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Abstract 

One of the most fundamental needs of all human beings is the need for recognition. This need for recognition 

can only be met if a society is structured in such a way to provide support, acknowledgement, and positive 

imagery for groups and individuals to use in the production of identity. In normative terms, recognition is a key 

aspect of critical social theory because it provides a standard by which we can assess an individual’s perception 

of the social treatment they receive. The institutions and social arrangements which allow the full and free 

development of identity are, from this point of reference, more acceptable than those which do not. In a post-

traditional world, recognition is a human need, a social good, and a point of reference that can be used to 

compare the validity of social arrangements. In this paper, the cultural and legal assumption that rights and 

citizenship are based on the Enlightenment’s conception of universal human equality is contrasted with the 

demand for recognition from particular groups based on specific characteristics or unique experiences of 

oppression. 

 

Keywords: identity, recognition, social theory, rights, citizenship 

Motto: “Due recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a 

vital human need” (Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity). 

 

Motto :“The point of recognition is not to eliminate the other, but to 

count for something in the eyes of the other, to be acknowledged 

and respected by the other” (Robert R. Williams, Recognition: Fichte 

and Hegel on the Other). 

 

Motto: “The striking worker does not carry a sign saying, ‘I am a 

greedy person and want all the money I can extract from 

management’. Rather, the striker says (and thinks to himself): ‘I am a 

good worker; I am worth much more to my employer than I am 

currently being paid’” (Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the 

Last Man). 

 
 

Introduction 

Recognition is the conceptual link that makes it possible to theorize the relationship between 

specific types of injustice. Demands for cultural, economic, and social justice are all species of 

demands for recognition. Struggles for recognition ensue when self-understandings of particular 

groups are not reflected in the economic, cultural or political institutions of their society. For 

example, struggles against cultural imperialism, wherein the universalization of a dominant group’s 

or nation’s experience and culture, and its establishment as the norm make it difficult, if not 

impossible, to create and maintain an identity, are, inter alia, struggles for recognition. W. E. B. 

DuBois described the subjective experience of misrecognition as, “the sense of always looking at 

one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity (16). 

G.W.F. Hegel was one of the first to articulate the philosophical importance of recognition. In The 

Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel based his theory of social interaction and social transformation on 

the insight that every person desires the desire of others. We all need recognition and 
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acknowledgment in order to develop a secure identity and to feel at home in our social 

environment. Hegel also argued that people do not want recognition from inferiors, nor do they 

want recognition if it is not genuine, or if it is produced by force. In Hegel’s thought, an individual’s 

need for recognition is the catalyst for social transformation. Recognition is the basis of Hegel’s 

concept of Geist, social spirit, or culture; an “I that is a We and a We that is an I” (110). Geist 

originates in and is developed through the intersubjective struggle for recognition and is a social, 

rather than metaphysical or theological concept. 

Contemporary thinkers have built on Hegel’s insight, claiming that reciprocal, equal, recognition 

is a prerequisite for social justice and solidarity (Habermas, 1973, 1990; Honneth, 1995; Taylor, 1992, 

1994). Their work suggests that recognition should have the status of a social need. As such, 

recognition is a normative ideal for measuring the degree of justice in social interaction. Forms of 

interaction and institutions that deny recognition or misrecognize individuals can be criticized from 

this normative point of view. 

 

Analysis 

Using recognition in an analytical fashion allows insight into two fundamental problems of social 

theory; social action and social order. It also helps us understand and clarify the normative status of 

social action when it is viewed as a continual struggle for recognition. 

Recognition is an explanatory device that shows us how social conflict unfolds. It is also a critical 

concept insofar as it allows us to criticize social arrangements that do not allow for 

acknowledgement and development of our identities. 

