. As we saw, this gives the normative agreement 
at the core of the social order an ambiguous status for the dominated groups. 
The normative nature of the “moral contract” underpinning the social order 
means that this contract can be reopened at any time, but it also makes their 
domination and situation of injustice more liveable for them because it pro-
vides a basic line of justifi cation for that order. From the perspective of the 
groups exercising social domination, the fact that the fundamental structure 
of social interactions can be described in normative terms grants them the 
opportunity to justify their domination. 

This is where the political moment comes in, if by that we understand, follow-
ing Hegel, Mead and Dewey, specifi c conceptions of communal life as univer-
sal refl exive moments immanent within social life organised in its different 
spheres. To say that the process of identity formation is completed in politics 
then points to the process of idealisation and normative justifi cation through 
which individuals from specifi c social groups, and those social groups them-
selves as collectives, attempt to complete and perfect the image they have 
of themselves in coherent, morally acceptable ways, by recourse to a certain 
image of the social order, in the form of an ideal communal project. Dominating 
groups and the individuals belonging to them tell stories that explain and 

97 See Deranty/Renault, “Democratic Agon: Striving for Distinction or Struggle 

against Domination and Injustice?”.
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justify their domination as natural and just. Indeed, the attempt to present 
social domination as naturally grounded has a paradoxical implication for 
subjective and social narratives: often, it leads to the denial of the necessity to 
give a narrative, the rejection of the need to make explicit the ideal, societal 
project underpinning the existing order. Nothing is more political than an 
attitude that pretends to be detached from politics, if the individual and the 
group with such an attitude benefi t from the existing social organisation. This 
might be one of the dimensions of the massive depoliticisation witnessed in 
Western democracies. Depoliticisation can be analysed as an implicit political 
project on the part of those with privileges who refuse to change anything to 
the existing order. In Hegelian terms, a perfectly particularistic identity might 
often be one that is not just simply not-universal, but one that has actively 
refused the passage to the universal, and so made the universal choice to 
refuse to universalise (that is, justify and explain). Things are very different 
for dominated groups. When they are not able to challenge their domination, 
dominated individuals need to tell their own stories in order to explain their 
disadvantage and make the experience of injustice liveable. This is basically 
what Honneth has in mind with the notion of cultural action. But when a 
struggle for recognition fl ares up, it is because dominated groups have been 
able to project a different image of the community, one in which domination 
is reduced, equality better realised. In this case, collective and subjective iden-
tities have been able to expand through psychological and cultural processes 
that are political through and through since they revolve around an image of 
the community.



Chapter Twelve

Recognition After Mead: The Recent Writings

The controversy with Nancy Fraser in 2003 
enabled Honneth to tie together the many 
strands making up his complex social theory. 
In the texts published since, Honneth has fur-
ther explored these diverse avenues. Whilst 
he has retained the framework of his previ-
ous work and most importantly the system-
atic links that hold it together, a number of 
shifts have changed the overall direction of 
his thinking. This chapter attempts to high-
light these shifts and outline some of their 
most important implications for Honneth’s 
project of a viable renewal of critical theory.

The critique of neo-capitalism

In a series of recent texts Honneth has sharp-
ened his sociological, critical diagnosis of 
contemporary capitalism. Up until the debate 
with Fraser, he had not provided a detailed 
account of the latest developments in capi-
talistic modernisation.1 In “Paradoxes of 

1 The texts gathered in Desintegration are the closest one gets to a fully-fl edged 

account of contemporary capitalism, but they only give an implicit image of Honneth’s 

diagnosis.
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Capitalism” and “Organised Self-realisation. The Paradoxes of Individualisa-
tion”, the substantial links between socialisation and individuation, between 
social and individual fl ourishing, or negatively, between individual and social 
pathology, are confi rmed and fl eshed out through an exhaustive appropria-
tion of contemporary sociological research into post-fordist capitalistic ratio-
nalisation and its effects on subjectivities, inter-individual relationships and 
communities. The starting point of the analysis remains the shift from tra-
ditional to “post-traditional” societies, the “fact” that “for the fi rst time, the 
subject appears as an entity individuated through its life-history”. Beside the 
three usual spheres where subjective dimensions acquire a new normative 
potential (intimacy, equality in rights and the recognition of social contribu-
tion), individuality itself, taken as a normative fact, is explored more fully: 
with the emergence of modern subjectivity, the individual for the fi rst time 
appears as a unique being with her own authenticity and unique life history 
to be constantly explored and self-constructed. 

The critical insight into capitalistic modernisation is gained with the next 
move: these normative advances which, according to Honneth, are cashed 
out in the “moral progress of the social-democratic era” are said to undergo 
an important change of meaning and function with the gradual winding back 
of the welfare state under the pressure of neo-liberal policies. From that per-
spective, the neo-liberal turn consists in the exploitation of the normative 
resources and subjective potentials that have been made available by the rise 
of modern individualism. The explosion of new possibilities for individual 
self-exploration and self-defi nition are used by the new economic organi-
sation fi rst of all as an instrument of justifi cation for the transformations in 
management techniques and labour organisation, leading to ever increasing 
fl exibility and atomisation; and secondly and very simply as central factors to 
increase productivity and open up new areas for profi t. Extended individual-
ism becomes a central ideological and production factor of the new “decen-
tered capitalism”. The central thesis and the attendant diagnosis propounded 
by the articles are well summarised in the following lines:

the neoliberal restructuring of the capitalist economic system exerts a pres-

sure to adapt that does not undo the previously enumerated progressive 

processes, but durably transforms them in their function or signifi cance. 
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Within the framework of the new organizational form of capitalism, what 

could previously be analyzed as an unambiguous rise in the sphere of indi-

vidual autonomy assumes the shape of unreasonable demands, discipline, or 

insecurity, which, taken together, have the effect of social desolidarisation.2

The overall structural shift that occurs with neo-liberal policies has distinct 
effects in the four normative spheres highlighted by the theory of recognition. 
The emancipation of the individual from rigid cultural and social frameworks 
opens the door to a colonisation of the individual by the demands stemming 
from the world of work. This leads to an invasion not only of private, but 
even of inner life, by requests and pressures stemming from the work place; in 
particular, the invasion of intimacy triggers processes of remodelling of sub-
jectivities according to the logics of commodifi cation and marketisation. The 
social ties that were established through work and created important support 
networks in the Fordist era3 are severed and individualisation produces social 
isolation. Alternatively, the remaining intimate and social relations themselves 
increasingly come under the sway of the imperative to self-market and are 
instrumentalised. In the legal sphere, social desolidarisation undermines the 
notions of collective risk and collective responsibility for individual welfare. 
As a result, individuals benefi ting from welfare programmes are subjected 
to a “moralistic” and “paternalistic” discourse of responsibility. More gener-
ally, all individuals tend to view their own performances in strictly individual 
terms, without acknowledging the social context and the great part it plays 
in their social destiny. Finally, the egalitarianism that seemed to be analyti-
cally embedded in the new individualism also suffers from the destruction of 
solidarity.4 With the emancipation of the individual came the emancipation of 

2 Martin Hartmann/Axel Honneth, “Paradoxes of Capitalism”, Constellations, 13(1), 

2006, p. 49.
3 See in particular the ground-breaking study by Robert Castel, which forms a 

core reference in Honneth’s recent social-critical texts, From Manual Workers to Wage 

Labourers. Transformation of the Social Question, trans. R. Boyd, Transactions Publishers, 

2002.
4 To recall, “solidarity” for Honneth is another word for the mechanism of social 

integration through recognition.
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individual performance: the performance principle was operating as a norma-
tive constraint or as an ideal requiring that personal performance be judged as 
such, and not according to paternalistic prejudices attached to ideas of gender 
or class. But with the unravelling of social bonds and of solidarity, individual 
performance tends to be assessed more and more in strictly individual terms 
as individual success, measured strictly in economic terms. In this new frame-
work, privileges and unearned advantages, like birth and favourable social 
and economic positions, are no longer viewed as contradicting the normative 
meaning of the performance principle but simply as factual, “fair enough” 
factors contributing to individual performance.

Whilst these critical analyses of contemporary capitalistic evolution exploit 
the framework of recognition and its critical potential established in the ear-
lier writings, the interconnections are now sharply refi ned and strengthened 
by the introduction of the notion of a “paradox” of modernisation, which 
Honneth is now no longer afraid to refer to as a paradox of capitalistic mod-
ernisation. By “paradox”, Honneth understands a type of contradiction such 
that “it is precisely when an intention is realised that the likelihood of see-
ing that intention realised is reduced”.5 Post-Fordist capitalism by inverting 
the meaning and function of the normative spheres of modernity makes their 
“intention” ever less likely to be realised.6 

The theoretical and clinical implications of this methodological position show 
how much the central intuitions that inspired Honneth’s critical theory of soci-
ety are maintained and strengthened. First, the notion of paradox enables the 
critical theorist to develop a critique of social pathologies without renounc-
ing the idea of a normative progress in modernity. Paradoxical developments 
which invert the normative potential of modern institutions do not by them-
selves demonstrate the nullity of these advances. Consequently, the radical 
critique of the pathological development of contemporary capitalism does not 

5 Honneth/Hartmann, “Paradoxes of Capitalism”, p . 9.
6 These recent diagnoses of contemporary capitalism were already well adumbrated 

in one of Honneth’s earlier sociological reviews, in “Diagnose der Postmoderne” in 

Desintegration, in which he criticised idealised visions of postmodern freedom.
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lead into a negativistic philosophy of reason or history, but nor does it have 
to blunt its critical edge. 

