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Introduction

From the beginning, Axel Honneth’s project has been directed towards the
key problem of reconstructing a conceptual framework that can both compre-
hend the structures of social domination and identify the resources for its
practical transformation.1 In this spirit, Honneth is dedicated to continuing
the project of Critical Theory in its two-fold strategy of reflecting upon its
own premises and pre-scientifically locating the emancipatory interest which
frames its theoretical analysis.2 In this respect, Honneth has made a profound
contribution to Critical Theory, most notably in terms of defending a norma-
tive, emancipatory project and developing a comprehensive theory of recog-
nition that can provide a framework for analyzing the distorting effects of
modern social conditions on subjective experience and subject-formation.

As the leading theorist of the third generation of the Frankfurt School,
Honneth has productively renewed the project of Critical Theory in ways that
both continue and differentiate his own project from first and second genera-
tions. As Jürgen Habermas’ successor in social philosophy at the University
of Frankfurt and Director of the Institute for Social Research, Honneth has
been instrumental in extending the Institute’s interdisciplinary research pro-
grams, most notably around the research themes of the ‘structural transfor-
mation of recognition’ and ‘paradoxes of capitalist modernization.’ Although
not formally a student of Habermas’, Honneth was appointed as an assistant
professor in Habermas’ research group in the 1980s, and after holding posi-
tions in Berlin and Konstanz, was appointed to Habermas’ chair in Frankfurt
in 1996.3 More recently, he has also been appointed to a chair in the philoso-
phy department at Columbia University in New York, coincidently retracing
the steps of first-generation members of the Frankfurt School who were
offered institutional refuge at Columbia when they fled Germany during the
1930s.4 However, while Honneth is undeniably committed to the mode of
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2 Introduction

social critique originally derived from the first generation of the Frankfurt
School, he also fully endorses the communicative transformation of Critical
Theory first initiated by Habermas. In this sense, much of Honneth’s work
has been dedicated to developing an alternative intersubjective basis for Crit-
ical Theory that can safeguard its normative intent and he shares Habermas’
basic intuition that such norms can be found as current practices or experi-
ences within our social lifeworlds.

While Honneth has engaged with many of the same theoretical resources
as Habermas, from historical materialism, philosophical anthropology,
psychoanalysis, developmental psychology, American pragmatism, and Ger-
man Idealism, he has also sought to make them his own and has undertaken a
form of reconstructive criticism that has resulted in remarkably new and
productive outcomes. Honneth’s alternative readings of Hegel, Feuerbach,
Marx, Lukács, and Mead have produced not only an alternative theory of
intersubjectivity but also a theory of recognition alert to subjective experi-
ences of social suffering, fragmentation, and alienation. One of the hallmarks
of Honneth’s work has also been his preparedness to engage productively
with a range of alternative positions in both contemporary French philosophy
and phenomenology, including the work of Derrida, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty,
Castoriadis, Foucault, and Levinas in developing a multidimensional theory
of intersubjectivity and recognition.5 In this respect, in contrast to Habermas’
much more critical and dismissive treatment of this line of thinkers and the
circumscription of the reception of their work in terms of his own philosophy
of language and theory of rationalization, Honneth’s work has proven impor-
tant for opening new lines of engagement with a range of traditions. This is
especially the case in terms of emphasizing the more phenomenological and
existential aspects of the French tradition, for example, in Sartre’s work, the
pre- and extra-linguistic dimensions of sociality and intersubjectivity, the
importance of the asymmetricality of ethical relations highlighted by Derrida
and Levinas, as well as fruitfully engaging with Foucault’s analysis of power
and conflictual notion of the social understood as a strategic field of strug-
gle.6

However, it is not only his predisposition to an engagement with a range
of alternative philosophical traditions and theoretical resources that sets
Honneth apart from previous generations of the Frankfurt School, but also
his political and social context. Born in 1949 in Essen, Germany, Honneth’s
formative years were more influenced by the social changes and new social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, rather than any direct experience of the
years of German National Socialism and wartime atrocities, or the failure of
the so-called revolutionary consciousness of the working classes both in the
interwar years and in the face of Nazism.7 Nonetheless, Honneth suggests
that the social upheavals and transformations of his own generation, particu-
larly within the working class population in Germany at the time, alerted him



Introduction 3

at a ‘pre-theoretical level’ to the existential experiences of social suffering
and shame, feelings of disrespect that also resonated in his readings of the
works of E.P. Thompson and Barrington Moore as explanatory factors for
social conflict and change.8

These impulses have become guiding motifs in Honneth’s work and his
theory of recognition is predicated on the idea of a ‘phenomenology of social
suffering,’ those lived experiences of disrespect that provide immanent re-
sources within social life for the basis of social critique and transformation.
In this respect, Honneth continues the guiding premise of first and second
generations of Critical Theory by developing a critique of philosophical cate-
gories which is immanently connected to social diagnoses that identify an
often concealed, suppressed, or ignored emancipatory interest or horizon in
social reality. Honneth’s primary focus has indubitably been an examination
of the pathologies of individual subject-formation and distorted identity as
the basis for social conflict and struggle.9 In this sense, he has largely taken
up the first generation’s concerns with subjective experiences of domination,
alienation, reification, and the deformations of identity development, rather
than pursuing Habermas’ core concerns with procedural rationality, language
philosophy, and macro-social dynamics.10 Nonetheless, Honneth shares with
both generations the distinctive Frankfurt School approach by aiming to
bring together the empirically orientated social sciences with philosophical
critique as a means of identifying social pathologies in modern capitalist
societies.11

However, the theoretical manner in which Honneth reconceives of both a
theory of society and social change, his dedication to a fundamentally action-
theoretic stance and re-orientation of the communicative paradigm, his de-
velopment of a multidimensional theory of intersubjectivity and philosophi-
cal anthropology, and his more nuanced analysis of power, clearly sets him
apart from members of both first and second generations of Critical Theory.

One of Honneth’s primary concerns has been to fundamentally defend an
action-theoretic view of the social, thereby resisting all forms of structural,
functional, and totalizing social analysis. In his early critique of the first
generation of the Frankfurt School, Honneth contends that their social-theo-
retical analysis was not robust enough to develop a reflexive critique of
society in the terms originally defined by Horkheimer.12 In Honneth’s view,
Horkheimer and Adorno’s incapacity to adequately analyze a communicative
domain of the social leads to their inability to locate a pre-theoretical re-
source for critique in everyday life beyond the paradigm of labor and to a
one-dimensional conception of power understood in terms of the human
domination of nature. Although Horkheimer and Adorno attempted to separ-
ate their critical method from the falsely universalizing influence of the mod-
el of the natural sciences, Honneth argues that they fall victim to an account
of social life overly determined by the act of dominating nature by failing to
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develop a more complex account of social processes.13 Despite his original
insights into a dimension of ‘cultural action,’ Horkheimer’s adherence to a
philosophy of history structured in terms of the dimension of social labor
prevented him from fully identifying an intersubjective dimension of social
action that could provide a pre-theoretical resource for critique. Moreover, in
his early work, Honneth argued that Adorno’s negativism forces Critical
Theory into a position in which it is no longer possible to gain access to a
social-historically grounded form of reflexive critique and it is left articulat-
ing a pre-theoretical reference point that is located in the experience of mod-
ern art.14

Therefore, notwithstanding his attempts to reconstruct more systematical-
ly the project of Critical Theory articulated by first-generation members of
the Frankfurt School, Honneth is convinced that the communicative transfor-
mation of Critical Theory initiated by Jürgen Habermas offers the most
promising conceptual means by which access to a pre-scientific realm of
moral critique can once again be established. In defining an emancipatory
practice or experience in social reality, Honneth seeks to elaborate Haber-
mas’ early concept of ‘emancipatory interest.’15 However, following his own
anthropological-theoretical impulses, Honneth attempts to reorient Haber-
mas’ original idea away from a cognitive or rational interest in emancipation
towards a deeper layer of moral expectations structured into social relations
of recognition. Moral expectations are then understood to be “the product of
the social formation of a deep-seated claim-making potential in the sense that
they always owe their normative justification to principles institutionally
anchored in the historically established recognition order.”16 Although he
fully endorses Habermas’ attempt to locate a transcendental element of cri-
tique that arises from anthropological structures, for Honneth, a form of
‘immanent transcendence’ can only be identified in the deep-seated identity
claims inherent in intersubjective relations of recognition.17

In this vein, while accepting Habermas’ emancipatory aims, Honneth
attempts to develop an alternative theory of intersubjectivity that extends it
beyond its linguistic dimensions and provides a more comprehensive account
of the normative structures that underpin the moral basis of both autonomous
human action and interaction. In his early work, Social Action and Human
Nature (1988), Honneth began to develop a comprehensive anthropological
theory of intersubjectivity, not only by reorienting Habermas’ communica-
tive approach but also undertaking alternative interpretations of Mead,
Feuerbach, Marx, and the tradition of German philosophical anthropology in
an effort to reconstruct the intersubjective paradigm along the lines of a
theory of ‘practical intersubjectivity.’ This early dynamic notion of intersub-
jectivity as indicating a ‘practical involvement’ with others and the world is
later transformed into a comprehensive theory of intersubjectivity as recogni-
tion, one based on patterns of interpersonal relations and interaction between
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subjects that not only forms the basis of Honneth’s conception of the social
and of subject-formation but also the anthropological premise that grounds
his theory overall.

For Honneth, this reconfiguration of the intersubjective paradigm also
requires a consideration of an intersubjective notion of power that can ac-
count for the conflictual aspects of a more broadly conceived notion of
communicative action and provide a more comprehensive critique of the
structures of social domination. In his first major work, The Critique of
Power (1991), Honneth puts Foucault’s analysis of strategic interaction to
work with Habermas’ theory of communicative action in an attempt to devel-
op a reflexive critique of power and domination. Therefore, despite arguing
that Foucault lapses into a systems-theoretic analysis of power, Honneth
suggests that Foucault’s conception of the social as a domain of strategic
interaction is instructive for developing an intersubjective notion of power
that is lacking in Habermas’ account. Significantly, this originally enabled
Honneth to articulate a much broader notion of interaction and give much
greater credence to social domination. In this way, Honneth develops an
account of the social that perceptively analyzes a relational notion of power
at a micro-level, at the level of everyday interaction in the lifeworld. Domi-
nation and power can therefore potentially be conceived in broad terms, not
just at the level of systemic production, nor in terms of the colonization of the
lifeworld but in everyday interactions, thus avoiding the false opposition
between a norm-free domain of power and a power-free domain of communi-
cation that Honneth argues results from Habermas’ theoretical presupposi-
tions.18

However, at the conclusion to this early period of his work, Honneth
ultimately claims that neither Foucault nor Habermas is able to provide a
comprehensive action-theoretic account of the social nor the basis for a re-
flexive critique of power. Honneth’s response to the work of both theorists is
to attempt to develop an expanded notion of normative interaction that is
applicable to the coordination of action in all spheres of social life, including
the market and state bureaucracy. The consequence of Honneth’s own recon-
struction of a more broadly conceived theory of communicative action is that
he also attempts to redefine the analysis and critique of power, and to incor-
porate a notion of conflict and social struggle as central to the paradigm of
the social.

To accomplish the task of bringing together a notion of social struggle
with a normative theory of society, in The Struggle for Recognition (1995),
Honneth turns to Hegel’s early Jena philosophy of recognition, which for
him provides the means to reconstruct Foucault’s struggle-theoretic insights
in normative-theoretic terms. Through an intersubjectivistic reading of Heg-
el, and with recourse to intersubjective insights taken from Mead and Winni-
cott, Honneth develops a theory of recognition which is posited as the norma-
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tive ground for a model of critical social theory. The concept of recognition
is intended to provide a framework for analyzing social conditions of indi-
vidual self-realization and the development of social relations and institu-
tions. The normative foundation of recognition is grounded anthropological-
ly and conceptualized as an originary notion of undamaged intersubjectivity
which is understood to provide the fundamental preconditions for successful
subject-formation and the immanent development of ethical life.

In his more recent work, Reification (2008), Honneth has further aug-
mented the basic presuppositions drawn from Hegel with a range of philo-
sophical resources, and the concept of recognition has been reconstructed
into a dual category of both normative theory and ontology of primary affec-
tivity. Moreover, in a recent series of works centered on Hegel’s Philosophy
of Right, he has introduced a historical dimension into his account of recogni-
tion and developed a more comprehensive analysis of social institutions, as
well as a theory of democratic ethics and a notion of social freedom
grounded in relations of recognition.19 This extensive body of work has
maintained many of the early guiding impulses but it has also resulted in both
subtle forms of clarification and significant emendations.

Despite the advances in Honneth’s project, the argument developed in
this book is that important insights from Honneth’s earlier work on philo-
sophical anthropology, intersubjective theory, and the critique of power
have, nonetheless, been lost in developing his later theory of recognition. The
problem with Honneth’s theory of recognition is that the theory of intersub-
jectivity is circumscribed only within the normative terms of recognition, and
as a consequence he fails to pursue the more multi-dimensional theory of
sociality and interaction explored in his early work. Like Habermas before
him, Honneth therefore ends up separating power from both communicative
action and forms of recognition constitutive of the subject in the context of
intersubjective relations. He therefore provides an overly normativized ac-
count of intersubjectivity without fully considering the potential entangle-
ment of recognition and power in terms of both social institutions and sub-
ject-formation, and this weakens the critical purchase of his theory. In more
recent work, these problems have been further exacerbated by the shift to-
wards an ontology of primary affective attunement as the basis for the theory
of recognition and an apparent oscillation between different foundational
strategies for grounding the project of critique.

However, as this study seeks to demonstrate, insights for an alternative
theory of intersubjectivity that can account for both an adequate theory of
power and normative forms of subject-formation can be immanently recon-
structed from within Honneth’s writings. This book traces the development
of Honneth’s work from his earliest writings to his most recent work in order
to elucidate these insights and to trace their circumvention in his more ma-
ture project.
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In order to achieve this aim, the critical reconstruction provided here is
structured in terms of three main theoretical features in regard to Honneth’s
work: firstly, his reconstruction of the intersubjective paradigm; secondly,
the development of a philosophical-anthropological basis for critique; and,
thirdly, his attempt to provide a comprehensive framework for analyzing
relations of power and domination. These three interlocking themes mutually
inform one another, and the development of a critique of power can only be
understood in the context of the particular constellation of philosophical
anthropology and intersubjectivity operative in Honneth’s work.

The aim of this study, then, is to provide a reconstruction of the develop-
ment of these major conceptual elements in Honneth’s project in terms of the
interconnection between philosophical anthropology, intersubjectivity, and
the project of critique.20 The interpretation undertaken here proceeds by way
of an immanent reconstruction of Honneth’s own readings of the key theoret-
ical figures that inform his project, while also providing a counter-interpreta-
tion of each theorist to elucidate the tensions and possibilities that arise for
the project of a critical social theory. It is argued here that Honneth’s inter-
pretations of the work of Habermas, Marx, Foucault, Hegel, Mead, and Win-
nicott are central to his reconfiguration of the intersubjective paradigm and
for the development of ‘reflexive stages in a critical social theory.’21

Nonetheless, this reconstruction of Honneth’s work is not merely a genea-
logical study, even though it traces Honneth’s project from his earliest writ-
ings to his most recent work. Rather, this study provides a critical immanent
reconstruction that seeks to uncover the difficulties encountered by Honneth
in his attempt to bring together the elements of anthropology, normativity,
and critique. In the five parts that structure this book, Honneth’s interpreta-
tions of Habermas, Marx, Foucault, Hegel, Mead, and Winnicott are re-
traced in detail to elucidate the tensions that have arisen in his attempt to
develop a normative theory grounded on an anthropology of recognition. In
the final part, the consequences of Honneth’s particular analysis of power
will also be considered alongside the justificatory measures taken to ground
his project of critical theory.

This study, then, is not explicitly concerned with a detailed explication of
the theory of recognition nor does it discuss Honneth’s three-tiered social-
theoretical model of recognition or work on democratic institutions at length.
Rather, the book’s aim is to elucidate Honneth’s more general underlying
attempt to reconstruct the intersubjective paradigm and his anthropological
approach to grounding critical theory. The path this study traces through
Honneth’s work is therefore specifically focused on the early insights
Honneth brings to the elaboration of a broad-based theory of intersubjectivity
and critique of power, and the subsequent loss of these insights in his later
work with the move to a theory of recognition. This reconstruction is there-
fore not orientated primarily around Honneth’s most well-known work, The
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Struggle for Recognition, but argues instead that Honneth’s early works such
as Social Action and Human Nature and The Critique of Power are central to
an understanding of his project and contain important insights that are central
to a consideration of his later work.

This book therefore examines Honneth’s attempt to establish an anthropo-
logical ground for the critical theory of recognition, which is posited as the
fundamental intersubjective basis for successful subject-formation and nor-
mative forms of socialization. The problem with this theory of intersubjectiv-
ity is that forms of sociality and subject-formation are conceptualized only
within the normative terms of recognition, rather than as constituted by vari-
ous modalities of interaction, including power and strategic action. Honneth
therefore reduces power and domination merely to pathologies of recogni-
tion, and by so doing, confines the critique of power to the terms of unsuc-
cessful recognition. As a result, Honneth provides an overly circumscribed
account of sociality and subject-formation based on a one-dimensional theo-
ry of intersubjectivity, and this blunts the critical edge of his theory. Despite
the undoubted achievements of Honneth’s project, this study seeks to re-
examine Honneth’s contributions both to the intersubjective paradigm and to
the critique of power, and to return to his early insights as the basis for a
project of critical theory.



1

Honneth’s Reconstruction of Critical
Theory





Chapter One

The Intersubjective Grounds of
Critique

From Mutual Understanding to Mutual Recognition

For Honneth, the task of Critical Theory requires more than simply mounting
a critique of existing social conditions; notably, it must also carry the poten-
tial for immanently motivating social change. In the tradition of Left-Hege-
lian critique in which Honneth situates his own project, critical social theory
must therefore consist of two fundamental elements: both a pre-theoretical
resource or empirical foothold in social reality which reveals an emancipato-
ry instance or need, but also a quasi-transcendental dimension or mode of
context-transcending validity in order to provide a normative horizon from
which to critically assess forms of social organization.1 In other words, criti-
cal social theory requires a dialectical interplay between immanence and
transcendence which can enable critical diagnoses of existing social condi-
tions to be made.2

Honneth considers this dialectical method or form of ‘intramundane
transcendence’ to be the defining characteristic of critical social theory in the
Frankfurt School tradition, a methodological approach that Horkheimer out-
lined in his programmatic work of the 1930s.3 Horkheimer extends the Left-
Hegelian legacy by the particular way in which he aims to bring theory and
practice together, which locates an emancipatory interest within social reality
that is identifiable as the motivating factor for contesting social relations of
domination. Honneth argues, however, that Horkheimer was ultimately un-
able to meet the requirements of his own critical method. His work is so
severely limited by the Marxist philosophy of history within which it is
framed that he is left trying to identify an emancipatory interest in the dimen-

11
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sion of social labor, which is no longer empirically verifiable or anthropolog-
ically sustainable. As a result, Horkheimer is unable to realize the potential
of developing a notion of ‘cultural action,’ which would have alerted him to a
domain of social action in which the reproduction of society is understood
not to be the property of independent systemic processes, but is instead
“determined by the normative self-understanding of communicatively social-
ized subjects.”4

Honneth therefore argues that the project of social criticism undertaken
by the first generation of the Frankfurt School can no longer be defended in
its original form.5 In the end, Horkheimer and Adorno perpetuate a purely
functionalist analysis that provides a one-dimensional view of historical de-
velopment in terms of the ‘unfolding’ of a form of instrumental rationality
and a form of social action associated with the human domination over
nature—a form of domination that is also directed at the inner nature of
socialized subjects. Moreover, they develop a totalizing ‘logic of reification,’
one that becomes the explanatory factor in processes of socialization, social
labor, and relations of domination, which is extended beyond Lukács’ origi-
nal assessment of the abstraction that results from capitalist commodity ex-
change, into a civilizational analysis and an anthropological category. 6

Honneth’s concern is that Adorno and Horkheimer’s totalizing critique and
inability to identify a communicative form of social action creates a radical
disjuncture between the form of normative critique and social reality, such
that it perpetuates the view of a ‘totalizing ideology.’7 In other words, they
leave no possibility that any form of emancipatory interest or practice might
be identified within social reality due to the distorting effects of ‘cultural
manipulation’ and social domination that typifies the capitalist life form. 8

As a consequence, Critical Theory is left claiming a privileged critical
vantage-point and unwittingly divorces itself from any pre-theoretical experi-
ence according to which normative claims might be made. Honneth therefore
argues that the task for contemporary critical theorists is to maintain the
‘ideal’ form of immanent or reconstructive criticism that characterized the
original Frankfurt School approach, without taking on board their historical-
philosophical and sociological assumptions, which in Honneth’s view, risk
constructing a form of ‘elitist specialized knowledge.’9

In contrast, Habermas’ communicative transformation of Critical Theory
is not only able to locate a form of normativity immanent to linguistic inter-
subjectivity, and thus avoid the impasse reached by the first generation, but
he also famously identifies two dimensions of social action—labor and inter-
action—that characterize the historical development of the species in terms
of two different forms of integration and processes of rationalization, thereby
avoiding a totalizing analysis. Following Habermas’ communicative turn,
Honneth argues, that the task now confronting contemporary critical theorists
is determining which instances or experiences can be pre-theoretically locat-
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ed within social reality that also contain ‘system-bursting’ potential to com-
pel change within a given social context.10 For the critical theorist to avoid
claiming a privileged or paternalistic position, the emancipatory instance or
experience that compels social change must be identified within the existing
social order and must be of the same normativity or rationality that becomes
manifest in new forms of social organization.11 A pre-theoretical interest
must “be regarded as a moment of socially embodied reason insofar as it
possesses a surplus of rational norms or organizational principles that press
for their own realization.”12 In this sense, Honneth fundamentally endorses
Habermas’ intersubjective reorientation of Critical Theory and seeks to iden-
tify a pre-theoretical basis for critique in intersubjective recognition rela-
tions, which are understood to provide the normative ground from which
critical assessments of social life can be made.

With this in mind, Honneth attempts to develop a project of critical social
theory that shifts the emphasis of normativity onto what he terms the moral
grammar of social interaction, those broadly conceived communicative con-
ditions that relate to identity and autonomy in the context of a multiplicity of
everyday interactions and moral experiences. He therefore proceeds ontoge-
netically in an effort to uncover the normative intersubjective conditions
required for successful self-realization, seeking to emphasize both the inter-
subjective dependency of human subjects and the conflictual nature of social
interaction and subject-formation.

In this spirit, Honneth clarifies his project as an attempt to reconstitute
Habermas’ attempt to locate a source of inner-social transcendence in com-
municative action in more concrete terms, by making the Hegelian motif of a
‘struggle for recognition’ fruitful for social theory.13 As Honneth suggests,
the difficulty facing those who take up the inheritance of Critical Theory’s
Left-Hegelian tradition today is to try to find an instance in social reality that
time and again contains a normative surplus that presses beyond all given
forms of social organization. Honneth argues, the real challenge is to show
that such an empirical reference point is “not the result of contingent conflict
situations, but rather expresses the unmet demands of humanity at large…”
and that “…it designates a normative potential that reemerges in every new
social reality because it is so tightly fused to the structure of human inter-
ests.”14 For Honneth, a form of intramundane transcendence can be located
in feelings of misrecognition, of humiliation and disrespect, which conse-
quently, for him are regarded as the motivating factor for social change. 15

Honneth argues that there is a certain ambivalence evident in Habermas’
project, because it is not entirely clear whether the quasi-transcendental jus-
tification for critique “is to reside in the normative presuppositions of human
language or in social interaction.” For Honneth, “it makes considerable dif-
ference whether social interactions themselves bear normative expectations
or whether it is only through language that a normative element comes into
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communication.”16 Likewise, he suggests the same ambiguity seems preva-
lent when Habermas uses the concept of ‘recognition’ both for granting
social status and for supporting language-based validity claims, without ever
sufficiently distinguishing between the two.

In contrast, Honneth understands his own proposal as an attempt to dis-
solve such distinctions by proceeding ‘social-anthropologically’ from a core
of expectations of recognition that all subjects bring to social interaction—
hence dissolving the distinctions that Habermas’ appears to make. Therefore,
although both theories are intersubjective, Honneth suggests they proceed
along very different axes. Habermas reconstructs a version of speech-act
theory in the manner of a formal-pragmatics; in this way his conception is
fundamentally modeled on the pragmatic, universal conditions of mutual
understanding. In comparison, Honneth understands his own intersubjective-
theoretic project as situated in the formal analysis of the forms of human self-
relation and identity-formation. Thus, the fundamental differences between
their projects can be attributed to these two very different paradigms: one is
the analysis of speech and the other is a conception of subject-formation with
anthropological orientation.

These intuitions stem from Honneth’s very early studies with Hans Joas
on philosophical anthropology in Social Action and Human Nature. In this
work, and with particular reference to Mead and the tradition of German
philosophical anthropology, the anthropology of Marx, and members of the
Budapest School, Honneth begins to develop a broadly conceived ‘anthro-
pology of social action’ that is not confined to linguistic presuppositions. In
this context, Honneth and Joas argue that “Habermas is mistaken when he
too hastily identifies the fundamental structure of intersubjectivity with
speech,” and they seek to demonstrate the importance of embodied expres-
siveness and relationality prior to linguisticality.17

In his early work on philosophical anthropology, Honneth begins to think
through the peculiarities of the structure of human needs, compared to animal
instincts, and the consequences this might have for a specifically human
capacity for action communicatively construed. He therefore develops the
argument that sources of normativity are not restricted to linguisticality but
are first associated with “physical gestures or mimetic forms of expres-
sion.”18 Honneth’s early observations are central to his reconfiguration of the
intersubjective paradigm and, as will be discussed further below, they are
carried through to his later work where they are reconfigured into a notion of
the subject’s practical involvement or attunement with the world.

In his early work, Honneth clearly states the importance of understanding
the complexity of ontogenetic development and its irreducibility to phyloge-
netic processes, a commitment he maintains throughout his work. In contrast
to Habermas, Honneth proceeds ontogenetically in an attempt to avoid the
problems that Habermas’ theory encounters by fusing the levels of ontoge-
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netic and phylogenetic development together in an over-generalized and
over-stated account of moral development articulated in terms of rationaliza-
tion processes. This way of proceeding means that Habermas creates an
unbridgeable gap between the level of normativity and the pre-theoretical
resources in social life that give motivational authority to his account of
practical reason, and it is this set of problems that Honneth seeks to address
in his own reconstruction of the communicative paradigm.19

CRITIQUE OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

There are a number of difficulties with Habermas’ theory that Honneth’s
work attempts to counter and the contrast between their approaches is in-
structive. Of particular importance is that even in his early work, Habermas’
critical theory is based on the assumption that certain procedural rules are
always already presupposed by human discourse and that these rules can be
drawn on to validate moral principles, and thus normatively justify social
interaction. Thus, according to Habermas’ early formulation, a rational basis
for social life can only be achieved when social relations are organized
“according to the principle that the validity of every norm of political conse-
quence be made dependent on a consensus arrived at in communication free
from domination.”20 Habermas’ theory of discourse ethics therefore assumes
not only the particular capabilities of participants in discursive agreement but
the exclusion of all forms of coercion. For Habermas, rational consensus
presupposes an ideal speech situation as a kind of meta-norm, a situation that
assumes a kind of symmetry and reciprocity, requiring all participants to
adopt the standpoint of the ‘generalized other.’ In assuming the standpoint of
the generalized other, participants must abstract from the individuality and
concrete identity of themselves and the other. The moral self, in Habermasian
terms, then, appears to be a “disembedded and disembodied being” who must
leave behind his or her private and particular affiliations. 21 Through such a
principle Habermas suggests a rational consensus can be achieved in the
context of conflicting opinions and interests regardless of differing traditions,
cultural perspectives or individual life histories.

In Habermas’ view, differences in moral perspectives based on divergent
ways of life can be made to conform with the universalist normative presup-
positions of communicative rationality only if a distinction is maintained
between issues of justice and questions of the good life. Accordingly, for
Habermas, the consideration of particular identities and ways of life within
moral argumentation is misguided; the freedom and equality of moral sub-
jects only refers to common universal characteristics regardless of individual
needs and identities. Moral judgments, then, are concerned only with right or
just action, not with substantive values of the good. Norms are, therefore,
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considered to be obligatory for all persons universally and equally, whereas
values refer to shared preferences or goods that have a teleological orienta-
tion. In Habermas’ view discourses pertaining to values and goods are entan-
gled with an individual’s or group’s identity, and relate to values informing a
sense of self. They relate to the questions: “Who am I/we, and who do I/we
want to be?” In comparison, moral discourses are concerned with the ques-
tion: “How should I/we act?” and relate to problems of what behavior can be
deemed legitimate between individuals, or what norms can be considered
rationally binding.22 Habermas concludes that moral-practical dilemmas can
be resolved on the basis of a universal sense of communicative reason,
whereas questions relating to ethical identities can only be considered in
terms of the ethical values within a particular form of life.

The consequences of Habermas’ proceduralism, however, are significant.
Conceived as formal pragmatics, his theory of practical reason ends up con-
tributing to the very problems of ethical dislocation and meaninglessness it
aims to diagnose and rectify, by emptying the category of moral reason and
thereby relinquishing the very processes of intersubjective recognition it
originally intended to salvage.23 Habermas’ strict separation between ques-
tions of justice and the good life leaves us with the unenviable possibility, as
he himself once admitted, “that one day an emancipated human race could
encounter itself within an expanded space of discursive formation of will and
yet be robbed of the light in which it is capable of interpreting its life as
something good … right at the moment of overcoming age old repressions it
would harbor no violence, but it would have no content either.”24

It is precisely this claim to universalizability and the abstraction from
concrete life forms that Honneth problematizes. Furthermore, Honneth ques-
tions whether Habermas neglects to consider the relation of his own theory to
a particular version of the good life. The attempt to define the moral domain
in terms of justice alone and the prioritization of this domain over questions
of ethical identity tends to suggest the unacknowledged privileging and inter-
nalization of certain primary goods, thereby securing in advance the neces-
sity of these values as internal sources of moral motivation. 25

In contrast to Habermas, Honneth argues that such an inarticulation about
moral sources prevents us from explaining the willingness of individuals to
adopt the goals of moral discourse to begin with. Rather we need to under-
stand that both moral norms and ethical identities are set within an evaluative
framework that alone determines the point of such moral norms and goods.
Hence, Honneth suggests we need to acknowledge that the moral-practical
domain is always set firmly within the ethical. This amounts to the theoreti-
cal suggestion that the existence and expansion of morality is dependent
upon the struggles through which subjects bring about the recognition of
their gradually developing claims to identity. The foundation of a moral-
practical critique, then, is to be found in the normative claims that are struc-
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turally inherent in everyday relations of mutual recognition rather than, as
Habermas suggests, limited to the structures of symmetry and reciprocity
inherent in language.

Honneth therefore argues that normative claims are experienced and artic-
ulated by people in everyday life as disturbances that may, or may not, make
mutual recognition possible. These disturbances throw into relief, at the most
basic level, the processes through which recognition is, or is not, achieved
prior to the articulation of moral norms. Honneth argues that these are pro-
cesses and conditions that individuals must feel are safeguarded even before
they can attain the competency considered necessary by a theory of discourse
ethics. By theorizing these conditions, Honneth wants to account for the
psychological, affective, and bodily relations of recognition as modes of
‘recognitive-communication,’ as well as the contexts of human vulnerability
and suffering and their consequences for identity formation. He is particular-
ly interested in the potentially ‘ethically’ rational character of norms and
values that are embodied in the basic attitudes and ways of life of members
of a community. In this sense, his is a motivational theory of practical rea-
soning—motivational in the sense that these processes must be felt as dis-
turbed in the first place in order that moral-practical claims can be made.

In Honneth’s view, the Habermasian form of moral reasoning, as the
impartial application of general principles, describes only a restricted field of
moral life concerned with public institutional forms of morality, but which,
according to Honneth, ignores everyday motivational contexts.26 The univer-
salist principle of Habermas’ discourse ethics demands from interaction part-
ners a willingness and refined ability to enable consideration of normative
questions from a generalized standpoint while leaving aside their concrete
relations with others in everyday experience. Even if individuals could ac-
quire the competency needed to engage in discursive will-formation, a dilem-
ma can be detected here. Situations requiring discursive argumentation tend
to arise when, through conflict and crisis, social and political agents chal-
lenge an established background consensus from a particular point of view or
experience of domination. Claims that address dilemmas in social life arise
not at the abstract level of universalization but at the concrete level of con-
flict and resolution. Discourses therefore arise when the intersubjectivity of
ethical life is endangered or disputed, yet Habermas assumes the ongoing
validity of a reconciled intersubjectivity at the deepest level of his theory. 27

The reason for this apparent contradiction, according to Honneth, can be
attributed to Habermas’ separation of labor and interaction, and his partial
incorporation of systems theory, which results in the distinction between
lifeworld and system and corresponding forms of integration and rationaliza-
tion. The problem with this analysis is that it permanently decouples certain
forms of action from any kind of normative integration. The consequence is
that forms of (inter)action such as those associated with work and the market,
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are exempt from the expectation of being normatively guided or integrated,
and are associated only with purposive-rational action. For Honneth, the
distinction between system and lifeworld and associated forms of action and
integration results in the problematic conceptual division between norm-free
domains of labor, the market and the state, and a power-free sphere of com-
munication. Although Honneth’s main concern is to argue for a theory that
can account for the normative values underpinning all spheres of action, just
as importantly his critique of Habermas points to an inadequate and one-
dimensional theory of power—one that divorces power from intersubjective
socialization and communication, and narrows the critique of power largely
to an analysis of systemic processes.

The advantage of Habermas’ move is that a discourse-theoretical project
can be used as the basis for critiquing the colonization of the lifeworld by
bureaucracies and markets. However, the problem with this perspective ac-
cording to Honneth is that all “occurrences and phenomena that appear as
‘pathological’ in social reality are thereby interpreted as consequences of an
increase in organizational rationality or the autonomization of attitudes con-
nected with the domination of nature.”28 From this perspective, in Honneth’s
opinion, Habermas also follows too closely the tradition of the Frankfurt
School by defining the apparent ‘health’ or ‘sickness’ of a society in terms of
the predominance of instrumental rationality and a notion of domination
associated with the instrumental appropriation of nature. For Honneth, one of
the unfortunate legacies of Left-Hegelianism is that such a model of social
critique is characterized by the way in which social pathologies are consis-
tently measured only according to the yardstick of rationality. The problem
with this perspective, suggests Honneth, is that pathologies that do not per-
tain to the cognitive dimensions of human beings cannot come to light at all,
thereby resulting in a one-dimensional philosophical anthropology and corre-
spondingly a narrow basis for critique.29

As Bernstein has also suggested, part of the problem with Habermas’
move to separate communicative from instrumental reason, labor from inter-
action, is that it results in a purification of the ideals governing communica-
tive action. Habermas thinks he is compelled to maintain a dualism between
types of action because he is concerned to ensure that such ideals are not
“implicated in what they mean to resist, that a clean categorical separation
between the progressive and regressive forces of modernity [can] be
drawn.”30 Moreover, Habermas assumes that it is only the very ideality of
communicative norms that gives them rational authority. However, like
Honneth, Bernstein questions whether the meaning of such ideals can be
separated from their use and their role in everyday practice in the permanent
manner in which Habermas suggests. The way in which Habermas conceptu-
alizes such ideals, suggests Bernstein, robs them of the material and temporal
conditions of meaning. Consequently, the ‘purification’ of the material and
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temporal core of communicative ideals begs the question of whether they
maintain a foothold in social reality. Bernstein questions, however, whether
the purification of the norms of interaction proposed by Habermas can ever
have motivational force. The crucial point he makes is that “what makes a
norm practical rather than theoretical is that its authority is intrinsically
motivating…”31 If this is correct, the result of Habermas’ purifying gesture is
that communicative norms are in fact theoretical, not practical, and this de-
feats the very project of practical reason that he sets out to renew.

The proceduralism of Habermas’ discourse theory and his overly cogni-
tive account of the normative implications of linguistic action therefore
means it is difficult to theorize how the initial feelings of injury that motivate
moral claims are converted into claims in the first place. What we are left
with, in Habermas’ account, is simply the abstract claim of rightness. But for
Honneth this is not enough “because, in general subjects experience injury to
what we can describe as the ‘moral point of view’ not in terms of a deviation
from intuitively mastered rules of speech, but rather as violence to identity
claims acquired through processes of socialization.”32 Honneth suggests that
an alternative way of renewing Critical Theory today therefore requires a
reconceptualization of the pathologization of social life in terms of a theory
of ‘damaged recognition.’ Thus, the normative criterion must shift to the
intersubjective presuppositions of human identity development, rather than
the intersubjective presuppositions of language.

As the following chapter demonstrates, Honneth’s critique of Habermas’
strict separation between instrumental and communicative action, system and
lifeworld, is also reflected in his attempt to reintegrate a notion of labor back
into the communicative paradigm and to give greater credence to the moral
dimension of alienation in critical theory. Moreover, not only does Honneth’s
critique of the separation of labor and interaction seek to address the question
of normativity underlying all social spheres but it also simultaneously begs
the question of the need for an alternative analysis of conflict and power.





Chapter Two

Reading Marx after Habermas
Reintegrating Labor into a Communicative Theory of

Society

From the outset, Honneth has been convinced that a reorientation of the
intersubjective paradigm to a theory of recognition requires that the category
of labor be re-integrated into the theory of communicative action rather than
understood merely as a form of instrumental action. In this sense, Honneth’s
early interpretation of Marx and his attempt to develop a recognition-theoret-
ic account of labor is crucial for his development of a theory of communica-
tive action applicable to all spheres of life. Honneth’s re-articulation of the
moral dimensions of alienation and class struggle are central to his early
reorientation of Critical Theory, and represent some of the defining features
of his project to reconstruct the communicative paradigm as a theory of
recognition.

Despite his repeated criticisms of the paradigm of production and the
functionalist interpretation characteristic of Marx’s later economic writings,
Honneth finds in the anthropological writings of the early Marx the basis for
an intersubjective account of the moral dimensions of labor and alienation.
Honneth’s reading of Marx appears to have been formative for the early
articulation of an action-theoretic notion of personality-formation or self-
realization that has become central to his reconstruction of the communica-
tive paradigm. Importantly, though, Honneth’s move does not represent a
return to the paradigm of labor but rather an interpretation of Marx that is
filtered through the intersubjective turn in Critical Theory undertaken by
Habermas.