The Canadian social philosopher Charles Taylor has turned his attention to the politics of 

recognition because of his concern with the price that individuals have to pay for freedom in post-

traditional societies. He claims that the decline of traditional anchors for identity has created a 

permanent identity crisis in which the need for authenticity remains unsatisfied. Taylor argues for a 

theory of identity in which recognition from others allows us to become fully human, fully authentic, 

and fully self-actualizing in a post-traditional world that lacks taken-for-granted structures of 

meaning and value. Equal recognition is not just the appropriate mode for a healthy democratic 

society; its refusal can inflict damage on those who are denied it. 

In an influential essay, Multiculturalism and The Politics of Recognition, Taylor draws out the 

implications of his intersubjective theory of identity for the analysis of social and political 

institutions. However, Taylor’s major contribution is the philosophical anthropology that forms the 

basis of his social and political thought. His understanding of the self as necessarily dependent on 

recognition from equals reorients social theory, moving it away from instrumentalist and rational-

actor theories of the person as a strategic resource optimizer toward a better understanding of the 

affective and moral dimensions of social and political action. 

Max Horkheimer specified three criteria that a critical theory of society must meet. It must be 

explanatory, it must be practical, and it must be normative (244). That is, it must explain social 

problems, specify an agent of change or transformation, and provide some normative criteria by 

which social transformation can be measured. The concept of recognition meets these 

requirements. Recognition allows us to explain social problems from the perspective of social actors 

because it serves as a ‘marker’ for a perceived deficits or shortcomings in social interaction. 

Recognition can refer to many types of injustice because, although recognition itself is social need, 

specific forms of recognition differ, depending on the circumstances. 

A struggle for recognition begins when a spokesperson for a group says. “What we want is X” or, 

when someone claims, “you don’t understand me, my culture, or my point of view”. Empirical 

examples present themselves daily. They are more urgent for the claimants, less urgent for the 

theorist. As theorists, we cannot inform those engaged in struggles for recognition, offer strategic 

advice, or prove that they are going about it the wrong way. Rather, it is the other way around. Only 

those engaged in actual struggles for recognition can inform the theorists. 
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However, the generality of the concept of recognition creates some problems. First, problems of 

judgment arise. Demands for recognition come from a broad array of groups, for every conceivable 

reason, and are often based on questionable accounts of history and tradition. Whose rights, 

identities, and culture should be recognized? How should all affected parties respond to demands 

for recognition? Why should they have to? What is the weight of historical precedent or tradition in 

particular cases of misrecognition, especially when history has been a history of exclusion? How are 

we to determine when it is valid to claim that a person, group or society’s practices are destructive 

because they deny or distort the self-understanding of others? What practical measures, such as 

resource allocation, territorial identity claims, hiring preferences, exemption from hunting and 

fishing regulations, domestic partnership benefits, exclusive forms of political representation, and so 

forth, would be necessary for appropriate recognition? How can we keep from sliding into a soft 

relativism wherein all claims to recognition are equally relevant and therefore equally meaningless? 

There are also problems of application, since there are a number of ways to grant recognition. 

Responses to struggles for recognition can consist in giving particular victims what was denied them 

or making reparations for wrongs suffered. Responses to recognition can also be group-oriented. 

One example is affirmative action, which involves recognizing members of an entire group as 

deserving special consideration, regardless of whether each individual person in the group has a 

legitimate grievance. Deciding how to recognize groups or individuals is often controversial. It is 

controversial because a decision about who is a legitimate victim or who is deserving of scarce 

resources, is never made without a fight. 

At this point, it is useful to ask why it is necessary to revive Hegel’s concept of recognition when 

prevailing discussions of identity politics seem to cover much of the same conceptual ground. 

Identity politics are movements for recognition and social transformation. Identity politics are driven 

by the demand that a group, lifestyle, or practice common to a group be acknowledged and 

recognized. 

However, there are some important distinctions between identity politics and the politics of 

recognition. First, identity politics have become closely associated with issues of lifestyle, which are 

commodified and framed as personal choices. This understanding of the idea that the personal is 

political is closely associated with an ethos of consumerism rather than conflict and transformation. 