Secondly, the “struggle for recognition” receives an important sociological 
clarifi cation. By exploiting the discourse of individual freedom to its own 
advantage, modern capitalism manages to justify its current practices and 
make them appear as adhering to the ethical self-understanding of contempo-
rary society. But those criteria arose in most cases with the purpose of bringing 
limits to an economic logic that was expanding at the expense of other rights. 
Modern rights, for example, gradually came to include social and economic 
rights as a result of social struggles, and these rights put limits to purely eco-
nomic considerations, for instance in the relationship between employer and 
employee. With the economic exploitation of the normative potential con-
tained in modern freedom, contemporary social struggles are deeply affected. 
On the one hand, those interested in expanding and intensifying valuation 
processes are able to use the discourse of individual freedom as a justifi catory 
tool. On the other hand, the demise of social responsibility and the pressure 
on individuals to think of themselves as self-entrepreneurs tend to under-
mine their capacity to argue and organise collectively, and even undermine 
the individuals’ ability to conceive of their own diffi culties as resulting from 
the social-economic organisation. The model of a paradox in late capitalism 
thus also helps to account for the depoliticisation witnessed in the social life of 
industrialised countries, in other words for the absence of resistance where it 
would be expected. But uncovering the cause behind depoliticisation is obvi-
ously a fi rst step towards a recovery of political intervention in the economic 
and social domains.

A remarkable trait of the conceptuality developed in the latest sociological 
writings is that it enables Honneth to maintain the tradition and indeed the 
language of left-Hegelianism without renouncing the parameters he had 
defi ned as necessary conditions for a relevant contemporary critical theory of 
society. For instance, the logic of paradoxical contradiction allows suffi cient 
critical complexity to avoid the unilaterality of Lukács’s infl uential diagnosis 
of reifi cation in History and Class Consciousness whilst continuing to employ 
its very language. The diagnosis of the rampant commodifi cation of subjec-
tive capacities and intimate relationships can be supported by sociological 
research, without resorting to the overly general, quasi-metaphysical theory 
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of commodity-fetishism. The same remark would apply to Honneth’s recent 
recourse to the notion of ideology.7

In recent years, Honneth has made the striking attempt to salvage the most 
important critical tools of the Left-Hegelian tradition, notably the notions 
of “ideology” and “reifi cation” by reframing them in the light of current 
methodological and conceptual presuppositions. We return to this prob-
lem at the end of this chapter with a brief discussion of his latest book, 
Reifi cation.

Affective recognition

A second major direction in Honneth’s recent work has resulted from his fur-
ther exploration of the interactionist paradigm in contemporary psychoanaly-
sis. The increased importance granted to object-relations theory has led to an 
important shift in the conceptualisation of recognition. 

Donald Winnicott’s object-relations theory was used in The Struggle for Recog-

nition as a later, cross-disciplinary vindication of Mead’s interactionist social 
psychology. In “Postmodern Identity and Object-Relations Theory: On the 
Seeming Obsolescence of Psychoanalysis”,8 published in 2000, Honneth con-
tinued to use the parallelisms between the American behaviourist and the Eng-
lish psychoanalyst’s models of ontogenesis to underpin his intersubjectivistic 
subject-theory. But in texts published since,9 Mead’s theory of socialisation, 
which until then represented the central reference, has been abandoned. 

7 See the reinterpretation of the ideology category in A. Honneth, “Recognition 

as Ideology”, in eds. Bert van den Brink and David Owen, Recognition and Power. 

Axel Honneth and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory, Cambridge University Press, 

pp. 323-348.
8 A. Honneth,”Postmodern Identity and Object-Relations Theory: On the Seeming 

Obsolescence of Psychoanalysis”, Philosophical Explorations 2, no. 3, 1999, pp. 225-42.
9 Honneth, “Facetten des vorsozialen Selbst. Eine Erwiderung auf Joel Whitebook“ 

(1999) in Psyche, 55, 2001, pp. 790-802; “The Work of Negativity. A Psychoanalytical 

Revision of the Theory of Recognition” (German publication: 2001), in eds. J.-P. Deranty 

et al., Recognition, Work, Politics. New Directions in French Critical Theory, Leiden, Brill, 

2007, pp. 127-136; and the second section of “Invisibility. On the Epistemology of 
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The rejoinder to critiques published as the postface to the third edition of The 

Struggle for Recognition explains this move very clearly.10 After developing the 
model that is presented in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth concentrated 
his efforts on establishing the precise conceptual and normative structure of 
recognition, what he calls the “moral epistemology of recognition”.11 This 
requires a precise analysis of the specifi city of recognition as a basic form of 
attitude towards the world, almost as an existential category. Mead, however, 
as Honneth now argues, “reduces recognition to the act of reciprocal perspec-
tive-taking, without the character of the other’s action being of any crucial sig-
nifi cance”.12 Mead, despite his strong interactionist premises, therefore cannot 
teach us much about the specifi c normativity of recognition. 

With Mead now dropped from Honneth’s central model, object-relations 
theory becomes the central reference in Honneth’s social philosophy. In par-
ticular, the notions of symbiosis and of transitional object become his central 
explanatory notions. The common argument shared by Mead’s social psy-
chology and object-relations theory was that it is through the internalisation 
of external viewpoints that the child learns gradually to develop a refl exive 
stance on his or her own internal states as well as on external reality, in other 
words develops the conditions for practical identity and autonomy. The spe-
cifi c contribution of object-relations theory in this argument is to show that 
there is in fact one antecedent condition necessary for such a process of “indi-
viduation through socialisation” to take place at all, and Honneth proposes to 
call this primordial precondition a process of recognition. Since this process 
of recognition is the condition for subjective formation itself, it becomes the 
ground of all subsequent forms of recognition in which subjects interact with 
each other in specifi c ways. 

What is affective recognition in those new readings of psychoanalysis? It is inti-
mately related to the notion of symbiosis; whether the notion can continue to 

Recognition”, The Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume LXXV, Bristol, 2001, pp. 

111–126.
10 Honneth, “Grounding Recognition: a Rejoinder to Critical Questions”, Inquiry, 45, 

2002, pp. 499-519.
11 See the Preface to Unsichtbarkeit, p. 7.
12 Honneth, “Grounding Recognition“, p. 502.
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be accepted as such, or whether it is in fact more accurate, following recent 
genetic psychology, to talk about episodic fusional states in which the young 
child experiences a total fulfi lment of its physical and affective needs through 
a dissolution of its original sense of self.13 These moments of fusion seem to be 
the exact opposite of recognition moments, since recognition seems to entail 
the interaction of two separate, already constituted subjects. Honneth how-
ever maintains that they must be called recognition, from a descriptive and 
from a functional point of view. Descriptively, there can be any such fusion 
only because each of the two subjects (the attachment fi gure and the infant), 
each in its own ways (caring gestures for the parent; gestures calling for atten-
tion and expressing needs for the infant) yet both in unreserved fashion, dedi-
cates itself fully to the other. On this descriptive level, both from the subjective 
point of view of each subject engaged in this interaction and from the point 
of view of the actions directed towards the other, the interaction is one where 
each lets itself be affected by the other’s very presence and acts accordingly. 
This, however, Honneth understands precisely as an interaction of recogni-
tion. Indeed, it becomes the very model of recognition itself. Such interaction 
is clearly purely affective: it is neither an epistemic nor a moral experience, 
but rather a quasi-existential experience of letting oneself be affected, literally, 
by the other. 

Functionally, the child must fi rst have affectively “recognised” the attachment 
fi gure, that is, identifi ed with her, before any process of internalisation of that 
person’s viewpoints and normative expectations can occur. Without this pri-
mary identifi cation, later normative and epistemic learning processes would 
simply not begin. For the child to start to internalise the viewpoint from its 
specifi c attachment fi gure (the “concrete other”), there must be an attachment 
in the fi rst place. Primary, affective recognition describes this primordial pro-
cess of attachment that is the functional condition of all subsequent processes 
of identity-formation.

This highly signifi cant new element in Honneth’s conception of recognition 
also bears well-known traits. Following Winnicott, Honneth consistently 
argues that this primordial form of recognition is also the condition for the 

13 See the shift on that point in Honneth, “Facetten des Vorsozialen Selbst”. 
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subject’s access to the world via the affective mediation of the loved object. 
It is through identifi cation with the concrete other that the gradual decenter-
ing can take place, which leads to the perception of an independent material 
reality and indeed to the capacity for symbolic thought. The ontogenetic story 
underpins Honneth’s fundamental new axiom, that “recognition precedes 
cognition”.14 Despite the new emphasis on current debates in genetic psychol-
ogy and psychoanalysis, it is clear however that Honneth simply returns to 
an argument that was actually the initial source of his thinking, which the 
fi rst book written with Joas already articulated with so much force. This is 
the idea that the most signifi cant anthropological marker, the feature radi-
cally separating the human animal from all other creatures, is intersubjective 
dependency understood in a strong genetic sense. As we saw already with 
Honneth’s retrieval of the tradition of philosophical anthropology, the genetic 
story leads to a fundamental conceptual claim. Intersubjective dependency is 
not just the genetic condition of identity formation and individual autonomy; 
it does not just undergird the process of individual needs-formation. For Hon-
neth intersubjective dependency is more fundamentally the quasi-metaphysi-
cal condition of any access to the world at all. This, we recall, is something he 
had already found in Feuerbach and in his fi rst rereading of Mead. 