Although critical of Marx’s reduction of the concept of work to economic
categories, Honneth suggests that the emancipation-theoretic aspect infused
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into the economic meaning of labor still has relevance for critical social
theory, albeit in a reconceptualized form. In his interpretation, Honneth high-
lights the more ‘Hegelian’ aspects of Marx, drawing out the central thematics
of the externalization model of labor as critical to identity-development and
alienation understood as damaged relations of recognition. Guided by ex-
pressivist motifs derived from Hegel and the romantic tradition, labor is thus
interpreted by Marx as a process of externalizing human abilities as a process
of self-development (Bildung). The central point here is that, for Marx, labor
is understood not only as a factor of production but simultaneously as an
expressive event.1

Honneth argues that with this conceptual combination of labor understood
both as productive output as well as the externalization of an individual’s
abilities, Marx was able to frame his critique of capitalism as a whole on the
expressivist concept of labor. Honneth argues that throughout both his early
and late work, Marx therefore develops a critique of capitalism as a socio-
economic formation that structurally prevents the self-identification of labor-
ing subjects in their own products, and also the possibility of self-realiza-
tion.2 This amounts to the proposal that identity-formation can only be satis-
factorily achieved if the individual can experience the accomplishments of
his or her own labor. Marx therefore presupposes that the basic ‘dignity’ and
‘respect’ essential to every human being is fundamentally dependent on the
freedom to give expression to his or her abilities and accomplishments.3

Honneth argues that this conception of an ‘aesthetics of production’ thereby
serves as the normative framework underpinning Marx’s diagnosis of aliena-
tion and reification.4

For Honneth, alienated labor is then explicitly defined in terms of the life
activity of the individual, rather than in terms of the social system, as typified
by the later work. Correspondingly, the abolition of alienation is therefore
understood as the creation of social conditions which make it possible to
measure the general level of social development on the basis of the develop-
ment and flourishing of single individuals.5 In this sense, as Markus has
identified, despite the logic of Marx’s argument which conceptualizes aliena-
tion as an objective-structural characteristic of a historical situation, the con-
ception of alienation understood in terms of the individual’s relation-to-self
leads to the explicit formulation in subjective, experiential, psychological
terms, that is, as feelings of estrangement and suffering.6

In relating a theory of alienation to a philosophical anthropology in the
manner of the early writings, this specific element of Marx’s phenomeno-
anthropology finds its way into Honneth’s work, and in like manner, he also
orients his analysis on the development of working subjects, avoiding a
systems-theoretical analysis. In his later work, however, Honneth’s version
of maintaining the vital connection between an expressivist anthropology and
a theory of alienation is reconstructed by means of a theory of recognition,
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which is also reconceptualized in terms of three different types of recogni-
tion-relations. In this way, Honneth productively brings the anthropological
subject-forming elements of the early Marx together with the theory of com-
municative action articulated by Habermas. Honneth’s particular reconstruc-
tion of Marx’s anthropology, then, becomes a thoroughly intersubjectivized
one, and social-theoretically is one concerned with social-democratic re-
forms. As a consequence, in Honneth’s later work he has argued that the
importance of rendering the labor process accessible to moral categories
stems from the fundamental connection between work and self-esteem. Sig-
nificantly, with this reformulation, the expressivist features are dropped from
Honneth’s later conception of labor, and the moral content becomes oriented
around the way in which the labor process is organized in ways that permit
the generation and sustaining of a form of self-esteem in the context of
recognition relations.

Honneth’s recognition-theoretic reconceptualization of the externaliza-
tion model of work suggests that it is no longer the subject-object relation
that is critical for self-realization, rather it is the subject-revealing capacities
that work enables, the abilities that are recognized in the context of relations
with others. Honneth takes as his central reference point Marx’s notion that
“the relationship of man to himself becomes objective and real for him only
through his relationship to other men.”7 ‘Externalization’ is, then, not con-
ceived as the externalizing of one’s capabilities in ‘object’-like fashion, as an
objectification that is contemplated in a purely detached, instrumental, or
disinterested manner. Rather, Honneth’s intersubjective-theoretic reformula-
tion of Marx’s notion suggests that the expression of one’s accomplishments
as an act of ‘externalization’ be conceived as an act of mutual recognition,
whereby an individual’s capacities are recognized externally by other sub-
jects. In this way, Honneth conceives of alienation as a social relation of
damaged recognition. His aim is to make social suffering and individual pain
caused by capitalist modernization accessible to theoretical reflection by way
of the normative presupposition of undistorted and successful socialization.8

Honneth therefore suggests that the category of labor must be reconceptual-
ized to account for the potential for mutually revealing subjectivity in the
context of intersubjective work relations.

Honneth therefore opens up the category of labor to the communicative
paradigm in a way not possible within the parameters of Habermas’ theory.
By internally differentiating the concept of instrumental action, Honneth is
able to remain alert to the dimension of moral conflict in social relations and
experiences of alienation in the context of concrete conditions of labor. In
this way, Honneth reconstructs Marx’s materialist phenomenology along the
lines of a ‘phenomenology of social suffering,’ the moral knowledge which
is gained from experiences and ‘feelings of estrangement and powerless-
ness.’9 Honneth’s recognitive-reconstruction of Marx’s paradigm of labor,
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read through the lens of Habermas’ theory of communicative action, is then
able to provide a social diagnostic of individual pain and social suffering in
the context of concrete work relations.

Honneth’s critique of Habermas is based on the concern that no form of
social suffering or moral experience should be a priori excluded from the
possibility of critique. Habermas’ conception of communicative action,
based as it is on the categorical separation of labor and interaction, has
emptied the category of work from any emancipatory potential and dimin-
ishes it as a form of human activity with any normative significance. Howev-
er, Honneth argues, that a ‘communicative turn’ does not have to mean
throwing out the possibility of a critical concept of work with the ‘bathwater’
of the paradigm of production. Rather, Honneth attempts to reconstruct the
anthropological basis upon which all forms of social action can be subject to
critical activity, rather than confining ‘practical-critical activity’ to the life-
world alone. Honneth also wants to reconstruct a “thematically richer con-
cept of work”;10 one that can contribute a solution to the problem of its
overburdening in Marx’s project, yet still account for its emancipatory poten-
tial in terms of freedom as individual human flourishing in the context of
intersubjective relations. For Honneth, a critical concept of work must be
able to differentiate between alienated and non-alienated forms of work,
something that Habermas’ critical project relinquishes by associating work
with instrumental action.11 This association forecloses the critique of signifi-
cant forms of domination, operating on the assumption that the project of
emancipation from domination associated with the forces of production has
somehow already been achieved.12

Honneth’s aim is to reconstruct the expressivist elements that characterize
the early work of Marx as a critical model of self-realization (Bildung), and
particularly to develop the materialist-anthropological premises evident in
Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts as the basis for normative critique.13 He suggests
that Habermas erroneously follows the Marx of the later economic writings
by equating work with instrumental action in a totalizing and abstract man-
ner. Honneth’s argument is that the activity of working on an object, or the
manipulation of nature, does not automatically have to be associated with
domination or instrumental action but can potentially be an activity formative
for self-realization. In this sense, Marx spoke of a ‘social appropriation’ of
nature and conceptualized the appropriation of ‘humanized objects’ as one of
the main dimensions of socialization through which the individual transforms
personal needs and abilities into social wants and accomplishments indica-
tive of the particular social context in which he or she is located. 14

In this regard, Honneth’s reading of Marx, particularly in his early work,
outlines an alternative interpretation from the one pursued by Habermas.15

Honneth argues that despite the undoubted achievements of the ‘intersubjec-
tive turn’ initiated by Habermas, the manner in which he has reconceptual-
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ized ‘practical-critical activity’ around processes of mutual understanding
has meant the disappearance of the normative criteria for diagnosing the
conflict potential still available in social labor.16 Influenced substantially by
the debates surrounding the technocracy thesis, Habermas takes so seriously
the danger represented by the encroachment of technological rationalization
and organization onto the social lifeworld that he concentrates his reconstruc-
tion of historical materialism on the basis of a fundamental distinction be-
tween instrumental and communicative action.17

However, as Honneth notes, the basis on which Habermas first articulates
this distinction is important. Habermas first makes this distinction in devel-
oping his critique of positivism, before he employs it in his critique of Marx,
where the distinction between ‘instrumental’ and ‘communicative’ action
becomes central to differentiating the humanities and social sciences from
the positivistic sciences. There he argues that, far from being an interest-free
form of knowledge, positivism is falsely universalizing and anchored pre-
scientifically in the act of dominating nature. The unfortunate conclusion of
this epistemological distinction is that Habermas levels all knowledge di-
rected towards the process of working on nature to instrumental action. It is
also within this context that Habermas identifies and differentiates the hu-
manities and social sciences as forms of knowledge with practical and eman-
cipatory interests, pre-scientific interests that he argues are immanent to
intersubjective understanding based on the presuppositions of language
use.18

On these epistemological grounds Habermas begins to construct a theory
of action, drawing from both linguistic philosophy and on concepts of action
provided by the work of Gehlen and Mead. Consequently, Habermas models
a theory of action on the ‘reconstruction of communicative speech acts’
whereby the basis for normative critique is constituted on the moral premise
of mutual understanding, and this also becomes the defining feature of his
social theory.19 In this way, for Habermas, social acts oriented to mutual
understanding become the primary form of social praxis. The notion of com-
municative action understood in terms of modes of reaching mutual under-
standing is, however, also reliant on the idea that such processes occur free
from domination. Habermas, therefore, makes a formal separation between
the technical rationality associated with the activity of working on nature,
and the moral-practical rationality associated with communicative acts. 20

The concept of communicative action, therefore, becomes not only the cen-
tral notion that describes cultural integration and social reproduction, but also
the measure against which social emancipation is now evaluated. In other
words, the concept of communicative action bears the conceptual load in a
manner not unlike the category of labor in Marx.

Habermas inherits Lukács’ reading of Marx in relation to his employment
of the notion of reification and he dismisses the relevance of the concept of
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alienation on the basis of his attempt to distance himself from the economic
reading of historical materialism through a systematic attack on the theory of
value articulated in Marx’s later economic writings.21 This is a reading that
also indicates a major point of difference between Habermas and Honneth in
terms of their interpretations of the Marxian notion of alienation. Honneth’s
own line of critique has been articulated throughout his work with remark-
able continuity. In his more recent Tanner Lectures, Honneth directly criti-
cizes Habermas’ conflation of the notions ‘alienation’ and ‘objectification’
which, he argues, is a result of the adoption of Lukács’ concept of ‘reifica-
tion.’22

Honneth suggests that this is a highly unfortunate conceptual strategy
which leads to a problematic conception of social processes of development.
By accepting Lukács’ totalizing conception of ‘reification,’ Habermas is
compelled to make a differentiation between spheres that require what
Honneth refers to as a ‘recognitional stance’ and those in which a more
functional objectifying stance is predominant. Habermas maintains this type
of functionalist explanation in The Theory of Communicative Action,
Honneth argues, “in attempting to conceive ‘reification’ as precisely the
process through which strategic, ‘contemplative’ (beobachtende) modes of
behavior penetrate into social spheres in which communicative orientations
are ‘functionally necessary.’”23 Furthermore, this functionalist explanation is
inadequate because the “question concerning the point at which objectifying
attitudes unfold their reifying effects cannot be answered by speaking of
functional requirements in an apparently non-normative way.”24 The func-
tionalist distinctions Habermas makes between spheres differentiated accord-
ing to either communicative or reifying attitudes is not empirically plausible
and consequently cannot possibly bear the ‘normative burden of proof’ in the
manner Habermas suggests.

In comparison, in his recent recognition-theoretic reconstruction of reifi-
cation, Honneth suggests it is possible to detect the fragments of an alterna-
tive theory of intersubjectivity within History and Class Consciousness that
belies the ontological conception and broadens it beyond Lukács’ predomi-
nant focus on the phenomena described by Marx as ‘commodity fetishism.’
In this context, reification is not comprehended as a category mistake nor a
form of moral misconduct but as a distorted form of praxis that is structurally
false. In an analysis that posits recognition as a primordial form of social
interaction, Honneth argues that recognition should therefore be understood
as the antecedent condition of reification, not its polar opposite. With this
phenomeno-recognitive reconstruction of reification, Honneth once again re-
turns to the problematic of the moral dimension of alienation first articulated
in his interpretation of Marx. Despite Lukács’ totalizing concept of reifica-
tion, Honneth suggests it is possible to identify underlying strains that point
to a normative theory of interaction as the ideal against which reifying forms
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of agency are judged. In this way, Honneth attempts to reconstruct recogni-
tion as a particular affective disposition to, or mode-of-being in the world,
that is not sufficiently captured by Habermas’ formulation of communicative
or rational stances. For Honneth, the human relationship to the self and the
world is primarily structured by an affirmative attitude which is prior to all
other attitudes including cognitive, detached, or contemplative ones. In other
words, positive acknowledgement or recognition precedes cognition.25

Honneth argues that having relinquished a notion of alienation, Habermas
has given up this means of critiquing the increasing instrumentalization and
fragmentation of labor activity itself. He therefore does not have the means to
articulate ways of structuring and managing labor activity in ways that pro-
mote autonomy or render work meaningful.26 As a consequence of rejecting
both the social-diagnostic notion of alienation and the model of work as
externalization, Honneth argues that Habermas therefore also neglects to
consider the implications of instrumental action understood as a type of
activity which may be independently controlled and organized, and may be
more or less autonomous and self-managed. The problem is that Habermas
only judges the moral content of interpersonal activities according to the
degree to which they conform to the ideal of an uncoerced act of mutual
understanding but neglects to consider the ways in which forms of work
might be measured according to whether they are more or less alienating. 27

In this sense, Habermas relinquishes the basis for conceptualizing work as a
self-directed activity free from domination.28

Therefore, despite the important gains for the theory of emancipation
established by Habermas’ theory of communicative action, Honneth suggests
there has been an equivalent loss in terms of the importance of the category
of labor. Labor becomes associated not only with a separate form of rational-
ization and sphere of action associated with the forces of production, but
through its equation with instrumental action becomes the form of action
against which emancipation understood in communicative terms is norma-
tively distinguished.

As importantly for Honneth, though, this critique of communicative ac-
tion also opens onto the dynamics of social conflict. In The Critique of
Power, Honneth extends his critique of Habermas in relation to the notions of
work and instrumental action and argues for a reconfiguration of the commu-
nicative paradigm through the reintegration of a notion of class struggle as
the explanatory theory for social change. He suggests that the resources for
this alternative approach were available in Habermas’ own early work, and
might have enabled him to develop a theory of social development under-
stood not as a dual process of social rationalization but as a moral dialectic of
class struggle.
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CONFLICT AND POWER AS MODALITIES OF COMMUNICATIVE
ACTION

In an effort to develop a concept of the social that can not only account for
the normative potential in all forms of social action but can also more ade-
quately comprehend structures of domination and power, Honneth maintains
that Habermas’ approach must be broadened to account for the communica-
tive and conflictual relations that take place through the medium of social
struggle.29 Honneth suggests it is possible to reconstruct two competing
models of society and social evolution that operate and develop at different
points in Habermas’ work. The first model relies upon a bifurcated account
of the history of the species that separates technical-rational action from
communicative action, and therefore separates processes of mutual under-
standing from systemic reproduction and structures of domination. In com-
parison, the second model, which Honneth clearly advocates as the more
robust for a critique of power, is able to take account of domination more
broadly conceived in regard to individual socialization and social integration,
and not merely one understood as a product of systemic processes. This
alternative model would, however, have required Habermas to develop a
reconstruction of the philosophy of history that owes its interpretation to the
reading of Marx outlined in Knowledge and Human Interests, rather than the
theory of rationalization processes developed in his response to debates sur-
rounding the technocracy thesis.30

In Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas identifies not only a me-
chanical model of history in Marx’s work, but also an alternative model that
indicates a self-reflexive and self-constitutive historical process that proceeds
from the dynamic of class struggle.31 In his early work on Marx, Habermas
argues that while the constitution of the species through labor takes form as a
linear process of development, the struggle of social classes takes a dialogi-
cal form, understood as a “process of oppression and self-emancipation.”32

The movement of class antagonism is central to Marx’s understanding of the
transformation of the institutional framework of society and, therefore, the
“results of class struggle are always sedimented in the institutional frame-
work of a society, in social form.”33

However, beyond this moment in his work, Honneth argues that Haber-
mas does not himself think through all the sociological conclusions that can
be derived from his interpretation of Marx.34 As Honneth elaborates, if Ha-
bermas had followed his own communicative-theoretic insights, it would
have been possible not only to develop a conceptualization that conceives of
the basic conflict that propels social development as intrinsic to communica-
tive action itself, but might also have provided an alternative theory of soci-
ety. If Habermas had followed through the insights of his own early work, he
might also have avoided the dualism of the systems-theoretic notion he later
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adopts. Rather than a conception of society separated into purposive-rational
and communicative spheres, Habermas’ early work therefore suggests an
interpretation of society separated into social classes or groups.35

Moreover, if Habermas had given more credence in his interpretation of
Marx to the struggle between labor and capital as a form of moral conflict, he
might have avoided the notion of a systemic or supra-individual evolutionary
mechanism and the problematic notion of a unified species-subject that arises
in his work. Instead, Honneth argues, he might have successfully taken into
account the role of social groups or collective actors to explain the mode by
which social learning processes are attained in communicative action. In this
manner, Habermas’ communication-theoretic approach could have been re-
conceptualized to conceive of social learning processes not in a teleological
fashion, but dialectically, as the result of the struggles between social groups
in relation to the form and mode of development of social institutions, in-
cluding the organizational form of purposive-rational action.36 Understood in
this way, Honneth argues that the history of the species can then be under-
stood as a basic conflict that “dwells within the process of communicative
action itself, as an opposition of social classes brought forth by social domi-
nation” rather than as an external conflictual dynamic between two separate
processes.37

Honneth argues that this model provides for a much more broadly con-
ceived action-theoretic analysis, in which the interaction between social
groups, whether conflictual or consensual, becomes the framework that “reg-
ulates the institutional organization of all social domains of tasks.” There-
fore, with this social-theoretical formulation, Honneth suggests it is no longer
feasible to maintain the idea of a separate ‘subsystem of purposive rational
action.’ Rather, even the organization of ‘purposive-rational activity’ can be
understood to be “co-determined by moral-practical viewpoints that must be
conceived as results of communicative action.”38

Furthermore, the reading of Marx in Knowledge and Human Interests
might have enabled Habermas to identify the central disturbance to social
development generally as “the asymmetrical distribution of the exercise of
power,” whereby the members of a society are understood to be unequally
affected by structures of domination and the ‘burdens’ of social labor, rather
than the autonomization of technocratic rationality.39 Consequently, neither
the organization of social labor nor the establishment of social norms can be
adequately explained as the result of an agreement reached through a peace-
ful process of intersubjective understanding.

In Honneth’s reformulation, communicative action is conceived as a con-
flictual process that takes place between oppressed classes over the interpre-
tation and institutionalization of social norms.40 Moreover, Honneth’s recon-
struction suggests that the paradigm of the social can no longer be based on
agreement or understanding; rather the paradigm of the social is constituted
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by social struggle.41 Such a conceptual expansion of action theory, however,
is not intended to conceive of collective actors as ‘macro-subjects’ or ‘supra-
individual unities’ as the bearers of social development, as Habermas’ early
conception would seem to suggest. The struggle for recognition Honneth
conceives does not take place between two classes understood as macro-
subjects, but should be viewed as taking place between “social groups whose
collective identity is always fragile.”42 Moreover, these identities are con-
stantly open to change as individuals identify with different aspects in dy-
namic and ongoing processes of socialization. This alternative theory of so-
cial action therefore requires a shift from a conception that primarily views
individuals as the bearers of communicative action to one that gives a far
greater role to social groups as collective actors.

For Honneth, ‘social struggle’ does not just assume the form of strategic
action, nor does he mean to suggest that ‘social struggle’ is a basic phenome-
non of all social relationships, as in the work of Foucault. Rather, his claim is
that conflict occurs as a contestation over the legitimacy of existing institu-
tionalized norms and the interpretation and introduction of new ones.43

Marx’s notion of social struggle is therefore read through a Habermasian lens
as “a distorted form of intersubjective understanding.” In other words, in the
context of structures of domination and inequality resulting from the social
division of labor, communicative action can only ever be limited and cannot
claim to achieve a moral consensus free from ideological constraints. 44

The reorientation to a conceptual model based on social struggle also
suggests that the development of the human species can no longer be under-
stood as a unilinear and uniform advance in moral learning, but rather, by
conceiving processes of will-formation in terms of the struggle between so-
cial groups over the validity of social norms, Honneth is advocating an
alternative dialectical model of moral learning processes. As Honneth ex-
plains, the ability to account for the conflictual aspects of communicative
action opens up an entirely new understanding of the formation and institu-
tionalization of social norms: we are now ‘compelled to conceive the modifi-
cation of institutional frameworks,’ that Habermas characterizes as ‘commu-
nicative rationalization’ simultaneously as a process of both ‘repression and
liberation.’45

Several important implications for critical social theory result from this
modification to the conception of communicative rationalization that are sig-
nificant for a reconstruction of Honneth’s work. As evident in the above
quote, Honneth reconceptualizes processes of communicative rationalization
‘co-terminously’ as a process of both ‘liberation’ and ‘repression.’ In this
sense, instead of adopting Habermas’ bifurcated account of rationalization,
Honneth is advocating an internally differentiated notion of communicative
rationalization in which both positive and negative aspects of rationalization
are co-implicated.46
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This is an originary moment in Honneth’s reconceptualization of Haber-
mas’ notion of communicative rationality, suggesting not only that all areas
of social life are organized by communicative norms, but also that a notion of
communicative rationality does not rely on an idealized version of social
evolution in which moral progress is separated out from technological
progress. Furthermore, such a conception not only signals a departure from
Habermas’ view of rationalization processes, but gestures towards an ac-
count that is more evocative of Adorno’s work. That is, that there is a duality
within reason in which both the achievements and deformations of modernity
are attached to the movement of history, that both progressive and regressive
forces are co-implicated in the same process of rationalization. 47

The question is: does Honneth himself retain this central insight in the
later development of his theory of recognition? In other words, does Honneth
transform these early communicative-theoretic insights into an account of
recognitive reason that accounts for both positive and negative, emancipatory
and repressive, recognitive and misrecognitive processes, as internal to one
and the same process of development? Or, does his later attempt to outline
the formal conditions of recognition undermine the sensitivity he initially
gives to the co-implication of action types, of the interplay of recognition and
power?48

It is possible to see in Honneth’s early work how a recognitive-communi-
cative theory based on the notion of social struggle already begins to take
shape at both ontogenetic and phylogenetic levels: at the level of ontogene-
sis, Honneth begins to conceptualize a theory of subject-formation through
recognitive relations with reference to the early Marx, in which one’s self-
accomplishment through labor is a central component; at the level of phylo-
genesis, struggle is conceptualized as the central dynamic of social change
and development that gestures towards a dialectical notion of moral learning
processes (although at this stage only vaguely conceived). In this sense,
Honneth’s theory of modernity, which is central to his reconstruction of
Habermas’ communicative paradigm, begins to be conceptualized in terms of
the expansion of recognitive relations based upon the increase of possibilities
for freedom experienced as mutually recognitive flourishing.

In this respect, while giving far greater credence to conflictual elements,
Honneth follows Habermas in terms of emphasizing the positive accomplish-
ments of modernity. His historical reconstruction in terms of a dialectic of
moral learning processes is understood as the expansion of the potential for
the human capacity for freedom as self-realization in the context of recogni-
tive relations, an account of moral learning that is also able to address experi-
ences of fragmentation and alienation through labor. Honneth’s understand-
ing of modernity as the enlargement of recognitive-relational capacities,
therefore, provides him with the framework against which the achievements
and pathologies of modernity can be assessed.
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Honneth’s alternative reconstruction of Habermas’ early work offers a
much richer action-theoretic approach to critical theory that not only ac-
counts for structures of domination at the level of systems, but also gestures
toward an intersubjective-theoretic notion of power. As a result of his bi-
level concept of society, Habermas offers a time-diagnosis that accounts for
social pathologies only at a systemic level, those caused by what he terms the
‘colonization of the lifeworld.’ The advantage of Honneth’s critique and
alternative account of the social is that he is able to take consideration of
social pathologies that cut across the division Habermas makes, those that
occur within the social framework more generally. In articulating a basis for
critique, Honneth is therefore able to account for relations of power and
conflictual forms of interaction that potentially give far greater theoretical
credence to the broad spectrum of experiences of domination.

However, despite the critical potential of Honneth’s insights, a potential
ambiguity can already be detected between various aspects of his reconstruc-
tion of Habermas’ work. For although Honneth advocates an agonistic con-
ception of communicative action at the level of social theory, the notion of
open and continuous struggle is somewhat contradicted by the underlying
assumptions of an ‘undamaged notion of intersubjectivity’ that we can al-
ready detect as the underlying presupposition for a theory of recognition. In
his early reconstruction of Habermas’ project, however, it is clear that
Honneth favors an account of the social that emphasizes the conflictual and
agonistic elements of communicative action.

On the path to developing the theory of recognition, Honneth also under-
takes a reconstruction of Foucault’s work in order to provide an alternative
notion of ‘struggle’ as a counterpoint to Habermas’ view of the social as a
paradigm of mutual understanding. In The Critique of Power, Honneth per-
ceptively draws on the work of Foucault to develop a relational account of
power that is not to be found in the work of either Marx or Habermas. The
intersubjective-theoretic notion of power outlined in Honneth’s interpretation
of Foucault has significant implications not just at the level of social theory,
but also for the philosophical anthropology that grounds his work as a whole.
Many of the potential strengths, but also missed opportunities, in regard to
Honneth’s reworking of the intersubjective paradigm and the ‘critique of
power,’ also stem from his reading of Foucault’s work.
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Chapter Three

The Social as a Field of Struggle
Foucault’s Action-Theoretic View

In The Critique of Power, Honneth traces the theoretical transitions be-
tween the work of Horkheimer, Adorno, Foucault, and Habermas, as a contri-
bution to what he terms “reflective stages in a critical social theory.”1 With
this methodology Honneth understands the theoretical history he presents as
a ‘reflective learning process’ at the level of theory that has a teleological
orientation. Significantly, for Honneth, in this trajectory Foucault is posited
as the heir to Adorno, and his work is considered to provide a theoretical
development in terms of the project of a critical theory in the Frankfurt
School tradition. In this sense, Honneth’s own self-understanding is that the
studies in The Critique of Power represent a critico-reflexive process with
systematic intent that begins with Horkheimer and Adorno, progresses with
Foucault’s work, and culminates in Habermas’ theory of communicative
action, which represents a theoretical advance over previous models of criti-
cal social theory.2

The aim of Honneth’s theoretical reconstruction is to develop a compre-
hensive theory of the social and social action that can provide a framework
for analyzing social relations of power and domination.3 In this respect,
despite his full endorsement of Habermas’ intersubjective-theoretical turn,
Honneth is also critical of the way in which Habermas develops a functional-
ist analysis of modernity. The consequence of Habermas’ analysis of social
development, explained in terms of a partial systems-theoretic process of
social differentiation, is that it substantially diminishes the role of social
action. In particular, Honneth is therefore critical of Habermas’ overly dua-
listic and compartmentalized accounts of both power and communicative
action and the resulting separation of spheres of social action.

35
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In comparison, certain currents in Foucault’s work represent an attempt to
conceptualize what Honneth has termed a ‘struggle-theoretical intuition’ that
offers an alternative to Habermas’ systems-theoretic analysis and gestures
towards a conception of social development as “a process of differentiation
mediated by social struggles.”4 Moreover, Foucault’s account of the social as
a field of agonistic struggle provides an important counterbalance to Haber-
mas’ account of the social in terms of consensus and mutual understanding.
For Honneth, Foucault’s intersubjective notion of power in terms of the
‘practical intersubjectivity of struggle’ provides an alternative to Habermas’
restrictive account of power rendered in either systemic terms, or otherwise
as a distorted form of communication. Honneth’s unique achievement is to
bring together through reconstructive critique the insights contained in Ha-
bermas’ ‘intersubjective-theoretical turn’ with Foucault’s motif of the strug-
gle-constituted notion of the social.5

Honneth’s immanent critique of Foucault in The Critique of Power is
important not only in terms of the project of articulating the centrality of
struggle to the paradigm of the social, but also to the articulation of an
intersubjective-theoretic notion of power that is central to the development of
a theory of intersubjectivity. The argument here is that Foucault is a central
but under-acknowledged nodal point in the conceptual history of intersubjec-
tivity that Honneth traces throughout his own work. Moreover, Honneth’s
reconstruction of Foucault’s work remains significant in the stages towards
the development of the theory of recognition that deserves further scrutiny.

To be sure, in Honneth’s view, the action-theoretic account of power
within Foucault’s work is ultimately cancelled out by what Honneth iden-
tifies as a countervailing tendency towards systems-theoretic explanations
typified by the analysis in Discipline and Punish. Moreover, in Honneth’s
final analysis, the engagement with Foucault’s work only convinces him that
the centrality of a notion of ‘struggle’ for a critical social theory can only be
achieved by replacing Foucault’s notion of power/struggle with a notion of
recognition/struggle, a morally motivated concept of social struggle drawn
from Hegel’s early writings.

Nonetheless, the insights taken from Foucault’s work form an important
contribution to Honneth’s working out of the ‘struggle-theoretic intuition’
that is later incorporated into the theory of recognition. Thus, a reconstruc-
tion of Honneth’s immanent critique of Foucault enables an examination of
the importance this work plays in Honneth’s trajectory of reflective stages in
critical theory. However, this immanent reconstruction also enables us to
question whether or not Honneth retains the insights he begins to uncover in
relation to a theory of power, both in terms of a theory of intersubjectivity
and a theory of society with the move from Foucault to Hegel (via Haber-
mas). As several writers have noted, Honneth’s move from Foucault to Hegel
seems to leave behind the more agonistic elements that were so central in his
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early work on Foucault. As Sinnerbrink has suggested, by foregrounding the
morality rather than the politics of recognition in his later work, the action-
theoretic model of the social as a field of social struggle that was a crucial
inspiration for Honneth’s intersubjectivist theory seems to recede in subse-
quent work.6 It can also be argued that despite Honneth’s early engagement
with Foucault, he overlooks important insights disclosed through the notion
of productive power in terms of the later development of the theory of recog-
nition. The question remains, might the theory of recognition have benefited
from a more sustained consideration or extension of the positive or ‘con-
structive’ elements of power and its implications for the theory of recogni-
tion?7

The argument here is that despite his very astute critique of Habermas’
overly dualistic account of power, in the end, Honneth himself does not
provide a fully articulated, alternative theory of power, and that indications
towards such a theory in Honneth’s work remain undeveloped. Although
Honneth goes on to develop his own program of critical social theory in The
Struggle for Recognition, the argument here is that he misses the opportunity
to develop his original insights in relation to a programmatic theory of power,
and that the beginnings of such an alternative account can already be found
in his reading of Foucault’s work in The Critique of Power.

POWER AND SOCIAL STRUGGLE: HONNETH’S READING OF
FOUCAULT

In the interpretation provided in The Critique of Power, Honneth identifies
three differentiated phases in Foucault’s work: firstly, an initial semiological-
structuralist phase of the 1960s in which Foucault conducts an historical
analysis of discourse in the manner of an ‘ethnology’ or ‘archaeology.’8 In
Honneth’s reading, this semiological-structuralist phase gives way to a sec-
ond phase in the 1970s with the shift from the theory of knowledge to the
theory of power. In this second phase, Honneth identifies an action-theoretic
view in Foucault’s conception of the social, one constituted by social strug-
gle, as well an intersubjective theory of power and conflict. Finally, in an
inversion of the first action-theoretic model of power, Honneth argues that a
third approach appears that represents a turn to the totalizing theory of power
as social control, an approach that views modernity as merely a process that
establishes the augmentation of social power according to a social-theoretic
model of total institutions. However, in contrast to Honneth, the argument
advanced here is that the action-theoretic approach and the analysis of total
institutions should not be viewed as linear and separate phases in the strict
sense, but represent two aspects of a complex notion of power that is inter-
spersed throughout Foucault’s work from the 1970s onwards.9
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Nonetheless, one of the most original aspects of Honneth’s interpretation
of Foucault is the reconstruction of the theory of power from an action-
theoretic point of view built upon a concept of ‘struggle.’ In this sense, rather
than emphasizing the Nietzschean characteristics of Foucault’s work, for
example, as a doctrine of dispositions, Honneth suggests that it is possible to
reconstruct the traces of a model of action in Foucault’s work that contributes
to a theory of society. In this reading, the uniqueness of Foucault’s model of
power is that he transforms Nietzsche’s naturalistically informed theory of
power into one conceptualized in terms of the production of “positive as well
as negative aspects.”10 In Foucault’s hands, Nietzsche’s conception of “the
world as an interplay of forces” forming multiple configurations of power,
ceaselessly organizing and reorganizing themselves as the fundamental dis-
position he called ‘will to power,’ becomes an action-theoretic notion of
power in which the social is viewed “as an uninterrupted process of conflict-
ing strategic action” among situated individuals and groups.11

This action-theoretic view contains the intuition that ‘struggle’ and con-
flict are in fact constitutive of the social itself. Honneth suggests the threads
of this ‘struggle-theoretic’ idea and the action-theoretic notion of power are
dispersed throughout Foucault’s work of the 1970s, pronouncements made
primarily in the selected interviews in Power/Knowledge, but also percepti-
ble in Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality: Volume One.12

However, as other writers have noted, this originally Nietzschean hypoth-
esis of ‘struggle’ which is central to Foucault’s genealogy of power, can
already be identified in the 1971 essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,”
which “described the field of history in terms of a struggle (lutte) among
contingent forces.”13 There, Foucault outlines the project of genealogy or
‘effective history’ “as the history of disparate, chance events” in an effort to
critique unilinear conceptions of history and in particular Enlightenment the-
ories of moral progress. As Hanssen suggests, by

characterising genealogy as the assessment of differential force relations, Fou-
cault in fact rescripted the odious master-slave dialectic with which Nietzs-
che’s Genealogy of Morals opened, abstracting from its racist overtones and
logic of ressentiment, determined as he was to expose a more general agonistic
play of forceful differences, “the endlessly repeated play of dominations.”
Dismantling humanistic conceptions of historical progress, he unravelled the
vicissitudes of a history of cumulative violence.14

This also implies that there are two countervailing tendencies that ebb and
flow throughout much of Foucault’s work. For on the one hand, Foucault’s
work offers the fragments of both an intersubjective-theoretic notion of pow-
er and action-theoretic insights into an agonistic conception of the social.
However, on the other hand, Foucault also portrays human history as merely
the “accumulation of violence or domination” or the “augmentation of pow-
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er.” Constantly throughout his work, then, the notions of contingency and
chance, and open and continuous struggle, appear to be cancelled out by the
presupposition that all human history is the history of domination and the
totalization of power. Consequently, as Hanssen suggests, Foucault’s notion
of differential struggle seems to capture “a quasi-transcendental negative
logic … not unlike Adorno’s negating force, even as it [transpires] as an
immanent transitive force in history.”15

According to Honneth, Foucault only begins to articulate an action-theo-
retic account of the social once he abandons his initial semiological-structu-
ralist framework upon encountering conceptual difficulties in the meta-theo-
retical conclusions reached in The Archaeology of Knowledge. At this point,
Foucault comes to realize that there is an immanent connection between the
discursive formations that produce knowledge in a given period, and non-
discursive factors, such as “an institutional field, a set of events, practices,
and political decisions…”16 With this realization, Foucault moves to supple-
ment the axis of knowledge with one of power, and to reconceptualize the
relationship between the material and the discursive in the new formulation
of the power/knowledge nexus.17 Honneth argues that The Archaeology of
Knowledge represents the end of a first phase in Foucault’s work, and marks
a shift into a second, action-theoretic phase of his work with the incorpora-
tion of an intersubjective-theoretic notion of power. In Honneth’s schema,
this second stage precedes and is further distinguished from a third phase
represented by the socio-historical studies on the totalizing aspects of power.

However, it might be alternatively suggested that rather than signifying
the move to the first of two differentiated phases and corresponding theories
of power, it is precisely at this point that Foucault’s work begins to develop
two parallel currents that continue to overlap, both of which remain present
throughout his genealogical project and both of which contribute to a com-
plex notion of power.

In contrast, instead of identifying two parallel currents in Foucault’s
work, Honneth identifies a second and distinct action-theoretic phase, in
which Foucault begins to identify the centrality of non-discursive practices to
the construction of knowledge. In other words, according to Honneth, Fou-
cault begins to articulate the relationship between power and knowledge, and
the reciprocal interplay of forms of knowledge and power in the constitution
of the social only at a distinct phase in his work. This interrelation is captured
by Foucault’s well-known statement that “power and knowledge directly
imply one another; … there is no power relation without the correlative
constitution of a field of knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute
at the same time, power relations.”18 Honneth argues that once Foucault
abandons his more structuralist-orientated analysis of knowledge and begins
to examine the social and institutional conditions of the production of knowl-
edge, he begins to articulate a social-theoretical framework that is pivotal for
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the remainder of his work. It is in this context that, for Honneth, Foucault’s
action-theoretic view of the social begins to emerge.19

The outlines of this action-theoretic or struggle-theoretic notion of the
social begin to take form particularly in Foucault’s pronouncements articulat-
ed in the interviews between 1972-1977, collected in the volume Power/
Knowledge.20 It is in this work that Honneth suggests Foucault most clearly
defines an action-theoretic approach and it is worth considering the details of
Foucault’s analysis as they pertain to Honneth’s own attempt to reconstruct
an alternative notion of social struggle and power.