A politics of recognition does not entirely avoid issues of lifestyle. However, the emphasis on 

intersubjective struggle and transformation does prevent broader political interests and goals from 

being co-opted and framed solely in terms of individual consumer choices. By defining problems of 

identity as struggles for recognition, rather than relying on a conception of identity that is reduced 

to an effect of the market, we can avoid reducing the creation of identity to shopping for the right 

lifestyle. Second, the concept of the subject and of agency in much writing about identity politics is 

increasingly simplistic and empty from a normative standpoint. 

For example, those who approach identity from a perspective influenced by Michel Foucault stray 

into a minefield of problems. Although Foucault’s genealogies help us understand that the real basis 

of the subject is the ostensibly groundless operation of discursive constellations of power-

knowledge regimes, he was unwilling to articulate and defend a normative position from which an 

emancipatory politics could appeal in claiming that forms domination and methods of resistance are 

in any way different. For Foucault, both domination and resistance involve the use of power, but 

neither points the way toward freedom. Foucault’s understanding of power as a boundless, 

constitutive force, which operates with or without legitimacy, makes it difficult to specify a goal or 

standard to which political practice can appeal. Without some notion of right and legitimacy that is 

not merely an instrument of power, Foucault’s understanding of resistance ceases to have any 

normative import. Without some conception of what legitimate balances of power between people 

might look like, the Foucaultian social critic can only encourage resistance and lifestyle 

experimentation as responses to injustice. While these are laudable goals, in the end they are still 

individualistic and easily susceptible to co-optation. Moreover, a Foucaultian conception of 

resistance is compatible with some of the more malignant forms of contemporary lifestyle politics 
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and with the ethos of groups practicing politics of hate and exclusion. Individuals and groups like this 

are usually able to convince themselves that they are the real victims and that their hatred of 

immigrants, people of color, and gays is a form of resistance to the power that others wield over 

them. 

A theory of recognition, in contrast, privileges the intersubjective, transformative, and 

cooperative aspects of social struggles in a way that prevents the outcome from being one-sided and 

reactionary. A theory of recognition places issues of equality and justice at the forefront, thus 

dealing differently with the issue of power. Although power imbalances do characterize most 

interactions, a theory of recognition does not understand unbalanced power relationships as a 

typical and indeed constitutive source of social relations, pace Foucault, but as distortions in social 

relationships, which can be mitigated, but probably not entirely eliminated. 

Third, Foucaultian approaches to identity politics can and do show us how identities are the 

outcome of cultural hegemony, sexism and racism, techno-political discourses, and the colonization 

of the life-world by the market. However, they do not offer any grounds for criticizing these 

processes of subjection other than implicit claims of harm that apply to the most obvious cases. In 

cases of outright discrimination or the deprivations of ‘soft torture’ carried out in our punitive 

institutions, it would not be difficult to persuade a group of taxpayers and voters that these practices 

are harmful and should be ended. However, in more nebulous cases, where the harm is less blatant 

and more remote from the experience of most citizens, the Foucaultian approach falters. If, for 

example, we are going to make the claim that forcing non-Anglo children to speak English causes 

harm or that joking about gays and lesbians has psychologically harmful effects, then it may be 

necessary to explain what we mean when we speak of harm and to articulate how our claims can be 

defended philosophically, practically, and politically. If there is no standard that will provide a 

working definition of harm, then one person’s harm is another’s minor irritation. Seyla Benhabib 

distills these points nicely in her discussion of a similar disagreement in feminist theory. 

 

The normative demands upon the individual of race, gender, and class identities as well as of 

other self-constitutive dimensions may be conflictual, in fact, they may be irreconcilable. Unless 

feminist theory is able to develop a concept of normative agency robust enough to say 

something significant vis-a-vis such clashes, and which principles individuals should adopt to 

choose among them, it loses its theoretical bite and becomes a mindless empiricist celebration 

of all pluralities (46). 

 

The final reason for moving away from the term identity politics is that it is too closely associated 

with new and supposedly different social movements. However, the politics of identity is not new. 