Today, however, the increased recourse to interactionist psychology means 
that new dimensions have been added by Honneth to this old argument. For 
example, he now sees in the gradual realisation by the child of the indepen-
dence of the loved object, and thus of the impossibility of fusional experi-
ences, the root of antisocial behaviour.15 In other words, he now fi nds in the 
ontogenetic story the reason explaining why individuals systematically fail 
to accept the independence of others, or to put in Hegel’s terms, the source 
of the dialectic of “dependence and independence”, which is at the heart of 

14 This is the central thesis defended in Honneth, “Invisibility” (2001).
15 This provides Honneth’s with his own account of “negativity” at the heart of sub-

jectivity, against other accounts in Critical Theory also inspired by Freud. See in par-

ticular, J. Whitebook “Wechselseitige Anerkennung und die Arbeit des Negativen”, 

Psyche, 55, 2001, pp. 755-789, as well as T. Bedorf, “Zu Zweit oder zu Dritt?” Intersub-

jektivität, Anti-Sozialität und die Whitebook-Honneth Kontroverse“, Psyche, 58, 2004, 

pp. 1-19.
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the logic of recognition. In several passages, Honneth indicates that there is a 
structural link between the painful experiences of the other’s independence, 
inasmuch as it recalls the loss of the loved object, and the negativity driving 
struggles for recognition. The bridging thought seems to be that denials of 
recognition are ultimately grounded in the traumatic experiences of broken 
symbiosis. The experiences that lead to denials of recognition would therefore 
be experiences in which the subject is reminded of those unbearable moments 
in which the impossibility of the fusion with the other was realised (both 
epistemically acknowledged and experienced). Struggles around recognition 
would be rooted in the mnemonic traces left by early traumatic experiences. 
The tendency of the human being to seek to reproduce throughout her life 
the initial moments of fulfi lment in the other have, as their dialectical, neces-
sary counterpart, the structural diffi culty for that same being to accept the 
independence of the other. And so, recognition is necessarily (dialectically) 
destined to turn into its opposite, into denial of recognition.

This, we can note, constitutes a signifi cant psychological complement, indeed 
perhaps a signifi cant correction to the problem of the motivation behind the 
struggle for recognition. In his interpretation of the Jena System of Ethical Life, 
Honneth had interpreted the motive leading to crime as a hostile reaction to 
an unsatisfactory recognition, an “opposition to opposition”.16 Now the hos-
tile reaction is the product of subjective formation itself, rooted in the very 
structure of subjectivity. In the earlier model, it was possible to read the strug-
gle for recognition, as do many critics, as deriving from the frustrations of an 
already constituted subjectivity. We noted that this reading misses the funda-
mental constitutive dimension of recognition for Honneth: recognition is not 
just a “good” that is due to already constituted subjectivities; it is a condition 
of subjectivity itself. Passages like the interpretation of the crime section in 
the System of Ethical Life, however, lent themselves to the other interpreta-
tion. With the psychologisation of recognition, this interpretation is no longer 
possible. Negative reactions to the other’s independence are now intimately 
tied to the process of identity-formation itself, and are not just by-products 
external to it. 

16 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, p. 20.
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Honneth is well aware that this new argument is not suffi cient to explain the 
moral content of demands for recognition. It only gives a clue as to the moti-
vational origin of the denial of recognition. But since both are premised on 
the utter intersubjective dependency of the subject in her very constitution, 
the link is not diffi cult to fi nd: as Hegel had already highlighted, the logic of 
a demand for intersubjective confi rmation of my self entails both at the same 
time my demand for recognition by the other and, initially, the rejection of the 
other’s independence.17 This rejection is only ‘initial’ because the full experi-
ence of the struggle for recognition is precisely the discovery by the subjects 
of their reciprocal relations of dependence and independence: that they can 
be autonomous only by acknowledging the other’s autonomy, and yet that 
this acknowledgement is also just as much the mark of their radical inter-
dependence. What is striking in all this is that Honneth continues to refuse to 
relate his model of recognition to the most famous passage on recognition in 
Hegel.

In an important new text on Freud,18 Honneth confi rms these speculations on 
the genetic origins of the demand for recognition and the urge to deny the 
independence of the other. The text repeats a signifi cant aspect of Honneth’s 
use of psychoanalysis, one that has been noted already yet needs to be empha-
sised once more, namely: his rejection of any reference to the biological roots of 
psychodynamics, and in particular to the notion of drive, as having any heu-
ristic merit. Earlier on this led him to abandon classical Freudianism in favour 
of object-relations theory. In a recent article, Honneth attempts to uncover an 
“intersubjectivistic” Freud, by focusing on texts in which the founder of psy-
choanalysis no longer refers to drives, but speaks rather of the fundamental 
needs of the child, notably of the needs that arise from the specifi c vulner-
ability of the young human animal as a being that is “born too early”.19 In this 
intersubjectivistic Freud, Honneth fi nds an important complement to the idea 
of the genetic origin of the dialectic of dependence and independence at the 

17 See in particular “Grounding Recognition”, p. 316.
18 A. Honneth, “Aneignung von Freiheit. Freuds Konzeption der individuellen 

Selbstbeziehung“, in Pathologien der Vernunft. Geschichte und Gegenwart der Kritischen 

Theorie, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 2007.
19 Ibid., p. 168.
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heart of subjective identity. According to this new reading of Freud, the fear of 
losing the loved object also explains the creation of the subconscious. On this 
reading, following a 1926 text, the child represses some of its desires because 
they threaten to reproduce a situation of being abandoned by the loved object, 
a situation which the young infant had earlier lived in total panic as an expe-
rience of complete vulnerability. In brief, “the child represses all the desires 
into the subconscious, whose pursuit would endanger the love of its person 
of attachment”.20 In other words, “intersubjective angst” is now described as 
the core affect at the heart of subjectivity, that is, the fear of being abandoned 
by the other.21 It is easy to see how this intersubjective angst is another way 
of making sense of the tendency to deny the other’s independence. We could 
say that intersubjective angst names the subjective side of the subjective logic, 
whilst the aggressive reaction against the other’s independence names the 
resulting, external implication of that angst towards the other.

With these speculations, Honneth greatly enriches the core notion of “positive 
self-relation”. The dialectic of dependence and independence and the notion 
of intersubjective angst give more precise characterisations of the tensions 
inherent in subjective formation. Honneth, like Habermas, defi nes subjective 
autonomy as the creation of an inner space in and through which the sub-
ject is able fi rst of all to control her own bodily and affective life, and also to 
defi ne for herself and by herself her own goals and desires. The increased 
reference to psychological arguments gives much more detail about the pre-
cise contours of this inner space, with signifi cant philosophical implications. 
For example, the end of the Freud article leads to an important intervention 
in contemporary debates on agency and autonomy: Honneth’s reading of 
Freud helps him to demonstrate the necessity to conceptualise autonomy 
as a gradual subjective self-appropriation, by the working through of all the 
inner obstacles, rooted in intersubjective angst, that prevent one from fully 
articulating one’s own values and desires. We could say that after attempt-
ing a naturalisation of dialectic, as was achieved at fi rst with Mead’s social 

20 Ibid., p. 169.
21 We might note that Merleau-Ponty had already highlighted the importance of 

“intersubjective angst” as a new concept in Freud’s work, in Psychologie et Pédagogie de 

l’Enfant. Cours de Sorbonne 1949-1952, Paris, Verdier, 2001, p. 337.
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psychology, Honneth now engages in a psychologisation of dialectic. The 
purpose is the same: to retrieve the power of Hegelian ideas and reformulate 
them in a revised, non-metaphysical, “materialist” framework. And the aims 
inspiring such an attempt remain the same: namely, to avail oneself of the 
best theoretical means for a critical theory of contemporary society. Indeed, as 
will be shown in a moment, the psychologically informed conceptualisation 
of subjective formation directly underpins the critical vision of neo-capitalism 
already highlighted in the previous section. The enriched theory of subjec-
tive formation provides original arguments to further delineate the notions 
of self-realisation or of autonomy as integrity, which, as we know, constitute 
the fundamental normative building block of Honneth’s entire critical and 
conceptual enterprise. 

To illustrate the enrichment of Honneth’s social psychology in his recent 
texts, and the philosophical benefi ts he draws from it, we can focus briefl y 
on the critical review of Franz Neumann’s “Angst and Politics”, a review 
reprinted in Pathologien der Vernunft.22 Honneth’s review shows the value of 
conceptualising autonomy as self-appropriation for a political theory devel-
oped from a Critical Theory perspective. First generation Critical Theory, by 
contrast with normativist approaches, addresses the problem of politics from 
the point of view of the social causes responsible for its perversion or indeed 
its disappearance. The distinctive critical theory approach to politics is the 
Hegelian-Marxian idea that politics cannot be studied separately from the 
social conditions in which it is grounded. With his enriched psychological 
model, Honneth repeats with the help of different conceptual means the same 
approach to politics. The notion of intersubjective angst, by highlighting the 
subject’s structural vulnerability to the social context can become the key to a 
new social-psychological diagnosis aiming to explain political deformations. 
Whilst the paradigmatic example was of course the links and interrelations 
between individual, social and political pathologies at the time of National-
Socialism, the same methodological constellation between psychology, soci-
ology and politics can be reformulated under different terms to new social 
contexts, namely contemporary neoliberal societies. On the conceptual level, 
this renewed Critical Theory approach to politics underscores the necessity 

22 English version: “Anxiety and Politics”, Constellations, 10(2), 2003.
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constantly highlighted by Honneth in previous writings to link the theory of 
democracy to individual and social considerations. The new psychological 
arguments give more weight but also a different light to this fundamental 
methodological approach to politics. In particular, these new arguments indi-
cate that the problem of psychological obstacles to political participation is 
in and of itself a core problem of politics, which political theory ignores at its 
peril.23

The latest speculations on the ontogenetic origins of recognition overlap in 
major ways with the sociological writings. They provide the ontogenetic coun-
terpart to the socio-psychological and sociological studies, which emphasised 
the extension of individual autonomy and the pluralisation of individual 
identity in modern society. The sociological perspective on modern individu-
alism highlighted its ambiguous effects. Whilst the increased individualism 
undoubtedly opens the door for an increase in autonomy, it also delivers the 
individual over to the damaging desolidarising fl exibility demanded by the 
new capitalistic economy. The very same ambiguity is detected in the cor-
rected theory of ontogenesis. On the one hand, the reinterpretation of object-
relations theory in terms of recognition highlights fundamental trends in the 
transformation of personality structures, from relatively rigid types of iden-
tity development, to the pluralised identities characteristic of the subjects of 
contemporary society. On the other hand, this shift has the ominous effect of 
divesting subjects from the strong defences that would be required to resist 
the attacks to psychical identity and well-being that stem from the changes in 
work management and the marketisation of self and sociality. Psychoanalysis 
thus offers the same diagnosis as social theory, and provides parallel accounts 
of individual pathologies: the very plurality and fl exibility that is the source 
of autonomous self-realisation can also be the reason for the lack of individual 
resistance against pathogenic modes of social organisation at work and out-
side work. 