In one of the many interviews in Power/Knowledge, Foucault suggests
that in relation to the articulation of a theory of power there is:

…a refusal of analysis couched in terms of the symbolic field or the domain of
signifying structures, and a recourse to analysis in terms of the genealogy of
relations of force, strategic developments and tactics. Here I believe one’s
point of reference should not be to the great model of language (langue) and
signs, but to that of war and battle. The history which bears and determines us
has the form of a war rather than that of a language: relations of power, not
relations of meaning. History has no ‘meaning,’ though this is not to say that it
is absurd or incoherent. On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be suscep-
tible of analysis down to the smallest detail—but this in accordance with the
intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and tactics.21

Here, we find the suggestion that history does not reveal purpose or meaning,
but rather, represents a struggle over interpretation, a struggle between vari-
ous knowledges, and a battle for the production of particular discourses of
‘truth.’ Moreover, although Honneth does not discuss this point, the notion of
‘struggle’ is also employed by Foucault as a genealogical device for unearth-
ing ‘subjugated’ knowledges and for ‘remembering’ historically, the poly-
morphous nature of social struggles that he suggests have been subsumed by
the dominant, ‘universalizing’ narratives of liberalism and Marxism. In this
sense, Foucault’s preoccupation with the mutually constitutive notions of
power, force, and war can be read both as the struggle over knowledge
production and as a critical reconstruction of the historical knowledge of
struggles; that is, as a retrieval of the ‘memory’ of power/struggle not just in
terms of the paradigm of class, but in terms of the ‘polymorphous’ nature of
historical struggles and the “memory of power as real struggle or war” that
differentiates it from the accounts offered by both Marxism and liberalism.22

Foucault therefore begins to define his analysis in opposition to ‘classi-
cal’ political science and Marxist social theory, both of which he suggests are
deficient in terms of analyzing the ‘mechanics of power.’23 In this context, he
questions why western political and social-theoretical discourses have con-
tinued to view power as “juridical and negative rather than as technical and
positive.” According to Foucault, both conceptions of power are unable to
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explain modern forms of social integration because they remain trapped
within conceptual categories that explain premodern forms of power. As he
remarks in one of his polemical flourishes; “We need to cut off the King’s
head,” and disavow ourselves of a conception of power tied to the problem of
sovereignty.24

In both Power/Knowledge and Society Must be Defended, Foucault
argues that the juridical or liberal conception of political power and the
Marxist conception have in common what he terms ‘economism’ in the theo-
ry of power.25

In the case of classical political theory, Foucault suggests that “power is
regarded as a right which can be possessed in the way one possesses a
commodity, and which can therefore be transferred or alienated, either com-
pletely or partly, through a juridical act or an act that founds a right,” in the
manner of exchanging contracts.26 “Power,” then, “is the concrete power that
any individual can hold, and which he can surrender, either as a whole or in
part, so as to constitute a power or political sovereignty.” In this way, Fou-
cault suggests, power “is modeled on a juridical operation similar to the
exchange of contracts,” and therefore, that all liberal conceptions of power
speak of power as either a possession or a transference of rights, and are
analogous with commodities and wealth.27

Furthermore, Foucault argues that premodern forms of power, bound as
they are to a theory of sovereignty, presume that power is not only descend-
ing, “exercised from the highest to the lowest levels,” but that the notion of
sovereignty is viewed as inseparable from the general ‘mechanics of power,’
that is, the relationship of power with sovereignty is considered to be “coex-
tensive with the entire social body.” In this way, power is always
“transcribed … in terms of the sovereign/subject relationship.”28

For their part, Foucault suggests that the problem with Marxist concep-
tions of power is that they are bound to ‘a statist model of thinking’ as well as
being defined in a similar manner in terms of political sovereignty. Foucault
argues that this mode of analysis, dependent as it is on the idea that power is
acquired and possessed by the state apparatus, also represents power as an
entity that is essentially repressive and acquired by force.29 Furthermore,
Foucault suggests that the Marxist conception of power is conceived in terms
of the “economic functionality” of power. It is always defined as secondary
to a prior determining material realm which reduces the analysis of the social
field of power to the economy.30 The notion of power is then understood
only in relation to the perpetuation of relations of production and the repro-
duction of a class domination made possible by the development of produc-
tive forces and the way they are appropriated.31 For Foucault, the problem
with the Marxist concept of ‘class struggle’ is that the emphasis in the analy-
sis is placed on “investigating ‘class’ rather than ‘struggle.’” Rather, for
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Foucault, the primary social-theoretic problematic is not “the sociology of
classes, but the strategic method concerning struggles.”32

In contrast, then, Foucault suggests power should not be regarded as a
phenomenon of domination, whether of domination of one individual over
others, or of one group over others, or one class over others. Rather, power
must be analyzed:

as something that circulates, or … that functions only when it is part of a
chain… Power is exercised through networks, and individuals do not simply
circulate in those networks; they are in a position to both submit to and exer-
cise this power. They are never the inert or consenting targets of power; they
are always its relays. In other words, power passes through individuals. It is
not applied to them.33

In response to both the Marxist and juridical or liberal conceptions of power,
then, Foucault attempts to outline a strategic model of power based on hori-
zontal networks or intersubjective relations and the notion of social strug-
gle.34

It is here that the implications for Honneth’s reading become clear. For
although in some places in his work Foucault seems to lean towards natura-
listic or instinct-theoretic characteristics (for example, ‘the will to knowl-
edge’), Honneth suggests that Foucault’s emphasis on social struggle is ren-
dered more ‘meaningful’ when read as describing an action-theoretic view of
the social.35 From an action-theoretic view, Honneth reads Foucault’s notion
of social struggle as a strategic model of power that is understood to provide
alternative understandings of both the subject and the means of social power.
Power, then, is not viewed as a ‘fixable property’ or a possession but rather
“as the in-principle fragile and open-ended product of strategic conflicts
between subjects.”36

Significantly, Foucault also defines power in terms of its relational char-
acter. As Foucault further explains, “power is not something that can be
possessed, and it is not a form of might; power is never anything more than a
relationship that can, and must, be studied only by looking at the interplay
between the terms of the relationship.”37 In contrast to the notion of power
understood in the juridical terms of sovereignty, this relational concept of
power “describes the phenomena of power … in the historical terms of
domination and the play of relations of force.”38

Understood by Foucault as a ‘multiplicity of force relations,’39 Honneth
suggests this somewhat Nietzschean formulation conceals an action-theoretic
model of relations as the basis of his theory of power whereby “strategic
action among social actors is interpreted as the ongoing process in which the
formation and exercise of social power is embedded.” Social power, then,
can be understood not as a one-sided appropriation or exercise of rights but is
acquired and maintained “in the shape of a continuous struggle of social
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actors among themselves.”40 As Foucault himself proclaims in Society Must
be Defended, the “relations of force and the play of power” are “the very
stuff of history. History exists, events occur … to the extent that relations of
power, relations of force, and a certain play of power operate in relations
among men.”41 In this sense, it can be argued that Honneth’s reading of
Foucault accurately portrays an actionistic notion of power that Foucault
himself more explicitly articulates in his later published work. Hence,
Honneth correctly argues that despite the mechanistic language that Foucault
uses to describe this relational notion of power, “we may assume an action-
theoretic model of relations as the basis of his theory.”42

As Honneth suggests, this action-theoretic model of the social is also
evident in fragments in the social-historical studies of the 1970s, Discipline
and Punish and The History of Sexuality: Volume One. Here, Foucault clear-
ly articulates a relational account of power, locating power at the “everyday
level of social life,” as a “microphysics of power” that traces the formation of
power “back to the strategic exchanges in everyday conflicts of action.”43

Foucault more explicitly draws out the action-theoretic notion of power in
certain passages in The History of Sexuality, where he articulates the notion
of power in the context of concrete action. Suggesting that “power comes
from below,” he goes on to explain that it can be understood as:

the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they oper-
ate … the process which, through ceaseless struggles and confrontations,
transforms, strengthens or reverses them; as the support which these force
relations find in one another, thus forming a chain or system, or on the
contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate them from one
another. 44

In Honneth’s view, this ‘struggle-theoretic’ notion of the social suggests “a
nexus of strategic relations between individual or collective actors,” that is, a
notion of the social “as an uninterrupted process of conflicting strategic
action,” or a perpetual state of war.45 In many such passages, Honneth notes
that Foucault’s conception of the social at times seems to imply a version of
the Hobbesian notion of an original state of war of all against all, in which
social struggle arises from an originary notion of self-interest, rather than
merely conflicts over interests that arise from historical conditions. 46

Nonetheless, it can be argued that at its core Foucault’s work is sugges-
tive of an intersubjective and practically engaging notion of power, a rela-
tional view of power that constructs the field of social action.47 Honneth’s
action-theoretic interpretation of Foucault is borne out by Foucault’s own
remarks in the later summary of his position in “The Subject and Power,”
where he outlines his notion of power as a theory of interaction or a relational
theory of power.48 There he states: “Power exists only when it is put into
action,”49 and “what characterizes power is that it brings into play relations
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between individuals (or between groups).”50 In fact, Foucault suggests,
‘power’ is not the property of an individual or group, rather, “power desig-
nates relationships between partners to interaction.”51 In this sense, Honneth
remarkably intuits from Foucault’s earlier texts the outline of an intersubjec-
tive-theoretic concept of power, or what Honneth terms, the “strategic inter-
subjectivity of power.”52 It is an intersubjective account of power in which
subjects “exercise their action” on other subjects, actors act on the actions of
other actors.53

This intersubjective account of power can be traced through Foucault’s
own work, evident in statements where he suggests there is “no absolute
outside” to power and that power is what constitutes the social.54 This rela-
tional notion of power comes to the fore in “The Subject and Power,” where
Foucault also suggests that power is only enacted by and between subjects,
indicating a further refinement of the theory of power in his work. In this late
essay, he describes power as a mode of interaction that develops historically
with modernity with the creation of freedom and particular forms of subjec-
tivity.55 The notion of subjectivity in the context of freedom is articulated
with the suggestion that power can only be analyzed by taking as its starting
point forms of resistance. Here, Foucault is at pains to distinguish forms of
power from forms of domination. Using the example of slavery in this con-
text, he suggests, that power is only operative when there is minimally a
chance of freedom. In other words, power does not exist in the context of
physical compulsion or violence, but only where there is the possibility of
resistance.56 From this perspective, then, power is never pure domination as
it can be viewed in the Weberian tradition. Rather, for Foucault, power
always implies resistance such that the dialectic of ‘power and resistance’
constantly enacts social struggle.

In the “The Subject and Power,” then, Foucault begins to suggest that
power always already implies freedom. Foucault therefore seems to shift
from his earlier view that power can only be explained in antagonistic terms
and argues that perhaps the notion of ‘agonism’ might be more appropriate,
in that:

The relationship between power and freedom’s refusal to submit can therefore
not be separated. The crucial problem of power is not that of voluntary servi-
tude (how could we seek to be slaves?). At the very heart of the power rela-
tionship, and constantly provoking it, are the recalcitrance of the will and the
intransigence of freedom. Rather than speaking of an essential freedom, it
would be better to speak of an ‘agonism’—of a relationship which is at the
same time a reciprocal incitation and struggle; less of a face-to-face confronta-
tion which paralyses both sides than a permanent provocation.57

In this context, Foucault seems to reorient the notion of ‘conduct’ as acting
upon the actions of others in specifically action-theoretic terms; not evoking
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an all-encompassing notion of ‘government’ or ‘discipline,’ but of an agonis-
tic relational dynamic ‘grounded’ in a notion of freedom.58

Furthermore, Foucault suggests, a relationship of power can only be artic-
ulated when “‘the other’ (the one over whom power is exercised) be
thoroughly recognized and maintained to the very end as a person who acts;
and that, faced with a relationship of power, a whole field of responses,
reactions, results, and possible inventions may open up.”59 The significance
of this passage is two-fold: firstly, Foucault seemingly suggests that his
theory of interaction presupposes a minimal account of intersubjectivity or
‘recognition,’ at least in the sense that one’s partner to interaction is recog-
nized as a subject who acts; secondly, here Foucault clearly identifies the
action-theoretic perspective at work in his own theory of power, one that
suggests the ‘creativity’ of action, the ‘productive effectiveness’ that power
relations enable. Foucault clearly outlines an action-theoretic view when he
states: “what describes a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action
which does not act directly and immediately on others. Instead it acts upon
their actions: an action upon an action, on existing actions or on those which
may arise in the present or in the future.”60

In rejecting an account of power that designates it as a property or right,
Foucault suggests he has been interested in studying not the ‘what’ or ‘who,’
but the ‘how’ of power. In this sense, Foucault argues for a form of analysis
that extends the relations between “theory and practice.” That is, an analysis
grounded in ‘practice’ or the ‘practices of power,’ one which “consists of
taking the forms of resistance against different forms of power as a starting
point,” that is, to analyze “power relations through the antagonism of strate-
gies.”61 In this sense, Foucault has in mind an agonistic form of power, a
theory of power, as Honneth suggests, that is based on “a model of action
built upon a concept of ‘struggle.’”62

However, as Hanssen has argued, even in “The Subject and Power,” the
terms of Foucault’s account seem to militate against one another. For as the
above passages indicate, right until the end, Foucault “remained equivocal
when it came to circumscribing the relation between ‘agonism’ and ‘antago-
nism.’” Indeed, in speaking of the ‘antagonism of strategies,’ a state of
permanent provocation, Hanssen suggests, “one might be inclined to con-
clude that ‘agonism’ described an ‘ungrounded ground,’ an infinite contesta-
tion in freedom, yet one whose practical articulations invariably took the
form of adversarial antagonisms, rather than, say, dialogical cohabitation.”63

Despite this equivocation, the double presence of an ‘agonistic’ form of
power and one informed by a notion of the ‘antagonism of strategies’ are
clearly evident in Foucault’s later work, where it is apparent that his theory
of power is multifaceted and cannot be reduced to strategic action alone.
Foucault’s work provides an intersubjective-theoretic view of power as a
reciprocal interplay of social forces, and the implications of this action-
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theoretic account of power are important in another respect: it suggests that
an a priori notion of interaction cannot be posited as mutual, communicative,
or recognitive as Honneth and Habermas presuppose. Even if we assume a
minimal theory of interaction as the starting point for a theory of the social,
the modalities of that interaction may be imbued with multiple action types,
including power or strategic action. Foucault, then, articulates a theory of
intersubjectivity that points to the constancy of the conflictual nature of
sociality and subject formation, rather than assuming that social sociability
can be insulated or separated out from forms of unsocial sociability, or that
we can assume an a priori ethical form of intersubjectivity that can be insu-
lated from power.

Foucault’s ‘micro-analysis’ of power enables a consideration of power as
a modality of everyday relations and forms of interaction. Power, then, is not
just understood in systemic terms as something imposed externally or ‘from
above.’ Rather, it is internal to the social itself, in terms of intersubjective
and network-like relations. From Foucault’s perspective, “power relations
are rooted deep in the social nexus, not reconstituted ‘above’ society … to
live in society is to live in such a way that action upon other actions is
possible—and in fact ongoing.” In fact, emphatically he maintains that a
“society without power relations can only be an abstraction.”64

Here, then, Foucault outlines a theory of power that lends itself to
Honneth’s own critique and provides the basis for reconstructing an alterna-
tive theory of power. Firstly, Foucault articulates power not as a symbolic
medium confined to the sub-system of the state, but the activity that produces
the social itself. In comparison to Habermas’ systems-theoretic view of pow-
er, Foucault describes struggles as ‘immediate’: “In such struggles people
criticize instances of power which are closest to them, those who exercise
their action on individuals.”65 Nonetheless, in “The Subject and Power” Fou-
cault does seem to concede some ground to the action-theoretic views of
Arendt and Habermas, granting a role to communicative relations in his
social-theoretical framework that he had otherwise dismissed, acknowledg-
ing that communication is also a means of “acting upon another person or
persons.” Moreover, he even seems prepared to consider that an intersubjec-
tive notion of power is also a means of grounding an alternative politics by
“acting in concert” to “accomplish things.”66 When pushed in a late inter-
view, Foucault also concedes that Arendt’s notion of power as consensus
might act as a “critical” or “regulatory principle.”67 Thus, rather than exclud-
ing consensus or agreement from his considerations on power, Foucault here
distinguishes more clearly between different levels or degrees of power,
domination, and ‘government,’ arguing that power does not entirely overlap
with consensual agreement and that power as ‘government’ involves some
form of intersubjective reciprocity, that is, the “question of government”
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requires that interaction partners recognize one another as “persons who
act.”68

In this respect, although Foucault argues that power is not a function of
consent, “not a renunciation of freedom, a transference of rights, the power
of each and all delegated to a few,” he also acknowledges that this “does not
prevent the possibility that consent may be a condition for the existence or
the maintenance of power.” The “relationship of power,” he argues, “can be
the result of a prior or permanent consent, but it is not by nature the manifes-
tation of a consensus.”69 In an effort to more readily distinguish power from
violence, Foucault therefore seems to be prepared to consider that his own
notion of power as ‘enabling and positive’ might have some affinities with
the Arendtian concept of power, particularly in terms of the way in which he
understands power relations as a form of action that modifies the action of
others. Moreover, in articulating a theory of action as ‘conduct in freedom’ in
this manner, Foucault also begins to consider the importance of the subject’s
relation-to-self as integral to the way in which power operates.

In “The Subject and Power” essay, Foucault elaborates and extends the
concept of productive power. The ‘technique of government’ is here defined
as productive in the sense that it is a mode governing ‘the conduct of con-
duct.’70 Power not only structures the field of the social as an ensemble of
actions, but is also conceived as producing subjectivity:

The form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes
the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own
identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize and which
others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power which makes individuals
subjects. There are two meanings of the word subject: subject to someone else
by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-
knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and
makes subject to.71

In Foucault’s conception, there appears to be no consideration of an a priori
self-perception, only the total social construction of the self. The subject is
one who is ‘marked by’ or ‘tied to’ an identity or knowledge of self that can
only be intersubjectively constituted. However, according to Foucault, ‘self-
realization’ in the context of others is one formed by relations of power, not
simply mutual agreement or recognition. It can also be surmised from the
above text that the notion that power is productive is operative at two levels
in Foucault’s work: both in terms of a theory of society, in that it is constitu-
tive of the social; and a theory of socialization, in terms of the production of
individual identity or processes of subjectivation. In fact, in “The Subject and
Power,” Foucault makes the qualification that despite his earlier focus on the
analytics of power, what he has really always been tracing is the history of
subjectivity, the process by which modern individuals are made into subjects.
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The above passage is also central to understanding Foucault’s account of
action, an account of action conceived prior to identity. In this sense, Fou-
cault is at pains to avoid an account of action that is necessarily grounded on
identity, given that for him, all processes of subject- or identity-formation are
simultaneously processes of subjectivation, that is, they are subject to power
as much as they are defined in the condition of freedom. It is also here,
brought together in the concept of ‘subjectivation,’ that the two currents that
can be identified in Foucault’s work can be seen to be operative in the one
complex notion of power. For Foucault, power is both subjugating and ena-
bling and subject-formation or subjectivation is always double-sided; it is
dependent on power relations as much as it occurs in the condition of free-
dom and agency. In the above text, Foucault also clearly defines a notion of
intersubjectivity as ‘mutually constructing subjectivity’; subjectivity is pro-
duced or constructed in the context of relations with others, not merely
affirmed or acknowledged. In this sense, Foucault speaks about the ‘bestow-
al’ of identity through intersubjective relations, and the construction of the
subject in relations of power. In order to understand this claim it is necessary
to remember that power cannot be reduced to domination but must be under-
stood as a potential or capacity, as constitutive rather than repressive. The
above passage also suggests, then, that the act of ‘recognition’ is always
power saturated and involves a ‘politics of truth’ rather than simply neutral
affirmation.

In his own work Honneth disassociates the notion of power from the act
of recognition, and in contrast to Foucault, conceptualizes intersubjectivity as
‘mutually revealing subjectivity.’ In Honneth’s own reading of Foucault,
despite acknowledging the potential of a productive notion of power, he goes
on to reduce his interpretation to a totalizing disciplinary mode of power. He
frames his reading of Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality:
Volume One, in terms of the three concepts ‘norm,’ ‘body,’ and ‘knowledge,’
of which the concept of ‘norm’ appears to be the most significant. Honneth is
therefore skeptical of the way in which Foucault develops the notion of
productive power in the context of a critique of socialization in terms of
‘normalization,’ or disciplinary power, particularly in Discipline and Punish.
However, as will be discussed in the next chapter, the basis for this concep-
tion of ‘norm’ or ‘normalization’—and of Honneth’s own skepticism—can
only be understood by tracing what Honneth views as Foucault’s subsequent
attempts to account for the ways in which seemingly disparate and fragment-
ed instances of social action come to form an order or system of power, and
why Honneth views these problems as insurmountable in the context of
developing a normative critical theory.
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Regimes of Discipline
Foucault’s Domination-Theoretic View

Honneth traces the shift from an action-theoretic view to a systems-theoretic
account in Foucault’s work in terms of a chronological trajectory that signals
a movement away from his original intersubjective-theoretic insights. From
the basis of the strategic model of action as a field of open conflict and
struggle, Honneth reconstructs the steps Foucault takes in developing an
analysis of the formation and reproduction of power structures, or totalizing
systems of power in the social-historical studies Discipline and Punish and
The History of Sexuality: Volume One. In his analysis, Honneth follows the
moves Foucault makes in developing a ‘decentered’ notion of power that
connects similar outcomes of action from multiple contexts, if only momen-
tarily, into a centerless system in network-like fashion. This ‘decentered’
concept is constructed as a critical alternative to ‘statist’ conceptions that are
based on the notion of a single center of power. In this way, Honneth sug-
gests that to his credit, Foucault is consistent in conceiving social systems of
power as open and fragile structures that are continuously exposed to “a
renewed process of testing through social conflicts.”1 Thus, maintaining the
Nietzschean-inspired thread of a contingent and ‘dynamic model of compet-
ing forces,’ Foucault describes social systems of power in multidimensional
fashion as a combination of “innumerable points of confrontation, focuses of
instability, each of which has its own risks of conflicts, of struggles, and of at
least a temporary inversion of power relations.”2

In this respect, Honneth suggests that Foucault’s approach marks a sharp
contrast not only to Althusser’s one-dimensional notion of the ‘ideological
state apparatus,’ but also to Adorno’s conception of power. It is in this
respect that Honneth considers Foucault’s work to represent a ‘progression’
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from the theory of society provided by Adorno, who ignored the dimension
of “social action by seeking to understand social structures in general as
coagulated forms of an activity of control directed at both inner and outer
nature.”3 In Honneth’s view, Adorno neglects to consider a struggle-theoret-
ic dimension of social action, and therefore assumes that power is merely the
function of “the goal-directed activity of a centralized administrative appara-
tus.”4 In comparison, Honneth suggests that in Foucault’s analysis, an order
of control can only be said to develop ‘horizontally’ rather than hierarchical-
ly, as a combination of strategic conflicts on the level of everyday action that
share a common objective. This analysis is in keeping with Foucault’s gener-
al concept of the social as constituted by intersubjective relations, a ‘horizon-
tal’ view of the social that, it can be argued, in many ways Honneth also
shares.5

However, Honneth suggests that if society is understood as “a continual
stream of conflicts,”6 the burden of proof still falls to Foucault to establish
how power becomes even temporarily stabilized to form an order of domina-
tion. In Honneth’s reading, Foucault’s response to the problem of articulating
the means of the ‘stabilization’ of social struggle is to substitute it with the
notion of ‘institutionalization.’7

However, for Honneth, one of the central difficulties with Foucault’s
work is that he does not countenance the possibility of the notion of institu-
tionalization as the outcome of a normatively achieved consensus because for
Foucault moral attitudes and legal norms are nothing but normalizing proce-
dures that function as a form of social control. For Honneth, the way in
which Foucault conceptualizes the social in terms of strategic interaction
means the idea of a cessation of conflict due to normatively achieved consen-
sus remains an impossibility. Honneth argues that Foucault’s conception of
the ‘social’ as an unending process of struggle now starts to raise difficulties
when he attempts to define the institutionalization of social power. In
Honneth’s view, the problem of defining a means of stabilization or momen-
tary cessation of conflict arises for Foucault because of the way in which he
understands the relation between strategic action and power in the first place.

Honneth argues that in attempting to consider how the stabilization of
conflict may occur long enough to establish any form of social power, Fou-
cault begins to confront the limits of his own thinking. Having previously
conceptualized the social as constituted only by social struggle in the form of
strategic action, Foucault summarily dismisses the concept of any other
forms of social action. Significantly, here Honneth emphasizes the problems
that arise as a result of conceptualizing the social in terms of only one
dimension of social action, a problem that shall be returned to below in the
context of Honneth’s own work. Here he argues that the consequences of the
neglect to conceive of the social as constituted by multiple forms of (in-
ter)action, now prevents Foucault from adequately understanding the very
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form and manifestation of social power, and his theory of power flips over
into a theory of social control and domination.

In Honneth’s view, if in the first instance, Foucault had considered that
the social might be constituted by multidimensional forms of interaction,
including communicative as well as strategic action, he would at this point be
able to understand the formation of power as the result of agreement or
normatively motivated consent. However, according to Honneth, because on
the whole Foucault only countenances a conception of the social as a perpet-
ual condition of struggle as strategic action, he begins to encounter difficul-
ties when he attempts to define the ‘institutionalization’ of social power. As
Honneth can be read to suggest, Foucault’s reductionistic account of social
action as always already strategic leads him to conclude that legal norms and
moral attitudes are nothing other than ‘cultural deception,’ ‘mere illusions’
that hide the ‘strategic objectives’ intrinsic to all social action, therefore
merely masking the inherent social conflict that is the ‘essence’ of all soci-
ability.8

For Honneth, the neglect to consider a normative dimension is a major
conceptual shortcoming in Foucault’s work that undermines the very basis of
social critique, and he considers it to be a methodological weakness that
cannot be resolved immanently from within the parameters of Foucault’s
own thought. Moreover, for Honneth, in terms of developing a theory of the
social based on the notion of struggle, the pressing question that arises from
this refusal of any dimension of normative consensus is: “how the … aggre-
gate condition of a structure of power, whose prerequisite should be precisely
the interruption of the process of conflict, [can] be derived from the social
condition of an uninterrupted struggle [?].”9

Honneth suggests that the way in which Foucault implicitly addresses this
problem, as an inversion of the Parsonian approach to the problem of social
order, leads to a second complex of reflections in Foucault’s work through
which he attempts to further develop the conception of power, and which
consequently illuminate the core of his social theory. However, rejecting that
the stability of social order can be explained by theories of violence or
ideology, and unwilling to draw on a theory of values or notion of normative
agreement, Foucault is then compelled to explain even the momentary stabil-
ization of conflict in terms of an analysis of the employment of ever more
effective means for the preservation of power. In other words, Foucault ana-
lyzes the employment of power in increasingly systemic terms.

Foucault explicitly develops this line of thought further in opposition to
conceptions that explain the acquisition of power through either physical
violence or ideology, both of which he suggests only understand power as
repressive. He argues that a repressive notion of power is completely unsatis-
factory when it comes to explaining forms of social integration. As he ex-
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plains in The History of Sexuality, the idea that power is repressive assumes
that power:

only has the force of the negative on its side, a power to say no: in no position
to produce, capable only of positing limits, it is basically antienergy. This is a
paradox of its effectiveness: it is incapable of doing anything, except to render
what it dominates incapable of doing anything either, except for what this
power allows it to do … All the modes of domination, submission, and subju-
gation are ultimately reduced to an effect of obedience.10

In comparison, here, Foucault again mobilizes the unique conception of pow-
er in terms of ‘productive effectiveness.’ Foucault therefore transforms
Nietzsche’s conception of the ‘will to power,’ with its sense of production of
creative energy, and makes it into the basis of an analysis of a specifically
modern form of power. The key to Foucault’s conception of power is then
the idea that technologies of power “create rather than repress the energy of
social action,”11 a notion of creative production and self-production that, as
we shall see below, is central to understanding the theory of power in the
context of his later work.

However, in Honneth’s view, central to the notion of ‘productivity’ in the
context of the social-historical studies Discipline and Punish and The History
of Sexuality are Foucault’s understandings of the connections between the
notions of ‘norm,’ ‘body,’ and ‘knowledge.’ For Honneth, the conception of
‘norm’ or ‘normalization’ becomes the key to understanding Foucault’s no-
tion of the ‘productive effectiveness’ of power. In this context, against the
argument that power represses the objectives of strategic opponents of ac-
tion, the notion of productive power refers to the reutilization of modes of
behavior through continual disciplining. For Foucault, ‘normalization’ or
‘norms of conduct’ therefore refers to ‘rigidly reproduced patterns of action’
that are in effect techniques or instrumentalizations of power.12

Moreover, according to Honneth’s reading, Foucault posits a peculiar
form of social behaviorism, in that techniques of power do not compel ‘nor-
malized conduct’ by means of the influence on or control of psychic process-
es, but rather are completely directed to the disciplining of the body. Fou-
cault’s shift of focus towards the body is indicative of his move away from
the earlier semiological-structuralist analysis of knowledge. It is no longer
the cultural modes of thought through which power is assumed, but rather
through the body and life processes.

Honneth here is referring to Foucault’s studies in both Discipline and
Punish and The History of Sexuality, where his analysis of power is directed
towards the ways in which power acts upon the body as either disciplinary
techniques or bio-power to either: (1) ‘discipline’ motor and gestural move-
ments, or (2) to regulate and control the organic processes of birth, death,
procreation, and illness.13 Foucault therefore understands processes of social
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integration in terms of the ability to control and coordinate bodily behavior
and to regulate bodily processes.14 The theory of power is therefore funda-
mentally connected to the governance of the conduct of human bodies, not
simply as a measure of repression or control, but fundamentally in terms of
the productivity of bodies, the production of action, and the ‘creation’ of
particular life processes.

For Honneth, this social-behavioralist explanation is indicative of the
structuralist heritage of Foucault’s analysis of discourse and a consequence
of his strict avoidance of all psychological explanations. Honneth is critical
of Foucault’s neglect to consider “individual psycho-dynamics … onto
which, as always, such disciplining processes radiate back.”15 The subject-
less system of signs is therefore merely replaced by the subjectless system of
power. In Honneth’s view, Foucault erroneously does not understand the
human body as a combination of physical and psychical processes, but exclu-
sively as a “physical process of an ever-more-perfect directing of sequences
of bodily motions.”16 In other words, the body becomes the site of social
power. As a result of this localization, social power is no longer mobilized in
terms of intersubjectively constituted struggle, but only constituted through
technologies that control, mold, or fashion it—in other words, it becomes an
instrument of ‘government.’17

Foucault briefly outlines the second aspect of the ‘productive effective-
ness’ of power on the human body in The History of Sexuality, in terms of
control of biological behavior or ‘power over life,’ which he terms ‘biopow-
er.’18 Here the theory of power is applied to an analysis of the ‘biological’
control of populations through administrative regulation of organic life pro-
cesses (birth, death, illness, procreation).19 Together the techniques of disci-
plining bodies and administering the life cycle of populations is considered
to form the quintessential system of power that is characteristic of moder-
nity.20

In Foucault’s analysis, these techniques of social power upon bodies are
made possible by new methods of data collection in regard to individuals and
the production of specific forms of knowledge that mutually reinforce these
specific techniques of power.21 It is within this context that Foucault picks up
the original threads of his critique of scientific knowledge, and the analysis
of discourse is reformulated in terms of what he conceives to be a symbiosis
between ‘power/knowledge.’

For Foucault, this model of ‘power/knowledge’ is central to a revision of
critical theory. Foucault’s questioning of the neutrality of the various sci-
ences, and suggestion that these forms of knowledge are associated with new
power practices that respond to particular social, economic, and political
aims, also brings him within the vicinity of the Frankfurt School. This is an
association with which he notably also self-identifies in his later work, when
in the context of discussing the ‘critical tradition’ he suggests it is a “form of
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philosophy that, from Hegel, through Nietzsche and Max Weber, to the
Frankfurt School, has founded a form of reflection in which I have tried to
work.”22

In this sense, as Honneth and other writers point out, Foucault shares
some fundamental agreements with Horkheimer and Adorno, laid out, for
example, in The Dialectic of Enlightenment.23 This is most obvious in rela-
tion to their critiques of the instrumental character of western rationality, and
the forms of domination it gives rise to, as well as their shared suspicion
about the objectivity of scientific knowledge. In this sense, it might be fur-
ther argued that there are particular affinities between Foucault and Adorno
in relation to their critiques of modernity, most notably, that both share a
reading of modernity as conterminously constituted by conditions of power
and freedom, and both also underscore the divergent, discontinuous aspects
of history.24 In addition, both share a particular concern for the ways in
which the increase of technical rationalization leads to the subjugation of
individuals, especially in terms of techniques of power enacted upon the
body.25

However, Foucault is more Nietzschean than Horkheimer and Adorno,
and at a fundamental level, he rejects the idea that scientific knowledge can
ever produce discernible truths. In fact, on the contrary, he suggests that
science is not discernible from ideology, maintaining that the production of
knowledge is always bound up with historically specific regimes of power,
regimes that form discursive truths with a normalizing function.26 For Fou-
cault, “the problem does not consist in drawing the line between that in a
discourse which falls under the category of scientificity or truth, and that
which comes under some other category, but in seeing historically how ef-
fects of truth are produced within discourses which in themselves are neither
true nor false.”27

Furthermore, with the new combination of power as a disciplinary force
and its systematization, Foucault’s account marks a sharp contrast to Haber-
mas’ (early) analysis of knowledge, with its distinction between various
forms of knowledge-constitutive interests. Thus where Habermas makes a
distinction between the sciences with an interest in the domination of nature,
and the critical and hermeneutic sciences that he claims have an emancipato-
ry interest, Foucault argues that all forms of knowledge (including the human
and natural sciences) have an inherent interest in power. Honneth suggests,
however, that Foucault’s critique of the sciences in terms of a theory of
power/knowledge has the unfortunate consequence of entangling his own
critical enterprise in a contradiction because without a valid basis from which
to justify his own analysis, it is also open to the same criticism that it is
merely another “reflexive form of strategic action.”28 Foucault’s own prefer-
ence for a conceptualization that highlights “a multiplicity of rationalities and
strategies of power,” Honneth argues, turns out to be conceptualized in a
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one-dimensional manner. Or perhaps, it would be more accurate to suggest,
that Foucault conceives of one rationality—technical rationality—that is lo-
cated in a variety of sites or social bodies.

As a consequence of conceptualizing social power in terms of the differ-
entiating production of knowledge in this manner, Foucault also makes a
corresponding conclusion that for Honneth moves it toward a systems-theo-
retic analysis. With the interconnections between the concepts of norm,
body, and knowledge, Foucault understands the productivity of power not
just to refer to the situated governance of bodily processes and the action of
individuals in differentiated social sites or subsystems, but also to a cumula-
tive learning process whereby he understands the accumulation of knowledge
to enable the optimization of social power.

In his historical investigations, Foucault understands the accumulation of
knowledge to be acquired systematically through the disciplinary regulation
and evaluation of modes of conduct by procedures of examination, normaliz-
ing judgment, and surveillance. As Honneth points out, and as indicated
above, the exercise of power is no longer the prerogative of social groups or
individual actors but is instead the domain of social institutions such as the
school, hospital, prison, and factory. With this move, Foucault now con-
ceives of institutions as “highly complex structures of solidified positions of
social power.” Honneth argues that a significant shift of emphasis, then,
appears in this phase of Foucault’s work whereby the “frame of reference for
the concept of power has, therefore, secretly been shifted from a theory of
action to an analysis of institutions.”29

Honneth argues that from this point on, the analysis of power becomes
one-dimensionalized and examined only from the perspective of ‘power-
wielding’ institutions, rather than from the point of view of social actors or
‘those subject to power.’30 Moreover, for Honneth, because Foucault bases
his social theory initially on the notion of an ‘uninterrupted string of strategic
conflicts,’ he excludes at the conceptual level any possibility of mutually
overcoming the ongoing process of struggle in a provisional end-state of
stabilized power, either by means of ‘mutual agreement’ or ‘a pragmatically
aimed compromise.’ As a consequence, Honneth argues that Foucault can
only understand the institutionalization of power in terms of a one-sided
form of domination, as a permanent use of force.31

Thus, Honneth argues, that an internal ‘rift’ develops in Foucault’s work
between the initial action-theoretic premises of a social theory based on an
ongoing process of social struggle and the conception of the ‘unlimited’
optimization and effectiveness of disciplinary power that is self-producing
and reproducing, and based in the notion of social institutions. In Honneth’s
view, the action-theoretic and intersubjective impulses that can be found in
Foucault’s work quickly become subsumed when he moves to an analysis of
the way in which connected positions of power arise out of a process of
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perpetual conflict and come to form an order of domination. Thus, for
Honneth, the original notion of power as a notion of ‘practical intersubjectiv-
ity of social struggle’ is unexpectedly cancelled out by the idea of power-
wielding institutions, undermining the action-theoretic potential of Fou-
cault’s work.

It is precisely this problematic that later compels Honneth to look for
other avenues via Hegel’s early writings through which to reconceptualize
the ‘struggle-theoretic intuition’ that he first detects in Foucault’s work. He
pinpoints Foucault’s failure to maintain the action-theoretic stance in his
work to the problem of conceptualizing the social as a constellation of per-
petual, strategically oriented, rather than morally motivated, struggle. Thus,
although one current of Foucault’s work well conceives the social in action-
theoretic terms as an open-ended field of struggle, in Honneth’s view, this
current is undermined because, in Discipline and Punish and The History of
Sexuality: Volume One, he restricts interaction to modes of strategic conflict
that are ultimately overly subject to a systems-theoretic logic. Hence, Fou-
cault’s concept of the social for Honneth also remains too open-ended; not
only does it evoke a notion of ‘force’ in the form of ‘perpetual battle’ but it
remains difficult to consequently formulate an understanding of the stabiliza-
tion of power without recourse to an order of domination secured through
totalizing institutions.

However, it can be argued here that Honneth reads Foucault’s work sim-
ply in the form of a chronological trajectory, as the loss of an initial action-
theoretic insight, rather than maintaining that an ongoing complexity of the
two tendencies remains throughout his work. Rather it can be argued that
Foucault continues to conceptualize two sides to power, both domination-
theoretic and actionistic, and that he develops not just an interpersonal notion
of power but also an analysis of power and institutions. The retention of the
action-theoretic stance in Foucault’s work is borne out by his later return to
these insights in the essay “The Subject and Power,” as we discussed above
and to which we shall return below, where he extends his action-theoretic
analysis particularly in relation to the notion of ‘conduct in freedom,’ while
alongside this notion, maintaining a more systematizing view of power in
terms of ‘government.’32 This seems to suggest it might be more fruitful to
read Foucault’s work in terms of the double-presence of these two currents
that continue to indicate a certain complexity that is internal to the notion of
power that runs throughout his work.

For Honneth, though, the true extent of the systems-theoretic thread in
Foucault’s analysis is tellingly revealed in the detail of his empirical investi-
gation of the emergence of the modern prison. Honneth argues that the model
of strategic action and social struggle then seems to disappear completely
“behind the systemic process of the continuous perfecting of technologies of
power.”33 This unexpected shift away from the initial action-theoretic ap-



Regimes of Discipline 57

proach which represented for Honneth a theoretical advance over the work of
Adorno, now reverts to a systems-theoretic response which, he suggests,
brings his work curiously back in line with Adorno’s social-theoretical con-
clusions.34

This is most obvious in the manner in which Foucault describes the
changes to forms of punishment and penal reform in terms of a cumulative
increase in the effectiveness of social control. In this way, the gradual shift
away from the classical system of punishment exemplified for Foucault by
torture and physical force (so vividly described in the introductory pages of
Discipline and Punish) towards seemingly more ‘humane’ forms of punish-
ment, represented by the introduction of the prison sentence, merely indicate
the perfectibility of processes of social control. Honneth suggests that the
new techniques of disciplinary power exercised by modern institutions, of
which the prison with its ‘panoptic’ forms of surveillance is exemplary,
represent for Foucault nothing less than the continual ‘augmentation of pow-
er.’ Judged historically, as Honneth understands Foucault to be suggesting in
Discipline and Punish, modern instruments of social control are therefore
considered to represent an increase in the effectiveness of power extended
throughout the entire social body, compared to premodern forms of domina-
tion that are singularized around one particular social site in terms of the
‘sovereign.’