The 19th century women’s movements, movements for the emancipation of slaves, and anti-colonial 

struggles have all been struggles for the recognition of suppressed identity-claims, as well as for 

economic equality, political liberty, and the right to self-determination. 

Up to this point, I have attempted to bring together two general problems with the use of 

recognition as a critical standard for critical social theory. First, the concept of recognition is plagued 

by indeterminate meaning. This leads to a condition bordering on conceptual anarchy. Second, there 

is the unsettled debate about the most appropriate political, social, and economic arrangements for 

satisfying demands for recognition. 

In order to bring these problems into sharper relief, I want to briefly review and critique one of 

the most notorious and influential attempts to pair Hegel’s theory of recognition with a particular 

political solution. I refer to the argument in Francis Fukuyama’s article The End of History? which he 

expanded into the book, The End of History and the Last Man. This brief exposition intends to 

suggest that Fukuyama’s defense of the liberal capitalist state is incompatible with his point of 

departure - Hegel’s theory of recognition. I want to show how incompatible Fukuyama’s fusion of 

recognition and ‘liberal capitalism’ is with the goal of building an argument for the compatibility of 

recognition and a more radical version of social democracy. 
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In the summer of 1989, Francis Fukuyama published an article titled, “The End of History?”. Then, 

in 1992, he published a book based on that article titled, “The End of History and The Last Man”. 

What was most striking about these treatises was Fukuyama’s use of a strange and contradictory 

mixture of Hegel’s philosophical anthropology, Nietzsche’s critique of egalitarianism, and some 

remarks on the nature of desire inspired by Plato. Fukuyama put this concatenation to use as a 

philosophical justification of the triumph of American style capitalist democracies. Fukuyama used 

Alexander Kojeve’s existential interpretation of Hegel as the basis of his theory of human nature. 

Fukuyama argued that Kojeve’s interpretation of Hegel explains the inexorable march of history 

toward liberal capitalism. Fukuyama then added a dash of Plato, in his use of the term, Thymos, 

meant to signify striving or desiring. According to Fukuyama, the thymotic aspect of human nature is 

what drives us in our struggles for recognition. 

However, Fukuyama uses Thymos in another sense as well, to describe different character types, 

as in the “isothymotic and megalothymotic” character types (17). The so-called megalothymotic 

character type possesses a high level of drive and ambition. Not surprisingly, the isothymotic 

character type possesses less drive, but exhibits a stronger social conscience and a propensity for 

equality. Drive and ambition on the one hand and social conscience and equality on the other are 

turned into opposites in Fukuyama’s formulation. The isothymotic character type, who possesses the 

desire for equality, provides a counterbalance to the megalothymotic who is only concerned with 

self-aggrandizement. 

Fukuyama concluded with a discussion of the idea of the last man from Nietzsche. The problem 

with the expansion of the welfare state or any movement toward social democracy is that it could 

turn us all into complacent last men, couch potatoes who are content to collect our pay and benefits 

and do little else. For Fukuyama, it is the entrepreneur, rather than Nietzsche’s übermensch, who 

acts as the bulwark against the complacency created by egalitarian political and social programs. It is 

important then, for the survival of the species and the culture that allows us to flourish, to pare 

down the welfare state, freeing up the creative energy of the entrepreneurs who will prevent the 

last man malaise from spreading any further. All together, Fukuyama’s creative interpretive 

endeavors add up to a philosophical anthropology culled from various sources that ‘explains’ the 

triumph of liberal capitalism and justified the evisceration of the social welfare state. 