23 Honneth addresses this point directly in his review of Alexander Mitscherlisch, 

“Demokratie und Innere Freiheit”, in Pathologien der Vernunft. Geschichte und Gegen-

wart der Kritischen Theorie, Frankfurt/M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 2007. See also Deranty/

Renault, “Democratic Agon: Striving for Distinction or Struggle against Domination 

and Injustice?”. 
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However, the increased reference to psychoanalysis has another philosophi-
cal implication that reaches beyond the social and the political. Already the 
appropriation of Winnicott and the importance of transitional objects in the 
latter’s model encouraged Honneth to focus on the problem of the genetic 
and conceptual conditions of ontological differentiation. Transitional objects 
are objects with an ambiguous ontological status, both real and fi ctive, on 
which the child experiences the limits of his or her own body, as well as the 
reality and independence of the external world, that is, not just the reality and 
independence of his loved object(s), but also of others and indeed of other 
“objects”. With the increased importance of psychoanalysis in Honneth’s 
thinking, the problem of the relation between inner life and external reality, 
basically the problem of the origin and powers of symbolic functions is thus 
directly brought into the centre of his refl ections. In particular, Honneth’s 
strong leaning on Winnicott seems to commit him to the following thesis: 
because of the primordial role of early attachments, and more particularly, 
because of the decisive, structuring role of the individual’s reactions to expe-
riences of intersubjective fusion as well as the impossibility of their perma-
nence, one of the most fundamental anthropological traits is the necessity 
for the human being to regularly reengage in experiences of dissolution of 
the limits of the self. Because of its fundamental intersubjective dependency, 
the human being is structurally prone to attempt at regular intervals to fl ee 
“reality” and engage in forms of experience that allow a reminiscence of the 
early happy experiences of fusion.24 Honneth seems to agree with Winnicott’s 
speculative remark that transitional objects are not just necessary tools of sub-
jective formation for the child, but also, under different shapes but on the 
basis of the same structural function, for the adult. Transitional objects help 
the child experience the limits of his own self and the resistance of the exter-
nal worlds (the interpersonal, the social and indeed the material worlds) in a 
dialectic of pleasure and displeasure. But given the structural role they play in 
the psychic economy, as bridges between reality and psyche, such objects con-
tinue to be essential in the adult’s life. The adult human being creates his own 
“transitional objects”, in the form of cultural, symbolic objects, institutions, 

24 See in particular Honneth, “Postmodern Identity and Object–Relations Theory”, 

p. 154.
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forms of experience and so on, with similar functions as the objects of the 
child, namely enabling the subject to test the limits of the self and creating 
possibilities for experiences of dissolution of those limits. Given the unbear-
able yet unavoidable independence of external reality, and notably of the oth-
ers to which one is affectively attached, sophisticated transitional objects also 
allow the adult human being to engage in socially acceptable forms of taking 
fl ight from reality. 

With such theses it is obvious that Honneth reconnects the theory of recog-
nition in fascinating if as yet largely unexplored ways, with the tradition of 
anthropology. Honneth’s radical intersubjectivism, however, forces him to 
repeat once more the unilateral stance that has already been diagnosed in 
the previous chapters. For example, the angst at the heart of subjectivity is 
for him only the fear of being abandoned by the other. He does not take into 
account another possible fear, namely the fear caused by the resistance of the 
world; the body of the subject is considered only from the perspective of its 
possible control through the process of individuation through socialisation, 
not as being itself a source of action and meaning;25 and so on. Other psy-
choanalytical and philosophical perspectives give more variegated accounts 
of the ways in which subjects gradually learn to take their place within their 
interpersonal, social, cultural, but also natural, worlds.

New readings of the Critical Theory tradition

The strong connection between social critique and psychoanalysis has natu-
rally always been a hallmark of critical theory. In his latest texts, Honneth has 
revisited the heritage of Critical Theory and this is where another signifi cant 
shift has occurred. Already in “The Possibility of a Disclosing Critique of Soci-
ety”,26 the harsh judgement over Adorno’s methodology was revised and the 
Dialectic of Enlightenment was reconsidered in a more positive light. Honneth 

25 We can therefore apply the same critique to Honneth that he once expressed 

against Foucault, of failing to take the body as an active source of social action, see 

“Disziplinierung des Körpers” in Desintegration, p. 68.
26 Published in Constellations in 2000, republished in Disrespect, pp. 49-62.
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does not retract his criticism regarding the implausibility of Adorno’s nega-
tivistic interpretation of modernity, and indeed more generally, the implausi-
bility of his explicit social theory. However, he now defends the book against 
the critiques that have attacked it for its alleged theoretical naiveties, by shift-
ing the perspective. A more generous reading of the text is made possible 
once it is no longer taken as a proposal in philosophical anthropology or as a 
social-theoretical model, but rather as “world-disclosing critique”, as a form 
of “argumentation-through-narration” that uses specifi c rhetorical strategies 
in order to challenge the perception of social reality and make the pathologi-
cal aspects of the present visible.

A number of recent texts confi rm this reappropriation of Adorno in Hon-
neth’s recent work.27 In recent years, Honneth has insisted more explicitly 
than before on his affi liation with the fi rst generation of Critical Theory, and 
he has attempted to recast his own enterprise in the terms of a continuous 
tradition of thought.28 In his earlier refl ective reconstructions, Honneth had 
emphasised the rupture between the fi rst generation and Habermas. His own 
model of social philosophy was clearly presented as following the “commu-
nicative” turn and as rejecting the outdated and unrealistic presuppositions 
of the fi rst generation. In the latest texts, Honneth now highlights much more 
willingly the shared theoretical premises that have made Critical Theory one 
continuous, coherent tradition of thought. Indeed, the three central points 
that Honneth singles out as characterising this tradition are also defi nitional 
of his own model.

The fi rst defi ning feature of Critical Theory according to Honneth is that 
pathologies of the social arise as a result of the deformation of a rational poten-
tial that is historically achieved, but that is perverted or undermined by the 

27 A. Honneth, “A Social Pathology of Reason. The Intellectual Heritage of Critical 

Theory”, in The Cambridge Companion to Critical Theory, ed. F. Rush, Cambridge and 

New York, Cambridge University Press, 2004, pp. 336-360, and “A Physiognomy of 

the Capitalistic Lifeform. Sketch of Adorno’s Social Theory”, Constellations, 12(1), 2005, 

pp. 50-64. 
28 See also, A. Honneth, “Herbert Marcuse und die Frankfurter Schule”, Leviathan, 

31(4), 2003, pp. 496-504.
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social organisation.29 The rationality potential in question bears the mark of 
universality, such that the normative criterion for the self-realisation of sub-
jects is not just that they should be able to develop according to the rationality 
immanent in their time, but also within non-pathological social contexts in 
which this rationality is embedded:

The representatives of Critical Theory hold, with Hegel, the conviction that 

the self-realisation of the individual is only successful if it is interwoven in 

its aims—by means of generally accepted principles or ends—with the self-

realisation of all the other members of society.30 

In other words, the good life, in Critical Theory’s Hegelian view, is the prod-
uct of a solidarity grounded in reason. Autonomy in the tradition of Critical 
Theory is defi ned, according to Honneth, as “cooperative self-realisation”.

The second characteristic is that Critical Theory attempts to explain the pathol-
ogisation of social reason by recourse to sociology. With the help of the criti-
cal sociology of capitalism, it tries to explain the apparent contradiction that 
contemporary subjects do not attempt to reject the pathological circumstances 
under which they live. The theory is requested to show how social organisa-
tion not only produces specifi c kinds of suffering, but also their invisibility. 

The third characteristic is that the critical theory of society must also con-
tain a theory of subjectivity in order to demonstrate how subjects can still be 
made to see the structures responsible for their alienation. The aim behind 
this process of self-enlightenment is that this insight into the social causes of 
one’s predicament will in turn provide the impetus for a transformation of 
these structures. Critical Theory famously relies on the methodological prin-
ciple according to which the theoretical relies on a practical interest and can in 
turn inform this interest towards its political realisation. This methodological 
imperative specifi es the notion of “suffering” constantly used in the Critical 
Theory tradition: the suffering caused by the pathological dimensions of social 
organisation cannot be so deep that it would render impossible the reaction 

29 This seems to contradict slightly Honneth’s previous position in which he 

criticised Habermas precisely for having reduced the problem of social pathology to a 

pathology of rationality. 
30 Honneth, “A Social Pathology of Reason”, p. 342.
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of subjects against the social causes of their suffering. This is because subjects 
and groups can always retrieve and expand the core of rationality that is not 
suppressed in alienation. The “interest in emancipation” which is the ultimate 
ground of critical theory points to a rational core that remains present even in 
the most extreme forms of subjective and social alienation. 