Thus, for Foucault, penal reform, which arises in the context of moral
arguments about the humanization of punishment, is merely the ground for a
thoroughly rationalized form of social control that ensures a systematic in-
crease of power. In this context, it can also be said that Foucault’s critique of
the philosophical roots of penal reform stands in for a greater critique of the
philosophical ideas of Enlightenment humanism and the legal and political
frameworks to which they give rise. For Foucault, the form of ‘humanism’
that develops with modernity is a new form of ‘pastoral care,’ a form of
humanism that ‘cultivates and encourages freedom’ and individualization.
However, it is also by way of this very freedom that new forms of ‘govern-
mental technologies’ are able to govern every aspect of social life, even the
most intimate.35 In this sense, Foucault maintains that the development of
modern democratic parliamentary systems and a juridical framework that
guarantees a system of rights is underwritten by a system of disciplinary
techniques, or ‘micro-power.’ Thus, he argues, “the development and gener-
alization of disciplinary mechanisms constituted the other, dark side of these
processes.”36 In a passage that is evocative of The Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment, Foucault suggests:

The real, corporal disciplines constituted the foundation of the formal, juridical
liberties. The contract may have been regarded as the ideal foundation of law
and political power; panopticism constituted the technique, universally wide-
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spread, of coercion. It continued to work in depth on the juridical structures of
society, in order to make the effective mechanisms of power function in oppo-
sition to the formal framework that it had acquired. The ‘Enlightenment,’
which discovered the liberties, also invented the disciplines.37

Rather than perfectibility in terms of moral progress, for Foucault, the philo-
sophical ideals of the Enlightenment instead reveal the perfectibility of the
history of violence and power. As Honneth suggests, it is through the daily
disciplining of the body that, for Foucault, “the true face of history is re-
vealed.” It can be traced “in the petrified violence of the prison cell, the ritual
drill of the barrack square and the mute violences of school routine rather
than the moral proclamations of the constitutions and eloquent testimonies of
the history of philosophy.”38

In Honneth’s reading, Foucault arrives at this conclusion because he as-
sumes that the distinctively modern institutionalization of power, as a series
of disciplinary technologies rather than struggles, becomes ever more effec-
tive due to the historical process in which originally independent institutions
become linked into a mutually reinforcing relay of coordinated institutions.
Therefore, although they become decentralized, they also become more total-
izing, and able to extend into far greater areas of social life. In this way, what
were previously autonomous organizations are interwoven in a way in which
the exchange of information and circulation of knowledge could occur and
henceforth secure the exercise of power into a total system.39

Although the economy remains only a background factor for Foucault’s
analysis, he assumes that the process of capitalist modernization requires
new, more extensive and continuous forms of social power secured through
new disciplinary techniques and institutions.40 He therefore concludes, that
the historical conditions that drive the systematization of social power arise
with the development of the productive forces and the increase and move-
ment of populations that are mobilized with capitalist development in the
eighteenth century. Consequently he conceives of the manifestation of a new
autopoetic system of power, which independently of any social group or
individual, applies disciplinary techniques to bodies and populations and
thereby ensures social control. The accumulation of knowledge/power is
therefore conceived as a “trans-subjective learning process” that is trans-
ferred to the level of systems.41

Honneth argues that this systems-theoretic response makes it clear that
Foucault ultimately conceives of social change in terms of a theory of the
social evolution of power at the level of systems. Social domination is not
therefore the outcome of conflict between social groups but the result of a
“systemic process of adaption.”42 In Honneth’s view, this can be the only
explanation for the apparent disappearance of the dimension of social strug-
gle at this point in Foucault’s work. As a consequence, the concept of ongo-
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ing conflict and struggle between social groups appears to recede, and no
consideration is given to the politicization of bodily representations and iden-
tities, nor struggles over biological processes and life processes that may not
be completely subordinated to the logic of the institutionalization of discipli-
nary techniques. Rather, Honneth suggests, Foucault ends up presenting an
image of a ‘one-dimensional society’ in which social conformity is ensured
by a totalizing system of integrated disciplinary institutions, or a ‘discipli-
nary regime.’

In this sense, Honneth argues that Foucault shares with Horkheimer and
Adorno a conception of modern power that trivializes the differences be-
tween totalitarian and democratic societies, and in fact, presents fascism and
Stalinism merely as the perfectibility of forms of technical rationality and
power perceptible in western liberal-democratic societies. Thus, for Honneth,
the negative and totalizing conclusions of Adorno’s philosophy of history
and Foucault’s social theory share much in common.

In particular, in line with Adorno, Foucault understands the experience of
modernity as one of the ‘unparalleled growth of power and violence’ asso-
ciated with the increase of technical or ‘instrumental’ rationality. Like Ador-
no, Foucault’s project is defined by an attempt to expose the falseness of the
claim that the history of modernity is a history of progress and emancipation.
In this sense, both have a corresponding commitment to uncovering what
they consider to be the subterranean history of the European Enlightenment,
the history of a rationalization process that enables the augmentation of pow-
er. In a passage that sounds like Foucault’s evocation of the ‘dark side’ of
history, we read in the Dialectic of Enlightenment: “Europe has two histories:
a well-known written history and an underground history. The later consists
in the fate of human instincts and passions which are displaced and distorted
by civilization.”43

In an essay included in The Fragmented World of the Social, Honneth
argues that both Adorno and Foucault articulate the historical increase of
technical rationality primarily in terms of its effects upon the body; for both
writers, the history of modernity is the history of the suffering of the body.44

In fact, Honneth argues, this is “the inner affinity in their critique of the
modern age.”45 Both understand the process of civilization as the process of
increasing technical rationalization and its power-effects in terms of the fash-
ioning and destruction of the body. For Adorno, however, the suffering of the
body is equated with domination over nature, particularly the repression of
needs, desires, and the imagination; whereas for Foucault, the body becomes
the locus of social control through more and more specialized and differen-
tiated modes of discipline and training.46

Moreover, both understand processes of social control to be enacted by
modes of subjectivation that mark and produce particular forms of identity.
The ‘civilizing process’ (Elias) is understood in terms of the manner in which



60 Chapter 4

the individual is trained, disciplined, produced, and controlled to ensure so-
cial integration through conformity. Thus, Honneth argues, both writers
“place a coercive model of social order at the basis of their social theory.”47

However, despite the similarities in their negative critiques of modernity
and their agreement about a new order of social coercion, Honneth goes on to
argue that the manner in which Adorno and Foucault both reach these con-
clusions differentiates them markedly in their final approaches. In this slight-
ly later essay, Honneth emphasizes further than in The Critique of Power, the
differences between Adorno’s and Foucault’s critiques of human subjectiv-
ity, and offers a more sympathetic reading of Adorno in terms of his theoreti-
cal sensitivity to social suffering and the internality of the subject.

Honneth finds problematic Foucault’s assumption that techniques of pow-
er are enacted only on the body and his presumption that psychic processes
are merely a by-product of disciplinary procedures on the body; in other
words, that the internality of the subject is only constructed externally as a
series of effects on the body. Honneth suggests that Foucault therefore views
“individuals as formless and conditionable creatures,” as empty subjects,
with no psychic individuality and chance for successful personality develop-
ment.48

In this respect, for Honneth, Foucault’s approach marks a sharp contrast
to the tradition of Critical Theory, which for Honneth, must be grounded on a
notion of social suffering if it is to explain the basis for an interest in emanci-
patory reason.49 Adorno, for example, directs his critique at the level of
psychic influence and control by the cultural manipulation of the mass me-
dia. Fundamentally, however, he views this predisposition to coercion as the
result of an historical process attributable to capitalist modernity which de-
stroys the psychic capacities of individuals and hence their ability for self-
determination. Therefore, where Foucault conceives of the conditionability
of individuals as an ‘ontological’ condition, Adorno understands this social
constructivism as a social-historical condition in which the “psychic strength
for practical self-determination” has been destroyed by the combined and
increasing instrumentalization of inner and outer nature that is attributed to
the long ‘civilizing process,’ which particularly accelerates with the advent
of modernity. Adorno also grounds his critique in a normative framework of
an aesthetic concept of successful ego-identity based on the notion of free-
dom as the flow of communication between the “outer sensory impressions
and inner sensibility of the subject.”50 As a consequence, as we see in Di-
alectic of Enlightenment, the notion of suffering is broadened to account for
the dimension of the psychic suffering of individuals, as well as the “destruc-
tion between the individual and the body” as a result of the “irrationality and
injustice of rule as cruelty.”51

This reading of Adorno is central to Honneth’s later re-engagement with
the work of first generation Critical Theory in terms of the sensitivity to
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social suffering caused by social pathologies of reason that provides its criti-
cal-normative impulse. In a much later essay, “A Social Pathology of Rea-
son: On the Intellectual Legacy of Critical Theory,” in which Honneth articu-
lates and by implication self-identifies with this particular heritage of Critical
Theory, he cites Adorno’s fundamental conviction to this impulse, with a
passage from Negative Dialectics whereby “the moment of the flesh pro-
claims the knowledge that suffering ought not to be, that things should be
different.”52 Thus, like Adorno, for Honneth the experience and identifica-
tion of human suffering is central for mobilizing critique, for it is only
through social suffering that “the interest in the emancipatory power of rea-
son” is kept alive.53

For Honneth, Foucault’s notion of the subject is too heavily influenced by
his structuralist background, whereby the subject is denied all intentionality
and is understood to be nothing but the product of “the anonymous rules of
discourse or … violent strategies of domination.” However, if the individual
is denied any intentionality or agency, and the subject conceptualized as
entirely the product of disciplinary power, Honneth argues that Foucault
presents “nothing in his theory which could articulate [the suffering of the
human body] as suffering.” Without a normative basis that can provide a
ground against which injustice and suffering can be judged, according to
Honneth, “then the psychic suffering of the subject can no longer be inter-
preted as the silent expression of the rape of the human body.”54

Notwithstanding the merit of Honneth’s own normatively inspired cri-
tique, it can be argued that in some of Foucault’s later work, a normative
dimension is revealed that is more or less obscured in his earlier social-
historical investigations with their apparent totalizing preoccupation with
techniques of power.55 Significantly, in the later work, Foucault also moves
from a predominantly Nietzschean-inspired genealogical critique towards a
more sustained engagement with Kant’s “What is Enlightenment?” essay
through which he identifies with a “more profound understanding of belong-
ing to modernity.”56 In this context, Foucault articulates the project of cri-
tique in terms of a “permanent critique of ourselves”—a “mode of reflective
relation to the present.”57 In this respect, Foucault appears to realign himself
with a particular reading of the critical tradition and modernity. However, for
Foucault, modernity represents not so much a particular historical period but
rather a critical or ‘limit’ attitude—the attitude of modernity—“a way of
thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that one and the
same time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task.”58

Thus, modernity for Foucault represents not only a particular relationship to
the present, but it also compels us to create a particular mode of relationship
with ourselves and to others, and to work “upon ourselves as free beings.”59

Moreover, and in contrast to Honneth’s interpretation, it can be argued
that Foucault’s interest in the subject and a more ‘reciprocal’ relation be-
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tween self and society not only points to a more complex theory of power,
but also contributes fruitful insights towards an historical anthropology. As
shall be discussed in the following chapter, in a cursory way, Honneth does
acknowledge that Foucault’s attempt to historicize the individual’s relation-
to-self makes a contribution towards a philosophical anthropology at the
level of individual development.60 However, the philosophical anthropology
that underpins Foucault’s own project, together with insights gleaned from
his genealogical critique, also begin to raise significant questions for
Honneth’s own interpretation of Foucault and for his project more generally.

Foucault’s project is overwhelmingly motivated by an attempt to address
the question of the present in terms of the contingency and unpredictability
of the human condition, and to conceptualize ways in which individual self-
realization is possible in the condition of an interplay of both power and
freedom. It is this sense of the radical contingency and indeterminacy of the
human condition, in addition to Foucault’s complex analysis of power, that
opens up questions concerning Honneth’s critical project.



Chapter Five

Intersubjectivity in the Condition of
Power

Re-reading Foucault

In order to examine the implications of Foucault’s theory of power for
Honneth’s work, not only in relation to a theory of society but also for a
philosophical anthropology, it is necessary to return to Honneth’s early work
undertaken in Social Action and Human Nature, a work written prior to The
Critique of Power. However, in so doing, an alternative reading of Foucault’s
work will be offered in a way that opens onto questions for both Honneth’s
own anthropology of intersubjectivity and his analysis of power. This re-
examination of Foucault’s work, in the light of a more complex reading of
his action-theoretic understanding of power, leads to the suggestion that there
was a missed opportunity on Honneth’s part for a potentially more fruitful
engagement with Foucault’s work, not only for further developing his own
‘critique of power,’ but especially for outlining a more multidimensional
theory of interaction and intersubjectivity.

HONNETH’S EMERGENT ANTHROPOLOGY OF SOCIABLE
SOCIABILITY

In addition to the reflective stages of critical theory mapped out in The
Critique of Power, Foucault also features in Honneth’s earlier studies in
philosophical anthropology conducted as a series of lectures with Hans Joas,
and published as Social Action and Human Nature.1 The collection of studies
in philosophical anthropology can also be understood as ‘reflective stages’ or
‘traces’ in a theory of intersubjectivity, a learning process at the level of
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theory that is explicitly anthropological in orientation. In this reflexive-theo-
retical examination, Honneth and Joas begin with the intersubjective-theoret-
ic insights of Feuerbach and Marx, and move through various studies and
contributions to a philosophical anthropology of intersubjectivity in Western
Marxism, and then to anthropologies of social action drawing in particular on
the work of Mead and the German tradition of philosophical anthropology,
and finally to studies in ‘historical anthropology’ exemplified by Elias, Fou-
cault, and Habermas.

In this context, philosophical anthropology is not viewed as a foundation-
al science, but rather as a form of autonomous self-critique on and of the
social and cultural sciences that is reconstructive in method. The studies
provided in Social Action and Human Nature are therefore intended as a
‘contribution’ to the project of theoretical self-reflection, a “discussion of
anthropology with systematic intent.”2 In a similar manner to The Critique of
Power, Honneth and Joas view Habermas’ attempt to reconstruct historical
materialism as a theory of social evolution by way of a theory of communica-
tive action, as a development at the level of theory that provides the most
advanced form of self-reflexivity.

For Honneth, all social philosophical research requires a form of anthro-
pological reconstruction. In Social Action and Human Nature, this recon-
structive enquiry takes place at two levels: (1) an examination of the condi-
tions of the species’ history, and (2) individual development—both of which
reveal certain constants or enduring conditions. However, Honneth and Joas
caution against any claim that anthropology in this sense be understood as
presuming an ahistorical view of human cultures, nor that it is attempting to
provide “an inalienable substance of human nature.”3 Rather, for Honneth
and Joas, philosophical anthropology can only provide a reflection upon the
human condition in the form of reconstructive method, as an historical en-
quiry into “the unchanging preconditions of human changeableness.”4 In
other words, philosophical anthropology takes changefulness itself to be a
social constant but also seeks to confirm what is constant in human change-
fulness.5

A ‘naturalistic’ perspective is present throughout Honneth’s work, and is
initially drawn from the work of Plessner and Gehlen, and particularly from
George Herbert Mead. The work of Gehlen is viewed as instrumental in
contributing to the understanding that the “human being [has] a unique un-
specialized nature and [creates] its own environment in the forms of systems
of action, which [change] over time.”6 In Social Action and Human Nature,
this perspective is pivotal to outlining a philosophical anthropology of social
action grounded in a theory of intersubjectivity. It can therefore be said, that
the enquiry into the ‘unchanging preconditions of human changeableness’
undertaken in Social Action and Human Nature is reconstructed around two
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central constants in particular: not only the enduring capacity for social ac-
tion, but also the enduring precondition of intersubjectivity.

Furthermore, Honneth is concerned with ways in which both the external
and internal natural worlds might be shaped in a non-instrumental fashion,
and for him, this means the fashioning of nature not only intersubjectively
but also sociably. For Honneth, the reconstruction of philosophical anthro-
pology as a learning process at the level of theory, therefore, also means that
it always has normative implications. Significantly, from this point onwards,
Honneth bases his critical-philosophical project on the reconstruction of nor-
mative anthropological premises, which he reconstructs as unchanging pre-
conditions of human life. The consequence of this theoretical method is that
not only does Honneth assert that intersubjectivity and the capacity for (free)
social action are unchanging conditions of human nature, but also that partic-
ular forms or modalities of intersubjectivity and social action can be iden-
tified at an anthropological level. In this sense, Honneth locates what he
terms “anthropologically rooted possibilities for species development,” in a
particular ‘positive’ or ‘ethical’ conception of intersubjectivity, maintaining
that certain modalities of social sociability can be said to form an a priori
form of intersubjectivity.7

From the very early work on philosophical anthropology, Honneth has
been intent on establishing the normativity ‘naturally’ inherent to intersub-
jective relations, which initially with Joas, he traces back to its materialistic
manifestation in the work of Feuerbach. In the first instance, therefore, the
work of Feuerbach and Marx are foundational for this anthropological pro-
ject. For Honneth, Feuerbach is not only central to establishing the relation-
ship between anthropology and historical materialism, but also crucially he is
credited with being “the first to take into consideration both epistemological-
ly and substantially the significance of the specifically human structure of
intersubjectivity.” That is, he reveals “an a priori intersubjectivity of the
human being.”8

In tracing the modalities of intersubjectivity and social action from Feuer-
bach’s a priori intersubjectivism up to the point of Habermas’ theory of
communicative action, Honneth is clearly led to a theoretical decision that
locates normativity within an originary mode of social interaction. Drawing
on these insights, in Social Action and Human Nature, Honneth and Joas
state that the importance of the theoretical goal of an anthropological ground-
ing of historical materialism is, therefore, “the normatively orientated deter-
mination of the natural basis of specifically human sociality.”9 Thus,
Honneth not only grounds intersubjectivity at an anthropological level as a
precondition of human nature but at the same time makes a fundamental
claim that locates normativity within this same a priori characteristic.
Honneth therefore posits as a natural fact that humans have a predetermina-
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tion towards interacting intersubjectively in a manner that always already has
a normative orientation.

Moreover, in Honneth and Joas’ reconstruction of philosophical anthro-
pology, several studies in what they term ‘historical anthropology’ also as-
sume a significant position. Not only Habermas, but also Elias and Foucault
are credited for contributing to an historicization of anthropology that high-
lights the ways in which these “natural preconditions of social action [can be
traced] in such a manner and to such a degree that their historical and cultural
plasticity becomes evident…” In this sense, they argue that a reflexive philo-
sophical anthropology must take account not only of the organic bounds of
the human being, but also of “the historical process through which human
nature has shaped itself within [these] organically set bounds.”10 The inter-
pretations of Elias, Foucault, and Habermas can therefore be read as contrib-
uting important insights to a historically sensitized philosophical anthropolo-
gy of intersubjectivity.

Honneth’s understanding of philosophical anthropology is therefore alert
to the ways in which historical and cultural processes have shaped and
changed subjectivity, especially the fashioning of subjectivity of and through
the human body, and it is in this sense that Foucault’s work is of interest as a
contribution to ‘historical anthropology.’ Honneth and Joas argue that an
‘anthropologically oriented historiography’ enables us to take account of “all
changes that the human being has historically experienced in his bodily de-
meanor, in his modes of mental and emotional experiencing, in his patterns
of social action, and in his motivations.”11 However, within the context of
Social Action and Human Nature, Honneth and Joas amplify the historicist
impulses of both Elias and Foucault while downplaying the power-theoretic
dimensions of their work. This set of interpretations immediately circum-
scribes the work of both Elias and Foucault to the bounds of Honneth’s own
project of establishing the normative precondition for human intersubjectiv-
ity.

Despite this circumvention and domestication of Foucault’s power-theo-
retic stance, his work nonetheless operates on two levels that are important
for Honneth’s project: (1) a theory of society and (2) at the level of philo-
sophical anthropology, where Foucault figures predominantly on the path
between Elias and Habermas in articulating themes central to an ‘historical
anthropology.’ This points to the double presence of Foucault’s work in
Honneth’s attempts to develop both a theory of society in terms of social
struggle in the tradition of Critical Theory, and a philosophical anthropology
of intersubjectivity that underpins his project.

Furthermore, it can be argued that Foucault’s work contributes several
important insights to the project of a philosophical anthropology that extend
beyond Honneth’s own interpretation: firstly, to an understanding of the
‘historical and cultural plasticity’ of the ‘natural conditions of social action’;
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and, secondly, to the insight that power is an anthropological constant, a
modality of all social action and interaction. Foucault’s work therefore raises
the question of whether forms of unsocial sociability might also be taken to
be an enduring modality of human intersubjectivity, that power might also be
an enduring condition of human interaction; a point that Honneth overlooks,
but an insight, significantly, that Kant also built into his own version of
practical reason, albeit, in responding to it transcendentally. 12

The argument developed here is that Honneth does not fully acknowledge
the implications of these power-theoretic dimensions for a theory of intersub-
jectivity in his engagement with Foucault’s work. Given Honneth’s aim to
develop an intersubjective-theoretic notion of social action and his attempt to
provide a comprehensive ‘critique of power,’ Foucault’s work offers impor-
tant insights that Honneth might have considered more fully in the path
towards developing a theory of recognition. The implication of Foucault’s
work is not only that power is a modality of all social action and interaction
but that it is an a priori modality of intersubjectivity and social action—that
intersubjectivity also exists in the condition of power. Furthermore, if we
read a more dynamic complexity between the totalizing and actionistic as-
pects of Foucault’s work, we can also glean important insights in relation to
the notions of identity, action, and contingency that later become significant
for examining Honneth’s theory of recognition.

FOUCAULT’S ANTHROPOLOGY OF UNSOCIAL SOCIABILITY

As demonstrated above, both actionistic and power-saturated currents can be
found in Foucault’s work as early as the essays “Discourse on Language”
and “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” and this current in various manifesta-
tions can be traced throughout Foucault’s work to “The Subject and Power”
and late interviews, as well as the later two volumes of The History of
Sexuality.

In this respect, despite his protestations to the contrary, it can be argued
that throughout his work, Foucault outlines a philosophical anthropology that
accounts for both positive and negative modalities of human interaction that
contribute to a theory of intersubjectivity and social action; an anthropology
that also illuminates forms of unsocial sociability, including force, antago-
nism, violence, and war, but most fundamentally, of power.

To be sure, the anthropology of force and violence that Foucault outlines
is a thoroughly historicized one. In “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” which
is one of the programmatic statements detailing Foucault’s genealogical pro-
ject and underlying philosophical anthropology (an essay to which Honneth
gives scant attention), he argues that “[n]othing in man—not even his body—
is sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition or for under-
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standing other men.”13 However, despite claiming in the above text that there
are no ‘constants’ in history, Foucault nonetheless proceeds by arguing in the
same essay that history can only be traced through the constant effects of
power and violence on the body. Thus, Foucault’s disclaimer reads somewhat
as a contradiction in terms, when at the same time as he proclaims that
genealogy or ‘effective history’ is ‘without constants,’ he evokes the body as
a permanent surface through which history’s changeable inscriptions can be
read or traced. As Foucault explains:

The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved
by ideas) the locus of a dissociated self (adopting the illusion of a substantial
unity), and a volume in perpetual disintegration. Genealogy, as an analysis of
descent, is thus situated within the articulation of the body and history. Its task
is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the process of history’s
destruction of the body.14

In this manner, Foucault employs the Nietzschean notions of descent (Her-
kunft) and emergence (Entstehung) to contest the notion of “uninterrupted
continuities in history,” and to reconstruct history as an analysis of “events”
and “singularities.”15 Evoking the notion of ‘origins’ in the sense of a “myri-
ad number of ‘events,” Herkunft is intended to signify multiple lines of
‘descent,’ and the “complexity, contingency and fragility of historical forms
and events to which ‘traditional’ history has attributed stability.”16 Rather
than repeating what he considers to be philosophical anthropology’s errone-
ous pursuit of pre-historical origins, genealogy as Herkunft and Entstehung,
Foucault argues, reveals the historicity of emotions, instincts, values, morals,
and the “laws of physiology”; “it introduces discontinuity into our very be-
ing.”17

At the same time there is an ambiguity in Foucault’s formulations, for
despite speaking of Herkunft or descent as another way of understanding
origins, as a haphazard series of events, as a means of following or maintain-
ing “passing events in their proper dispersion,”18 merely as a “series of
accidents,” Foucault explicitly identifies the body as “the domain of Her-
kunft,” whereby “the body manifests the stigmata of past experience…”; it is
the body that becomes the pretext of … insurmountable conflict.”19 Howev-
er, “to speak in this way” as several interpreters have suggested, is to suggest
“that there is a body that is in some sense there, pregiven, existentially
available to become the site of its own ostensible construction.”20 It is pre-
cisely the evocation of a body that is destroyed and imprinted by history that
in fact suggests that the body constitutes a materiality “preconditional to
history” and “prior to discursive constructions.”21

Moreover, Foucault continues to speak of ‘emergence’ in terms of the
‘constancy’ of domination and struggle, of a single history or ‘a single dra-
ma’ that is staged as an “endlessly repeated play of dominations.”22 He
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therefore offers his own particular account of the ‘unchanging conditions of
human changeability’ in terms of particular modalities of social interaction,
those of force/power. In this sense, ‘changeability’ of the human condition, at
this stage in Foucault’s work, is always associated with ‘force,’ ‘struggle,’
‘violence,’ and ‘domination,’ (although later becomes identified primarily in
terms of power/struggle), whereby he suggests that “[e]mergence is always
produced through a particular stage of forces.”23 Genealogy, then, for Fou-
cault, must delineate this modality of interaction, ‘force,’ and “the struggle
these forces wage against each other … It is in this sense that the emergence
of a species … and its solidification are secured.”24

Thus, it has been argued that although Foucault “rejected the origin of
pristine nature just as much as Hobbes’ idealized status naturalis, he still
operated with a notion of ‘force’—an ungrounded ground of sorts—which
appeared to be at the root of history.”25 Quoting Nietzsche at length, Fou-
cault goes on to to define the ‘engine’ of social change in terms of force/
struggle when he proclaims that: “[I]n fact, the species must realize itself as a
species, as something—characterized by the durability, uniformity, and sim-
plicity of its form—which can prevail [only] in … perpetual struggle.”26

However, this perpetuity of struggle is not morally motivated struggle, nor
does it have a teleological orientation, nor can it be retraced or reconstructed
as a “history of morality in terms of linear development.”27 Rather, Foucault
proclaims:

Humanity does not gradually progress from combat to combat until it arrives
at universal reciprocity, where the rule of law finally replaces warfare; human-
ity installs each of its violences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from
domination to domination.28

In this very Nietzschean vein, Foucault therefore displays his skepticism
about placing too much faith in the notions of progress and moral develop-
ment, with particular reference to the double-sided nature of the experience
and processes associated with modernity.29 He suggests, therefore, that the
genealogist can only reconstruct an ethics in the interstices; ethics is not a
‘common space’ but a non-place, in which the genealogist analyzes good and
evil. It is in this sense that Foucault begins to articulate the idea of a form of
ethics that is always defined in relation to the limits of power and power
formations.

To be sure, in this context, Foucault can barely hide the anthropological
‘constants’ that form the presuppositions of his historical analysis. In
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” the human self-image that underpins his
historical-anthropological analysis is outlined in terms of notions of violence,
force, domination, and power, anthropological images that run throughout
his work. However, these images are reconstructed genealogically rather than
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teleologically, and highlight the indeterminacy and multiplicity of types of
human interaction.

In The Critique of Power and Social Action and Human Nature, Honneth
predominantly concentrates on the processes of subjectivation in terms of
Foucault’s images of power and control depicted in Discipline and Punish.30

However, as a consequence, Honneth does not fully consider the complexity
of Foucault’s theory of power, or the anthropological images depicted across
the broad spectrum of Foucault’s work. It is not just the counter-anthropolog-
ical images of force, violence, and power that throw Honneth’s anthropology
of intersubjectivity and (inter)action into relief, but also the radical contin-
gency and indeterminacy of the human condition and the fragmentary forms
in which a history of interaction and intersubjectivity might be reconstructed.

In other words, Foucault’s own version of anthropological ‘constancy,’ in
the manner outlined above, also has a second critical importance. It begs the
question of assuming an originary ‘recognitive’ or ethical mode of intersub-
jectivity, and questions whether this one dimension of intersubjectivity can
be reconstructed teleologically as a moral learning process in the way
Honneth suggests. As Foucault suggests: “[w]hat is found at the historical
beginning of things is not the inviolable identity of origin; it is the dissension
of other things. It is disparity.”31

In this sense, Foucault points to the radical indetermination and contin-
gency of the human condition. To be sure, this is an historicization of philo-
sophical anthropology that Honneth recognizes on one level, but he does not
really consider the implications of Foucault’s genealogical method of history
for an historical anthropology, and the radical indetermination this suggests
for a philosophical anthropology of forms and modalities of action. In other
words, the question Foucault’s genealogical method poses to Honneth’s
anthropology of recognitive intersubjectivity is that there may only be “the
iron hand of necessity shaking the dice-box of chance.”32 Foucault’s genea-
logical critique points to the ‘deviations’ and ‘reversals,’ the ‘errors’ and
‘false appraisals,’ to the absences and haphazardness in charting history. In
comparison, then, to Honneth’s reflexive reconstructions of a theory of inter-
subjectivity as a moral learning process with teleological intent, Foucault
argues that ‘effective history’ is an approach “that severs its connection to
memory, its metaphysical and anthropological model, and constructs a
countermemory.”33

While not wanting to suggest that Honneth abandon a notion of ‘moral
history,’ there are some important critical insights gleaned from an account
of the negative history of intersubjectivity and struggle to be found in Fou-
cault’s work, rather than only a moral, progressive one. In other words, the
critical insights raised by Foucault point to a fragmentary reconstruction, ‘a
moral history in fragments,’ that acknowledges the power-theoretic dimen-
sions in this reflexive reconstruction, the moments when intersubjectivity is
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not ‘moral,’ but characterized by various modes of unsocial sociability, in-
cluding hostility, violence, force, and power. These are ‘fragments’ towards a
theory of intersubjectivity that Honneth does not incorporate into his final
project due to the particular teleological orientation that he reconstructs as a
moral learning process at the level of theory. However, it might be argued
alternatively, that a ‘learning process’ is not necessarily teleological in orien-
tation, and at the level of normative theory, a critical departure from theoreti-
cal one-sidedness need not result in the exclusion of important critical in-
sights.

RE-READING FOUCAULT: POWER AND STRUGGLE AS
RELATIONALITY

To be sure, the genealogical method mapped out in essays such as “Nietzs-
che, Genealogy, History” represents a period of Foucault’s work more in-
spired by Nietzsche’s naturalistic tendencies than action theory, and these
elements undergo a transformation in Foucault’s later work, represented by
essays such as “What is Enlightenment” and “The Subject and Power” which
bring Foucault’s work closer to Honneth’s action-theoretic concerns. None-
theless, an actionistic current can be traced through Foucault’s work from the
beginning of the 1970s, and his consideration of action in the condition of
contingency bears central insights for a theory of intersubjectivity, and for
the project of critique more generally.

The anthropological image power/force remains a constant one underly-
ing Foucault’s studies including Discipline and Punish, Society Must Be
Defended, and The History of Sexuality: Volume One. However, these explic-
it formulations of power as force, as Hanssen also notes, shift slightly in his
later work. In “The Subject and Power,” for example, the anthropological
images that Foucault foregrounds are those of interaction, relationality, pow-
er, and struggle. Here, Foucault goes to greater lengths to develop a theory of
power that is clearly distinguished from a theory of domination. At certain
places in the “The Subject and Power,” we find the suggestion of an enduring
relationship between power and freedom, rather than power and force or
violence. In fact in a late interview, Foucault emphatically exclaims, “one
cannot impute to me the idea that power is a system of domination which
controls everything and which leaves no room for freedom.”34 It might even
be suggested that in his later work, despite its elusive quality and normative
slipperiness, freedom is now named as the condition “or even precondition
that make power relations possible in the first place.”35

The importance of recognizing the continuing presence of two currents in
Foucault’s work—both action-theoretic and systems-theoretic dimensions—
becomes evident in several of Foucault’s later essays written in relation to
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Kant’s “What is Enlightenment [Aufklärung]?” essay.36 In “What is Cri-
tique?,” Foucault draws together both a discussion of the mutuality of
governmentalization and self-governance, and the project of genealogy, in a
provocative analysis of the notions of ‘enlightenment,’ ‘modernity,’ and ‘cri-
tique’ inspired by the Kantian response to the question “What is
Aufklärung?” What Foucault finds so unique, in his notably sympathetic
reading of Kant’s essay,37 is an analysis that depicts the coterminous increase
of forms of governmentalization and individual autonomy, both brought to-
gether, he suggests, in a new form of ‘self-governance.’ In this sense, ‘self-
governance’ has two sides: it simultaneously designates a sense of obedience
(to a sovereign) at the same time as it enables critique and reflexivity. In this
sense, it evokes the question ‘how to govern’ as much as ‘how not to be
governed.’ In other words, Foucault suggests that Kant’s questioning of the
limits of knowledge, contains the double-sided question: “what are the limits
of governmentality in the context of freedom?”

Foucault argues that Kant’s notion of critique is therefore an attempt to
ground obedience on autonomy, or in his own terms, to recognize that the
constant interplay of power and freedom is an enduring human condition.
Foucault perceives this unique combination in the motto that begins Kant’s
thesis, ‘Sapere Aude,’ ‘dare to know,’ have the courage to use your own
understanding, or ‘the audacity to know.’38 However, Foucault argues that
for Kant, this motto stands alongside “another voice, that of Frederick II,
saying in counterpoint, ‘let them reason as much as they want as long as they
obey.’”39 In this sense, Foucault searches for a way of defining freedom
within limits, or as Schmidt suggests, of illuminating a means of ‘desubjecti-
vation’ within the play of power and truth.

Furthermore, Foucault argues that a slippage has occurred between the
concepts ‘Aufklärung’ and ‘critique,’ both since and because of Kant, that
has resulted in the question ‘What is Aufklärung?’ being posed in terms of
the limits of knowledge, or the legitimacy of historical modes of knowing. In
comparison, Foucault suggests that the entry into the question of
‘Aufklärung’ should not be that of knowledge, but rather that of power: that
is, what are the limits of power or governance? For Foucault, the question is
then not one of legitimacy, but of ‘eventialization.’ With this term, Foucault
refers once again to the genealogical method, pointing out that it is only by
way of such a historicophilosophical investigation that the relations ‘among
power, truth, and the subject’ can emerge. By employing the concept of
‘eventialization,’ Foucault wants to reminds us, that a historicophilosophical
approach does not analyze “universal truths to which history … would bring
a certain number of modifications.”40 Rather, we are reminded not only of
ruptures and discontinuities, but that we also have “to deal with something
whose stability, whose rooting, whose foundation is never such that one
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cannot in one way or another, if not think of its disappearance, at least mark
that through which and that from which its disappearance is possible.”41

Here Foucault approaches the question of enlightenment in terms of pow-
er and ‘eventialization,’ in a way that more clearly elucidates the connections
between the social-historical studies of disciplinary power and governmen-
talization, as well as the more programmatic statements about an internal
relationality between power and resistance, throughout interviews and essays
of the 1970s and 1980s until his death in 1984. Drawing the two elements
more clearly in relation to one another, in “What is Critique?,” Foucault
argues:

…it is not a matter of making power understood as domination or mastery by
way of a fundamental given, a unique principle of explanation, or of a law that
cannot be gotten around; on the contrary, it is always a matter of considering it
as a relation in a field of interactions, it is a matter of thinking it in an
inseparable relation with forms of knowledge, and it is always a matter of
thinking it in such a way that one sees it associated with a domain of possibil-
ity and consequently of reversibility, or possible reversal.42

Importantly, as the above passage indicates, Foucault argues that where pow-
er is perceived as a ‘singular effect,’ we have to recognize that it is produced
by a field or ‘game of interactions’; a field of interactions “with its always
variable margins of noncertitude.”43 There can be no closure or totality be-
cause the relations that constitute a ‘singular effect’ “are perpetually being
undone in relation to one another.” There is only “perpetual mobility, an
essential fragility, or rather an intermingling, between that which accompa-
nies the same process and that which transforms it.”44 Foucault therefore
often defines ‘relations of power’ as “strategic games between liberties” and
it is in this respect that he also speaks of strategic games as resulting “in the
fact that some people try to determine the conduct of others.”45

This analysis of enlightenment and critique accords not only with Fou-
cault’s arguments about power and resistance—one term always implies the
other—but also further highlights Foucault’s constant reference to power as
strategy, or strategic action. However, the evocation of the notion of ‘strate-
gy’ or ‘strategic action’ here should not be viewed as denoting the sole
characteristic of Foucault’s theory of power.46 It is important to emphasize
that Foucault does not reduce power to ‘strategic action’ in the sense under-
stood by Habermas and Honneth, but that as Ingram points out, he distin-
guishes between different degrees of power, domination, and governance.
The notion of the ‘strategic intersubjectivity of struggle’ should therefore not
be viewed as necessarily antithetical to Habermas’ nor Honneth’s theories of
communicative or recognitive-communicative action. As Nicholas Smith
points out, in this sense, Honneth’s critical interpretation of Foucault in The
Critique of Power also relies on a distinction which is vulnerable to the very
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same criticisms in relation to a dualistic notion of power and communicative
action that he seeks to resist, and which as we have discussed above, he
strenuously criticizes in relation to Habermas’ theory of communicative ac-
tion. As Smith argues, the very same “objections which Honneth [makes]
against the idea of separate spheres of purposive/strategic action and commu-
nicative action” also apply to “the separation of action types; normatively
motivated consent may also have a strategic component, and vice versa.”
Furthermore, Honneth’s interpretation of Foucault circumscribes his theory
of social action only to one, normative dimension rather than articulating a
multidimensional theory of action. As Smith argues, “Honneth’s general the-
sis that Foucault’s critique of power inadequately theorizes problems of so-
cial integration seems to presuppose that the only adequate concept of social
action is one that addresses itself to that problem.”47

Rather, as Rouse and Wartenberg have pointed out, Foucault’s notion of
power in terms of the ‘strategic intersubjectivity of struggle’ needs to be
understood in an open and dynamic way, as “power always mediated by
‘social alignments,’” or in Elias’ terms, social ‘figurations.’48 In this sense,
power as governance “even between equals” always “involves some recipro-
cal give and take,” and strategic relationships, as Ingram reminds us, can be
perfectly reciprocal and not necessarily opposed to communicative action.
Thus, contra Habermas and Honneth, Foucault appears to mean something
quite different by his employment of the term ‘strategic action’: “it is a way
in which certain actors modify the actions of others,” not by force, nor
ideologically, but rather by an interplay of power and freedom. As discussed
above, ‘power’ for Foucault “is less a confrontation between two adversar-
ies … than a question of government.”49 Thus, Ingram argues that Foucault’s
notion of ‘strategic action’ suggests that: “strategic reciprocity is prior to
strategic manipulation, but also that ‘strategic’ actors … actively and freely
contribute to structuring the field of possible responses. Strategic power and
consensual freedom thus constitute one another and both are necessary fea-
tures of social relationships.”50

As Schmidt and Wartenberg suggest, in Kant’s essay, “Foucault found an
account of enlightenment which never lost sight of the interplay between
critique and power.”51 In this sense, they suggest that Foucault’s return to the
question ‘What is Enlightenment?’ is an attempt to “understand the character
and the significance of [the] complex interplay between ‘power and capabil-
ities.’”52 Accordingly, they argue that Foucault’s essay on Kant makes clear
the intention of the earlier works, such as Discipline and Punish, that seem to
concentrate more on the ‘intensification of power relations’ in the study of
disciplinary society. However, in the later work, including a 1983 essay on
Kant and volumes two and three of The History of Sexuality, the emphasis
shifts to illuminating further the ways in which self-formation through the
development of individual capabilities might take place in the context of
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history, a history that is conterminously one in which power is further inten-
sified. However, Schmidt and Wartenberg argue that in this sense, it is evi-
dent that power always appears in two forms in Foucault’s work: it both
dominates and enables.53 Thus, for Foucault, “the acquisition of capabilities
and the struggle for freedom” constitute the permanent conditions of moder-
nity.54 That is why, as Ingram suggests, Foucault characterizes “freedom as
an ‘ascetic task’ of self-production that is both discipline and limit.”55 For
Foucault, “modernity does not ‘liberate man in his own being,’ it compels
him to face the task of producing himself.”56 In this sense, Foucault posits
freedom—or the compulsion to be free—as both an “irresistible ‘limit’ on
our transgressive practice” as much as it is an enabling condition.57 The
crucial insight of Foucault’s work is to understand the ‘interplay of power
and capabilities’; this is the double-sided nature of power, which lies at the
heart of Foucault’s project.58

This codetermination of power, as that which both ‘dominates’ and ‘en-
ables,’ is crucial for Foucault because he also dismisses the idea that there is
a state of pristine nature or an originary moment—an assumed precondition
of either freedom or recognition—that can act as a means to ground critique.
In this manner, Foucault considers the question ‘What is Enlightenment?’ to
invoke not a consideration of ‘What is Man?’ but more properly, ‘What am
I?’ That is, searches Foucault, “What is it that I am, the me which belongs to
this humanity, perhaps this fragment, to this moment, to this instant of hu-
manity which is subjected to the power of truth in general and of truths in
particular.”59 In a late interview, he suggests, there “does not exist a [recon-
ciled] nature or human foundation” against which freedom can be judged or
to which we might return if only ‘repressive mechanisms’ were removed so
that “man can be reconciled with himself, once again find his nature or renew
contact with his roots and restore a full and positive relationship with him-
self.”60 Rather for Foucault, self-formation always takes place in the condi-
tion of relations of power. Thus, he insists on thinking about ‘practices of
freedom’ rather than the work on the self being considered as a kind of
liberation, as though a predetermined inner-self is being ‘revealed’ or ‘set
free.’ In this sense, ‘practices of freedom’ are moral actions that construct the
subject in freedom, both despite and because of the condition of ongoing
practices of power.61

For Foucault, there can be no a priori notion of the subject, rather, the
subject constitutes him/herself historically in different forms and by different
practices in relation to different games of truth and applications of power. In
this sense, the subject constitutes or invents him/herself in an active fashion.
However, Foucault tirelessly stresses that these practices are never some-
thing that the individual invents by him/herself; they are patterns “suggested
and imposed on him by his culture, his society and his social group.”62

Foucault, therefore, always returns to the idea that we constitute ourselves as
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free subjects only ever in the context of relationships of power. For Foucault,
power is only ever a relationship, a “relationship in which one wishes to
direct the behavior of another,” whether this is a juridical relationship or a
relationship of love, by material means, or by verbal communication. 63

It is in this sense that the notions of ‘governmentality’ and ‘government’
come to play an important role in understanding the two currents in Fou-
cault’s work. For between ‘games of power’ and ‘states of domination’ stand
the unfortunately termed ‘governmental technologies.’ In this context, for
Foucault, the notion of ‘governmentality’ means to refer to:

the totality of practices, by which one can constitute, define, organize, instru-
mentalize the strategies which individuals in their liberty can have in regard to
each other. It is free individuals who try to control, to determine, to delimit the
liberty of others and, in order to do that, they dispose of certain instruments to
govern others. That rests indeed on freedom, on the relationship of self to self
and the relationship to the other.64

For Foucault, governance and self-governance can only be understood in this
mutually constitutive manner, a point he suggests we can trace back to Kant,
who first established an internal connection between authority or obedience
and freedom. For Foucault, an increase in freedom also leads to an increase
of governmentality, for “the more that people are free in respect to each
other, the greater the temptation on both sides to determine the conduct of
others.” As compared to the juridical concept of the subject, the notion of
governmentality in Foucault’s view “allows one … to set off the freedom of
the subject and the relationship to others, i.e., that which constitutes the very
matter of ethics.”65

In a late interview, Foucault therefore protests that an apparent contrast
between his early and late writings has been exaggerated, and that what he
has always been studying is the means of ‘governing’ the subject. In the final
books on the history of sexuality he suggests that he intended to “show how
governing the self is integrated in a practice of governing others,” and that
from his earliest to his latest work he has always been interested in the
question of “how an ‘experience’ made up of relations to self and others is
constituted.”66 The association of power only with its strategic dimension has
therefore both circumvented and limited Foucault’s own intersubjective-
theoretic insight into power, and has dominated subsequent interpretations
from those sympathetic to post-structuralism, as well as those working within
the tradition of Critical Theory.