Turning to the specific issue of recognition, Fukuyama claims that the “struggle for recognition” is 

the “central problem of politics” (xxi). According to Fukuyama’s reading of Kojeve’s interpretation of 

Hegel, the contradictions in history that result from the human struggle for recognition are 

threefold: (1) the existence of different historical manifestations of the dialectic of Master and Slave, 

including proletarians and capitalists; (2) the contradiction between humans and nature created by 

technological development; and (3) the contradiction between universal declarations of human 

rights and their partial realization in many parts of the globe, including Western-style liberal 

capitalist democracies. However, after the collapse of communism as a viable sociopolitical system, 

history has effectively ended. Although contradictions remain between one human and another, 

between humans and nature, and between humans and an imperfect distribution of rights, there are 

no contradictions in world history or geopolitics that cannot be resolved within the structure of the 

liberal capitalist state itself
1
. The liberal capitalist state is the form of association where all remaining 

contradictions will eventually be resolved while avoiding a descent into the economic, cultural, and 

political lethargy of socialism and the last man malaise. 

According to Fukuyama, in the liberal capitalist state all citizens are, in principle if not in practice, 

recognized as equals by the political system and the market. The principle underlying this equal 

recognition is the principle of universal humanity espoused in the Enlightenment political thought 

and free market ideals. These principles and ideals cannot be dramatically improved upon. What 

remains to be accomplished is the global dissemination of these political and economic forms, as 

                                                 

1
 The rise of highly organized, well-supported, populist, explicitly anti-western and anti-democratic Islamic 

revolutionary movements renders Fukuyama’s thesis improbable in practical terms, and death tolls. 
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well as the continued extension of rights and opportunities to all people in places where these forms 

are operative, such as the United States. According to Fukuyama, the liberal state is the best we can 

do, but its potential is not yet fully realized because liberalism, American style, has not spread 

completely throughout the world. Of course, social contradictions such as racism, sexism, and class-

based inequalities still exist. However, according to Fukuyama, these are not products of the current 

system but residues of past, imperfect forms of political and economic life: “In a nutshell, the world 

has reached the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and 

the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government” (2). 

Fukuyama also argued that the only desirable form of recognition is recognition of humans as a 

generic category. For Fukuyama, recognition must proceed according to “the only mutually 

acceptable basis possible, that is, based on the individual’s identity as a human being” (201). 

Fukuyama flatly denied the possibility of recognition of groups or individuals in any other terms, e.g., 

race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality. He claimed these forms of recognition are defective because of 

their particularity, which always leads to divisiveness. The mechanism for recognizing people as 

universal human equals is citizenship, the legally recognized civil rights granted to the individual by 

the state. The system of rights guarantees reciprocal recognition because the state recognizes all 

citizens equally, as bearers of rights, and the citizens recognize the state by abiding by its laws (203). 

The liberal state itself is rational because it allows for recognition within a self-consciously chosen 

political order. Fukuyama claimed that the American republic was “… the result of a public debate in 

which citizens of the state agree amongst one another on the explicit terms under which they will 

live together” (202). He cites the constitutional convention of 1787 as an exemplar of this public 

debate. We should be immediately suspicious of this example, and of the more general point that a 

very non-representative body of men arguing to secure their own property rights over two hundred 

years ago is equivalent to a “public debate… [about the]…explicit terms under which they [we] will 

live together…” (Fukuyama 202). Bertell Ollman reminds us: 

 

Most Americans know that the framers met for three months in closed session, but this is 

generally forgiven on the grounds that the then Congress of the United States had not 

commissioned them to write a new constitution and neither revolutionaries nor the 

counterrevolutionaries can do all their work in the open. What few modem day Americans 

realize, however, is that the framers did their best to ensure that we would never know the 

details of their deliberations. All the participants in the convention were sworn to life-long 

secrecy and when the debates were over, those who had taken notes were asked to hand them 

in to George Washington, whose final task as chairman of the convention was to get rid of the 

evidence. America’s first president, it appears, was also its first shredder (102). 

 

Aside from Fukuyama’s interpretation of the process of political will formation that led to the 

creation of the United States Constitution, there are a number of serious problems raised by his 

basic claims about recognition. I will focus on one of these problems. When Fukuyama describes the 

liberal capitalist state, the United States is his exemplar. The constitution of this state, publicly 

justified in 1787 and periodically amended, is supposedly neutral about the type of citizens it 

recognizes. The 18th century conception of citizenship was founded on the practical exclusion of the 

property-less, women, and African-Americans, how can we be so certain it is based on a universal 

conception of humanity? 