This late reconstruction of the “heritage of Critical Theory” reads like a retro-
spective self-description of Honneth’s own project. Honneth from the outset 
and with great consistency has always used as a guideline the theoretical-
practical programme defi ned by the founders of Critical Theory, even though 
he has also always insisted that that programme could not be realised in 
the way its founders were thinking, namely as a simple alliance of histori-
cal materialism and the empirical social sciences. His initial dissatisfaction 
with the fi rst generation originated precisely in the fact that he saw the theo-
retical tools they were using as making impossible the achievement of their 
research programme. But there seems to be more at play in Honneth’s recent 
rapprochement with the fi rst generation than just the attempt to emphasise a 
continuity of theoretical intuitions. The late shifts in Honneth’s theory, nota-
bly his fl eshing out of the critique of capitalism and the changes in the theory 
of the subject, could be interpreted as having been the result of the new, much 
more positive, attitude towards the critical tradition as a whole. It is as though 
a new found consciousness about the unity and coherence of the project of 
Critical Theory has had an impact on Honneth’s own theory. This is most 
obvious with the new notion of “paradox of capitalistic modernisation”. The 
notion of paradox is not supposed to replace, but to refi ne, the classical notion 
of contradiction. To say that contemporary capitalism is “paradoxical” is to 
say that it is contradictory in a very specifi c sense: it develops in a way that 
makes impossible the realisation of what it normatively harbours. This, how-
ever, fi ts very well with a reconstruction of Critical Theory as a theory centred 
on the “social pathology of reason”. In both cases, a potentiality for greater 
rationality is blocked, misshaped, and repressed by the very social organisa-
tion that emerged with the new rational potential. The thesis of the paradox 
of capitalistic modernisation can therefore be interpreted as the attempt to be 
true to the theoretical requirements entailed in the notion of “social pathol-
ogy of reason”, whilst taking into account what contemporary sociological 
and psychological knowledge has to say. In other words, the “paradox of 
capitalistic modernisation” thesis could be read as the necessary correction of 
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earlier critical-theoretical theses (notably Habermas’ theory of the colonisa-
tion of lifeworlds), for the sake of a consistent pursuit of the programme of 
Critical Theory.

Reifi cation 

The signifi cant theoretical impact that Honneth’s rapprochement with the 
fi rst generation of Critical Theory had on his own theses can be verifi ed by 
focusing on the changes in his theory of the subject. “A Physiognomy of the 
Capitalistic Lifeform”, the text that Honneth wrote for the 2003 Adorno con-
ference is quite telling in that respect. In it, the three general features high-
lighted above are repeated, each with a specifi c Adornian twist. And as is so 
often the case with Honneth, it is clear that the reconstructing exegesis is in 
fact driven by more systematic concerns. The explicit theses outlined in the 
author studied are also implicitly accepted as valid by the exegete. Accord-
ingly, Honneth now reads Adorno as having propounded a Hegelian premise 
of a “direct parallel between social situation and the constitution of reason”.31 
Adorno’s own interpretation of “cooperative self-realisation” and of the ratio-
nality of solidarity is found in the theory of “mimetic reason”: 

Only through imitative behaviour, which for Adorno originally refers back 

to an affect of loving care, do we achieve a capacity for reason because we 

learn by gradually envisioning others’ intentions to relate to their perspec-

tives on the world.32

Capitalism is viewed by Adorno as that social organisation which, by expand-
ing indefi nitely the logic of marketisation and commodifi cation, produces a 
“social pathology of reason” by severing subjects from their capacity to take 
the perspective of the other. This corresponds to the second, “sociological”, 
feature that Honneth now sees as defi ning Critical Theory. Finally, in what 
corresponds to the third feature, modern subjects are not totally disconnected 
from their childhood memories and are therefore still potentially sensitive to 
the demands of mimetic reason. Despite his pessimism, Adorno therefore still 

31 Honneth, “A Physiognomy of the Capitalistic Lifeform”, p. 54.
32 Ibid., p. 55.
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points to the avenues of possible emancipation. Even more pointedly, Adorno 
himself is now read by Honneth as propounding a theory of paradoxical con-
tradiction: 

Adorno begins with the observation that today the ‘organisational over-

shadowing of ever more spheres of life’ causes a feeling of powerlessness 

above all because it collides with the historically grown expectation of indi-

vidual freedom33

The question then arises: is this an Adornian take on the notion of paradoxical 
modernisation, or is a rediscovery of an Adornian inspiration in Honneth’s 
critical theory at play here? The latter would seem to be the case if we remem-
ber the shift in Honneth’s theory of ontogenesis. The shift to an affective the-
ory of recognition corresponds exactly to the reevaluation of Adorno’s social 
philosophy and in particular of his theory of mimetic reason. As said, there 
is now a strong link between the moral epistemology of recognition and the 
focus on the affective dimension of primary intersubjectivity. The new axiom 
that “recognition comes before cognition”, that the primary relations of inter-
subjectivity, the affective relationship with signifi cant others, is the origin of 
rationality is also a return to the founder of Critical Theory. 

The 2005 Tanner Lectures present a synthesis of all the strands developed by 
Honneth in recent years.34 The lectures confi rm the signifi cant shift already 
signalled by the recent psychoanalytical studies: namely, the grounding of the 
three spheres in the more primary, affective form of recognition. Now Hon-
neth is very explicit about this:

I now assume that the “existential” mode of recognition is the foundation 

for all other, more substantive forms of recognition, since the latter revolve 

around the affi rmation of particular qualities or capacities of other people.35

Honneth is not afraid now to endorse explicitly the quasi-metaphysical reach 
of the concept of recognition with this shift to affective recognition. Indeed, 
that more primordial form of recognition is also called “existential”, and its 

33 Ibid., pp. 57-58.
34 Honneth, Reifi cation. A New Look at an Old Idea, Oxford University Press, 2008.
35 Ibid., note 19, p. 60.



462 • Chapter Twelve

affi liation with authors such as Sartre, who study the conditions of ontologi-
cal access for the human being, is embraced. Recognition is now explicitly 
characterised as the origin of all symbolic capacities, of rationality itself, and 
in particular, of communicative reason. 

The central argument is the same as in the recent texts on psychoanalysis. The 
Tanner lectures articulate it in the clearest and most systematic way. First, 
both from a genetic and a transcendental point of view, the perception of a 
world of constant, independent objects requires a decentering of perspective. 
The initial egocentric perspective for example is not suffi cient to establish the 
boundaries that are necessary to allow an objective world to emerge as such. 
More generally, the subject is only able to perceive the world objectively when 
he/she can take a series of different perspectives upon it, in other words, 
when he/she is able to leave his/her own idiosyncratic perspectives and look 
at the world from different viewpoints. 

This argument, which, as we know,36 is defended by many authors, in particu-
lar by Mead, is however insuffi cient. This initial process of looking upon the 
world from a perspective other than the fi rst person perspective, itself requires 
a more primordial condition—precisely the identifi cation with an important 
other in whose perspective one can learn to decentre oneself. Without “attach-
ing” oneself to important others, one would never be in a position to leave the 
fi rst person perspective. Attachment to others (at fi rst to important “concrete” 
others) is thus the condition of possibility for being able to project oneself into 
a different perspective, a projection that is itself the condition for thinking and 
for all symbolic capacities generally.37 

Recognition therefore has a dual character: it is the condition of thinking itself; 
in essence, however, it is not itself of cognitive or epistemic nature, but rather, 
as identifi catory attachment to another, purely affective. 

A number of problems are raised when such a heavy load is placed on the 
notion of recognition. First, as noted above already, it seems at fi rst prob-
lematic to describe as recognition a process of affective identifi cation with an 
important other. However, there is for Honneth in fact no contradiction in 

36 See chapter 4.
37 Honneth, Reifi cation, p. 49.
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equalling recognition with identifi cation,38 precisely because of the emphasis 
on the existential quality of this recognition: to recognise, in this primordial 
sense, means to be altered, affected, by the presence of the other, well before 
any cognitive or refl ective moment, and thus to “acknowledge” her or him 
in the most intimate way, through a transformation in one’s own “way of 
being”. 

The second problem relates to the tensions in the use of recognition. On the 
one hand, recognition is said to be the genetic and indeed quasi-transcendan-
tal condition of all world-relations, including objectifying, cognitive attitudes. 
On the other hand, Honneth is really concerned only by the ethical and moral 
import of the notion. Beyond ontological and transcendental questions, the 
dimension that interests Honneth is the social-philosophical one: any ethical 
(or un-ethical) attitude towards another is premised upon a more primordial 
affective acknowledgement of the other human being as human being. In 
brief, all human praxis, including the communicative one, is premised upon 
recognition. The tension between the ontological and the ethical is particu-
larly palpable in the shift from the second to the third section of the lectures. 
Whilst the second section, with reference to Heidegger, Dewey and Cavell, 
makes the general point that cognitive, objectifying attitudes are grounded 
in non-cognitive, affective, “pre-refl ective” (as Husserl and Merleau-Ponty 
would say), experiences of the world, the third section abruptly restricts the 
problematic to the more narrow problem of “other minds” or “intersubjectiv-
ity”, that is, to the classical sceptical question: how do I know that the other 
being in front of me is also a human being? In the shift from the fi rst problem 
to the second, a serious reduction seems to have occurred: whilst the authors 
quoted above all have in mind an affectively, if not normatively, charged rela-
tion to the world in general, Honneth restricts it to inter-personal interaction. 