In this sense, contra Habermas and Honneth, it is not so much that Fou-
cault does not consider any forms of interaction or intersubjectivity other
than strategic ones, but rather to emphatically maintain that no relationship is
completely free of power in the sense of the attempt to direct action, whether
it be the attempt to effect recognition, even in relations of friendship or love.
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For Foucault, the problem with Habermas’ theory of communicative action is
that he conceptualizes, even as an ideal, a “state of communication which
would be such that the games of truth could circulate freely, without obsta-
cles, without constraint and without coercive effects.” This, says Foucault,
“seems to me a Utopia. It is blind to the fact that relations of power are not
something bad in themselves, from which one must free one’s self.”67

In other words, and following Foucault here, it can be argued that com-
municative relations always coexist within relations of power, that (mutual)
recognition may only be enacted within the context of power relations and
may also contain an element of strategic intent. Furthermore, it might be
suggested that a normative notion of recognition cannot be directly tied to an
originary ethical moment of intersubjectivity, but that the normativity of
recognition might always exist within the context of power relations or stra-
tegic forms of interaction. It can also be argued that the attempt to enact
recognition might simultaneously constitute normativity and an action-theo-
retic notion of power, if by ‘power’ we understand recognition as an attempt
to determine that the actions of the other be affected in such a way that he or
she is compelled to enact recognition.68 According to this reading, recogni-
tion like linguistic communication is not neutral; it entails the ability to
ensure the conduct of the other is changed, directed, or motivated in a partic-
ular way. In Foucault’s interpretation, power, then, works both ways—it is
an enabling relationship—not necessarily one of domination but rather of
(en)action. The problem, then, is not to try to dissolve or separate power
relations from recognitive-communicative relations, rather according to Fou-
cault the problem is “to give one’s self the rules of law, the techniques of
management, and also the ethics, the ethos, the practice of self, which would
allow these games of power to be played with a minimum of domination.”69

It can therefore be argued that the power-theoretic insights contained in
Foucault’s work have important implications for Honneth’s theory of recog-
nition, particularly as they pertain to subject-formation and a theory of inter-
subjectivity, even in terms of its anthropological determination. These are
implications that Honneth does not engage with in his early work, despite his
initial interest in Foucault’s struggle-theoretic notion of the social. Moreover,
the insights contained in Foucault’s genealogical critique in regard to contin-
gency and indetermination challenge Honneth’s notion of social progress
understood in terms of the immanent expansion of ethical life and ever more
inclusive forms of social recognition. Exchanges of recognition are fragile
and uncertain, and recognition may be enacted in the context of relations of
power as much as relations of freedom; recognition may not merely enact
forms of positive affirmation but exchanges may involve compromises, neg-
ative constructions, or even maintain power relations.

In this sense, while many of Foucault’s assumptions are at times one-
sidely totalizing and problematic from the point of view of a normative
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critical social theory, his work does provide insights into a theory of action
that recognizes, firstly, the contingency and fragility of human interaction
and, secondly, the ways in which intersubjective ‘recognition’ is often
fraught and imbricated in networks of power. The important point to consider
is that, for Foucault, action is conceived prior to the recognition or affirma-
tion of identity. Rather, it seems that action, freedom, and power imply one
another and cannot be neatly separated.

In The Critique of Power, Honneth notes in closing that the task of critical
social theory today is to develop an alternative version of a communicative
theory of society that understands social organizations as “fragile construc-
tions that remain dependent for their existence on the moral consensus of
participants.”70 Although Honneth devotes his mature project to establishing
the morality of recognition, one of the major questions in this reconstruction
is whether or not he gives due consideration to the problem of grounding
critical social theory on the fundamental presupposition of an undamaged
notion of intersubjectivity; in other words, does he adequately account for the
fragility of intersubjectivity. It is precisely this question that will be ad-
dressed in the following chapters.
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Chapter Six

From the Contingency of Struggle to
the Primacy of Recognition

In The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth begins to develop his own distinc-
tive version of social philosophy, establishing the normative ground for a
critical social theory on the basis of a theory of recognition, which is also
considered the fundamental intersubjective basis for successful self-realiza-
tion. Honneth therefore moves from the struggle-theoretic intuitions of Fou-
cault presented in The Critique of Power to an intersubjective-theoretic inter-
pretation of Hegel in The Struggle for Recognition. With his particular read-
ing of Hegel, Honneth attempts to redefine the modern notion of freedom in
thoroughly intersubjective terms, whereby freedom can only be understood
and enacted in relation to an other. The concept of recognition that Honneth
reconstructs from Hegel’s work has an important double meaning: it is si-
multaneously able to account for both expanding conditions of individuation
or self-realization and more encompassing forms of socialization and social
institutions. This normative foundation is grounded anthropologically by un-
damaged intersubjective conditions, which provide the fundamental precon-
ditions for undistorted identity-formation and self-realization, as well as the
development of ethical life.

Central to an understanding of Honneth’s move from Foucault to Hegel is
a critical examination of the intersubjectively constituted philosophical
anthropology that provides the foundation for his theory of recognition. The
problem with this anthropological construction is not merely the fact that as
some critics have noted, Honneth grounds the theory of recognition with
recourse to a rather one-sided or ‘positive’ philosophical anthropology, but
that intersubjectivity is reduced to only one of its forms or modalities.1 One
of the main problems with Honneth’s attempt to draw a theory of recognition
from Hegel’s early work is that the terms ‘intersubjectivity’ and ‘recognition’

81
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are mutually defining and used interchangeably without question. 2 The un-
fortunate consequence of this theoretical move is that intersubjectivity is
equated with recognition in toto.

One of the aims of the following discussion is to uncover why this is a
problematic equation and to trace the manner in which it becomes the foun-
dational principle of Honneth’s mature critical social theory. It will be argued
here that this fusion or elision of conceptual categories begins with
Honneth’s reading and appropriation of Hegel in The Struggle for Recogni-
tion, but that it becomes even more pronounced once he moves to ‘re-actual-
ize’ Hegel’s theory of recognition with recourse to the social psychology of
G. H. Mead, and the psychoanalytic work of Donald Winnicott. Of equal
importance will be to examine the way in which Honneth shifts from his
studies of Foucault’s account of struggle and power to a Hegelian-inspired
notion of morally motivated struggle. In addition, then, to questioning how a
(Jena) Hegelian-inspired notion of struggle and conflict differs from the Fou-
caultian one Honneth was originally pursuing in The Critique of Power, this
chapter will also consider the consequences of a Hegelian-derived philosoph-
ical anthropology for a theory of intersubjectivity.

From the outset it is therefore important to note that for Honneth, the
concept of recognition is one characterized by affirmative, reciprocal, or
mutual recognition and is based on a “notion of an original intersubjectivity
of human life.”3 In his interpretation of Hegel, Honneth conceptualizes mu-
tual recognition as an originary condition, a pre-existing ‘nexus’ of ethical
relations that constitutes the social. In this schema, struggle itself is not a (co-
) constitutive condition but is in fact viewed “as a disturbance and violation
of social relations of recognition.”4 In this way, Honneth posits ‘recognition’
as a primary, first-order category, constitutive of sociality and posits struggle
as a secondary moment of transgression, or destruction of primary affirma-
tive sociality. Honneth’s presupposition is not only that human beings are
inherently social but also that recognition forms a primary relationality that is
prior to any other modality, a primary form of relationality that is always
already positive or normative.5 He thereby reconstructs Hegel’s model of
struggle as one motivated by ‘moral impulses’ rather than self-interest, fear,
self-preservation, or power. With this move Honneth attempts to transform
Foucault’s notion of power/struggle into a concept of recognition/struggle,
whereby recognition is conceived as the ethical ground of all sociality and
conflict.

My argument is that Honneth’s move is not entirely successful, and that
important insights from the earlier work are lost in developing the founda-
tions for a normative social theory based on Hegel’s early work. The ques-
tion that arises in this context is, therefore, what happens to the theory of
power sketched in The Critique of Power, within the reconfigured notion of
recognition/struggle in Honneth’s later work? Does Honneth smuggle it into
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the couplet recognition/struggle without acknowledgement, or does he strip
the ‘struggle for recognition’ of a theory of power by reconfiguring struggle
and conflict in purely moral terms?

The following discussion will trace Honneth’s reading of Hegel in terms
of its primary purpose of establishing an ‘originary notion of intersubjectiv-
ity.’ It will seek to elucidate answers to these questions by tracing the move-
ment of Honneth’s own work as it unfolds in his reading of Hegel in The
Struggle for Recognition. The reconstruction undertaken here has a double
hermeneutical purpose. The aim is to provide an immanent reconstruction of
Honneth’s own reading of Hegel, while at the same time, offering a imma-
nent counter-interpretation of Hegel’s work. The purpose of this methodolo-
gy is to indicate the ways in which Honneth offers a masterful but quite
idiosyncratic reading of Hegel’s work and to uncover insights contained in
Hegel’s work that Honneth overlooks in developing an intersubjective theo-
ry.

LOVE AND RELATIONALITY IN HEGEL’S EARLY JENA
PHILOSOPHY

Among the characteristics that distinguish Honneth’s interpretation of Hegel
is that it is reconstructed in relation to very specific texts of the early Jena
period, primarily the System of Ethical Life (1802/3), First Philosophy of
Spirit (1803/4) and Realphilosophie (1805/6).6 This focus entirely on texts
written in Hegel’s early years in Jena has important consequences, particu-
larly as Honneth argues that Hegel’s early Jena theory of recognition can and
should be separated out from the project undertaken in the Phenomenology
and beyond.

In The Struggle for Recognition, following Habermas, Honneth makes a
strong distinction between the texts of the early and mature Hegel. Although
Honneth shifts from this view in his later works, where he provides an
intersubjective interpretation of the Philosophy of Right, even then he at-
tempts to apply the intersubjective theory evident in the early Jena texts to
his interpretation of the later work.7 However, in The Struggle for Recogni-
tion, Honneth is at pains to emphasize that it is only in the early texts written
at Jena, most notably in the System of Ethical Life, that Hegel offers a theory
of the ‘Absolute’ or ethical life in intersubjective-social terms, before he
turns in the later Jena years to a conception of the ‘Absolute’ as ‘Geist’ with
its associated ‘metaphysical’ and ‘idealist-monological’ connotations. Both
Honneth and Habermas argue that in the early writings, Hegel presents an
intersubjective concept of Spirit in which intersubjectivity is not merely
viewed as an initial stage which is then sublated in Spirit’s movement to-
wards the Absolute, rather intersubjectivity is formative of Spirit itself.8
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Moreover, Honneth is convinced, like Habermas before him, that by the time
Hegel writes the later Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), he has entirely aban-
doned the intersubjective premises that showed such promise in the early
Jena lecture notes, and that in his attempt to outline the journey of self-
consciousness, the intersubjectivity-based theory becomes subsumed by
Hegel’s philosophy of the Subject. In other words, for Honneth, it is only in
the early Jena work that Hegel offers a theory of intersubjectivity from the
ground up, so to speak, as a primary rather than secondary category.

In seeking to establish a primary notion of intersubjectivity, like Ludwig
Siep, Honneth fundamentally claims that ‘love’ rather than struggle is the
structural core of recognition.9 In The Struggle for Recognition, in articulat-
ing what he refers to as the ‘structure’ of recognition relations, Honneth
makes the very strong claim that ‘love’ is “both conceptually and genetically
prior to every other form of reciprocal recognition.”10 In this context,
Honneth goes on to claim: “Hegel was … right to discern within [love] the
structural core of all ethical life.”11 Moreover, this conceptualization of a
primary form of ‘affective’ recognition as ‘positive affirmation’ is further
confirmed in his more recent work Reification, where he outlines an ontology
of ‘affectivity’ or ‘primary affective attunement,’ to which we will return
below. The centrality of the notions of ‘love’ and ‘affectivity’ therefore
remain at the core of Honneth’s concept of recognition, which he then moves
to combine with a theory of social struggle, now with recourse to Hegel’s
work rather than Foucault’s.

Following Siep’s lead, Honneth begins The Struggle for Recognition with
a comparison between Hegel and the philosophies of Machiavelli and
Hobbes. The importance of beginning with Hegel’s debate with Hobbes is to
highlight two distinct accounts of the social, and hence two quite divergent
foundations for modern social philosophy. Honneth is particularly interested
in establishing how Hegel offers a ground-breaking account not only of
social and of political life, but also the appropriation of Hobbes’ notion of
social struggle as morally motivated struggle, as an immanent dialectical
movement within ethical life. The main point of Honneth’s discussion is to
demonstrate the way in which Hegel is able to appropriate Hobbes’ model of
interpersonal struggle but in a way that turns it against its own atomistic
presuppositions about ‘human nature,’ and thereby develop an alternative
basis for social theory. In other words, it designates a shift from an individu-
alistic based model to an intersubjective one, which is located in a moral
order for which ‘love’ is the ultimate intersubjective ground. Consequently,
while incorporating the notion of social struggle in his own work, Honneth
argues that Hegel also reconstructs it as a moral category, not one compelled
by self-interest or self-preservation.

In Honneth’s view, Hegel’s original achievement is to be able to bring
together the classical notion of an ethical totality of society, inspired by the
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‘intersubjective’ notion of the ‘polis’ drawn from his reading of Aristotle and
Plato, with a negative, agonistic process of development with the incorpora-
tion of the concept of ‘struggle for recognition.’ Therefore, the notion of
ethical life that is developed through Hegel’s early work is understood as the
outcome of morally motivated interpersonal struggle and conflict, of recur-
ring negations that expand the “moral potential inherent in ‘natural ethical
life.’”12 Thus, in contrast to Hobbes and Machiavelli, Hegel is able to devel-
op both a theory of the ‘State’ as immanently constituted rather than as an
externally imposed institution that establishes social order, prevents conflict,
and legitimates sovereign power. So too, ethical life is self-constituting, de-
veloping from within an intersubjectively constituted lifeworld and integrat-
ed by what Hegel terms ‘Sitte,’ ‘mores’ and ‘customs,’ or for Honneth moral
‘attitudes’ that are ‘acted out intersubjectively.’13 Therefore, where Hobbes
fundamentally rejects Aristotle’s conception of humans as naturally social
beings, Hegel instead begins with a philosophically inspired notion of an
organic and ethical whole. Honneth understands Hegel to mean by this an
ontological substance or ethical social fabric, and particularly emphasizes the
Aristotelian nature of Hegel’s organic conception of ethical life, as well as
the search for a unifying principle, which Hegel at this stage identifies with
love.14

Hegel’s influences during his early Jena period are multiple and complex,
and include the work of Aristotle and Plato, English political economy,
Hölderlin, Fichte, Schelling, and the looming shadow of Kant with and
against whom Hegel’s work constantly moves. Both Hölderlin and Schelling
provided Hegel with a means of articulating the notion of a primary unity
underlying all relations, not just between subjects, but also between subject
and object.15 The division between subject and object then already presup-
poses an original unity or holism in which oppositions are already united, a
primordial relatedness. Inspired by Hölderlin, and in a critique of Kant,
Hegel begins to conceptualize a ‘unifying force,’ or ‘being,’ that unites the
Kantian oppositions between form and content, concept and intuition, subject
and object, nature and freedom, “in such a way that each remains what it is
yet merges with the other in inseparable unity.”16 Initially, for Hegel, follow-
ing Hölderlin, this ‘unifying force,’ which is posited as the highest ideal of a
free life, is ‘love.’ ‘Love’ is a ‘principle of unification’ that is posited as an
alternative to both Kant’s ‘transcendental unity of apperception’ and Fichte’s
‘absolute ego,’ with its separation and positing of an ‘Absolute I’ as the
ultimate ground for the ‘Not-I.’17 While providing a metaprinciple for the
synthesis of opposites,18 in Hegel’s formulation, ‘love’ “cannot be grasped
by the understanding,” and it “cannot be commanded.”19 For Hegel, the
“opposition of duty to inclination has found its unification in the modifica-
tions of love.”20
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Thus, from the first Fragments on Love and the Spirit of Christianity, we
see ‘love’ becomes the central unifying concept in Hegel’s thought. As Hen-
rich explains: “Once Hegel adopted the concept of love as the basic principle
of his thinking, the system came forth without interruption.”21 However, as
Henrich suggests, ‘love’ was later replaced by the notion of ‘life,’ and later in
The Phenomenology with that of Spirit [Geist] with its much broader and
richer implications, where Hegel also begins to formulate the Absolute as
“substance that is also Subject.”22 In this way, Hegel draws deeply on
Hölderlin’s notion of unification through love but makes it his own as a
means of conceptualizing ‘life.’23

However, as Henrich maintains, Hegel did not simply adopt Hölderlin’s
unification philosophy of love in toto, and the differences between the two
are instructive. Hegel’s conception of ‘being’ or ‘totality,’ even when he
employs the term ‘love’ to encapsulate this unity, does not assume a sense of
‘original being’ or ‘primordial unity’; it is not posited as a origin to which we
hope to return. Hegel does not, then, conceive of a totality that precedes
opposition, rather unification is the very relation itself. As Henrich explains:
“This is Hegel’s distinctive idea, that the relata in opposition must, to be sure
derive from a whole. However, the whole is only the developed and explicit
concept of the relata themselves.”24

In comparison, a duality operates in Hölderlin’s thought whereby ‘love’ is
the unifying force both to a lost origin or primordial unity (the ‘infinite’) as
well as the telos or desire for unification with the finite. However, for Hegel
‘love’ is conceived merely as “the unification of subject and object.”25 Thus,
as Henrich so well encapsulates: “Hegel must constantly conceive all struc-
tures which Hölderlin understood as deriving from original Being, as modes
of relation which coalesce. The event of coalescence itself, and not a ground
out of which coalescence derives, is for Hegel the true absolute, the ‘all in
all.’”26 Moreover, Hegel conceives of the unity as the relata of oppositions in
terms of a movement or ‘unfolding’ that is future orientated, and already in
the writings on Christianity, where we see him employ the idea of spirit for
the first time, he introduces a notion of historicity and worldliness with the
notions of ‘fate’ and ‘tragedy.’27 At the time of writing the System of Ethical
Life, Hegel further conceptualizes this sense of unfolding unity or conflict
between oppositions in terms of a notion of ‘productivity.’ In this sense,
upon his arrival in Jena, Hegel’s work also expresses the influence of Schell-
ing’s philosophy of nature and he begins to employ Schelling’s notion of
‘potencies’ or ‘levels’ [‘Potenzen’]28 as a means of conceptualizing various
forms of opposition in ‘relation,’ and to conceptualize the development to-
wards unification as a series of stages or dialectical movement towards ‘Ab-
solute Ethical Life.’

However, in the first part of The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth is less
concerned with a detailed analysis of Hegel scholarship or with an exegetical
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account of Hegel’s texts, and more intent on articulating his own social
philosophy and notion of primary intersubjectivity. In this sense, Honneth
leans quite heavily on the Aristotelian elements in his interpretation of Hegel
as he begins to fashion the notion of an ‘originary intersubjectivity’ that
becomes the cornerstone of his work.

Honneth begins his textual reconstruction of Hegel’s early work with an
analysis of the essay on Natural Law written in 1802/3, and published in the
Critical Journal of Philosophy, that Hegel co-edited and co-wrote with
Schelling.29 Hegel is critical of the presuppositions in theories of ‘natural
law’ that begin from a conception of human nature that presuppose that the
individual is primary and prior to the social. From this presupposition,
Hobbes conceives as ‘natural’ a state of affairs which posits that isolated and
atomistic individuals can only form society by means of externally con-
structed institutions and laws, rather than conceiving of sociability itself as a
natural state that immanently and simultaneously expands capacities for indi-
vidualization and socialization. As mentioned above, Hegel questions not
only the atomistic conception that characterizes the social theory of Hobbes
but also equally the forms of transcendentally derived moral law that he
associates with both Kant and Fichte, whereby practical reason is separated
from human need and inclination. Hegel considers problematic all concep-
tions of natural law that are based on either antagonistic anthropological or
formal transcendental presuppositions because they can only ever conceive
of the social as an aggregate of isolated or egotistic individuals, not as a
moral unity.

In contrast, Hegel at this stage in his work, is able to infuse the ‘philoso-
phy of unification’ by which he has constructed a concept of ethical totality,
with an intersubjective political and institutional model, adopted from the
model of the city-states of antiquity from his reading of Plato and Aristotle. 30

Both Plato and Aristotle conceptualize the polis in organicistic terms, “where
the whole cares for each part and each lives for the whole.”31

It is also fair to say that the essay on Natural Law bears Schelling’s
influence, where Hegel conceptualizes his own version of Schelling’s ‘phi-
losophy of nature’ in terms of the ‘Aether,’ that ‘primordial matter’ or ‘abso-
lute being’ which is not merely ‘mirrored’ in individual subjects but is “of
the very essence of the individual, just as much as the aether which per-
meates nature is the inseparable essence of the configurations of nature … is
not separate in any of them.”32 In this way, Honneth claims that Hegel is able
to construct a counter-model to the Hobbesian concept of social life as ‘the
unified many,’ as an aggregate of isolated individuals, with a model that
develops sociability from an ethical substratum or original substance that
develops dialectically to form a more expansive ethical whole. 33 This is what
Hegel is referring to, suggests Honneth, when he quotes Aristotle in the essay
on Natural Law, pronouncing that: “The Nation [Volk] comes by nature
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before the individual. If the individual in isolation is not anything self-suffi-
cient, he must be related to the whole nation in one unity, just as the other
parts are to their whole.”34 Honneth therefore considers Hegel to be articulat-
ing an Aristotelian derived notion of ethical life unified in a primordial
ethical substratum or substance.

However, where Hegel conceives this totality as a relationality and move-
ment between universal and particular, state and individual, subject and ob-
ject, Honneth interprets and reconstructs Hegel’s early works solely in strong
intersubjectivist terms as a theory of recognition. This reading is quite an
extrapolation from the letter of Hegel’s own texts, and as we will question
later, it is not clear that such a strong intersubjectivist reading can be substan-
tiated. The ‘holistic’ picture offered in many of Hegel’s early pronounce-
ments is also at times difficult to reconcile with the strong intersubjective
theory that Honneth reads into the text. It is evident as we discussed above
that Hegel’s notion of unification should be distinguished from Hölderlin’s
notion of ‘Being’ and is grounded in what Henrich has described as the very
‘coalescence of relation.’ However, this ‘coalescence of relation’ cannot be
reduced to interpersonal relations between subjects defined as recognition
alone, nor does it refer to a form of originary intersubjectivity or lost unity.
Rather, as I shall discuss further below, Hegel can be read to offer a more
multidimensional theory of relationality and intersubjectivity that need not be
reduced to the primacy of recognition as a first-order category, nor to strictly
interpersonal relations. Nonetheless, it is within these central pages of his
interpretation of Hegel that Honneth begins to fashion a deep ontological
notion of ‘originary intersubjectivity’ that becomes the founding idea of his
own theory. Here we can read into Honneth’s interpretation of Hegel a clear
outline of the founding philosophical principle that encapsulates his own
theory:

…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 able to assume, a kind of natural basis for human socialization, a
situation in which elementary forms of co-existence are always present.35

In asserting this statement of his own position, Honneth moves from a dis-
cussion of the essay on Natural Law to the text that is to become central to
his own formulation of a theory of recognition as originary intersubjectivity.
Having attempted to establish that Hegel’s social philosophy is founded on
an Aristotelian inspired notion of a pre-existing ethical social fabric in which
subjects are always situated, Honneth now moves to fundamentally connect
this structure to the notion of recognition. With this fundamental move, we
see Honneth diverge from simply establishing a theory of intersubjectivity in
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the more promising mode of Hegel’s early work as simply a theory of ‘relat-
edness’ and instead make an irreducible link between recognition/intersub-
jectivity. Honneth’s interpretation immediately bestows upon intersubjectiv-
ity a pre-given ethical content or determinate form as a particular type of
intersubjectivity—it assumes a taken-for-granted ethical or normative foun-
dation built into the very fact of relatedness or intersubjectivity as a kind of
primordial unity. Thus, rather than forms of intersubjectivity being conceived
as all those modes of interaction that precede recognition, recognition is
understood by Honneth as a primary category, conceived as first nature.

To make this structural and conceptual connection between intersubjec-
tivity and recognition, Honneth moves to the System of Ethical Life (1802/3),
written at about the same time as the Natural Law essay, where he suggests
Hegel is more able to articulate exactly what form this inherent ethical poten-
tial must take if it is to be presumed to ‘always already’ exist within the
structure of intersubjective relations. Moreover, Honneth argues, Hegel also
needs to explain further exactly how agonistic processes actually contribute
to the expansion of ethical social bonds, rather than their diminishment.
Honneth claims that Hegel is able to accomplish this dual task only once he
renounces his earlier critical stance towards Fichte, and moves to rework
Fichte’s theory of recognition for his own purposes.36

For Honneth, the System of Ethical Life is the pivotal text in which Hegel
moves to address the issues arising from the above-mentioned combination
of Hobbesian, Aristotelian, and Fichtean themes. The manuscript, which
Hegel himself left untitled and unfinished, is the earliest surviving draft of
Hegel’s ‘Identity-System.’37 One of the unique aspects of the text besides it
Schellingesque form is that in direct contrast to Hobbes, it depicts a realm of
‘natural’ or pre-State ethics that is not repeated again in Hegel’s later work.
This latter aspect is central to Honneth’s interpretation and reconstruction of
an anthropological account of ‘recognition’ and an ontological conceptual-
ization of ethical intersubjectivity in Hegel’s work.

HEGEL’S SYSTEM OF ETHICAL LIFE

The System of Ethical Life is divided into three sections: (1) Absolute Ethical
Life on the Basis of Relation; (2) The Negative, or Freedom, or Transgres-
sion; (3) [Absolute] Ethical Life [Sittlichkeit]. Hegel begins the System of
Ethical Life by establishing that his aim is to develop in systematic terms
what he considers to be the ‘inner truth’ and essence of ‘Absolute Ethical
Life’ or Sittlichkeit. He does this using a mixture of methodological princi-
ples drawn from Schelling and somewhat Kantian inspired terminology, as a
series of three ‘stages’ or ‘levels’ [Potenzen]38 of dialectical movement or
‘subsumption’ between what he terms ‘intuition’ and ‘concept.’ Within each
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of the three sections, (although this is less obvious in the second section),
there is also a series of subdivisions or internal ‘levels’ indicative of an
internal progression. Each section is therefore also organized internally as a
series of reciprocal movements or ‘subsumptions’ between ‘intuition’ and
‘concept,’ and between various ‘Potenzen,’ or ‘stages.’ Hegel begins by stat-
ing it thus: “Knowledge of the Idea of the absolute ethical order depends
entirely on the establishment of perfect adequacy between intuition and con-
cept, because the Idea itself is nothing other than the identity of the two.”39

However, for Hegel, ethical life is not merely the relation between ‘intui-
tion’ and ‘concept,’ or ‘particular’ and ‘universal,’ or between ‘subject’ and
‘object’ but rather their synthesis into a unified whole. Furthermore, for
Hegel, the ‘Ideal’ of Ethical Life “is not transcendent…but is the inner truth
and essence of reality.”40 In order to reach the level of ‘Absolute Ethical
Life’ the subsumption of ‘intuition’ and ‘concept’ must move through a
series of embryonic forms of ethical ‘relation,’ of unifying moments and
negations before their synthesis is complete. Therefore in the first instance,
Hegel examines (a) the concept subsumed under intuition, and (b) intuition
subsumed under concept. However, ethical life understood only as a series of
‘relations’ based on opposites is incomplete. As Hegel wishes to demonstrate
both these understandings of ethical life are inadequate. They both presume a
split between ‘universal’ and ‘particular’ whereby one of the relata remains
always dominant to the other, where one is always subsumed by the other.
For Hegel, this ends in a series of lifeless abstractions with no unifying
‘spiritual bond.’41

In the first level of the text, ‘Absolute Ethical Life on the basis of Rela-
tion,’ Hegel begins the dialectical movement between ‘concept and ‘intui-
tion,’ not with subject/subject relations but with the subject/object relation, a
factor that Honneth overlooks. The first level of the text is conceived as
‘natural ethical life,’ and within the schema borrowed from Schelling is
conceptualized as the ‘subsumption of concept under intuition.’42 The System
of Ethical Life therefore begins with the individual subject as ‘naturally de-
termined,’ as a sensuous being conditioned by need, desire, and enjoyment.
Hegel here initially relates ‘intuition’ to feeling, and conceives of this initial
level as the level of ‘practice,’ depicting the active subject purely in relation
to the objects of his/her environment and the attempt to address basic need.
The subject is primarily ‘driven’ by desire and enjoyment the paradigms of
which Hegel states are “eating and drinking.”43 Here then, notably, Hegel
does not begin his text with intersubjective relations, but as with the texts that
follow the System of Ethical Life, with the existence of the individual in his/
her sensuous desiring state in relation to the consumption of objects. Al-
though not yet couched in the language of consciousness as with the later
Jena texts, the primary form of relation is nonetheless depicted initially as a
relation between subject and object, a relation that can only be unified in
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Hegel’s schema, by the annihilation or destruction of the object in the satis-
faction of need whereby the subject is the ‘subsuming power.’

In addition to ‘need’ at this level there is also a second form of ‘practical
intuition,’ associated with the ‘possession’ of objects—that of ‘labor’—
which Hegel conceives as the ‘subsumption of intuition under concept.’ ‘La-
bor’ is distinguished from basic need by means of the ‘tool,’ which intro-
duces a ‘universalizing’ element into the relation between subject/object, and
distinguishes human from animal desire. Labor signifies that immediate de-
sire is suspended and that gratification is delayed enabling ‘possession’ rath-
er than immediate annihilation.44 Labor, then moves individuals to become
‘social creatures’ and to mutually shape one another and their environment,
through both the laboring process and through formative educative processes
or ‘Bildung.’45 Thus, for Hegel, ‘labor’ represents an ‘absolute exchanging’
whereby every subject “makes its particularity into universality”, and this
represents the first dialectical movement between universal and particular. 46

So, it might be said that the subject’s first experience of itself and of the
world is in fact formed in relation with objects and although ‘socialized’
through the transformation of desire and need in labor, is not strictly
grounded in primary relations of recognition. Within the stage of ‘Natural
Ethical Life,’ the subject is understood to move through a series of relations
with objects, until in a third level he/she leaves the level of natural determi-
nation and enters what Hegel depicts as the first form of social relation.

As Whitebook notes, though, this means that ‘desire,’ which he argues
has the connotation of a ‘drive’ or ‘carnal phenomenon,’ appears before the
specifically human desire to be recognized by another. This indicates that
Hegel intended to demonstrate “how the specifically human form of desire
emerges out of an initial biological appetitive striving,” and cannot be under-
stood as a taken-for-granted phenomenon.47 That is, the desire for recogni-
tion is not primary, rather the individual is ‘educated’ to social sociability, so
to speak, out of his/her initial interactions with objects, and the frustration
caused by the constant annihilation of the object in the cycle of need and the
satisfaction of need. In this sense, Whitebook suggests, Hegel is neither a
theorist of “first nature nor of second nature, but of the transition of the
former into the latter.”48

However, instead Honneth posits recognition as a primary, first-order
category and begins his exegesis only at the point where intersubjective
relations are first conceptualized by Hegel in relations of ‘love.’ It is at this
point that Honneth begins his reconstruction of Hegel’s text, without ac-
knowledging the first forms of ‘relation’ between subject and object that are
primary to Hegel’s text, and this has important consequences for the assump-
tion central to his work that humans are intrinsically recognitively sociable
and ethical. As Honneth is only interested in the forms of interpersonal social
relationality as mutual recognition, he also focuses his reconstruction almost
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entirely on the first and second ‘levels’ of the text, and mostly leaves to one
side a discussion of the third level of ‘Absolute Ethical Life’ and the State.
Moreover, as Honneth is only interested in identifying the theory of intersub-
jectivity as recognition that he reads into the text, he abstracts completely
from the epistemological and methodological framework in which Hegel’s
philosophical presentation is based, arguing that the social-philosophical
content of the text can be extracted and disconnected from its methodological
context.49 In Honneth’s intersubjectivist rendering of the System of Ethical
Life, he suggests Hegel begins by offering a counter-image to Hobbes’ Levia-
than, that is “not with a struggle of all against all” but with a philosophical
account of “elementary forms of interpersonal recognition.”50 Honneth be-
gins his reconstruction of Hegel, therefore, at the very first point in the text at
which recognition is introduced. It is here that we encounter forms of rela-
tionality within the ‘family’ and ‘love’ between the sexes, and it is also
within this level that we encounter ‘language’ for the first time.

Hegel continues to conceptualize this form of socialization as a ‘relation’
that is only relative, in terms of ‘feeling as subsumption of concept under
intuition.’ Hegel’s own presentation of the first form of social relations is
very specific, and takes the form of the institution of the ‘family.’ This initial
form of recognition consists of ‘the sexes who are constituted in difference’:
although they are constituted in ‘relation,’ “one [is] the universal, the other
particular; they are not yet equal.”51 For Hegel, this relation, “this being of
oneself in another” therefore belongs to ‘nature,’ not ethical life. It is an
‘ideality of nature’ that “remains in inequality and therefore in desire in
which one side is determined as something subjective and the other as some-
thing objective.”52 Therefore, ‘love’ between the two sexes for Hegel is an
inadequate form of ‘relation’ that is not yet unified and properly ‘ethical.’
The ‘difference’ between the sexes in the love relation is only unified and
mediated through the ‘externalization’ of their relationship in a child. It is
only through the mediating third term of the child that Hegel conceives that
individual subjects assume ‘absolute identity’ with one another, and by
which their “unity therefore [becomes] real immediately”; they become
“one—a living substance.”53

Furthermore, it is in the ‘labor’ of raising and educating children that the
family as a unit is seen to develop beyond the basic cycle of need and the
satisfaction of need. It is in the relationality of the family members as a unity
that represents for Hegel the first form of ‘natural ethical life,’ that moves
beyond mere ‘intuition’ to ‘concept.’ This movement from ‘feeling’ to
‘thought’ in the educative process of children is, however, not conceptualized
in terms of mutual recognition as such.54 Rather, for Hegel: “This is the real
rationality of nature wherein the difference between the sexes is completely
extinguished, and both are absolutely one—a living substance.”55 Thus for
Hegel, the concept of ‘love’ presented here has moved beyond the idea of
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love represented in the earlier Fragments on Love as “a miracle, that we
cannot grasp,” and now becomes a ‘rational’ form of relationality that is
expressed and unified in the labor of educating or socializing the child to
humanity.56 Therefore, although the child is a social creature, he/she is not
born into a state of desiring recognition but must be educated to sociability
and ethical life.

In contrast, Honneth understands this primary form of intersubjectivity
between both sexes, and between parents and children, as a form of socializa-
tion that enables the developing ‘individualization’ of subjects through the
reciprocal recognition of “each other … as living emotionally needy be-
ings.”57 Honneth therefore already reads Hegel here through a particular
psychoanalytic, more precisely, Winnicottian lens, whereby individuals are
assumed to have a predisposition to mutuality and ethical intersubjectivity,
rather than conceiving it as the end result of a learning process.

Importantly, Honneth suggests this initial form of recognition, which he
later develops as providing the necessary social environment for individuals
to develop the basic self-confidence and successful relation-to-self they need,
is a crucial first phase of recognition that must be experienced for subjects to
be able to participate in public life. However, this is not a claim or formula-
tion that can be found in Hegel’s own text. For as we have seen, Hegel
conceptualizes the expansion or development of ethical life as a series of
‘levels’ or ‘stages’ indicative of a dialectical movement between ‘concept’
and ‘intuition.’ Rather, Hegel merely points out, as he had done in his study
on the Spirit of Christianity, that ‘property’ (as a form of exchange) cannot
be easily reconciled with the same kind of relationality as that represented by
the ‘private’ relations of the family. He merely points out the different forms
of ‘relating’ or ‘relatedness,’ but does not bestow any necessary precondition
between the different experiences of ‘relatedness’ expressed by ‘love’ and
‘law.’