Fukuyama needs a conception of recognition that can account for and alleviate these types of 

structurally generated inequalities and a political process that can undo the naturalized, a priori 

misrecognition of disadvantaged groups. Rather than rely on an ostensibly neutral conception of 

citizenship, it is necessary to recognize that all citizens are not yet equal, while using some 

conception of fairness and equality as a standard or goal. The problem of recognition is double-

edged. We need a tacit standard, guideline, or regulative ideal for measuring the justness of forms of 

recognition, including citizenship. However, this standard cannot be the ostensibly universal 

conception we currently have because this standard penalizes non-white, non-male, and non-
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property owners for being what they are and offers them the opportunity to become what they do 

not necessarily want to be. Fukuyama’s response to alleviating existing contradictions within the 

liberal, capitalist, state is to deregulate the market and allow more freedom for each to pursue her 

divergent entrepreneurial projects. This substitution of economics for politics is unsatisfactory. We 

must have a way to make claims about what each owes to the other, and what each is thus owed, 

that is not reducible to the current system of rights or relegated to the functioning of the market and 

its tendency to commodify individual and group identities. 

The competing demands for rethinking the standards of equality qua citizenship and demands for 

the recognition of difference are difficult to untangle. For now, suffice it to say that social inequality 

and social differences are resilient facts, while the system of rights in modern constitutions and our 

concomitant understanding of citizenship are historical artifacts that can be modified. Citizenship is 

an evolving marker for legal personhood as it is historically transformed and refined. In Hegelian 

terms, that which we currently call identity, personhood, and citizenship should be understood as a 

particular moment in a gradual movement toward increasingly reflective notions of what is universal 

and what is particular, what is a person and who or what is a bearer of rights. Current claims to 

ecological rights and the right to be protected from pollution, discussions of animal rights, claims to 

territorial sovereignty made by indigenous peoples and historically marginalized nomads, the 

development of transnational associations and transnational identities, and the blurring of the 

boundaries between humans and machines are already forcing us to rethink identity, citizenship, 

rights, and personhood. 

 

Conclusion 

Recognition is the foundation of identity because an identity does not exist as a self-conscious 

identity, separate from others, with its own unique characteristics, until it is recognized as such. 

Recognition is the foundation of citizenship because citizenship is a legal status wherein a subject, 

entity or group is recognized as a legitimate political actor and bearer of rights. Citizenship also 

provides legal confirmation or acknowledgment that a person is a competent political subject by 

granting rights and duties appropriate to that position. To be a citizen, to enjoy this legal status, is to 

be recognized and respected as trustworthy, capable, and responsible, the political equivalent of 

being recognized as an adult. Full citizenship should be understood as the institutional embodiment 

of the end of the struggle for recognition. 

It should be made clear that the struggle for recognition is not simply a struggle to measure up or 

assimilate to dominant groups’ standards. The struggle for recognition is also a means by which 

oppressed groups call the dominant group or groups’ categories of recognition and evaluation into 

question. That is, a struggle for recognition is an occasion to revise democracy’s self-understanding 

of identity, personhood, and citizenship. Ideally, the struggle for recognition also involves reflection 

about prevailing standards, norms, and values by all involved. A true struggle for recognition is not 

only a struggle between individuals and groups for recognition of their particular experiences under 

an ostensibly neutral conception of citizenship. Rather, true struggles for recognition must also 

involve a struggle between individuals and groups for recognition of their particular experiences and 

the ongoing redefinition of the scope and content of citizenship by citizens themselves. This turns 

politics into a process of learning and self-actualization. 

We have not reached the end of history, not even in the qualified sense that Fukuyama claimed. 

We are instead at the beginning point for the active creation of history by all citizens for all citizens, 

whomever, or whatever, they may be. 
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