It is the meaning of “interaction”, which seems to suffer an immense reduction 
in this shift. This is particularly striking on page 41 of the English translation, 
where Dewey’s use of “interaction”, which encompasses the relations to all 
forms of “environment”, is said to be synonymous with “recognition”. This 
identifi cation is plausible only if “interaction” is reduced to interpersonal, 

38 Ibid.
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inter-human interaction. There seems to be a profound problem in Honneth’s 
argument: even if we accept as fact the genetic argument that recognition 
(identifi cation with an important other) is the condition of all world-relat-
ing relations, this does not mean that all the normativity of all interactions is 
reducible to the specifi c normativity of recognition. Indeed, beyond norma-
tivity, putting the emphasis on interactions that are not interactions of inter-
personal exchange makes one immediately sceptical of the claim that the only 
form of interaction that is structurally required to establish a decentering of 
perspective is the I-Thou relation. It could be the case for example, that this 
relation is indeed structurally decisive, yet is also fundamentally intercon-
nected with other forms of relation of the growing subject with other poles: its 
own body; the world of material objects; the world of symbolic objects, and so 
on. For example, from a phenomenological perspective, Honneth’s exclusive 
focus on interpersonal exchange seems to give insuffi cient place to the bodily 
dimension of identity-formation: one of the conditions of world-access for the 
subject is also perception and the capacity to act in the world. Is it plausible to 
argue that learning to move and act in the world by coordinating one’s bodily 
powers of motion, perception and prehension, is only a derivative phenom-
enon; that the gradual appropriation of one’s own body, in diffi cult, indeed 
dangerous, interactions with the natural and material worlds, is not in and 
of itself just as much a “condition”, of a quasi-transcendantal status, for any 
subsequent objective relation to the world? The answers do not have to be 
an either/or: for example, Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on perception as the 
ground of all world-relations is combined with the acknowledgement of the 
primacy of symbolic, human-made objects in ontogenesis. 

Honneth, it must be said, is fully aware of the diffi culty and embraces the 
problematic implications of his position without concession. Accordingly, 
now using Adorno as his central support, he argues that all relations to the 
world are dependent, not just on a genetic but also a normative level, on the 
relation of recognition.39 Such normative exclusivity put on inter-human rela-
tions sounds diffi cult to defend. The transcendantal and genetic exclusivity 
placed on recognition, to the detriment of other forms of interaction does not 
sound very plausible. 

39 Honneth, Reifi cation, pp. 75-76.
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Be that as it may, Honneth’s recent return to Lukács and the category of reifi -
cation is very signifi cant. Since Honneth believes that the acknowledgement 
of the intrinsic value of the interaction partner is the core of all subsequent 
normative attitudes, he is also committed to the claim that the absence of such 
acknowledgement or its forgetting is also the core of all normative breaches. 
Reifi cation therefore becomes the core critical category paralleling the nor-
mative centrality of recognition. This means that Honneth is now committed 
to fi nding in all forms of injustice and social pathology a core of reifi cation, 
as “forgetting of recognition”. This is a striking conclusion in today’s intel-
lectual context. It represents his latest attempt at defending the validity and 
fruitfulness of the “Left-Hegelian” tradition on an updated basis. Beyond all 
the changes and shifts, Honneth has thus been able to maintain with extraor-
dinary consistency his initial programme of research.





Conclusion

Recognition or Interaction?

The most impressive aspects about Honneth’s 
work are the quiet assurance and the amazing 
consistency with which he has been able to 
maintain a deeply original intellectual vision 
over three decades, despite all the changes in 
the intellectual contexts and despite all the 
criticisms. Indeed, as the mood of the aca-
demic context in which Honneth’s thinking 
is located has been taking an ever greater 
Kantian tone, Honneth’s position has become 
increasingly uncomfortable. And yet, as his 
latest texts demonstrate, he has not recanted 
on the fundamental features of his project; in 
fact he has now made the existential core of 
his theory of recognition perfectly explicit. 
At the end of this long journey retracing 
the steps in his philosophical evolution, we 
can see that in his recent Reifi cation lectures 
Honneth simply attempts to fi nd the clear-
est, most precise formulations for the funda-
mental intuition that was already driving his 
early neo-Marxist studies, his critical recep-
tion of Critical Theory as well as the embrace 
of philosophical anthropology, in particular 
Mead’s social psychology. This intuition is 
that the most basic, defi ning feature of the 
anthropos is the affective, existential response 
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of the human being to the other human being, and that recognition, therefore, 
before it designates specifi c normative strands of modern societies (recogni-
tion of needs, of rights, or contributions), is primarily the name of the most 
fundamental feature of the human condition, at the core of all forms of human 
interactions (with others, with the world and with oneself ). Honneth’s funda-
mental intuition is that, since human beings become subjects capable of ratio-
nal conduct and practical agency, only via the interactions with other human 
beings, these primary interactions are also the most fundamental condition 
of any elaborate interaction, in natural, symbolic or social worlds, including 
objectifying or cognitive interactions. Without primary attachment, that is, 
the processes by which the human subject takes his or her place in the human 
sphere through the human (affective) acknowledgement of the human, human 
beings could not develop specifi cally human modes of conduct. 

Indeed it is this dual status of recognition, as a triploid, normative concept, 
and as a fundamental philosophical-anthropological concept, equal in its par-
adigmatic scope to ‘labour’ or ‘communication’, which is the key to under-
standing both the power and the diffi culties of Honneth’s model. Recognition 
is a lot more than just a normative concept grounding an alternative theory of 
justice. It is also a concept with explanatory value in social ontology, inspiring 
an alternative theory of society, for example, as we have seen, an alternative 
theory of social action, social movements, power, domination, class relations, 
politics, institutions, including the economic ones, and so on. But of course 
such paradigmatic use of recognition brings with it tremendous theoretical 
diffi culties, which Honneth’s critics have not failed to highlight. In the end, 
a concept borrowed from social psychology, a mere psychological notion, 
seems not just to inspire an intervention in normative debates on justice or 
moral action, but in effect to support the whole edifi ce of a new social theory, 
including the basic lineaments of a critique of political economy. 

This book has attempted to show the great scope of Honneth’s contribution, 
well beyond the narrow focus on contemporary normative discussions. Indeed, 
it is precisely the goal of showing the full breadth and import of recognition 
theory that required the return to the sources of Honneth’s mature theory of 
recognition. It is only against the background of his substantive exchanges 
with historical materialism, classical social theory and Critical Theory, that 
one fully appreciates the great systematic force and the deep philosophical 
originality of Honneth’s thinking.
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However, if the Reifi cation lectures bring to the highest point of clarity the 
driving inspiration behind Honneth’s work, they also explicitly reveal to 
what extent recognition provides only a truncated version of interaction. As 
we noted in the last chapter, whilst Heidegger and more particularly Dewey 
retain the multi-dimensional aspects of interaction in their critique of the 
objectivistic prejudice, Honneth brutally reduces the experience of interac-
tion to just interpersonal recognition. This tendency to reduce interaction to 
interpersonal exchange was already at play in his fi rst reading of Mead or 
indeed in his rediscovery of Feuerbach, as he failed to note the objectual side 
of interaction which these two authors emphasised so strongly. In both Feuer-
bach and Mead, the subject develops the capacity for autonomous agency not 
just through the affi rmative acknowledgement of important others, but also 
through the interaction with the material world. As Feuerbach said, the “I” of 
perception is “object of the object”; that is, the transcendental “I” in fact owes 
the consciousness and mastery of its own unity in part to its bodily encounters 
with the world. For Mead also, the resistance of the objects to my acts of touch 
and grasping constitutes, by retro-action as it were, my own bodily unity.1 A 
similar idea can also be found, as Honneth himself described it very well, in 
Adorno’s “mimetic” theory of subjectivity. In all these authors Honneth could 
have found the idea that the human subject develops a sense of self, gradually 
masters its capacity for autonomous agency through “sensuous” (Feuerbach), 
“mimetic” (Adorno), “empathic” (Merleau-Ponty) interactions with the mate-
rial world. And in all these cases, such an emphasis on the sensuous aspect 
of subjective formation is never synonymous with a rejection of the structural 
importance, indeed the primacy, of intersubjective relations. Indeed, the same 
could also be said of Marx who never loses from sight the ontological and 
normative importance of intersubjective interaction even in his immanent cri-
tiques of political economy. Similarly, the interpersonalist reduction of inter-
subjectivity led Honneth to adopt a unilateral stance on institutions, a stance 
noticeable especially in his readings of Hegel. 

In the end, it looks as though the general Habermasian edict of a defi nitive 
“paradigm shift” from the paradigm of consciousness to the paradigm of 

1 See the third part of my article “The Loss of Nature in Honneth’s Theory of 

Recognition” for a more detailed exposition of this argument in Feuerbach, Mead and 

Merleau-Ponty.
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intersubjectivity had been interpreted both by Habermas himself and by Hon-
neth in overly exclusivist, dualistic fashion. Rather than a total rejection of the 
subject-object scheme, the tradition that Honneth had rediscovered for the 
purpose of regrounding critical theory could have been interpreted by him as 
emphasising the articulation of intersubjectivity with other constitutive inter-
relations. Rather than intersubjectivity, or recognition, the core paradigmatic 
notion would therefore have been interaction, taken in a complex sense, with 
recognition only one, if the most important, type of interaction. Indeed, the 
basic idea would be to think of interaction as an interaction of interactions, 
and so to replace dual schemes (subject-object replaced by inter-subject) by 
triangular ones, where all the poles are in relation to each other, and more 
importantly, the relations between two poles depend on the other relations 
between the other poles. 