Therefore, within Section One of System of Ethical Life, entitled “Abso-
lute Ethical Life on the basis of Relation,” we also encounter a second level,
Part B: “Infinity and Ideality in Form or in Relation” which is still conceptu-
alized as a form of ‘natural ethical life.’ Here Hegel moves to a discussion of
property and possession, both in relation to ownership of property and as the
result of ‘surplus’ labor, and the expanded interaction between families as
social units. At this level, we see the emergence of institutional arrangements
necessary for shared common life, although these are still considered by
Hegel to be forms of ‘natural ethical life’ and not yet fully established politi-
cal and institutional forms of the State. It is within this second level that is
further divided into a series of ‘subsumptions’ or dialectical movements, that
recognition is mentioned for the second time within the text, as the basis of
legal ‘right.’ Here, ‘property,’ ‘possession,’ and labor in the context of public
life is mediated by legal right, and the economic system of ‘value’ and
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‘exchange,’ expressed in the ‘abstract equality of things,’ is mediated by
‘contract,’ both of which are underwritten by formal, mutual recognition.58

Whereas the first form of interpersonal recognition is characterized in
Honneth’s terms by ‘affectivity’ and individual need, the second form is
based on ‘legal right’ and the universalization of mutual recognition through
the abstract relation represented in contract and exchange. The particularity
of the family is now superseded by the public interaction between family
units, or their (male) individual representatives. The concept of ‘legal right’
requires an a priori underlying trust in relations of mutual recognition. The
‘ideal’ of possession itself can only be realized by mutual recognition of the
other’s ‘right’ to own or possess goods and property. However, as Honneth
explains, Hegel still considers legal relations as merely a form of ‘natural’ as
compared to ‘absolute’ ethical life because it is still characterized by ‘the
principle of singularity.’ That is, legal relations represent a form of sociality
whereby individuals are integrated “only abstractly via negative liberties,
that is merely on the basis of their ability to [accept or] negate social offers”
of exchange and contract.59 Therefore, as Honneth reconstructs it, although
legal relations represent a universalistic form of social integration, relations
of right provide only a ‘formal’ and ‘empty’ notion of freedom that cannot
provide intersubjective recognition of the particularities of the individual
subject.60

However, there is a third sub-level within this Second Part that Hegel
differentiates as ‘the level of indifference,’ that mediates between the previ-
ous two levels of (a) property/possession and surplus labor on the basis of
legal relations; and (b) abstract relations based on value, exchange, freedom,
and contract.61 This sub-level concerns the relation between members of
social classes within the broader context of the social division of labor and
embryonic forms of political community. Furthermore, Hegel distinguishes
the two previous sub-levels as characterized by individuals as ‘property own-
ers’ or possessors of ‘things’; they are recognized in relation to their ‘posses-
sions’ in their capacity as right-bearing individuals. In the third sub-level, by
comparison, the individual is recognized as a ‘human being’ as such, not
only in relation to his or her possessions. Therefore, “[j]ust as he was recog-
nized previously only as possessing single things, so now he is recognized as
existing independently in the whole.” Thus, Hegel means to say that the
individual is now recognized as “absolute abstraction” as a “person” and as a
“living being.”62

In other words identified outside legal relations of property the individual
is now considered as “absolute subjectivity.” However, as ‘absolute concept’
the ‘person’ also exists as a free being, and Hegel suggests that being condi-
tioned by freedom, the individual can just as easily be posited in terms of
“non-recognition.”63 In the condition of recognition, therefore, Hegel at this
point also introduces a concept of ‘power’ as a form of relation: “At this
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[level] a living individual confronts a living individual, but their power of life
is unequal. Thus one is might or power over the other. One is indifference,
while the other is [fixed] in difference.”64 For Hegel this form of relation,
like recognition, is still a ‘relative’ one, not yet an ‘absolute’ one or unified in
‘Absolute Ethical Life.’ It is also within this context that Hegel for the first
time discusses the relation of ‘lordship and bondage.’ Hegel explains, “This
relation in which the indifferent and free has power over the different is the
relation of lordship and bondage [Service].”65 For Hegel, ‘lordship’ and ‘ser-
vice’ arise whenever there is a ‘plurality’ of individuals: it is “the very
concept of the plurality relation.” And, on this count, Hegel claims such a
relation is ‘natural’ because this is the manner in which individuals initially
‘confront one another’ as ‘persons’ in their particularity.66

However, in the dialectical movement of the text, the levels of ‘person-
hood’ and ‘inequality’ and ‘power’ are also eventually mediated by the rela-
tional unity of the ‘family’ as a whole. Coming almost full circle then, the
family is considered to be both the ‘unit’ in which individuality exists be-
tween household members as ‘persons,’ and also the ‘unifying’ element be-
tween them. In this way, Hegel suggests that in the relationship between
‘families,’ which he envisages as being united in the ‘Volk,’ the “forgoing
particularity is transferred in the family into the universal.”67

Whereas Hegel from this point moves to the above-mentioned discussion
of a third sub-level and a discussion of social class, power, and recognition of
an individual as ‘a living human being’ based solely on a subject’s ‘person-
hood,’ Honneth instead abstracts from Hegel’s text at this point and moves to
the middle section on “The Negative, or Freedom, or Transgression” to dis-
cuss Hegel’s interpretation of ‘crime.’ Honneth’s method for working back-
wards against Hegel’s text is partly motivated by an attempt to overcome the
schematic presentation of Hegel’s work and also to try to reconstruct the
logic of Hegel’s presentation. However, this reading also lends itself more
suitably to Honneth’s own methodological purpose, which is to extract a
third form of recognition based on the notion of ‘honor’ from within Hegel’s
discussion of ‘crime,’ and to make clear how acts of ‘crime’ and ‘punish-
ment’ assume and reveal a pre-existing form of ‘undamaged intersubjectiv-
ity.’ Honneth argues: “there is good reason to believe that Hegel granted
criminal acts a constructive role in the formative process of ethical life be-
cause they were able to unleash the conflict that for the first time, would
make subjects aware of underlying relations of recognition.”68 In other
words, for Honneth, Hegel’s discussion of crime demonstrates the normativ-
ity that underpins all social life, including pathological forms of relationality
or interaction.

Hence, where Hegel in the System of Ethical Life includes a discussion of
‘power,’ Honneth leaves this modality of relation out of his discussion of
Hegel’s text, and moves to a discussion of a third form of recognition in
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relation to Hegel’s discussion of ‘crime’ and criminal acts as a response to a
lack of ‘honor,’ or ‘inadequate recognition’ in terms of an individual’s spe-
cific traits and abilities. As a consequence, Honneth leaves power out of the
equation and only makes an explicit link between recognition/struggle in his
discussion of crime, and of intersubjective relations of recognition not of
power-oriented ones. Henceforth, Honneth speaks only of ‘inadequate’ or
‘unsatisfactory recognition’ but not power. Honneth’s avoidance of a theory
of power in this context means that he conceives subject-formation and inter-
subjectivity in overly normativized terms from the ground up, as a priori
relations of recognition.

In contrast to Honneth, though, the very interesting point that arises, if we
follow the progression of Hegel’s text as outlined above, is that Hegel in fact
conceptualizes both ‘recognition’ and ‘power’ (on the same level of ‘Natural
Ethical Life’) as forms of ‘relation,’ both of which are considered only ‘rela-
tive’ and ‘natural’ forms of interrelatedness. In comparison to the ‘abstract’
and ‘ideal’ notion of equality established in legal recognition, Hegel states
that the relation of “lordship and bondage … is immediately and absolutely
established along with the inequality of the power of life … in reality what
we have is shape and individuality and appearance, and consequently differ-
ence of power (Potenz) and might.”69 Both forms of relation are considered
inadequate because neither yet represents ‘Absolute’ or ‘unified’ forms of
ethical life. In other words, from the perspective of our discussion and in
contrast to Honneth’s reconstruction of Hegel, ‘power’ is not excluded from
Hegel’s own discussion of natural forms of ‘relation’ and recognition, nor is
it considered pathological.

THE NEGATIVE, CRIME AND RECOGNITION

However, wanting to avoid associating recognition with power, and the
‘lordship/bondage’ relation, Honneth instead moves to an analysis of ‘crime’
and recognition. In his interpretation, Honneth relies upon a reading and
explanation of ‘crime’ taken from Hegel’s earlier Frankfurt texts, namely,
those collected in the Early Theological Writings. He argues that in the
Frankfurt texts, Hegel conceived of criminal acts as reactions to the “abstract
and one-sided form of relationality in legal relations.”70 Honneth suggests
that a connection can be made between criminal acts and the previous stage
of natural ethical life because each form of conflict is interpreted as a nega-
tive response to the abstract freedom that subjects had previously been
granted in legal relations of recognition. Therefore, Honneth argues that
Hegel’s understanding of the ‘criminal act’ in the Early Theological Writings
can be interpreted as a response to the fact that the individual is integrated
only negatively into the collective life of society as subjects of abstract right.
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In other words, Honneth presumes that what Hegel is actually suggesting
in the System of Ethical Life is that the motivation for the criminal to act
‘negatively’ can only be understood as the experience of not being adequate-
ly recognized. The feeling of being only ‘negatively integrated’ into society,
therefore, already presupposes a notion of ‘incomplete recognition’ as the
motivating source for ‘criminal’ acts. Honneth therefore suggests that we can
only make sense of the System of Ethical Life if we read it through the frame
of the earlier Frankfurt Writings. Although this connection is not made in the
System of Ethical Life itself, Honneth suggests that we can read a connection
between ‘crime’ and ‘recognition’ in the same way in which ‘crime’ is de-
picted in the Early Theological Writings as demonstrating the individual’s
relation to an ethical whole. Honneth claims that there is no other way of
understanding the logic of Hegel’s 1802/3 text if we do not understand the
middle section on ‘crime’ or ‘transgression’ as a model for depicting the way
in which individuals are inadequately or negatively integrated into the com-
munity and thereby as presupposing forms of mutual recognition. In this
reading, individuals who commit acts of ‘crime’ consider themselves to be
inadequately or only negatively recognized, and by way of conflict or strug-
gle, leave the state of existing recognition relations, in order to have their
individual identity more adequately recognized, returning to the community
(in the act of the ‘crime’ being ‘punished’) in a form of reintegration which
occurs only by means of expanded and more encompassing recognition rela-
tions for both assailant and victim.

Honneth does, however, admit that Hegel does not provide the same
arguments about the motivational source for criminal acts in relation to legal
relations in the System of Ethical Life, in the manner that he suggests can be
found in the Early Theological Writings. In this sense, it is purely an extrapo-
lation to suggest that the account of conflict and relationality in the chapter
on ‘The Negative’ in the System of Ethical Life can in fact be completely
attributed to a reaction vis-à-vis established relations of recognition.

Nonetheless, Honneth suggests that if we map this reading on to the 1802
text, we can compensate for Hegel’s neglect to provide a reason for the
motivation behind ‘criminal acts,’ and can thereby “trace the emergence of
crime to conditions of incomplete recognition.”71 In this way, for Honneth,
‘criminal acts’ as depicted in the System of Ethical Life have a two-fold
potential for learning: (1) Through their destructive acts subjects come to
know more about their own distinctive identity; (2) In the same way, subjects
also learn of their mutual dependence and their reliance on recognition rela-
tions as the basis for ethical life. Honneth, therefore, concludes that social
conflict contains “a moral-practical potential for learning.”72 This account
reduces crime purely to a pathology of recognition, and neglects to consider
the multitude of other motivational factors contributing to crime, including
negative feelings, revenge, resentment, and power. Crime is depicted in al-
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most functionalist terms, merely as the means by which originary relations of
recognition are revealed, as a ‘disturbance’ of already existing recognition
relations.

Moreover, Honneth’s reading also reduces Hegel’s middle chapter to an
account of only one form of struggle or conflict, that of ‘crime’ as it emerges
within the context of legal/property relations, although these relations are, as
we have seen above, not yet state sanctioned and are still considered by
Hegel to be forms of ‘natural ethical life.’ In this reading, Honneth reads all
the various ‘negative acts of destruction’ that Hegel depicts through the
prism of mutual recognition, and thereby suggests that all forms of ‘crime’
depicted indicate that the motivation for acts of crime can be traced back to
‘incomplete forms of recognition.’73

The forms of ‘negative’ interaction Hegel discusses in the intermediate
chapter are divided into three levels: (a) includes ‘havoc’ or barbarism, phys-
ical harm, annihilation, or destruction, (b) refers to legal relations between
property owners and refers to acts of theft and robbery, and (c) includes
interpersonal struggles for ‘glory’ or ‘honor,’ the relation of lordship and
bondage, oppression and murder, revenge, battle, duel, war, and slavery, or
‘service.’ In Honneth’s reading the first form of negative interaction Hegel
mentions in Level (a) ‘acts of destruction and ‘annihilation’ do not seem to
make sense within the aforementioned schema of recognition relations. That
is, acts of annihilation only make sense upon Honneth’s reading because they
occur “outside the social condition of legally recognized freedom.”74 There-
fore because such ‘negative’ acts do not fit the model of responding to
previously established forms of recognition, Honneth can only perceive Heg-
el’s intent to mean that they must occur only where legal relations of recogni-
tion do not exist. Furthermore, Honneth points out that, for Hegel, such acts
or forms of interaction are not properly considered to be crimes at all, be-
cause ‘crime’ is defined only in relation to negative forms of interaction that
occur where there is a presupposition of legal relations of mutual recognition.
Honneth is therefore more interested in the second form of ‘negative’ interac-
tion mentioned in Level (b) in regard to theft between property owners, and
bases his account of crime more precisely beginning at this point, where legal
relations are more explicitly described by Hegel as being understood as rec-
ognition relations.

Initially, then, what Honneth terms ‘crime’ in his reconstruction of Hegel
refers to ‘theft’ or ‘robbery’ between property owners, where legal relations
have already been established and recognized.75 In an act of theft of property,
Hegel suggests that it is not the ‘object’ that is injured in the act of theft,
rather it is the individual property owner who is injured when something in
‘his’ possession has been stolen. In such an act the individual qua property
owner is said to be injured in ‘his’ entirety as a ‘person.’ Importantly, this is
the place at which Honneth suggests the first account of ‘struggle’ occurs in
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the System of Ethical Life. It is within the context of ‘personal injuries’ of
property theft, which at this stage occur outside a state-sanctioned legal and
penal system, that subjects respond to defend themselves and hence a strug-
gle ensues between victim and assailant.76 At this point a subject’s only
‘appropriate response’ to the threat or injury of theft is to defend himself
against the assailant. Hence, what ensues, as the injured party’s form of
resistance towards the perpetrator, suggests Honneth, is the “first sequence of
actions that Hegel explicitly calls a ‘struggle.’”77 Honneth describes this
form of interaction, of struggle between ‘persons,’ as defined by their rights-
bearing status. The result of the struggle must end in the favor of the victim
whose entire identity is considered to be at stake in the struggle, whereas the
assailant has only risked his personal interest. It is by way of struggle in the
context of theft, or ‘crime,’ that for Honneth has a two-fold function in
relation to recognition: firstly, it brings to light underlying recognition rela-
tions upon which the system of property relations is founded, and therefore
of the recognitive relations of social life more generally; secondly, it is the
vehicle by which subjects articulate their unmet claims of identity, and hence
is a form of ‘mediated agonism’ which provides the catalyst for expanding
recognition relations.

However, ‘theft’ is only one form of conflict or transgression in Hegel’s
schema. Honneth moves from a discussion of what he terms ‘crime’ in the
context of property relations to a discussion of what he identifies as a third
form of social conflict explicitly extracted from Hegel’s text—that of the
‘struggle for honor’—and it is in this way that he constructs the third form of
recognition-relation that completes his three-tiered model of recognition.
Hegel’s own discussion in the third part of the chapter on ‘The Negative’ is
wide-ranging and discusses numerous responses to forms of interaction that
result from battles over honor. As commentators such as Siep have sug-
gested, this is the ‘Hobbesian’ moment in Hegel’s work where he incorpo-
rates conflicts or struggles over ‘glory’ into his overall schema. Siep suggests
that the struggle for honor depicted in Hegel’s System of Ethical Life can in
some senses be said to resemble Hobbes’ concept of a struggle between
individuals for self-preservation and power. However, the difference is that
with Hobbes the individual stands in a negative relation to the State, whereas
for Hegel, this relation is a positive one, which he goes on to articulate in the
third section of the System of Ethical Life. The State is, therefore, conceived
as an accomplishment of developed ethical relations not an external restraint
imposed against individual wills.78

Honneth, though, relates Hegel’s fragmentary comments on ‘honor,’ to
what he perceives to be a third, embryonic theory of recognition. Hegel’s
discussion of ‘honor’ is viewed as the ‘universalizing’ or ‘unifying’ form
which is the “‘indifference’ or totality of the previous levels of negation.”79

In this sense, argues Honneth, Hegel appears to be attempting to unify partic-
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ular forms of injury with injury to the ‘whole,’ implying that injury to one is
also injury to the other. Hegel suggests:

Through honor the singular detail becomes something personal and a whole,
and what is seemingly only the denial of a detail is an injury of the whole, and
thus there arises the battle of one whole person against another whole per-
son.80

Honneth infers from Hegel’s brief comments that ‘honor’ therefore implies
the necessity of an ‘affirmative relation-to-self,’ which requires recognition
of the other. Honneth therefore ‘psychologizes’ his interpretation of ‘honor’
and understands it as a particular “type of attitude to oneself.” For Honneth,
‘honor’ is “a stance I take towards myself when I identify positively with all
my traits and particularities.”81 In Honneth’s reconstruction, the presupposi-
tion that individuals require intersubjective recognition of their identity is
said to motivate subjects to struggle for their ‘honor.’ Struggles over ‘honor’
are perceived to be an attempt by individuals to “convince the other that their
own personality is at stake.” However, individuals are only able to demon-
strate the depth of the injury to their ‘whole’ person if they are prepared to
risk their lives in the ensuing struggle. Honneth reads this to mean that “only
by being prepared to die do I publicly show that my individual goals and
characteristics are more significant to me than my physical survival.”82

It is at this point Honneth suggests that we can understand why a life-and-
death struggle occurs because in such forms of social conflict, which result
from personal insult, the “whole [of a person] is at stake.”83 This reading of
‘honor’ and the ‘struggle for honor’ is employed by Honneth not only as
providing a third form of recognition-relation in terms of individualization
and recognition of a person’s particular traits and abilities, but following
Andreas Wildt, also presupposes a form of ethical life based on underlying
‘affective’ relations of ‘solidarity.’ This is how Honneth attempts to explain
the transition from ‘natural’ to ‘Absolute Ethical Life,’ by means of what he
perceives to be ‘affective’ relations of recognition that go beyond ‘merely
cognitive’ recognition and legal relations. Honneth understands this ‘affec-
tive’ form of recognition, or ‘solidarity,’ to be a third form of recognition-
relation that reintegrates and reunites individuals who have been isolated in
legal relations, creating the foundation of ethical community in which, to
quote Hegel, the “individual intuits himself in every other individual.”84

As Honneth is only interested in constructing a theory of intersubjectivity
from Hegel’s text, remarkably here he limits his discussion to the interper-
sonal relations between subjects as a form of affective intersubjectivity, and
does not countenance the relationality between the universal and particular,
the individual and the whole, or the individual and the State, and this results
in a rather one-dimensional account of the concept of ‘relationality’ operat-
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ing in Hegel’s work. As Jean-Philippe Deranty has noted, Honneth’s particu-
lar interpretation of Hegel purely in terms of an intersubjective model based
on the ‘nexus’ between subjects is somewhat unrepresentative of Hegel’s
position. Moreover, it also has the result of ‘flattening out’ the notion of
social integration by reducing it to ‘horizontal’ interpersonal relations be-
tween subjects rather than also accounting for ‘vertical’ relations between
individuals and institutions, and individuals and the State.85 Honneth’s re-
construction remains ‘external’ to Hegel’s text in this regard, as in many
others, and instead he focuses his attention on the form of social integration
that he perceives in Hegel’s reference to the reciprocal ‘intuition’ between
subjects as the basis of a form of ethical relation formative of ethical life.

In keeping with his primary concern to develop a theory of intersubjectiv-
ity as recognition, Honneth’s conclusion from his interpretation of the middle
chapter on ‘crime’ is, therefore, that it offers the key to understanding Heg-
el’s theoretical aims in the System of Ethical Life.86 Honneth suggests that
there is a progression between the three stages of conflict presented in the
middle chapter, and that we can interpret this progression, which ends with
the account of injury or insult to ‘personhood’ or ‘honor,’ as indicating that
“the identity claims of the subjects involved gradually expand.” On this
basis, therefore, Honneth suggests, “this rules out the possibility of granting a
merely negative significance to the acts of destruction that Hegel de-
scribes.”87 Rather, Honneth reads the various forms of ‘negative’ interaction
positively, and as a progression providing the transition from natural to abso-
lute ethical life, by way of a theory of recognition.

For Honneth, the unique place of the System of Ethical Life in Hegel’s
oeuvre is the fact that two ‘natural’ forms of recognition are counterposed as
a whole to various kinds of struggle that are summarized in the chapter on
‘crime.’ Furthermore, there is only one single stage of struggle in various
manifestations that Hegel positions between ‘natural’ and ‘Absolute Ethical
Life’ as a whole, whereas in the texts following the System of Ethical Life,
the struggle for recognition leads from one stage of ethical life to the next.
Honneth argues that although this model is difficult to justify both methodo-
logically and social-historically, this structure provides Hegel with a means
of directly countering Hobbes’ presuppositions by beginning his social-theo-
retical account with a “‘natural’ state of conflict-free ethical life in a unified
manner,”88 and thereby accounting for social conflict only as a secondary
condition. Notably, then, Honneth understands Hegel’s great advance in
comparison to Hobbes to be the positing of a primary form of intersubjective
ethical life, and the designation of struggle as always a secondary condition
or mode of interaction. By so doing Honneth immunizes what he terms
‘crime’ or criminality and conflict, from a discussion of power and domina-
tion. Instead, ‘crime’ is only understood in terms of inadequate recognition
relations and as such Honneth separates the ‘negative’ from normativity,
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reducing the theory of intersubjectivity purely to normative forms of interac-
tion.

Honneth’s reading of Hegel thereby provides the counter-model to that of
Kojève: where Kojève reads Hegel’s account of social relations in the Phe-
nomenology as beginning with a ‘Fight,’ and understands the originary mo-
dality of intersubjectivity as power and domination, Honneth turns this inter-
pretation on its head, and while incorporating a secondary element of strug-
gle, posits as primary an ethical form of intersubjectivity as recognition. 89

Honneth’s reading is based on an anthropological conception of recognition
that he reads as underlying Hegel’s work as a whole, which he goes on to
interpret as grounded in primary love-relations. In Honneth’s schema, the
first form of social relation is love—social relations begin with and are
grounded on love, not violence, power, or conflict—and each stage of recog-
nition is a necessary precondition for the next.

However, there is another way of reading Hegel’s representation of the
two different levels of ‘relation’ that he presents in the System of Ethical Life.
If we take Hegel’s work in the manner in which it is presented, it can alterna-
tively be read as an exposition of forms or modalities of ‘relation,’ not all of
which are internally connected to an underlying primordial concept of recog-
nition. To be sure, Hegel conceives of them as various modalities of ‘rela-
tion’ that are only ‘relative’ and not yet fully unified, and therefore must be
sublated and superseded in the unifying ‘concept’ of Absolute Ethical Life.
However, it is not clear at this stage of his work that Hegel equates ‘struggle’
with ‘recognition’ per se, or that struggle is conceived as only a reaction to
inadequate forms of recognition.

The middle chapter, ‘The Negative, or Freedom, or Transgression,’ is
very difficult to read only as representing forms of ‘struggle’ that are inter-
nally and directly motivated and linked by recognition relations as a whole.
In fact, one of the most interesting aspects of the text is precisely that recog-
nition and struggle are not internally linked, and that various forms of strug-
gle and relation are presented that are not directly attributable to recognition.
The intermediate chapter on ‘The Negative’ could alternatively be read not as
an expansion or ‘disturbance’ of established recognition relations but as com-
peting with such recognition relations, as forms or modalities of power and
struggle which exist along side recognition relations, all of which are over-
come by the third form or level of Absolute Ethical Life in the State. This
intermediate stage moves through different forms of ‘negative’ interaction,
some of which destroy relations, others which create relations of power, and
others that compel struggle, violence, or revenge. There is no justification in
the text itself for the middle chapter to be understood as transgressions of
recognition per se, only that various forms of struggle are an inevitable,
although inadequate, condition of social life. However, Honneth reads Heg-
el’s text as depicting all forms of struggle as internally related to and moti-
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vated by the desire for recognition, thereby immediately equating them in the
couplet recognition/struggle.

One of the most interesting aspects of Hegel’s early text that is not repeat-
ed in later work is that he conceptualizes many different types of ‘relation’
both as a methodological principle and in terms of social relations. In this
sense, if we follow the logic of Hegel’s argument, recognition itself is
viewed merely as a form of intersubjectivity or ‘relation’ that is in fact, also
inadequate as the unifying element of ethical life (and this also accords more
with the position that he ends up articulating more explicitly from 1806/7
onwards). In the System of Ethical Life, recognition is an important aspect
within the initial natural stages of ethical life; however, based on the text
itself, it not clear that all forms of relation and interaction in the text can be
reduced to recognition alone. It is also not easy to make a claim for three
distinct forms of recognition as internally linked in a progressive and ex-
panding theory of ethical life from within the basis of Hegel’s own text.
Again, different forms of ‘recognition’ are presented but they are not inter-
nally linked as the sole progressive element of ethical life whereby one form
of recognition leads inevitably or necessarily to the other. Rather, as we have
seen, the progression in the text moves dialectically between different forms
of ‘relation,’ between ‘universal’ and ‘particular,’ or ‘concept’ and ‘intui-
tion.’

Honneth admits that it is difficult to fully substantiate to what extent the
history of ethical life can be reconstructed in the System of Ethical Life “in
terms of the guiding idea of the development of relations of recognition,” nor
that it is possible to adequately “distinguish various forms of intersubjective
recognition” in the text.90 However, he argues there are enough fragments
that can be pieced together that suggest a three-tiered model of recognition:
(1) familial relations of ‘love’ or affective recognition in which individuals
are recognized as beings with concrete needs; (2) legal relations in which
individuals are recognized in abstract terms as beings with rights and respon-
sibilities; (3) ‘affective’ relations of solidarity within the State within which
individuals are recognized in their particularity as beings with specific traits
and abilities.91

The teleological theory of social recognition that Honneth reconstructs
from Hegel’s 1802 text also requires a corresponding three-tiered notion of
personality-formation to fully augment his theory of self-realization.
Honneth admits that the early Jena text does not provide an adequate corre-
sponding theory of subject-formation to accompany the developmental
stages of social recognition. It is only once Hegel moves to develop a philos-
ophy of consciousness within the later Jena work that a more differentiated
theory of subjectivity and identity-formation can be seen to develop that can
go some way to accomplishing this task in Honneth’s reconstruction.
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Furthermore, within the System of Ethical Life, Honneth acknowledges
that the notion of ‘struggle’ is not explicitly granted a ‘constructive role in
the formative process of ethical life.’ In other words, ‘struggle’ and ‘recogni-
tion’ are linked negatively rather than positively in the early Jena text.92

Honneth wishes to understand the movement of recognition as a movement
towards increasing ‘universalization,’ whereby the moment of struggle is
responsible for the expansion of recognition-relations to a new level. Howev-
er, Hegel’s account of ‘crime’ in the System of Ethical Life cannot achieve
this task for Honneth because the various forms of struggle depicted are not
internally tied to recognition in the manner required to indicate an internal
positive progression in recognition-relations and corresponding conditions
for increased individualization.

Nonetheless, as we have discussed above, the System of Ethical Life
remains the pivotal text for Honneth’s reconstruction of Hegel, especially in
terms of its reference to a ‘natural ethical realm’ and ontological account of
intersubjectivity, which enables Honneth to establish a primary notion of
ethical intersubjectivity that becomes the basis of his own work. The conse-
quences of this reading of System of Ethical Life means that from this point
onwards, for Honneth, intersubjectivity is equated with recognition, as a
normative first-order category. However, in order to further develop ‘strug-
gle’ as a secondary modality of social interaction that is central to the con-
ceptualization of social change and the expansion of ethical life, Honneth
needs to supplement his account with the particular formulation of the ‘strug-
gle for recognition’ found in the middle texts of the Jena period, namely, the
First Philosophy of Spirit (1803/4) and Realphilosophie (1805/6). Despite
the fact that a strong intersubjective theory is never again to be found in the
later texts, Honneth argues they enable him to more explicitly conceptualize
an internal positive relation between social conflict and ethical development,
and thereby move to the defining conceptual configuration of his theory that
is encapsulated in the couplet recognition/struggle.



Chapter Seven

The Normative Ground of Conflict and
Sociality

Hegel’s shift to the First Philosophy of Spirit in 1803/4 represents two signif-
icant alterations to the theory of recognition in Honneth’s view. Firstly, he
argues that Hegel’s original intersubjective insights completely recede with
the move to a philosophy of consciousness and the introduction of the notion
of Spirit.1 Secondly, the concept of recognition is significantly reworked so
that the notion of struggle becomes immanently configured with recognition.
As a result the notion of recognition is reformulated as a ‘struggle for recog-
nition’ with its own inner logic and dynamic.2 From Honneth’s perspective,
conflict comes to be defined in 1803/4 more explicitly as morally motivated,
because the movement of Spirit is structured in such a way that it can only be
completely realized by way of mutual recognition. In Honneth’s view, there-
fore, the 1803/4 manuscript enables a crucial link to be made between ethical
intersubjectivity and social conflict:

The turn to the philosophy of consciousness enables Hegel to clarify what
motivates struggle in the first place—motives located in the interior of the
human spirit, which is supposed to be structured in such a way that for its
complete realization it requires recognition by others that can only be ac-
quired through conflict.3

In this sense, Honneth suggests that Hegel’s turn to the philosophy of con-
sciousness in the First Philosophy of Spirit provides a means to clarify the
motivational source for social conflict that remained unclear in the System of
Ethical Life. In the later text, social conflict takes on a positive connotation
as the process by which full recognition can be achieved. In the 1803/4 text,
following Siep, Honneth argues that struggle is no longer represented as a
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form of ‘transgression’ but from the outset is understood as a struggle for
recognition. In other words, in the later text, the relation between struggle
and recognition is reversed: “struggle no longer negates recognition but,
instead, makes it its goal.”4 Struggle therefore becomes fundamental to the
achievement of more encompassing recognition relations rather than their
diminishment. As Honneth notes, the notion of the ‘struggle for recognition’
is no longer understood as an agonistic process that immanently develops
from within primary intersubjective relations to form the State or Sittlichkeit
but instead is now internal to the process by which Spirit is formed.

This link between social struggle and recognition is further systematically
reconstructed in Hegel’s second ‘Philosophy of Spirit’ or Realphilosophie
(1805/6), which becomes the programmatic text for Honneth in terms of
establishing recognition as the normative ground of all sociality and con-
flict.5 It is clear that in both the 1803/4 and 1805/6 texts, Hegel is attempting
to work through the difficulties inherent in the concept of recognition and the
manner in which ethical life is conceived. According to Honneth, despite the
fact that the philosophy of consciousness overwhelmingly structures Hegel’s
work at this point, the Realphilosophie is also the text in which Hegel makes
the strongest programmatic statement about the nature of recognition as a
‘social fact.’

However, Hegel’s shift to the philosophy of Spirit clearly begins to cause
some difficulties for Honneth’s attempt to extract an intersubjective concept
of recognition from Hegel’s early work. In particular, Hegel’s move to the
totalizing model of Spirit has ramifications for the way in which conflict is
perceived. The notion of struggle becomes functionalized in the shift to the
category of Spirit and as a consequence Hegel is no longer interested in an
agonistic concept of social conflict but in a notion that emphasizes the indi-
vidual’s integration into the community. Honneth is at pains to avoid both
Hegel’s integrationist approach to social action and also a model of social
struggle that is primarily associated with labor and the master/slave dialectic
as represented in the Phenomenology. Rather, Honneth continues to look for
a way of extracting a notion of struggle from Hegel’s work that is immanent-
ly associated with recognition in intersubjective terms. In other words, a
notion of struggle that for Honneth both reveals underlying mutual recogni-
tion relations and provides the means to expand existing recognition rela-
tions.6

In the Realphilosophie (1805/6), Hegel begins by tracing the concept of
Spirit in terms of the theoretical and practical categories firstly, of mind or
‘Intelligence’ and secondly, of ‘Will.’ Thus the categories of Spirit now
completely replace the earlier notion of ‘Natural Ethical Life,’ and in the
manner of the final system, the text is divided in a manner that approximates
the categorical divisions of ‘subjective,’ ‘objective,’ and ‘absolute Spirit’ as
represented in the Encyclopaedia. Thus, Hegel no longer begins with ele-
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mentary forms of ethical relation but with individual ‘intelligence’ through
which he traces Spirit’s gradual realization within the framework of the
philosophy of consciousness.7

However, despite the monological framework of the philosophy of con-
sciousness and the stage structure of the categories of Spirit, Honneth argues
that the Realphilosophie is still unique in its construction compared to the
later texts. What is decisive for Honneth is that although recognition and the
‘struggle for recognition’ are not conceptualized as the basis of absolute
Spirit, recognition is still built into the first formative stage as the basis of
intersubjective relations, and in this way the ‘struggle for recognition’ is still
understood as the ‘driving force’ of the ‘development of ethical life.’8

In the Realphilosophie, the entire process is aimed at establishing the
stages that a subject must pass through before she can be said to attain full
‘rights,’ and as a consequence also be fully integrated into institutional social
life, or what Hegel terms here, “actual Spirit.”9

In the first instance, Hegel outlines the ‘cognitive process’ of conscious-
ness from sensate immediacy to understanding, and from intuition to repre-
sentation, in other words to ‘language’ (‘memory’ and ‘naming’) via the
faculty of the imagination.10 In bringing the object to the understanding,
individual consciousness is the dominating force and comes to comprehend
itself by positing itself as ‘negativity,’ whereby it too comes to understand
itself as an object: “The understanding is reason, and its object is the I
itself.”11 Here Hegel means to say that the intelligence only comes to know
itself through its own activity.12 In the act of imagination which connects
sense-certainty and understanding, intuition, and language, the intelligence
becomes aware of itself in the act of moving from particularity towards
universality.13

However, for Hegel, the cognitive experience of consciousness in lan-
guage must be extended in a second stage beyond theoretical to practical
production. In the first stage of theoretical knowledge, the experience of
consciousness is constituted “in terms of imagery, in memory, knowing it-
self, not as content but as form.”14 This second stage of practical experience
in which individual consciousness further discovers itself through self-objec-
tification is conceptualized by Hegel in terms of the ‘realization of’ the
individual ‘will.’ The ‘will’ is understood as a practical ‘drive’ that is distin-
guished from ‘desire’ precisely because it creates its own content; it is the
active ‘I’ that produces and transforms the world as much as it transforms
and shapes individual consciousness. It is ‘free of external determination’
and wants to ‘assert’ itself upon the world and make itself its own object.15

The individual will is expressed through ‘the work of the I’ and begins with
self-objectification through labor.16 For Hegel, “labor is one’s making one-
self into a thing…” It is the “unity of the I as objectified.”17 The individual
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consciousness can only have practical experience of the world by producing
products that have a tangible existence ‘for-itself.’18

Once again, it is by means of the tool and the transformation of the
natural world in production that individual consciousness approaches univer-
sality. The tool represents the movement from passive appropriation of na-
ture to active creation and universalization. However, in the act of working
on and transforming the natural world, Hegel conceives of the ‘will’ as a
‘practical force’ that is divided into male and female characteristics. Hegel
understands the active force that harnesses ‘Nature’ for human purposes, and
thereby ensures freedom from natural determination, in terms of a feminine
power, or what he terms ‘cunning.’19 In this way, nature is utilized and
instrumentalized, employed for human purpose and brought under rational
control: “…Between myself and the external [world of] thinghood, I have
inserted my cunning—in order to spare myself, to hide my determinacy and
allow it to be made use of.”20 In this way, Hegel conceptualizes a (theoreti-
cal) splitting of the will into male and female characteristics: one which he
conceives of as universal, the other as particular, as the ‘arousal’ of the drive,
an “evil…subterranean knowing...”21

However, what Hegel means to suggest with this rather idiosyncratic
notion of the splitting of the will, suggests Honneth, is that neither ‘intelli-
gence’ nor ‘will’ is adequate alone because the subject is still only able to
grasp itself as an object, as ‘thing-like.’ In order to overcome this ‘thing-like’
relation to itself individual consciousness must be confronted with another
consciousness. It is, therefore, with this problematic notion of the splitting of
the will into male and female characteristics that Hegel conceptualizes “the
confrontation of one being with another” in the relation of ‘love’ between
sexual partners.22 It is at this point in the text that Hegel introduces the
cognitive act of reciprocal acknowledgement or ‘recognition’ for the first
time. For Hegel this is initially a cognitive act in which two independent egos
come to know themselves in one another: “each knows itself in the other,
each has renounced itself” in love.23

As Honneth suggests, the extension of the ‘will’ into the love relation
between the sexes is an advance over the instrumental activity associated
with labor precisely because it requires “the reciprocity of knowing oneself
in another.”24 In this way, subjects come to know themselves in relation as
mutually desiring beings who also wish to be reciprocally desired.25 In the
love relation, each individual must come to trust the other and to know ‘itself
likewise in its other’ as a being who is also trusted. In this way, ‘love’ is
defined by Hegel as,

the element of [custom or morality], the totality of ethical life (Sittlichkeit)—
though not yet it itself, but only the suggestion of it. Each one [here exists]
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only as determinate will, character, as the natural individual whose uncultivat-
ed natural Self is recognized.”26

Honneth reads into Hegel’s conception of love as it is presented here, a more
explicit formulation than that found in the earlier Jena texts, with regard to
the necessity of primary recognition for successful individualization. Al-
though now framed within the philosophy of consciousness, Honneth sug-
gests one can extract a meaning, in terms of a theory of subjectivity, “accord-
ing to which the volitional subject is to experience itself for the first time as a
needy desiring subject only after having had the experience of being loved.”
This in turn, provides Honneth with the ‘theoretical’ premise “that the devel-
opment of a subject’s personal identity presupposes, in principle, certain
types of recognition from other subjects.”27

Honneth argues that the implications of Hegel’s thesis go much further
than general theories of socialization. In Honneth’s reading, Hegel’s theory
of recognition does more than make a necessary link between successful
identity formation and the experience of recognition. It provides the basis for
developing a comprehensive social theory from a recognition-theoretic point
of view. Honneth makes two programmatic claims that are fundamental to
the construction of his own three-tiered theory of recognition, and to his
claim that love is the structural core of ethical life. Firstly, he surmises from
Hegel’s minimal account of love as a relation of recognition that love is a
form of mutual recognition that constitutes: “a necessary precondition for
every further development of identity.” In other words, the very nature of
identity-formation cannot proceed without experiencing a successful primary
love-relation, which for Honneth “reaffirms[s] the individual in his particular
nature of his urges and thereby grant[s] him an indispensable degree of basic
self-confidence.”28

Secondly, Honneth claims that private relations of love are not only for-
mative of ethical life, they are a necessary precondition for participation in
public life and political will-formation. This is, in fact, not a claim that Hegel
is making; however, he does seem to be suggesting that initial relations of
recognition are formative of ethical life, even if at this stage they are only
embryonic.29

Once again, these are presuppositions that are very difficult to identify
within Hegel’s own work. Moreover, such strong formulations in regard to
the conception of ‘love’ means that recognition becomes overburdened by
one of its determinations as a stipulated precondition or primary form of
intersubjectivity. This interpretation of Hegel, it might be argued, is read
through a particularly Winnicottian lens that provides a particular reconstruc-
tive basis for Honneth’s intersubjective theory. Furthermore, once augment-
ed in his later psychoanalytic reconstruction of ‘love’ as foundational for a
theory of recognition, this conceptualization results in the loss of some of
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Honneth’s original insights in regard to subject-formation, social conflict and
power.