Instead of concentrating solely on intersubjective dependency (the I-Thou 
axis), the emphasis could have been put on the fact of the human being’s 
constitutive openness to its different environments. Indeed, this is precisely 
what one learns from philosophical anthropology: the plasticity of the human 
being’s needs, desires and faculties means that such a being can fulfi l and 
develop these faculties and needs only through feedback mechanisms with 
the different environments in which it is acting. Human beings develop their 
potential through dialectics of action and reaction, proactive and integrative 
mechanisms, so that these environments are both spaces in which human action 
takes place and spaces which determine and indeed shape human action. On 
such a broad view, environments refer therefore to the natural and spatial 
environment but also, and primarily, to the historical, social and, yes, inter-
personal environments. We can continue to uphold the fundamental philo-
sophical-anthropological argument that it is the human being’s evolutionary 
under-specialisation that constitutes the key to understanding the source of 
its symbolic capacities as well as its historical essence, the fact that it is a being 
condemned to meaning and to learning, or as Rousseau said, a being defi ned 
by the power of “perfectibility”. But in this anthropological picture, the deci-
sive feature is the general capacity of interaction of the human being with its 
environments, the different dialectics of activity and passivity, not just inter-
human interaction, or inter-subjectivity understood in a purely inter-personal 
sense. 
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This suggests that a crucial missed opportunity in Honneth’s development 
was the lack of a fuller engagement with Merleau-Ponty. As we saw, the 
reconstruction of the tradition of philosophical anthropology in the book with 
Joas could not fail to mention him, since Merleau-Ponty’s strong intersubjec-
tivistic approach to subjective formation overlaps so signifi cantly with the les-
sons the young Honneth found in Feuerbach and Mead. But already then, the 
interpersonalist prejudice was at play, repressing for example the elements in 
Feuerbach and Mead that could have drawn attention to the other aspects of 
interaction besides interpersonal relations.2 It is perhaps this interpersonalist 
slant that prevented a more serious interest in the work of Merleau-Ponty. 

Merleau-Ponty already conceived political emancipation and struggle against 
social domination on the model of “the recognition of man by man”.3 This 
goal of recognition was also premised on a vision of the core relation between 
human beings as existential “coexistence”.4 His theory of intersubjectivity 
was already developing the core idea of the affective impact made by the 
presence of the other on my own existence.5 All the epistemological consid-
erations that Honneth presents in the fi rst chapters of Reifi cation also apply to 
Merleau-Ponty. Like Dewey, Merleau-Ponty’s central philosophical intuition 
consisted in retrieving the “forgotten” affective, pre-refl ective, experiential 
ground upon which all complex symbolic and notably cognitive attitudes 
are premised.6 And indeed, within his analysis of the different axes of the 
human being’s general “openness to the world”, Merleau-Ponty also granted 

2 See chapter 4 below.
3 It is worthwhile for that reason to reread Humanism and Terror, a largely forgotten 

book of Merleau-Ponty’s, in which “the recognition of man by man”, in direct, explicit 

reference to Marx, is the core notion with which social and political emancipation are 

characterised.
4 This is one of the core expressions throughout Merleau-Ponty’s work with which 

he characterises the basis of all “social action”. 
5 Notably in the famous chapter on intersubjectivity in Phenomenology of Perception 

(II, 4), trans. C. Smith, London, Routledge, 2002.
6 Page 43 of Reifi cation would apply very well as a basic summary of Merleau-

Ponty’s own project.
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primacy to interrelations between human beings, that is, to recognition in the 
primordial sense Honneth now gives to it.7

But what is the point of this historical remark, one might well ask? Merleau-
Ponty on top of Hegel or Mead, alright, why not, so what? 

What a more sustained engagement with Merleau-Ponty would have shown 
to Honneth was that he did not have to choose between recognition and inter-
action, or reduce the latter to the former, but that he could very well articulate 
the two together. Merleau-Ponty is the philosopher who best delineated the 
fundamental philosophical lesson to be gathered from the fact of the human 
being’s biological under-specialisation, via his general notion of “openness”. 
Precisely, however, Merleau-Ponty shows very well that there are different 
worlds to which one is open, the intersubjective, the “social”, the world of 
natural and of man-made objects, the different symbolic realms of course, 
and history.8 Merleau-Ponty’s approach to recognition was always connected 
with other forms of mediation. The following passage, one amongst a great 
many other possible illustrations, brings all these features together nicely: 
“the human being is to be defi ned (. . .) as ‘suffering’ or ‘sensible’ being, that 
is to say, as a being who is naturally and socially situated, but also open, 
active, and capable of establishing, on the basis of this very dependency, its 
autonomy”.9

It is worthwhile adding that it was Marx and what he saw as the irreplaceable 
philosophical truth in him that Merleau-Ponty always returned to in order to 

7 See for example, Phenomenology of Perception, “Other Selves and the Human 

World”, II, 4, p. 405.
8 For example, chapter 1 of The Adventures of the Dialectic (trans. J. Bien, Evanston, Ill. 

Northwestern University Press, 1973) is particularly dedicated to the study of historical 

interactions precisely along the lines of a “dialogue” between generations that Honneth 

rediscovered in Benjamin, in “Kommunikative Erschliessung der Vergangenheit. Zum 

Zusammenhang von Anthropologie und Geschichtsphilosophie bei Walter Benjamin, 

Internationale Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 1, 1993, pp. 3-20.
9 Merleau-Ponty, “Marxism and Philosophy”, Sense and Non-Sense, trans. H. Dreyfus 

and P.A. Dreyfus, Evanston, Northwestern Univ. Press, 1964, p. 179.
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tie together intersubjective recognition to other forms of interaction.10 Even 
in his last, “ontological” period, when he was fully engaged in the ontologi-
cal project of the Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty continued to see in 
Marx’s materialistic reinterpretation of the Hegelian dialectic the right way of 
thinking of the human being’s core ontological feature.11

Given the trajectory of Honneth’s thinking, it will seem very odd to seem to 
advocate a return to historical materialism and to its more than dated exis-
tentialist interpretation. Was not the recognition category brought to the fore 
precisely to avoid the ambiguities and confusions inherent in the notion of 
“social labour”?12 

10 See the following quote from “Marxism and Philosophy”, which captures quite 

well what is intimated here: “Marx has often called his materialism a “practical 

materialism”. What he meant by that was that matter intervenes in human life as the 

fundament and the body of praxis. (. . .) Marx’s materialism is the idea that all ideological 

formations of a given society are synonymous with, or complement, a certain type of 

praxis, that is to say the ways in which a given society has set up its fundamental 

relationship to nature. (. . .) This means pushing to its most concrete consequences 

the Hegelian conception of a spirit that is phenomenon, or of an objective spirit that is 

carried by the world and is not withdrawn in itself. The spirit of a society is realised, 

transmitted and perceived in the cultural objects it gives itself and in the midst of 

which it lives. Its practical categories are sedimented in them, and conversely they 

suggest to human beings ways of being and of thinking”. “Marxism and Philosophy”, 

p. 179.
11 See the Preface of Signs, the last text published by Merleau-Ponty before his death 

in 1961, in which, against the widespread thesis of his rejection of Marxism after 1950, 

he defi nes a new, “philosophical”, “heuristic”, that is, non-dogmatic, use of Marxism 

in which he sees “a matrix of intellectual and historical experiences, which can always 

be saved from failure by means of some additional hypotheses”, and “an immense 

fi eld of sedimented history and thought where one goes to practice and to learn to 

think”, Signs, trans. R.C. McCleary, Evanston, Ill. Northwestern University Press, 

1964, pp. 6-13. Honneth’s project in its inception can also be defi ned as the search for 

the “philosophical heritage of Marxism” (this is the subtitle to his article on “Work and 

Instrumental Action”).
12 See chapter 1. 
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But a closer look at Merleau-Ponty enables one precisely to see in what way 
Honneth’s critical stance towards classical Marxism (the criticism that the par-
adigm of “social labour” confl ates instrumental and normative interactions) 
can be reformulated through an interactionist retrieval of historical material-
ism. Accordingly, one would not need to abandon the notion of recognition. 
One would simply have to complement it with a focus on the ways in which 
recognition is mediated by material interactions. This would lead fi rst of all 
into the type of considerations that Honneth himself has developed lately, 
namely the study of the ways in which recognitive relations are expressed 
in material worlds: in objects, public and private spaces, and so on.13 But 
Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on the “chiasm”, that is, the reciprocity, the feed-
back loops,14 that bring together subjects and world, would also open up other 
avenues: the ways in which material mediations are not only passive carriers 
of recognitive relations but can, in turn, infl uence the latter. “Cultural objects” 
are not only concretions of social relations; they also “suggest ways of being 
and ways of thinking”. 

13 See for example the revealing footnote in Reifi cation, p. 79, note 2, which quotes 

Tillman Habermas’ fascinating study of the role of objects in subjective formation 

(T. Habermas, Geliebte Objekte, Symbole und Instrumente der Identitätsbildung, Frankfurt/

M., Suhrkamp Verlag, 1999). T. Habermas’ study, however, shows precisely that 

objects are not just signifi cant in onto-genesis as carriers of intersubjective attachments 

or as medium for self-expression and self-articulation. They also play a direct 

infl uence, as quasi-“partners of interaction” so to speak. If that is the case, however, 

then they also have normative value. This is immediately obvious if one thinks in 

terms of social pathologies: the branding of minds, bodies and souls that goes on in 

“advanced” Western societies, starting with the unrelenting sexualisation of the world 

of childhood, can be described as a massive invasion of psychic economies by objects 

designed to manipulate. If one accepts such a diagnosis at least minimally, then it 

is not far-fetched to enounce a very simple, basic normative principle, that subjects 

should be able to relate to their everyday objects in a way that does not harm them or 

their capacity for autonomy.
14 These “interactions” between human subject and its environments, including the 

world of things are analysed in the most detailed fashion in the end of the 1959-1960 

Nature lectures.
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Of course, this suggestion of an enrichment of the theory of recognition 
through Merleau-Ponty defi es all methodological and normative prohibi-
tions currently accepted as given in contemporary Critical Theory. One could 
remark that social theory outside the narrow frame of academic Critical The-
ory is full of highly interesting and innovative proposals that attempt to con-
duct descriptive and critical analyses of contemporary societies by marrying 
the study of social relations with the study of the ways in which the latter 
are intermeshed with new technological practices, new forms of work organi-
sation, express themselves in material objects, are shaped by the spaces in 
which they take place, and so on; in short, how the symbolic order of society 
expresses itself and is in turn determined by the material dimensions of social 
reproduction. Bruno Latour’s “actor-network theory”; Bernard Stiegler’s (very 
Marcusean) critical analysis of the rise of technology in modernity; the social 
anthropology of the “gift”; the interest in “material culture” within contempo-
rary sociology; the development of an interactionist school within the cogni-
tive sciences (inspired by naturalistic readings of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty) 
with strong relations to the social sciences; these are just a few examples of 
the many attempts in the contemporary intellectual landscape to conceive of 
social relations in terms of complex interactions, rather than just horizontal, 
moral deliberations. However, such examples will not be enough to make the 
proposal of an enrichment of recognition more acceptable by the standards of 
contemporary Critical Theory because it is not clear in what exact way they 
address the problem of normative justifi cation, or indeed, how they go about 
justifying their own normative stance. 