In addition to the link between successful identity formation and the
experience of recognition as a precondition for public life, Honneth suggests
Hegel’s concept of recognition here also contains an implicit ‘obligation to
reciprocity’ that Honneth argues is fundamental to individualization. This
further claim is central to Honneth’s own thesis: “that an individual that does
not recognize its partner to interaction to be a certain type of person is also
unable to experience itself completely or without restriction as that type of
person.”30 It is an obligation that is mutually necessary if not enforceable and
in Honneth’s view is required for the mutual affirmation of subjects. Honneth
extends his psychoanalytic reading of Hegel at this point, arguing that the
idea of ethical life is dependent on individuals acquiring an “inner-psychic
representation” of it that can only be experienced through the “feeling of
being loved.” Moreover, in terms of the ‘subject’s formative process,’ love is
essential for providing “the emotional conditions for successful ego-develop-
ment: only the feeling of having the particular nature of one’s urges funda-
mentally recognized and affirmed can allow one to develop the degree of
basic self-confidence that renders one capable of participating with equal
rights, in political will-formation.”31

However, in Hegel’s own analysis, as with the earlier texts, love must
become ‘actual’ or ‘objective’ in the ‘products’ that result from the unity of
sexual partners. This mediation and unification is accomplished firstly,
through shared labor and family property and possession, and secondly, the
raising of children, “…in whom the two see their love—their self-conscious
unity as self-conscious.”32 As with the First Philosophy of Spirit, the ‘child’
is viewed by Hegel as the means by which the love relation between the
parents is ‘actualized,’ and furthermore, in which they see themselves as
‘superseded’ and recognized as an ‘achieved unity’ or ‘totality.’33 The child
must be socialized and educated to achieve universalization; however, this
process is not pre-given nor taken-for-granted, it is achieved as the outcome
of a learning process.34

However, in order to move beyond the private sphere of the family, Hegel
now needs to posit a first step towards institutional social life by conceptual-
ly moving to a broader social context where individuals experience them-
selves as subjects with intersubjectively guaranteed rights. Hegel introduces
broader social relations in the context of competition, and the ‘struggle for
recognition’ is introduced here as a response to the exclusion immediately
experienced as a result of property relations. In both the 1803/4 and 1805/6
texts, Hegel’s discussion of recognition and the struggle for recognition takes
place explicitly and entirely within the context of property relations and
‘possession’ as a legal ‘system’ that is underwritten by recognition.35 As in
the System of Ethical Life, possession is therefore considered to be an ‘exten-
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sion’ of the individual, it represents his singularity, so that if injury or theft is
aimed at the possessions of an individual, it is ‘his’ entire personality that is
in fact injured. Any offense therefore aimed at the individual’s possessions
is, also according to Hegel, an offense against the individual’s integrity, it is
‘an offense of his honor,’ and results in a struggle.

The cause of the initial offense and hence what drives the ‘struggle for
recognition’ is the very exclusivity of the concept of property/possession,
which by its very nature represents a contradiction in the fundamental exclu-
sion of the other from (common) possession.36 The ‘struggle for recognition’
appears as a conflict that occurs because in the context of possession or
property relations, one consciousness feels ignored or excluded by another
consciousness. As Hegel depicts it: “each appears in the consciousness of the
other as someone who excludes him from the whole extension of his singular
aspects.”37 However, this singularity of possession and exclusion of one
individual to another in relation to property is also an ‘absolute contradic-
tion’ because each individual can only be sure of his existence, can only
“validate the totality of his particularity vis-à-vis the consciousness of the
other.”38

To avoid the contradiction whereby each negates the totality of the other
yet is dependent on the other for the recognition that can validate its particu-
larity, each must enter a life-and-death struggle.39 However, the life-and-
death struggle also contains a paradox, because if the other consciousness
with whom the subject struggles is ultimately annihilated, then recognition is
also suspended. To overcome this contradiction, Hegel therefore argues that
the particularity of one of the partners to interaction must be sublated in order
to gain recognition because “…its getting recognized is its existence.”40

What is significant from Honneth’s perspective is that in the Realphiloso-
phie, in contrast to the earlier texts, the ‘struggle for recognition’ is explicitly
conceptualized as an alternative to Hobbes’ account of the ‘state of nature.’41

In comparison to the earlier System of Ethical Life, in which it could only be
inferred that Hegel’s work was a response to Hobbes, in the Realphilosophie,
Hegel explicitly reconstructs the plural relation of families as a first instance
of collective social life that is seemingly characterized by competition in the
context of property rights in a manner reminiscent of Hobbes.

Hegel’s concept of recognition, as Ricoeur suggests, should be under-
stood as a moral rejoinder to the challenge launched by Hobbes’ naturalist
interpretation of the political, and in order to do this, Hegel’s main aim is to
rethink the theory of the ‘state of nature.’42 As discussed above, Hegel is
critical of Hobbes’ concept of the social contract, which is constructed a
posteriori as the necessary outcome of what he conceives as the ‘state of
nature’ or ‘war of all against all.’ However, Hobbes’ thesis in regard to the
‘state of nature’ is not based on the observation of empirical fact but rather a
thought experiment, a speculative thesis about what the state of social life
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might be like without government.43 Hobbes therefore approaches the prob-
lem backwards, according to Hegel, by beginning with the foundation of the
State and speculating that political order is founded by purely non-ethical
motives. As Hegel notes, in this scenario individuals have no rights or obli-
gations to one another; the only possibility for ‘interrelation’ therefore lies in
leaving the ‘state of nature.’ The problem with this construction, from Heg-
el’s perspective, is that the notion of right is being externally attributed and it
is therefore difficult to deduce exactly: “What right and obligation is for the
individual in the state of nature?”44

In contrast, following on from his earlier work in the essay on Natural
Law, Honneth argues that Hegel attempts to provide an alternative view of
the original social contract and a concept of right that develops from what he
perceives to be originary moral motives that underlie social life. 45 Hegel
offers a counter view in the Realphilosophie that has empirical rather than
theoretical connotations:

Right is the relation of persons, in their behaviour, to others. It is the universal
element of their free being—the determination, the limitation of their empty
freedom. I need not spell out this relation or limitation for myself and produce
it; rather, the object, in general, is itself this creation of right, i.e., the relation
of recognition.46

In this way, Hegel offers a significantly altered conception of the intersubjec-
tive relations under ‘the artificial conditions of the state of nature’ when he
introduces the recognition relation into the text in the context of ‘right’ and
property relations.47 Moreover, Hegel immediately extends the concept of
recognition just introduced in a passage that will become one of the most
programmatic statements for Honneth’s own work:

In recognition (Anerkennen), the Self ceases to be this individual; it exists by
right in recognition, i.e., no longer [immersed] in its immediate existence. The
one who is recognized is recognized as immediately counting as such (get-
tend), through his being—but this being is itself generated from the concept; it
is recognized being (anerkanntes Seyn) … Man is necessarily recognized and
necessarily gives recognition. This necessity is his own, not that of our think-
ing in contrast to the content. As recognizing, man is himself the movement
[of recognition], and this movement itself is what negates [hebt auf] his natural
state: he is recognition; the natural aspect merely is, it is not the spiritual
aspect.48

Honneth’s interpretation of these central passages in Hegel’s Realphiloso-
phie provides the foundational basis for his own theory of recognition. He
argues that the above passage represents for Hegel “what it means to inte-
grate the obligation of mutual recognition into the state of nature as a social
fact.”49 Honneth develops his own foundational intersubjectivism out of
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Hegel’s analysis of (mutual) recognition as a primary form of interrelation
that is the basis for all other possible interaction. Despite the monological
characteristics that result from the framework of the philosophy of con-
sciousness as a whole, these dimensions of the Realphilosophie provide
Honneth with an anthropological concept of recognition that is more clearly
defined than any of the earlier texts. Here it is evident that Honneth’s own
concept of recognition takes the form of a strong intersubjective anthropolo-
gy and together with his analysis of the ‘natural ethical realm’ in the System
of Ethical Life, recognition comes to be bestowed simultaneously with the
double role of both a normative and an anthropological concept. It is this
double determination that forms both the uniqueness and yet many of the
difficulties with Honneth’s position.

Moreover, for Honneth, Hegel’s anthropological presupposition that ‘man
is recognition’ has major consequences for the conceptualization of social
conflict and the manner in which the ‘struggle for recognition’ is conceived.
In a central passage in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth states:

In order to show, as against the dominant intellectual tradition, that subjects
can, on their own, reach a conflict resolution based on law (as formulated in
the social contract) even under conditions of hostile competition, theoretical
attention must be shifted to the intersubjective social relations that always
already guarantee a minimal normative consensus in advance; for it is only in
these pre-contractual relations of mutual recognition—which underlie even
relations of social competition—that the moral potential evidenced in individ-
ual’s willingness to reciprocally restrict their own spheres of liberty can be
anchored.50

Honneth goes on to conclude from this presupposition that:

with regard to the social circumstances characterizing the state of nature, one
must necessarily consider the additional fact that subjects must in some way,
have already recognized each other even before the conflict.51

It is within these central pages of interpretation that we see two of Honneth’s
own fundamental theoretical presuppositions defined. The first presupposi-
tion to be established is the inextricable link Honneth makes between a
normative theory and philosophical anthropology grounded in the concept of
recognition. Secondly, we see the theory of social struggle elided into the
configuration recognition/struggle, whereby recognition is established as the
a priori normative basis for all forms of sociality. Consequently, a two-tiered
model of social (inter)action is formed whereby all other forms of interaction
are secondary to ethical intersubjectivity as recognition, including social
struggle and power. From this point onwards, the notion of social struggle is
always already posited as a secondary form of interaction that is further
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conceptualized by Honneth as always immanently motivated by a normativ-
ity pre-established in recognition relations. Negative feelings are therefore
understood by Honneth to merely represent inadequate acknowledgment by
one’s partners to interaction and are always an expression of ethically moti-
vated intersubjectivity. Henceforth, intersubjectivity is directly equated with
recognition. As a consequence, we see the insights that were evident in
Honneth’s earlier work on Foucault recede from view, both in terms of the
implications for subject-formation, social interaction and conflict, and a
multidimensional theory of intersubjectivity more generally.

These presuppositions are given further weight in Honneth’s interpreta-
tion of the remaining parts of Hegel’s Realphilosophie, particularly where
Hegel once again introduces the ‘life-and-death’ struggle as a response to the
negative feelings of being excluded and ignored in the social context of
property relations. As with the earlier Jena texts, Hegel’s conception in the
Realphilosophie is that individuals come to the knowledge of their depen-
dence upon one another—to the knowledge of recognition—only by their
relations with others being ‘disturbed’ or injured through crime and conflict
over property/possession. Correspondingly, in contradistinction to Hobbes,
Hegel therefore also moves to define conflict that occurs in the context of
property relations as motivated by ‘struggles for recognition’ rather than
‘glory’ or self-preservation.52

Hegel’s analysis of the concept of recognition underlying property rela-
tions and the conflict that arises from the exclusionary nature of such rela-
tions leads Honneth to develop two further lines of argument that are central
to his theory and his attempt to establish the ethical ground of social conflict.
Firstly, Honneth argues that in reconstructing Hegel’s attempt to depict the
intersubjective basis of the social contract as a counter-position to Hobbes, it
is possible to establish the crucial presupposition that “all human co-exis-
tence presupposes a kind of basic mutual affirmation between subjects” that
is based in an a priori ‘relationship of recognition.’53 The fact that individu-
als react negatively to the social situation of being ignored, rather than out of
fear or self-preservation, demonstrates for Honneth that:

Built into the structure of human interaction there is a normative expectation
that one will meet with the recognition of others, or at least an implicit assump-
tion that one will be given positive consideration in the plans of others.54

In this respect, Honneth suggests that it is only by means of social conflict
that subjects come to fully understand their dependence on one another.
Rather than acting as isolated individuals, Honneth therefore suggests that
“in their own action-orientation” subjects must “have already positively taken
the other into account, before they become engaged in hostilities.”55 The
above passages clearly indicate the extent of Honneth’s anthropological
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claim and attempt to establish positive affectivity as the primary form of
intersubjective relation. As discussed above, this further suggests that nega-
tive feelings are always understood in moral terms as a lack of recognition,
and are separated out from other modes of interaction that might be moti-
vated by strategic concerns, resentment, or power. In this way it might be
argued that Honneth ‘purifies’ intersubjectivity as recognition as a primary
form of intersubjectivity, and conceptualizes it in a manner that immunizes it
from other forms and modalities of relation.56

However, Honneth goes even further in cementing the primacy of recog-
nition and makes a strong social-ontological claim, arguing not only that
subjects must have accepted one another in advance as partners “to interac-
tion upon whom they are willing to allow their own activity to be dependent”
but that both parties must have “already mutually recognized each other even
if this social accord may not be thematically present to them.”57 In other
words, Honneth argues that mutual recognition occurs ‘behind the backs’ of
social actors, so to speak, whereby a primary affective form of recognition
forms the very underlying ontological fabric of social life. These passages
are fundamental in defining Honneth’s concept of recognition as an ontology
of ‘affective attunement,’ and the secondary relation between struggle and
recognition that is carried through to his later work where conflict and strug-
gle become even further de-emphasized.

Secondly, in analyzing Hegel’s depiction of the ‘life-and-death’ struggle
in terms of the primacy of recognition, Honneth extends Hegel’s basic sketch
in a manner that offers a significant reconceptualization compared to previ-
ous interpretations. If taken at its most basic, Honneth argues that all that can
be inferred from Hegel’s account of the ‘life-and-death’ struggle in the Real-
philosophie is that there is “a constitutive link between the intersubjective
emergence of legal relations and the experience of death.” The most promi-
nent existential interpretation of this presupposition was popularized by
Kojève’s reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology. According to this view, the
notion of the ‘life-and-death’ struggle is understood to elucidate the inevita-
bility of death as the driving factor behind intersubjectively secured freedom
and the possibility of shared social life, based on the reciprocal acknowledge-
ment of individuals in their finitude as vulnerable beings.58

However, Honneth wants to extend the interpretation of the ‘life-and-
death’ struggle much further in order to reconstruct the full implications of
Hegel’s idea in a recognition-theoretic direction.59 Honneth’s alternative
reading emphasizes the morally motivated nature of social conflict and the
normative expectations that subjects bring to all interaction, rather than the
mutual acknowledgement of human finitude as the factor compelling sub-
jects to acknowledge the fragility of partners to interaction. In this way,
Honneth argues that normative expectations are intrinsic to recognition and
that, in fact, recognition provides the ethical ground to social conflict. As
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such, according to Honneth’s reading, the ‘life-and-death’ struggle is struc-
tured by underlying normative relations of recognition that mean individuals
react to situations of conflict from a moral basis that enables each individual
to respect the integrity and vulnerability of the other and brings to light their
mutual dependency. The very actuality of conflict is what makes subjects
aware of the a priori relations of recognition that structure all social interac-
tion.

The fundamental notion of the ethical ground of social conflict outlined
by Honneth here becomes the basis for the concept of the ‘struggle for
recognition’ that is central to his own work. Significantly, in his analysis of
the ‘life-and-death’ struggle Honneth avoids discussing the most well-known
account of ‘struggle’ found in the Phenomenology, despite comparing his
own interpretation to those like Kojève whose interpretation is centered on
the 1807 text.60 For Honneth, it is not an existential condition that brings to
consciousness prior relations of recognition, rather it is the acknowledgement
of the intrinsic moral worth and vulnerability of the other who is dependent
on recognition for her very self-realization. In comparison to Kojève, then,
who as we saw above posits as primary the originary ‘Fight’ or struggle from
death as the ground of freedom, Honneth in a manner that is more akin to the
philosophical ethics of Levinas, here bases his analysis on the a priori nor-
mative expectations that he argues subjects bring to interaction. 61 Honneth
argues that interpretations of Hegel such as those offered by Kojève offer a
monological account of the subject who is only confronted with her own
freedom when faced with the inevitability of death.

The important point to make is that Honneth’s analysis of Hegel’s ‘life-
and-death’ struggle in The Struggle for Recognition, enables him to offer an
alternative interpretation of the development of the concept of ‘right’ as
developing immanently from within recognition relations. It is the conflict
arising in the context of legal relations, particularly in regard to broken
contracts, that leads to a struggle for recognition.62 It is in fact the legal
enforcement of the contract and coercion of individuals who do not honor
contractual agreements that leads individuals to respond by attempting to
damage existing recognition relations because their particularity has not been
acknowledged.63 This additional case of the struggle for recognition fur-
nishes Honneth with the conception required to expand the struggle for rec-
ognition beyond ‘love’ to relations of right.

RECOGNITION AS THE SOCIAL FABRIC OF ETHICAL
COMMUNITY

For Honneth, Hegel’s analysis of recognition and the struggle for recognition
in the Realphilosophie remains inadequate beyond this point in the text. He
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suggests that Hegel is unable to satisfactorily account for a third form of
recognition that can address the need for recognition of individuals’ unique
traits and abilities, a form of recognition which cannot be met within the
realm of the law nor can it satisfactorily establish a recognitive account of
Sittlichkeit.64 The missing account of recognition of ‘individual uniqueness’
can only be found in the ethical community within the State. Honneth argues
that a third form of social recognition must extend beyond rational achieve-
ment to emotional concern for fellow members of the community and indi-
vidual self-realization.65 To address this lack in Hegel’s later text, Honneth
reads it back into the account given in his interpretation of the System of
Ethical Life in order to account for a third form of recognition.

In the earlier System of Ethical Life, as discussed above, this task was
fulfilled by a notion of ‘solidarity,’ which Honneth argued was possible to
identify within Hegel’s Schelling-inspired category of ‘mutual intuition,’ as
indicative of an affective form of recognition in which the individual “intuits
himself in every other individual.” Honneth maintains that the earlier use of
Schelling’s notion of ‘intuition’ (as a form of knowledge) indicates that
Hegel intended to construct an additional form of recognition that has the
capacity to once again reunite individuals who have been isolated in the
context of abstract legal relations into the ‘affective’ bonds of an ethical
community.66

However, in the Realphilosophie, ethical life is no longer conceived in the
same manner as the System of Ethical Life. In the earlier text ‘Absolute
Ethical Life’ was considered to develop teleologically out of an immanent
potential contained within social life. However, in the later text, the stage
considered as ‘intersubjective’ ethical accomplishment in 1802 is instead
understood as the process by which Spirit returns to itself.67 As a conse-
quence, Hegel conceives the completion of Spirit’s externalization to have
occurred with the objectification of itself in the production of state institu-
tions, including the system of law, representing the stage of ‘objective Spir-
it.’ In addition, Spirit is conceptualized in terms of a third and ‘absolute’
stage, which includes the ‘State’ and the self-reflexive mediums of ‘art,
religion, and science.’ However, within this altered framework, the ‘State’
and ethical life are no longer understood as the accomplishment of intersub-
jective relations. Rather, they are formed by the self-manifestation of Spirit,
and this radically changes the way in which ethical life is conceived. 68

As a self-reflection of Spirit, the State is now seen as an all-encompassing
substance that acts in the place of Spirit, not as the accomplishment of inter-
subjective relations per se. As a result of this non-intersubjective reformula-
tion, ethical life is now constructed as the relationship between individuals
and the State, rather than interpersonal relations between individuals, and this
in turn sets up an ‘asymmetrical dependence’ between the State and the
social subjects within it.
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Honneth argues, therefore, that Hegel loses sight of the ‘recognition-
theoretic insights’ that were evident in the early Jena text, and limited by the
framework of the philosophy of consciousness, ends up constructing a ‘sub-
stantialistic’ model of ethical life as a result of the way in which he works
with categories that entirely conceive individuals as a “superordinate in-
stance of the State.”69 In this context, Honneth draws on the work of Michael
Theunissen, whose essay “The Repressed Intersubjectivity in Hegel’s Philos-
ophy of Right” is particularly influential. Theunissen argues that as a result
of his metaphysical commitments, Hegel undermines his own intersubjective
insights, and limits general social relations of recognition to abstract right
and property but not to the general structure of ethical life.70 Moreover, the
result of ‘objective Spirit’ being identified with ‘absolute Spirit’ is the con-
ceptualization of a monological subject, the “ultimate subject” that is at the
same time ethical substance, and this not only denies the independence of
individuals but also undermines intersubjectivity.71 As Theunissen demon-
strates, Hegel ends up “repressing” a properly intersubjective theory of ethi-
cal life for a “state-theoretical actualization of ethical life” that conceptu-
alizes the State as an all pervasive substance which the individual inter-
nalizes as “its very own essence,” thereby shifting the ethical relation from
an interpersonal one to one whereby individuals are related and connected
only by means of ethical substance. As a consequence, Hegel understands
this relation as a relation of substance to itself, whereby individuals are
merely accidents of substance.72

Nonetheless, despite Honneth’s reservations about the political implica-
tions of Hegel’s later project, in more recent work including Suffering from
Indeterminacy (2000), The Pathologies of Individual Freedom (2010), and
Das Recht Der Freiheit (2011) he moves beyond an outright rejection of the
later Hegel with a reinterpretation of the Philosophy of Right.73 Influenced by
more recent readings of Hegel’s theory of recognition in this regard, such as
that proposed by Robert Williams,74 Honneth emphasizes the continuities of
the Jena Hegel of 1802, and underscores the basic idea that social relations
are both the essence of individual well-being as well as the basis of their
suffering. Honneth’s basic thesis is that subjects can only achieve self-deter-
mination and self-realization through intersubjective relations, which intrin-
sically contain basic normative expectations, the denial of which causes sub-
jects to ‘suffer from indeterminacy.’ Honneth now contends that the basic
premises of the young Hegel are maintained in the Philosophy of Right: most
notably that subjects are always already bound to each other by intersubjec-
tive ethical relations and that ‘normative principles of communicative free-
dom’ are incorporated in practice and embodied in those shared social mores
and behavior, or ‘Sitte,’ that become ‘second nature.’75

As such, neither abstract right nor externally imposed forms of morality
and conduct can secure the social conditions of freedom, nor prevent individ-
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uals from suffering from indeterminacy. As early as the Differenzschrift of
1802, Hegel had established that individual freedom is an ‘indeterminacy’
and that the “true ground upon which freedom is existent” is the “relation of
will to will.”76 In order, then, to participate in a ‘truly free community of
living relations’ the individual must relinquish individual freedom. In other
words, Hegel’s argument is against individualistically derived notions of
freedom (as in the English tradition) and he attempts to counter such notions
with an intersubjectively derived notion of freedom.

In recent work, Honneth further extends this reading and ‘reactualization’
of the Philosophy of Right. He offers a critical appraisal of what he terms the
‘pathologies of individual freedom’ that he argues result from those contem-
porary notions of social justice that are based predominantly on a notion of
individual freedom.77 Honneth argues that such pathologies are caused by an
over-emphasis on individual freedom at the expense of a form of ‘communi-
cative freedom,’ one that is intersubjectively realized through social coopera-
tion and participation in recognitively anchored institutions.

Notably, Honneth develops this form of intersubjectively guaranteed free-
dom into a concept of ‘social freedom.’ Although not a term explicitly used
by Hegel, ‘social freedom’ is a term employed by Honneth (following Frede-
rick Neuhouser) to designate a form of freedom that can only be ‘actualized’
or ‘realized’ in basic modern social institutions, more specifically for
Honneth, the institutions of family or love relations, the market, and demo-
cratic politics. Social freedom is then understood as central to an account of
democratic ethics, or the shared co-operative values and practices of ethical
life [Sittlichkeit] which are grounded in relations of reciprocal recognition.
Honneth is therefore interested in the inherent ‘ethicality’ of social institu-
tions and develops an account of institutions as derived immanently from
within modern societies that are always already constituted normatively.
Freedom guaranteeing institutions and norms are therefore not understood as
being externally constructed or applied but as developing immanently from
within the structure of originary recognitive relations; in other words, institu-
tions are understood as ‘crystallizations’ of recognition relations that develop
out of normative patterns of social interaction and the history of social strug-
gles. In this respect, Honneth brings together his early interpretation of Heg-
el’s Jena theory of recognition, together with a reading of The Philosophy of
Right, as central to a theory of freedom guaranteeing social institutions and a
democratic ethics in which the notion of social freedom forms the core of his
account.78

As was the case with the Jena texts, Honneth offers an especially strong
intersubjective reading of the Philosophy of Right that can only be sustained
by remaining somewhat external to Hegel’s own text.79 In these most recent
texts on Hegel, Honneth reconstructs the notion of freedom in the Philosophy
of Right in terms of a theory of social action or cooperation, and recasts it in
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social-ontological terms as those habitual attitudes or rational practices of
communicative or social freedom that are intrinsic to ethical life, somewhat
in the sense of a ‘second nature,’ underpinned by primary relations of recog-
nition.80

It might, however, be questioned whether Honneth continues to provide
an overly normative account of the role of institutions, particularly in pro-
cesses of subject-formation, and whether he adequately addresses the power-
wielding and constitutive role of institutions in social life. In contrast, Em-
manuel Renault draws on Foucaultian and Weberian stances in developing an
alternative account of institutions and their relationship to forms of recogni-
tion. Renault argues that Honneth too one-sidedly conceives of institutions as
embodying intersubjective values, and therefore understands them primarily
as ‘expressions’ of recognition.81 Honneth then understands institutions not
as arrangements which produce recognition or deny recognition in and of
themselves, but as the institutionalization of recognitive relationships which
themselves belong to a pre-institutional level.82 He therefore neglects to
adequately consider the ways in which institutions are constitutive of recog-
nition, or how power is operative within recognitive relations not only be-
tween individuals, but also between individuals and the state. In this respect,
although in his latest work Honneth is dedicated to an analysis of institutions
rather than simply interpersonal relations of recognition, it can be argued that
his analysis of institutions remains underpinned by the original intersubjecti-
vist account of the normativity inherent to social relations of recognition and
this continues to provide the ground for his latest work.

Honneth’s specific interpretations of Hegel, beginning with the 1802 Sys-
tem of Ethical Life through to the 1821 Philosophy of Right, lay the founda-
tion for a strong defense of the intersubjective paradigm based on recogni-
tion. Initially, Honneth preferences the System of Ethical Life as the most
promising for the development of an originary form of ethical intersubjectiv-
ity which he reconstructs as an anthropological and ontological theory of
recognition that remains pivotal to his work. However, as we have discussed,
there was also the possibility to read the System of Ethical Life in terms of a
more general theory of intersubjectivity or ‘relatedness’ that was not yet
overly determined by any one form of sociability, neither with love nor
power. At this point in Hegel’s work, although conceived as an ‘ethical
relation’ the notion of intersubjectivity is not overly determined by the form
or modality of the relatedness. Instead, it is more akin to a basic ‘being-in-
the-world’ conceived as a primary relatedness to both other subjects and
objects.83

However, as discussed, Honneth conceives of this relatedness or primary
intersubjectivity solely in terms of interpersonal relations of recognition,
thereby equating all forms of intersubjectivity with ‘recognition,’ a form of
relatedness that is intrinsically normative. However, if Honneth had inter-
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preted Hegel’s early attempts to develop a theory of ‘relatedness’ more open-
ly, without making the immediate association between a primary form of
relatedness and recognition, he might have avoided not only reducing Heg-
el’s notion merely to forms of interpersonal relations between subjects but,
more importantly for our purposes, also avoided fusing a theory of normativ-
ity with an anthropology of intersubjectivity as recognition. If we read the
shifts across Hegel’s texts discussed by Honneth, we might also draw a
different conclusion to Honneth. The fact that Hegel does not retain the
notion of a ‘natural ethical realm’ and an originary form of intersubjectivity
in the shift from the System of Ethical Life to the later Jena texts in fact may
indicate a crucial insight on Hegel’s behalf: that ethical intersubjectivity
cannot be posited as a natural, first-order category but that it may in fact only
be the result of a learning process, and one that is highly uncertain and
contingent.

However, as we have seen from the above discussion, the consequence of
Honneth’s particular reconstruction of Hegel and the subsequent centrality of
these formulations to his own work mean that intersubjectivity is reduced to
recognition alone, and this closes down Honneth’s earlier insights in regard
to the broadening and deepening of the theory of intersubjectivity. As a
result, Honneth posits normativity in what he regards as the certainty of
recognition. In this sense, intersubjective relations and identity-formation are
conceptualized only within the normative terms of recognition, rather than as
co-constituted by a variety of modalities of intersubjectivity and forms of
interaction, including power and strategic action. Moreover, by positing rec-
ognition as primary and prior to all other forms of interaction, Honneth
confines the understanding of social struggle and conflict to the normative
terms of recognition alone, rather than theorizing a multitude of possible
motivational factors, only one of which might be recognition. Finally,
Honneth reduces power and domination merely to a pathology of recognition
thereby reducing the critique of power to the terms of unsatisfactory recogni-
tion alone, and this one-dimensionalizes both a theory of power and the
possibility for critique.

Honneth’s reconstruction of Hegel provides him with the ontological and
anthropological basis for a theory of recognition that has become the defin-
ing feature of his work. However, in order to make Hegel’s recognitive
insights relevant for contemporary social philosophy, in a second step
Honneth needed to separate Hegel’s idea from the premises of the philosophy
of consciousness in which they are conceived and attempt to ‘re-actualize’
Hegel’s idea in non-metaphysical terms. Initially, in order to achieve this
task, Honneth turns to the social psychology of George Herbert Mead in
order to create a contemporary theoretical basis for further developing the
theory of recognition and the recognitive spheres of love, rights, and achieve-
ment. However, Honneth’s work on recognition has also developed in multi-
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ple new directions since writing The Struggle for Recognition, even if the
basic premise and debt to Hegel remain the same. Nonetheless, the full extent
of Honneth’s attempt at a ‘systematic renewal’ of the foundations of contem-
porary critical social theory cannot be fully comprehended without also ex-
amining his accounts of sociality and subject-formation with recourse to G.
H. Mead and the psychoanalytic object-relations theory of Donald Winnicott,
which also initiate further clarifications and reformulations in regard to the
theory of recognition evident in his more recent work.
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Chapter Eight

Practical Intersubjectivity and Sociality
in Mead

Honneth’s alternative reading of George Herbert Mead was originally central
to his attempt to extend and enrich the intersubjective paradigm beyond
Habermas’ linguistically conceived theory of communicative action. As
demonstrated in the preceding chapters, Honneth resolutely attempts to re-
construct a broad-based theory of intersubjectivity that is explored in a varie-
ty of different registers, one that can be traced from the early work on
philosophical anthropology to the studies in The Critique of Power, and the
major interpretations in The Struggle for Recognition. Within this theoretical
genealogy, Mead’s work is fundamental to Honneth’s early attempts to de-
velop both a strong theory of intersubjectivity and subject-formation, and to
provide the anthropological foundations upon which he attempts to ground
his theory of recognition.

Mead’s work figures predominantly in this theoretical enterprise in both
the early and middle writings to date: firstly, in Social Action and Human
Nature where Mead is said to offer a theory of ‘practical intersubjectivity’
commensurate with Honneth’s early concerns to ground historical material-
ism in an “anthropological reconstruction of the specifically human capac-
ities for action.”1 Secondly, in The Struggle for Recognition, Mead provides
a means to reconfigure Hegel’s theory of sociality and the ‘struggle for
recognition’ in post-metaphysical terms, and to provide the theory of person-
ality-formation that was missing in Hegel’s work. From the perspective of
this study — to trace the theory of intersubjectivity elaborated throughout
Honneth’s work—the intent of this chapter is to investigate the ways in
which Mead’s work either enriches or diminishes the theory of intersubjec-
tivity expounded by Honneth.

125
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Mead’s work initially enables Honneth to draw out quite strongly the
naturalistic, embodied, and more materialistic aspects of intersubjectivity
that are central to his work with Joas in Social Action and Human Nature. In
their early work together, Honneth and Joas’ reconstruction of Mead is expli-
citly positioned as an alternative to Habermas’ paradigmatic interpretation.
Significantly, Mead’s work forms the philosophical core of both Habermas’
intersubjective paradigm and Honneth and Joas’ alternative notion of ‘practi-
cal intersubjectivity.’2 Whereas Habermas employs Mead as a proponent of a
linguistically determined theory of communicative action and intersubjectiv-
ity, Honneth and Joas argue that Mead provides a means of avoiding a strict
separation between communicative and instrumental action, and articulates a
theory of intersubjectivity that is not divorced from human interaction with
physical objects.3 Honneth and Joas’ collaboration produces an immensely
rich study on the various traditions of philosophical anthropology—one that
not only accounts for the organic conditions of human action but that stresses
the inseparability of communicative and instrumental forms of action, and
embodied and linguistic forms of intersubjectivity.4

However, this emphasis clearly shifts in Honneth’s later re-interpretation
of Mead undertaken in The Struggle for Recognition. In the later work, the
strong intersubjective premise remains central but Honneth now enlists Mead
to provide a ‘post-metaphysical’ justification of Hegel’s thesis of the ‘strug-
gle for recognition.’ Mead is also employed in the context of recognition-
theory to provide an outline of the theory of personality-formation missing in
Hegel’s account of recognition and to elaborate a notion of (psychic) conflict
that might explain the motivational source for the subject’s struggle for rec-
ognition. Consequently, the early primary focus on the materialistic and or-
ganic aspects of interaction recede into the background and the reconstruc-
tion of Mead in The Struggle for Recognition focuses on interpersonal forms
of interaction, drawing out the more normatively oriented aspects of Mead’s
account of socialization that were absent in the earlier work. Nonetheless, the
philosophical anthropology first elaborated in Social Action and Human Na-
ture continues to underpin Honneth’s entire project. It is therefore important
firstly to analyze this early work in order to trace the background to
Honneth’s anthropological approach and the strong intersubjectivism that
remain central to his project.

TOWARDS A THEORY OF PRACTICAL INTERSUBJECTIVITY

Honneth’s studies on philosophical anthropology in Social Action and Hu-
man Nature are central to an understanding of his project overall, particularly
his engagement with the German anthropological tradition, where Gehlen
provides an important basis for establishing an ‘anthropology of social ac-
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tion.’ In the German tradition of philosophical anthropology from which
Honneth and Joas draw, Gehlen’s work was instrumental in outlining a con-
cept of ‘human nature’ in which the organic conditions of the human being
were conceived in relation to a theory of action.5 According to Gehlen,
compared to other animals the human being is born prematurely and debili-
tated by a short gestation period, which leaves her ill-equipped to survive at
birth without prolonged social nurturing. Gehlen therefore takes as his start-
ing point the idea that in biological terms ‘the human being is a defective life
form’; an organism that is biologically unspecialized and poorly adapted to
the natural environment. His fundamental argument is that this biological
under-specialization, which is specific to the human being, is compensated
for by the human capacity for action. The ‘organic deficiency’ of the human
being has, therefore, created the unique capacity for cultural development
and social action by which humans shape their own nature, the natural envi-
ronment and the social world more generally.

However, Honneth and Joas argue that despite Gehlen’s perceptiveness in
outlining an anthropology of action, which is structured on the human be-
ing’s organic deficiency and the placticity of human nature, he does not
avoid reinstating his own solipsistic tendencies and continues to ground his
anthropology on the notion of the solitary subject. In Social Action and
Human Nature, therefore, Mead is positioned as a corrective to Gehlen’s
‘individualistic model of action’ but he is also the central figure around
which the argument of the work pivots. Mead’s theory of intersubjectivity
enables Honneth and Joas to reconstruct Gehlen’s anthropological insights
into ‘an anthropology of intersubjective action,’ or notion of ‘practical inter-
subjectivity’ upon which they structure their entire project.6 Mead provides a
model of action that can account for both the organic conditions of human
action and the sociality of action. Moreover, his model of action is able to
avoid reproducing a dualism between types of action, most notably between
instrumental and communicative action.

Honneth and Joas argue that this unique aspect of Mead’s work has often
been overlooked due to his reception strictly as a theorist of symbolic inter-
action. Instead, they hold that Mead’s work should be understood as being
fundamentally based on the model of the ‘organism-environment,’ which
significantly they claim “does not at all accord central importance to the form
of interaction, but rather to human beings’ manipulation of physical ob-
jects.”7 It is Mead’s particular ‘socialized’ view of the manipulation of ob-
jects that forms the central core of Honneth’s and Joas’ reconstruction in
Social Action and Human Nature, and which leads them to develop the core
concept of ‘practical intersubjectivity.’ They argue that the over-identifica-
tion of Mead’s work with behaviorism, as much as with symbolic interac-
tionism, has also lead to misreadings that give the impression he held a
restricted view of action as interaction and denied the importance of the
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natural basis of human forms of action, including both human needs and the
natural environment. Honneth and Joas argue that exactly the opposite is the
case, and that Mead’s work is dedicated to developing a model that empha-
sizes the natural conditions of human action and to overcoming the mind-
body dualism prevalent in the anthropological and philosophical traditions.8

The roots of this endeavor can be traced back to Mead’s early studies in
German Idealism, especially his interest in Hegel and Fichte, which led him
to “place the question of the constitution of self-consciousness at the center
of his early enquiries.”9 However, rather than taking Hegel’s speculative
philosophical route, Mead instead proposes a ‘behaviorist’ explanation of
‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ drawing on the natural sciences.10

Mead has both an epistemological and practical interest in the explanation
of self-consciousness. His work is primarily concerned with the question:
under what conditions does self-consciousness emerge?11 Initially, Mead
understood consciousness as something personal and private but as his work
progressed he increasingly approached this problem in terms that emphasized
the ‘sociality’ of inner experience and human action, and as a consequence
greatly enriched the ‘organic model of action’ that he took over from John
Dewey.12 Mead soon took the view that the key to unlocking the psychologi-
cal problem of self-consciousness lay in the interactive context in which the
individual is involved. His major contribution towards a theory of intersub-
jectivity is contained in the notion of gestural communication, which in-
cludes both vocal and non-vocal forms of interaction. He further argues,
however, that we only become truly self-conscious in the processes of lin-
guistic articulation and disclosure: in the situation “in which speech or hand
movements appeal to our eye or ear as well as others.”13 This was Mead’s
breakthrough in theorizing the ‘social self’: to initiate the transition to a
paradigm of symbolically mediated interaction. As far as Mead was con-
cerned, irrespective of “the metaphysical impossibilities or possibilities of
solipsism, psychologically it is non-existent. There must be other selves if
one’s own is to exist.”14 In place of the introspective model of self-con-
sciousness, Mead offers a model in which the subject can view herself as an
object from the second-person perspective of her partners to interaction. 15

This provides the basis not only of an alternative theory of self-conscious-
ness but also a model of perception in which even the constitution of physical
objects is conceived as fundamentally social.