Here, it is important to distinguish between two critical audiences. A number 
of contemporary critical theorists have rejected Honneth’s theory of recogni-
tion because they see very well that, beyond Honneth’s argument that the 
spheres of recognition emerge historically as normative consequences of the 
rise of post-traditional society, recognition retains an irreducible philosophi-
cal-anthropological core. As we just saw, the Reifi cation lectures confi rm this 
in the most striking way. For these critical readers, the suggestion to reread 
Merleau-Ponty as a useful reference for contemporary Critical Theory will be 
totally unacceptable. But since the basis for this rejection is also the basis for 
the rejection of the theory of recognition, and since I am more concerned with 
Honneth’s project, I am not too worried by this rejection. 
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More signifi cant is Honneth’s own reaction to this proposal. Honneth himself 
will most likely object to the actual usefulness of a retrieval of Merleau-Ponty, 
again for normative reasons. Whilst he does make reference to what can be 
called “ontological” features of the human subject, his theoretical interest 
is also squarely normative, driven by the question of the justifi cation of the 
norms of social critique. The “ontological” moment in Honneth is very limited 
and serves only for a very specifi c purpose, namely to describe the normative 
foundations of modern societies. What would an emphasis on the material 
mediations of recognition add normatively? That would be the question. From 
Honneth’s perspective, the material expressions of relations of recognition are 
indeed interesting, and form something like a “social-ontological” pendant 
to the normativity of recognition. But they are not the main game. The main 
issue is the question of the fundamental normative structures underpinning 
contemporary social orders, and to address that issue, thick programmes of 
social-ontological description, like the ones mentioned above, do not have 
much to say. It is not that they are not interesting. It is just that they do some-
thing different. 

It is precisely this dualism, however, of recognitive-normative versus mate-
rial-ontological, in other words, the reduction of material mediations to mere 
“expressions” of recognition, that the expansion of recognition into interaction 
aims to challenge. This means that the onus in the proposal put forward here 
is on showing the normative signifi cance of “material mediations”. Already 
in chapter 10, regarding the implications of recognition theory for moral phi-
losophy, we saw that the expansion of the recognition paradigm would lead 
to a decisive questioning of its anthropocentric assumptions. Many other nor-
mative dimensions of an enlarged concept of interaction can easily be pointed 
out. For example, the enlarged concept of interaction leads to an insistence on 
the embodied, “sensuous” nature of the socialised subject. This, however, has 
signifi cant implications for normative moral, political and social philosophy. 
Indeed, it is on the basis of similar concerns that Honneth himself insists on 
the necessity to “complement” political philosophy with insights from the 
social sciences.15 At the forefront of his concern is the phenomenon of rac-

15 See the previously mentioned review published in the Frankfurter Rundschau, ”Die 

Stimme der Gerechtigkeit”.
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ism. Honneth argues that, in order to take full measure of racism, one has to 
put the emphasis on socialisation processes which make racist attitudes much 
more intractable than if they were simply false representations, or rationalisa-
tions on the basis of economic disadvantage.16 The notion of “habitus”, that 
is, the idea that subjects gradually acquire the capacity to take their place in 
social settings through the development of largely non-refl ective, bodily dis-
positions, this idea immediately complicates the problem of politics. It makes 
social domination, the exercise of authority, the structures of class relation, 
much deeper than if they were just based on explicit norms or beliefs. From 
this perspective, most political-theoretical debates in contemporary Critical 
Theory appear highly rationalistic and intellectualist.17 They fail to take full 
measure of the problem of injustice as an experience and, as a result, gloss too 
easily over the social obstacles to political participation.

In another area, the emphasis on the fact that the socialised subject is an 
embodied subject leads to a much more substantive description of patholo-
gies of recognition at work. Whilst the demand for the recognition of one’s 
general social contribution is certainly very important, an emphasis on the 
actual activity of the subject at work, and of the diffi culties of the work activ-
ity in contemporary work places, can lead to a great differentiation of the rec-
ognition demanded in and through work.18 It is not necessarily as self-evident 

16 Honneth, “Rassismus als Wahrnehmungsdefekt”. As we have shown, this focus 

on the socialisation processes through which social pathologies are produced and 

reproduced is one of the most original defi ning traits of Honneth’s work and has been 

so consistently. It is diffi cult, however, to reconcile the “thick” view of embodiment 

that the notion of habitus implies with the interactionist stance.
17 An exemplary critique of rationalistic political theories from the perspective of the 

habitual dimensions of obedience and authority is conducted by Bourdieu in Pascalian 

Meditations.
18 Here the work of Christophe Dejours points to decisive potential additions to 

the theory of recognition. Dejours shows in particular that the normative import of 

recognition is not just in terms of the subject’s being, but also in terms of the most 

concrete aspects of the subject’s “doing”. The end of Travail, Usure Mentale (Paris, 

Bayard, 2000) proposes a “triangular” scheme of recognition where the I-Other relation 

is mediated by the I-Real interaction (the challenge of reality on the subject’s inner life) 

and the Other-Real interaction (the way in which a given society interprets and shapes 
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as Honneth makes it sound that the demand to have one’s activity acknowl-
edged as activity, as concrete, practical accomplishment of a task, does not 
deserve to be called a normative principle next to the Leistungsprinzip.19 Many 
contemporary social movements expressing deep dissatisfaction about work-
ing conditions revolve not so much around the general social representation 
of the professions, as on the conditions in which workers are forced to accom-
plish their tasks. In many cases, it is the total incompatibility between the 
reality of working conditions and the need to “do one’s job well” that is the 
source of dissatisfaction. If workers did not place normative value on their 
work as an activity, this type of widespread discontent would not make sense. 
With sophisticated psychological models of work, however, one can show 
that the normative content of work as an activity is directly related to specifi c 
demands for recognition, directed not at the general social context, but rather 
at the community of peers. And the subject of recognition in this case, is the 
acting subject, the subject exercising “practical intelligence” (Dejours).

The constitutive role of “vertical” relations with institutions also enriches 
the notion of recognition, since it forces one to see that relations of recogni-
tion are to a large extent defi ned by the institution in which they take place, 
rather than just providing an external normative standpoint over them.20 To 
say that recognitive relations are to a large extent defi ned by the institutions 
in which they take place is a huge problem at fi rst, because it leads to a con-
structivist position from which it is not necessarily easy to extract a norma-
tive perspective. But as the example of the critique of political economy has 
shown, an “institutionalist” take on recognition does not necessarily rule out 

through technique its intervention in reality). In Souffrances en France (Paris, Seuil, 

1998), Dejours has shown how this differentiated theory of recognition can be used 

fruitfully for social criticism. I have attempted to present Dejours’ psychodynamics 

of work as a serious contribution in contemporary social theory in “Work and the 

Precarisation of Existence”, European Journal of Social Theory, 11(4), 2008, pp. 443-463.
19 See Honneth’s strenuous rejection of the normativity of work as activity in “Arbeit 

und Anerkennung. Versuch einer Neubestimmung”, Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philoso-

phie, 56(3), 2008, pp. 327-341.
20 See chapter 8, with reference to the decisive suggestions on this particular point 

by Emmanuel Renault.
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the possibility of “transcendence within immanence”. Whilst the market cre-
ates the socialising conditions of its reproduction, it can never be certain that 
the fundamental normative consensus upon which it is based cannot at some 
point be questioned again. When entire societies are disintegrated by the nox-
ious effects of unbridled fi nancial power, there can come a point where the 
same societies say “enough is enough”, and ask that the rules under which 
resources are allocated be explained to them and their effi ciency and equity 
justifi ed. 

We can briefl y generalise from these disparate examples. Systematically 
exploring the different “ontological” and normative articulations between 
fundamental types of interaction might well defi ne a new avenue of research 
for Critical Theory.21 This programme would demand of Critical Theory that 
it expand its theoretical interest beyond the analysis of the norms of com-
munication, and that it broaden the scope of “critique” beyond the theory of 
democracy. This programme would force it to engage with other innovative 
contemporary programmes in social theory that rely on different traditions of 
thought. But by moving beyond communication, it is not certain that Critical 
Theory would lose sight of its initial programme. In fact, it might then be bet-
ter equipped to propound more robust critical analyses of our contemporary 
world.

21 I see an exemplary attempt in this direction in Stéphane Haber’s recent at-

tempt to mount a defence of the notion of alienation as a key clinical concept for a 

contemporary critical theory of society. See Haber, L’Aliénation. Vie Sociale et Expérience 

de la Dépossession, Paris, PUF, 2008.
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