For Honneth and Joas, then, Mead’s work is of central significance be-
cause it unites three key premises: ‘the human body, human praxis, and
intersubjectivity.’ In Social Action and Human Nature they are interested not
only in Mead’s theory of sociality but also his alternative theory of the social
constitution and manipulation of physical objects, which is able to avoid the
“classical dualism of consciousness and object.”16 Their central motivation is
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to develop an ‘anthropology of action’ beginning with the model of the
“organism that secures its survival in its environment through its behavior.”17

For Honneth and Joas, Mead’s reputation as a ‘behaviorist’ is rooted in
this endeavor and is fundamentally defined by the attempt to detail the ‘gene-
sis and function’ of inner experience in terms of a theory of action. Mead’s
theory of the ‘psychical’ is articulated in terms of a philosophical anthropolo-
gy, and based on the functional nature of human cognition and action for the
reproduction of the species.18 Mead is at pains to point out, however, that this
functional approach does not entail the denial or neglect of inner experience;
rather it proposes that inner experience can only be analyzed as expressed in
external behavior or observable activity. This is clearly outlined in Mead’s
definition of ‘social psychology,’ which:

is behavioristic in the sense of starting with an observable activity—the dy-
namic, on-going social process, and the social acts which are its component
elements—to be studied and analyzed scientifically. But it is not behavioristic
in the sense of ignoring the inner experience of the individual—the inner phase
of that process or activity. On the contrary, it is particularly concerned with the
rise of such experience within the process as a whole. It simply works from the
outside to the inside instead of from the inside to the outside, so to speak, in its
endeavor to determine how such experience does arise within the process. The
act, then and not the tract, is the fundamental datum in both social and individ-
ual psychology when behavioristically conceived, and it has both an inner and
outer phase, and internal and external aspect.19

This passage outlines some of the fundamental premises of Mead’s social
psychology. Most noticeably it designates from the outset a particularly
strong model of socialization that determines psychic life in terms of social
processes and functionality in outward behavior. As indicated in the above
passage, Mead understands psychic life only as ‘inner phase’ of a social act
as though there is a seamless flow between external and internal life; this
assumption that inner life is socially integrated in an unproblematic fashion
is a questionable set of assumptions that will be discussed further below. The
above passage also elucidates the second fundamental thesis underpinning
Mead’s work: a theory of action. This is a basic premise that drives Mead’s
work from some of his earliest essays where the pragmatist concerns of John
Dewey are particularly influential. The axes of Mead’s work pivot around
both an organic theory of action as much as a functionalist understanding of
action in terms of problem-solving, which he later brings together with a
theory of intersubjectivity.

Mead begins applying Dewey’s functionalist concept of action to the
problem-complexes of philosophy in the article, “Suggestions Toward a The-
ory of the Philosophical Disciplines” (1900).20 There he takes on board
Dewey’s critique of the ‘reflex arc concept’ in psychology, which is based on
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an understanding of a ‘stimulus-response’ model of action between organ-
isms.21 According to Dewey, the response and stimulus must be understood
as an ‘organic circuit,’ or what he terms ‘mutual adjustment’ in a coordinated
process, where both forms of experience contribute to and mediate towards
reaching an end to an action; the response therefore must be understood as
enlarging or transforming the initial component or phase in an action com-
plex, rather than as different existential components.22 This organic model of
action is therefore more about reciprocal adjustment, of functional moments
within an ongoing process of coordination, rather than a dualism between
different of types of experience.23

In these early essays, Mead extends the theories of both Dewey and
William James regarding the fundamental nature of subjectivity and its con-
stitution in relation to the meaning and function of objects in the context of
action. As Dewey had already claimed, objects derive their meaning within
our actions or ‘interactions’ with them. These meanings are maintained and
the function of objects ‘unquestioned’ only if our actions proceed unproble-
matically. Following Dewey, Mead highlights the functionalist basis for a
theory of action using the well-known example of a child reaching for a
burning candle. Action situations are organic and unquestioned or unre-
flected upon as long as they remain unproblematic and proceed as expected.
It is only when an action becomes problematized that the subject becomes
reflexively aware of the genesis and function of a particular action. 24

The child’s actions become problematic when the objects with which she
interacts can no longer be taken for granted and provoke uncertainty or
conflicting reactions, for example, producing a tension between delight and
pain. We begin to reflect on the meaning of the objects involved due to the
creative responses that we are called to make in the action context, and this in
turn throws our subjectivity into relief. For Mead, in such problem-contexts
‘old universals’ are called into question and the reflexive capacities of the
subject are called upon to solve the problem arising from interrupted action
sequences.25

Mead therefore understands the ‘psychical’ or ‘subjective’ component of
experience to be the problem-solving element within an action-complex; it is
that phase of action that enables objects to be reconstituted with new mean-
ings that no longer render them problematic and which facilitates the com-
pletion of the act.26 He asserts that the functional character of psychical
consciousness or subjectivity “confines its reference to this function, which
is that of reconstruction of the disintegrated coordination.”27 As a conse-
quence of these speculations, Mead suggests we can differentiate between
‘subjective and objective elements of experience’ in functional rather than
metaphysical terms.28 “It is in this phase of subjectivity,” suggests Mead,
“with its activities of attention in the solution of the problem, i.e., in the
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construction of the hypothesis of the new world, that the individual qua
individual has its functional expression or rather is that function.”29

These formulations, however, raise a number of questions. Firstly, the
understanding of the human individual purely in terms of this reconstructive
function, as the above passage indicates, renders the individual in completely
functional terms.30 Subjectivity appears to be rendered in terms that reduce it
to only a problem-solving function in action; to a phase that merely reconsti-
tutes the frame of reference in which action can be completed. Secondly, this
reconstructive concept of subjectivity at first sight seems to be plagued by
the same problem as Kant’s transcendental ego: that is, how can we be
cognitive of our individual subjectivity when the ego that ‘stands over
against the world’ is also the same ego that is situated in the world among
other objects?31 As Habermas suggests, whose interpretation in this context
is paradigmatic: How can the individual be posited simultaneously as both a
“world generating and autonomously acting subject”?32

Mead’s attempt to address both of these apparent difficulties is addressed
by the introduction into his work of a distinction between the terms, ‘I’ and
‘me,’ taken from the work of William James—terms that later become cen-
tral to Honneth’s theory of recognition.33 With this conceptualization, Mead
suggests a distinction can be made between the ‘I,’ or the self as subject, and
the ‘me’ which refers to “the self functioning as object”;34 whereas the ‘me’
signifies “the individual as an object of consciousness,” the ‘I’ is suggestive
of “the individual having consciousness.”35 As Mead explains, the subject
always acts, then, in relation to two different but interconnected ‘fields’ of
action: an empirical self that is both an object in the world, and at the same
time a subject whose function it is to reconstruct the world of objects that has
disintegrated in the context of her action.36 It is not the ‘me,’ then, that
performs a reconstructive and reorganizing function; the ‘me’ instead “per-
forms a mediating role within an ongoing process of experience or action.”37

According to Mead the outcome of this reconstructive phase is not only a
new world of objects but also a new individual. Mead claims therefore that
subjectivity, or the psychical phase, is not a separate domain but an immedi-
ate and direct experience.38 It is not a ‘permanent phenomenon’ or a ‘proper-
ty of subjects’ but is fundamentally embedded in the context of action.39 This
conceptual distinction between the ‘I’ and ‘me’ later becomes crucial to
Honneth’s reconstruction of moral conflict in The Struggle for Recognition.

For Mead, self-consciousness can only emerge in a social group and is
fundamentally socially constituted by taking on the perspective or role of
other members of the group: “There is no self before there is a world, and no
world before the self…The reference to a self takes place through individuals
taking the attitude of the other.”40 Ultimately, the capacity for taking on the
role of the other is developed through vocal gesture or speech, which enables
the individual to call out in herself the same responses that she generates
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from other individuals in the social group.41 As Honneth and Joas maintain,
the concept of ‘role’ becomes fundamental for Mead’s philosophical anthro-
pology and it is the capacity for ‘role-taking’ that provides the fabric of
mutually binding behavioral expectations and social cooperation.

What is unique to Mead’s approach, however, and fundamental to
Honneth and Joas’ reconstruction, is the vast depth and reach of intersubjec-
tivism that characterizes his theory. For Mead, even the constitution of physi-
cal objects is based on the same intersubjective conditions that are acquired
in socialization by role-taking.42

This strong intersubjectivism in Mead’s theory can be traced through two
processes in regard to the constitution of physical objects: one is the subject’s
ability to combine multiple perspectives in determining an object. In other
words, the subject must be able to take a decentered perspective in relation to
an object, without losing sight of the original image or perspective she has of
it.43 This capacity is acquired in the same way that human subjects learn to
take the attitude or role of the other in subject-formation. The ability to
change perspectives in relation to objects is akin to the way in which differ-
ent ‘me’s’ must be unified in the process of socialization. The same process
applies to the constitution of objects whereby the subject adopts the perspec-
tive of the ‘generalized other,’ enabling her to achieve a “comprehensive
view of the object.”44

The second premise central to Mead’s theory of the intersubjective con-
stitution of physical objects is the cooperation between the distance and
contact senses, or between hand and eye. For Mead, the transfer of data from
the distance senses to the contact senses also presupposes the capacity for
role-taking. For Honneth and Joas, the remarkable aspect of Mead’s philoso-
phy of perception is that even the cooperation between hand and eye is
grounded in the same fundamental a priori stratum of intersubjective action,
that is below or prior to linguistic interaction.45 Mead had already laid the
groundwork for this broad-reaching and temporally prior stratum of intersub-
jectivism with the notion of gestural communication, which he argues pre-
cedes vocal communication and provides the basis for intersubjective ac-
tion.46 This strong theory of intersubjectivity is the key to understanding
Honneth’s interest in Mead and the fundamental premise of his own project,
which is carried through to The Struggle for Recognition.

The crux to understanding Mead’s theory of the constitution and percep-
tion of objects can again be attributed to his theory of role-taking. Mead
explains that the imputation of interiority to the object can be understood in
terms of the same process of role-taking that individuals acquire in socializa-
tion. In other words, in the same way that an individual takes the role of
another subject she can also take the role of the object, and it is this capacity
for role-taking that gives the object an ‘interiority’ and ‘identity.’
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Furthermore, Mead understands this interaction with objects as a coopera-
tive process. The interiority of the object arises “from the co-operation of
physical things with ourselves in our acts.” He suggests it can be thought of
as a reciprocal process in which “we are seeking the sort of resistance that we
ourselves offer in grasping and manipulating things.” Significantly, Mead
understands this as a cooperative interaction between subject and physical
object. He explains: “we seek support, leverage, and assistance from the
object.”47 Similarly, in another fragment, Mead uses the example of an axe to
clearly indicate the sociality underpinning what might otherwise be thought
of as instrumental action: “In balancing an axe, for instance, one is establish-
ing a co-operative relationship with it and to this extent putting one’s self
inside the object. Similarly the log which one cuts will cooperate at a certain
point. The process is essentially social.”48

In these passages we can see the way in which Mead brings together the
defining features of his theory: his theory of social action and theory of
intersubjectivity are brought together with his theory of perception in a way
that conceives of a cooperative relation with objects and the environment. In
this way, Mead makes a case against theorizing any dualism between instru-
mental and social action, and seeks to combine the two in an ‘anthropology
of action.’ Mead makes clear that the ability to be able to ‘transfer’ a counter-
pressure to objects is an ability that must already have been acquired in
socialization, where the capacity to be able to take the role or the attitude of
the other is paramount. As Honneth and Joas suggest, this implies that the
“knowledge gained from social experiences is a precondition for the synthe-
sis of ‘things’ out of chaos of sense perceptions.” Moreover, the flip-side of
the subject’s ability to make sense of the world through the constitution of
objects also enables “the human organism’s delimiting of itself from other
objects and its self-reflexive acquisition of a sense of itself as a unitary body.
The self develops, then, in a process that is continuous with the formation of
‘things’ for the actor.”49

For Honneth and Joas, Mead’s philosophical anthropology and theory of
intersubjectivity, his notion of a cooperative relation with the world and
theory of the constitution of physical objects furnishes them with the central
notion of ‘practical intersubjectivity’ which structures their entire project.
Their central premise is that the concept of ‘practical intersubjectivity’ pro-
vides the fundamental basis for ‘an anthropology of social action’: a theory
of action that takes account of the natural conditions of the human being and
begins with the notion of the ‘organism-environment.’50 However, it is a
concept that is also based on the fundamental sociality of all action, even that
which might otherwise be considered instrumental. As Joas further explains,
in comparison to other models of intersubjectivity, the notion of ‘practical
intersubjectivity’:
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is oriented neither to the contemplative model of a mere encountering of the
other (as we find in the works of Feuerbach and Buber), nor to the linguistic
model of understanding the other through language and action. Rather …
practical intersubjectivity [refers] to a structure that arises and takes form in
the joint activity of human subjects to achieve ends set by their life needs, a
structure into which the corporeality of these subjects and external nature
readily enter.51

Honneth and Joas therefore explicitly differentiate their reading of Mead and
the concept of intersubjectivity from Habermas’ model of communicative
interaction. In Social Action and Human Nature they are at pains to empha-
size the non-linguistic aspects of Mead’s theory of intersubjectivity and com-
municative action. By this account, ‘linguistic intersubjectivity’ is only one
component of a broader approach and “is reconstructed by Mead from the
structure of gestural communication, which is connected more closely with
the body, and founded in cooperative action.”52 The significance of Mead’s
account for Honneth and Joas is that he defines a deep stratum of intersubjec-
tivity that is prior to vocal communication.53 With the notion of gestural
communication, Mead makes a case for the inseparability of bodily and
linguistic forms of action and communication, and thereby provides the basis
for Honneth’s early attempts to broaden the theory of intersubjectivity be-
yond the limits of the linguistic paradigm. For Mead, bodily forms of interac-
tion form a part of an ‘organic circuit,’ a significant phase of action in
addition to linguistic ones. Gestural communication, then, not only forms an
essential phase in the phylogenetic development of the species but bodily and
pre-linguistic forms of communication form a continuum with linguistic
forms of communication. Moreover, Mead offers a theory of action in which
subject and object are conceived in a cooperative reciprocal relation, rather
than on the basis of a dualism between instrumental action and social interac-
tion.

Although some aspects of Honneth’s anthropological studies on embod-
ied forms of intersubjectivity are re-integrated into his major work, The
Struggle for Recognition, they take on a less prominent role and are confined
to preliminary forms of affective intersubjectivity and the specific interper-
sonal love relations between subjects. Notably, as other commentators have
identified, the early attempt to develop an ‘anthropology of action’ that expli-
citly avoids a dualism between types of action, and keenly pursues a more
materialistic approach, gives way in Honneth’s later work to a theory that is
exclusively based on interaction between subjects.54 However, the original
notion of a more fundamental and temporally prior stratum of intersubjectiv-
ity, one below linguistic communication, is one that continues to inform
Honneth’s project throughout, and is significantly reconceptualized in an
alternative register in his later work Reification.
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THE RECOGNITIVE SELF: HONNETH’S REINTERPRETATION OF
MEAD IN THE STRUGGLE FOR RECOGNITION

In contrast to the earlier reading contained in Social Action and Human
Nature, in The Struggle for Recognition Honneth resolutely reconstructs
Mead as a theorist of recognition. Honneth argues that the social psycholo-
gist intended “to make the struggle for recognition the point of reference for
a theoretical construction in terms of which the moral development of society
is to be explained.”55 He begins his second reconstruction of Mead with an
examination of the early writings in an effort to retrace what he claims is an
outline towards a theory of recognition. In this sense, Honneth begins his
interpretation in the same place as Social Action and Human Nature: with a
discussion of Mead’s attempt to provide an understanding of self-conscious-
ness in a way that could avoid the speculative approach of German Idealism.
As discussed above, Mead’s solution to this problem is to bring the function-
alist approach to problem-solving in action together with a philosophical
anthropology that emphasizes the organic conditions of human action. In The
Struggle for Recognition, Honneth only briefly acknowledges the genealogy
of Mead’s functionalist approach to this issue. He points to the fact that Mead
assumes that the ‘psychical’ or self-consciousness is revealed only in those
instances in which actions are problematized, when the subject is compelled
to creatively solve problems encountered in action.56

However, Honneth argues that Mead quickly recognizes that this early
definition of the psychical provides an inadequate means of gaining access to
the subjective world. His early work on the psychical indeed reveals the
problem-solving abilities of individuals that primarily result in a redefinition
of objects in an action-complex. However, as Honneth points out, Mead is
unable to adequately explain how the individual actually comes to perceive
herself as a subject in this context. The missing link here is the absence of a
fully theorized concept of reflexivity: although the subject becomes aware of
herself when the instrumental action she is engaged in becomes problema-
tized, her awareness is primarily attuned to the re-constitution of objects in
that situation, rather than reflecting upon the creative subjective source of the
solution to the problem.57 In other words, although the objects in the action-
complex are reconstituted, the subject has not become an object to herself.

Notably, at this point, in stark contrast to the early assessment of Mead’s
philosophy of perception and constitution of physical objects that predomi-
nated the reading in Social Action and Human Nature, in The Struggle for
Recognition, Honneth by-passes the earlier attempt to avoid a dualism be-
tween types of action, and this has significant consequences for his work.58

Instead, he moves directly to a discussion of Mead’s theory of social interac-
tion and the sociality of subject-formation, focusing on Mead’s slightly later
essays that place an emphasis on the ‘sociality of action.’ Mead, he argues, is
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able to construct a more suitable model of the psychical or subjectivity only
once he takes into account the ‘reflexivity of action’ and structures it upon a
theory of ‘human interactive behavior.’59 For Honneth, the key to Mead’s
breakthrough was to underscore the importance of meaning in the behavioral
expectations of partners in interaction and the subject’s awareness of the
social meaning of her own actions. Consciousness of subjectivity emerges
only once the subject can comprehend the meaning of her own actions in the
same way as they have meaning for her partners in interaction.

Central to Honneth’s re-interpretation of Mead in The Struggle for Recog-
nition is a particular focus on the conceptual distinction between the ‘I’ and
‘me’ as separate phases of consciousness. For Mead, the emergence of an
originary relation-to-self is only possible when the actor becomes conscious
of herself as a social object. The self is never the current agent of one’s own
behavioral expressions; the self is only glimpsed as a reaction to what one’s
partner to interaction perceives. Thus, it is not the ‘I’ that can be glimpsed
but the ‘me’ that reflects the other’s image of me: “The observer who accom-
panies all our self-conscious conduct is then not the actual ‘I’ who is respon-
sible for conduct in propria persona—he is rather a response which one
makes to his own conduct.”60

The relation between the ‘me,’ as the set of attitudes and responses repre-
senting others, and the ‘I,’ as the element of self associated with inner im-
pulses and spontaneity, can be viewed like a relationship between two part-
ners to dialogue: “If the ‘I’ speaks, the ‘me’ hears. If the ‘I’ strikes, the ‘me’
feels the blow.”61 The ‘I’ is the “subjective world of experiences to which
one has privileged access.” It is that element of self which is always over
against the ‘me,’ reacting to the attitudes of the community as they appear in
experience.62 In this way, the spontaneously acting ‘I,’ which always pre-
cedes consciousness, continually comments on the behavioral expressions
incorporated within ‘me.’63 The ‘me’ can be regarded as giving form and
‘structure to the ‘I.’ However, over against the ‘me’ is the ‘I’ who reacts to
the attitudes of others, and in so doing can exert influence over and change
the organized set of attitudes that constitute the ‘me.’64 It is important to
point out, though, that the only self a subject can know is the ‘me’; the ‘I’ is a
phase of the self that can never be directly known in consciousness. In other
words, “[f]or the ‘I’ to become known, it must become an object, a ‘me,’
thereby losing its status as a ‘I.’”65

THE INTERNALIZATION OF PERSPECTIVES AND THE PROCESS
OF RECOGNITION

Honneth’s discussion of Mead’s theory of the ‘I’ and ‘me’ has a very specific
purpose in The Struggle for Recognition: it provides the means for “a natura-
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listic justification of Hegel’s theory of recognition.”66 The basic premise of
recognition in this reading of Mead is that self-consciousness is dependent
not only on the existence of the other but more importantly on the ability to
take the other’s perspective. Moreover, Honneth argues that like Hegel,
Mead conceives of the development of self-consciousness as proceeding
from the external social world to inner experience. Remarkably, Mead’s
notion of subject-formation—understood as the internalization of the other’s
perspective—is recast by Honneth as a process of recognition.

However, in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth’s primary focus is
not devoted to Mead’s epistemic theory of the formation of self-conscious-
ness, but rather a reconstruction of his ‘practical’ theory of self-formation or
‘practical relation-to-self’—which he also claims is central to Hegel’s theory
of recognition.67 Following Habermas, Honneth argues that Mead’s intersub-
jective theory of self distinguishes two possible ways that the subject can
take up a relation to itself. As Habermas contends, Mead’s analysis in many
places suffers from a lack of definition between the epistemic self-relation of
the knowing subject and the practical relation-to-self of the acting subject:
the first indicating the cognitive element of self-reference, the second, the
practical one, referring to the way in which one ‘behaves’ or ‘conducts one-
self.’68 This conceptual lack of clarity is largely due to the fact that Mead
begins with self-knowledge as “a problem-solving practice and conceives of
the cognitive self-relation as a function of action.”69 This functionalism re-
mains the defining feature of both epistemic and practical forms of self-
relation, with the ability to take the perspective of the other in the latter form
largely confined to the process of a reorganization of attitudes and means of
controlling one’s own behavior.

However, Honneth does not take sufficient account of the functionalism
evident in Mead’s concept of self-relation and instead reconstructs his inter-
pretation in particularly normative terms, thereby uncritically reabsorbing
Mead’s functionalism into his own work. His main concern is that Mead’s
theory of intersubjective subject-formation provides the means to reconstruct
Hegel’s basic insight in naturalistic terms. On this basis he turns his attention
to the core premise of his later reading of Mead, which is that it provides a
theory of recognition that explains “those forms of practical affirmation by
which [the subject] gains a normative understanding of itself as a certain kind
of person.”70 Honneth argues that after his early focus on constructing a
cognitive conception of the formation of self-consciousness, Mead moves in
later articles to reconceptualize the ‘I’ and ‘me’ in normative terms where he
is concerned primarily with ‘practical identity-formation.’71

Honneth argues that Mead’s social psychology advances to another level
once he takes into account the issue of the subject’s moral and practical
identity-formation. In Honneth’s reading, the categories of the ‘I’ and ‘me’
are expanded once Mead brings into focus the normative dimension of inter-
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action and individual development. Although the practical and cognitive pro-
cesses exhibit the same structure, now it is moral behavioral responses which
ego takes on board. In this second, practical form of self-relation, the actions
by which the subject affects itself as it affects the other contain the normative
set of behavioral responses and attitudes of the community within which the
subject interacts. The subject then influences herself with the moral values of
the other and applies them to her practical self-relation. In so doing, both the
structure of this practical ‘me’ and the function of the self-relation are al-
tered: “The ‘me’ of the practical relation-to-self is no longer the seat of an
originary or reflected self-consciousness but an agency of self-control.”
Honneth’s and Habermas’ readings of Mead concur on this point: “Self-
reflection here takes on the specific tasks of mobilizing motives for action
and of internally controlling one’s own modes of behavior.”72 The ‘me’ in
this context is a ‘conservative force’ that keeps in check the creative resis-
tance of the ‘I,’ in this way ensuring conformity with the intersubjective
behavioral expectations of a given society.73

Honneth suggests the genesis of this second version of moral self-devel-
opment can be found in one of the last essays published by Mead, in the
series on the social formation of self-consciousness.74 In “The Social Self,”
Mead begins to acknowledge that the subject cannot only be thought of as
solving problems encountered in action merely on a cognitive level, but that
conflict occurring in action often has a moral content that also requires reso-
lution. In this essay, Mead pens one line in particular that is noteworthy for
the way in which he suggests subjects learn to internalize moral norms to
take on a second-person perspective towards their own conduct in childhood:
“Thus the child can think about his conduct as good and bad only as he reacts
to his own acts in the remembered words of his parents.”75 In this instance,
we might say, that the child learns to apply not only the parents’ normative
expectations but also prohibitory responses to her own thoughts and actions.

Honneth argues that Mead structures his notion of identity-formation on
this premise, which is now expanded to include “normative action-con-
texts.”76 Over the course of an individual’s life, she not only must acquire the
roles of speaker and listener through interaction with concrete reference per-
sons, but also takes on board the moral values of an increasing number of
interaction partners which she consequently incorporates into her own practi-
cal self-image.77 Through this process the subject learns to identify with
vocational roles, gender roles, and more abstract ethnic, national, and politi-
cal roles, before acquiring a sense of practical identity.

The self for Mead, then, is entirely socially constituted and sociality is
posited as the precondition for the self and ontogenetic development. Both
the notions of role-taking and of gestural communication provide the basis of
the ontogenetic account of the socialization of the individual. In Mead’s
ontogenetic account, children are understood to internalize the functionaliz-
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ing or ‘normalizing’ behavior of social institutions in the process of success-
ful self-formation and to take on the perspective of the ‘generalized other’
whereby they learn to apply the behavioral expectations of all members of
society.78

Honneth argues that Mead’s notion of taking on the perspective of the
generalized other can be directly translated into a theory of recognition and
he interprets the internalization of the generalized other in strictly normative
rather than functional terms:

If it is the case that one becomes a socially accepted member of one’s commu-
nity by learning to appropriate the social norms of the ‘generalized other,’ then
it makes sense to use the concept of ‘recognition’ for this intersubjective
relationship: to the extent that growing children recognize their interaction
partners by way of an internalization of their normative attitudes, they can
know themselves to be members of their social context of cooperation. 79

Although Honneth may be taking some liberty in portraying Mead’s social
psychology as a theory of recognition, there are undoubtedly some scattered
remarks throughout Mead’s later lectures where he employs the term ‘recog-
nition’ to convey this reciprocal pattern of perspective-taking and the depen-
dency of the subject on the social context for self-formation: “It is that self,”
he says, “which is able to maintain itself in the community, that is recognized
in the community in so far as it recognizes others.”80

It is, however, very difficult to argue that Mead conceives his theory of
reciprocal perspective-taking as a more general theory of mutual recognition.
Although it is possible to retrieve passages in Mead’s work in which he uses
the term ‘recognition,’ one can just as easily single out passages that indicate
Mead had in mind a notion of ‘social control’ or the functional integration of
individuals into society on the basis of internalized perspectives of the gener-
alized other.81 The interaction between the ‘generalized other’ and the indi-
vidual is also not strictly one of mutuality nor an intersubjective one between
individual subjects. In this sense, Honneth both over-extends his reading of
Mead and also overlooks the productive form of normalization and power at
play here: that subjects are also potentially constituted by ‘normalizing’
modes of conduct that ensure social control and the functional coordination
of actions; that recognition understood in Mead’s terms is also a function of
power.

Honneth extends the parallels between Mead’s and Hegel’s work even
further in regard to what he considers to be their shared notions of recogni-
tion. In particular, he seeks to draw from Mead’s work the means to recon-
ceptualize the three forms of intersubjective relation he identified in the
young Hegel—love, rights, and solidarity (later achievement)—and to devel-
op three corresponding forms of self-relation—self-confidence, self-respect,
and self-esteem. He admits, however, that Mead makes no mention anywhere
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in his work of the type of mutual recognition that was identified with love in
his reconstruction of Hegel’s work. Instead Mead provides a more function-
ally orientated account that emphasizes the importance of early interactive
processes and role-taking for the successful formation of self and for provid-
ing the basis for all mature forms of social interaction and integration. In this
respect, for Honneth, Hegel’s notion of ‘love’ stands as the quintessential
basis of the theory of recognition, which as we shall discuss below, he
instead augments with the insights of object-relations theory in order to more
fully develop a corresponding account of a practical relation-to-self that can
ensure self-confidence through the early caring relations of significant oth-
ers.

However, for Honneth there is a closer affinity between Hegel’s notion of
recognition relations of ‘right’ and Mead’s notion of the ‘generalized other.’
For Honneth, Mead’s work offers a way of both amending and substantively
deepening the second form of recognition in terms of legal relations.82 In
basic terms, Honneth finds in Mead the general notion of a practical relation-
to-self, which is developed only by the recognition of the subject as a right-
bearing member of the community. The concept of ‘right’ underpins Mead’s
notion of the reciprocal behavioral obligations that all members of a given
society can expect from one another. By taking the perspective of the ‘gener-
alized other,’ subjects are also understood to be internalizing the rights that
members of a society are expected to accord one-another: “Rights are the
claims … about which I can be sure the generalized other [will] meet.”83

Moreover, this legally rendered generalized perspective is also the basis upon
which the subject learns to view herself as a legal person, a person with
dignity and self-respect. Honneth suggests one can find in Mead the idea that
the experience of being recognized as a legal person, a person endowed with
rights, “ensures that one can develop a positive attitude towards oneself. For
in realizing that they are obliged to respect one’s rights, [the members of the
community] ascribe to one the quality of morally responsible agency.”84

Honneth argues that like Hegel, Mead grounds the general notion of
recognition on property rights. As with Hegel, the mutual respect of property
ownership or possession is viewed as the basis of community membership;
mutual respect is ensured by reciprocal perspective-taking, whereby in rela-
tion to property: “taking the attitude of the others guarantees to [the subject]
the recognition of his own rights.”85 In this way, Honneth suggests, in taking
the attitude of the other towards myself, I understand myself to be “a particu-
lar type of person”; I apply a positive attitude to myself, as a person worthy
of self-respect.86 This form of legal recognition has a universalistic basis and
is granted on the basis of attributes that all members of the community share
with one another. It provides a concept of practical self-relation that concerns
only the ‘me’ of subjective identity; that phase of the self that takes on the
shared normative expectations of all other members of a given society.
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As was the case with the epistemic self-relation, in Honneth’s reconstruc-
tion, the creative impulsiveness of the practical-self reacts to the normative
controls of the generalized other in a way that is understood to challenge the
organized and institutionalized ‘me,’ the institutionalized norms enshrined in
rights. The practical responses of the ‘I’ in this context, are viewed by
Honneth more in terms of the subject’s own moral responses to the institu-
tionalized ‘me.’ The ‘me’ is the conservative moment of selfhood that places
limits on the impulsiveness of the ‘I’ from the perspective of a social ‘we.’87

Thus, both the ‘I’ of practical identity formation and the cognitive ‘I’ of self-
knowledge can never be ‘grasped directly.’88 It is only in memory that the
subject becomes aware of the ‘I.’ The ‘I’ is the agent of our spontaneous
actions but because we cannot have direct access to it, we are constantly
surprising ourselves with our own responses: we can never be “fully aware of
what we are… It is [only] as we act that we are aware of ourselves.”89

Honneth therefore suggests:

This is why … the concept of the ‘I’ … has something unclear and ambiguous
about it. What it stands for is the sudden experience of a surge of inner
impulses, and it is never immediately clear whether they stem from pre-social
drives, the creative imagination, or the moral sensibility of one’s own self.90

Honneth is right to point out that the status of the ‘I’ is unclear; however, he
overlooks the fact that this lack of clarity is also the source of many problems
in Mead’s work and that it might be open to quite different interpretative
possibilities. As Whitebook argues, the problem with leaving the content of
the ‘I’ so unspecified is that it lends itself to “a strong conventionalist inter-
pretation of [Mead’s] theory, in which self-formation becomes a process of
imprinting, in which the standpoint of the other—that is the demands of
society—is stamped on a relatively indeterminate ‘I.’”91

Furthermore, much of this theory of subject-formation can also be attrib-
uted to the functional genesis of the ‘I’ in the early cognitive account of
problem-solving. In contrast to Honneth’s reading, if Mead’s concept is
traced throughout his work, it is clear that he consistently views the ‘I’ as the
functional source of positive solutions to problems, whether they be moral
problems or cognitive ones, and as the functional integration of socialized
individuals into the social group. The subject’s impulsive reactions to the
organized attitudes of the group are viewed by Mead as alternative forms of
reorganization of group attitudes rather than forms of moral protest arising
from inadequately recognized subjects. In this sense, he continues to see the
‘I’ as the source of the solution to problems encountered in action or a new
presentation of the various perspectives internalized by the ‘me.’ It is also
significant that Mead only ever conceptualizes conflict encountered in action
in a positive light as providing a solution to problems encountered in action.
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As Aboulafia suggests, throughout his work, Mead never accounts for forms
of psychological conflict that cannot be attributed solely to problem-solv-
ing.92 Like Mead, it seems in his own reconstruction, Honneth views the
conflict between the ‘I’ and ‘me’ only in positive or constructive terms. The
‘I,’ as Honneth represents it in his analysis, forces the ‘me’ to find a solution
to problems experienced in the context of intersubjectively rigid or conven-
tional norms of a society.

This is particularly a problem for the model of subject-formation that is
propounded in Mead’s work and which Honneth seems to uncritically accept.
In particular, as authors such as McNay and Allen have suggested, in the
model of recognition that Honneth develops in The Struggle for Recognition,
subject-formation appears to consist of the unreflective internalization of
norms with no way of discriminating between norms that might also be
constituted by power relations or that reproduce social inequalities or ‘subor-
dinating ideologies.’93 In this sense, Honneth’s own adoption of Mead’s
theory of socialization reproduces this problem because subject-formation is
theorized without taking adequate account of power relations or ideologically
structured forms of recognition.94 Honneth invests so heavily in the norma-
tive character of internalizing the other’s perspective that his theory of sub-
ject-formation cannot take account of the constitutive effects of power,
which remains ‘secondary’ to the mutuality of primary forms of recognition.

Moreover, as Aboulafia suggests, this problem is also a product of the
way in which Mead conceives of the subject as ‘split’ between the ‘I’ and
‘me.’ As discussed above, the ‘I’ cannot know itself; the ‘me’ is the only
aspect of the self that can be known as such. The ‘I’ can only enter con-
sciousness once it is filtered into the ‘me’—in other words, once it becomes a
social object. For Mead, only the ‘me’ has the capacity for self-reflection as
an “object of the generalized other.”95

However, this begs the question: how can the subject self-consciously
determine her own self-formation in a manner that is not over-determined by
norms and values if she can never be aware of her own ‘I’-impulses or
resistance to the socialized ‘me’? This is not to deny the importance of
novelty or spontaneity in Mead’s account of the ‘I,’ rather to question wheth-
er, according to Mead’s overly socialized account, the self can self-con-
sciously shape the content of her own ‘I’-impulses. As Aboulafia explains:

The novel happens to the ‘me.’ The self cannot decide to incorporate the
novel, nor can the ‘I,’ which can act in a spontaneous and novel fashion, by
itself reflect on how it will act … The self is found already constituted, and
through the manner in which it is constituted must play a part in what the ‘I’
does, it cannot direct or determine the ‘I.’ There is no place in Mead’s mod-
el … for self-conscious selection of who or what one is to become, the con-
scious making of the self or person by the self.96
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To avoid being no more than a passive internalization of the generalized
other, the subject needs to have autonomous and critically reflexive purchase
over the changes that shape the self as a product of both the ‘I’ and the ‘me.’
According to Mead’s account, though, we can only ever be cognitively aware
of any impulses or creative ‘deviations’ from the perspective of the ‘me.’ As
Aboulafia suggests, the problem with Mead’s work is that he posits an irre-
solvable dualism not only between the ‘I’ and ‘me’ but also between reflec-
tive and non-reflective experience, and this seems to leave no mediating
point from which a (self-)consciousness can process novel experiences as
they occur.97

As Whitebook also notes, this problem can be attributed to Mead’s failure
to adequately consider the existence of a pre-reflexive self.98 Mead’s very
notion of ‘taking on the role of the other,’ Whitebook argues, “assumes the
existence of a pre-reflexive agent, however minimal, capable of doing the
taking on.” Mead’s model of socialization is so totalizing that he posits a self
that does not exist prior to taking on the perspective of the other. 99 Although
he attempted to militate against the effects of this problem with the concept
of the ’I,’ as we have seen, the category is not robust enough to perform the
task and instead leads to a dualism between the ‘I’ and ‘me,’ “an infinite
regress regarding self-knowledge.”100 In contrast to Honneth’s reading, then,
it can be argued that for Mead the subject does not develop in conflict with
the other in terms of a strict intersubjective interaction per se, rather the
subject is a product of the internalization of generalized perspectives and
role-taking. The conflict that Mead conceptualizes does not occur between
subjects but is internal to the individual herself.101 In other words, conflict is
located at the level of the individual psyche between the ‘I’ and ‘me’ but is
not literally a process of (intersubjective) social struggle.

Honneth uncritically transposes Mead’s notion of the ‘I’s’ response to the
‘me’ as a notion of social conflict that is seamless or integrative. He assumes
that the ‘I-impulses’ force the ‘me’ to struggle to achieve more inclusive
forms of social recognition. This immediately raises two issues. Firstly, this
reading renders conflict and power in overly functionalized terms and ‘strug-
gle’ is therefore only ever articulated within the context of an already inter-
nalized moral-social vocabulary. As discussed previously, conflict and power
are therefore not theorized as co-constitutive but merely restricted to the
context of a secondary ‘reaction’ within the context of already existing
norms. Secondly, by basing the notion of conflict on Mead’s distinction
between the ‘I’ and ‘me,’ Honneth seems to assume there is a seamless flow
between internal psychic and external social worlds. This assumes not only
that psychic impulses can be readily expressed and translated into an external
moral-social discourse but also that the psyche is totally socially determined
in the first place.
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Instead, of considering the above-mentioned problems, Honneth centers
his discussion on the critical importance of the ‘I’ and ‘me’ as the basis for
explaining social conflict: “this inner friction between the ‘I’ and ‘me’ repre-
sents the outline of the conflict that is supposed to be able to explain moral
development of both individuals and society.”102 Honneth argues that it is
this further expansion of the conceptual distinction of the ‘I’ and ‘me’ in
relation to normative behavioral expectations that pushes Mead’s work in a
social psychological direction unable to be taken by Hegel. Firstly, for
Honneth, this aspect of Mead’s work indicates that the form of ‘mutual
recognition’ associated with rights cannot adequately account for the unique
particularities that differentiate individual citizens in any society. Secondly,
Honneth contends that the conflictual interplay between the ‘I’ and ‘me’
enables Mead to address the impression that the subject is merely passively
constituted by the norms and perspectives of the generalized other. He argues
that the function of the ‘I’ and ‘me’ in this context enables Mead not only to
account for the ‘normative control of one’s conduct’ but the “creative devia-
tions with which, in our everyday action, we ordinarily react to social obliga-
tions.”103

The crux of Honneth’s reinterpretation of Mead lies in the explanatory
potential embodied in this conceptual distinction. The main aspect of Mead’s
work that for Honneth extends Hegel’s original theory of recognition is the
conflict potential contained in the expanded concept of the ‘I’ and ‘me,’
which serves to explain the motivational source for the ‘struggle for recogni-
tion.’ In this sense, Mead is seen to offer Honneth a social psychological
account of Hegel’s dialectic between dependence and independence: a theory
of social development that is fundamentally based on the intersubjective
constitution of the subject but one that accounts for a dynamic element of
conflict when individual possibilities for identity-formation are denied.
Moreover, the psychological conflict between the ‘me’ as perspective-taker,
and the ‘I’ who reacts to these social attitudes and moral expectations, also
provides Honneth with the notion of social change more generally—the cru-
cial notion of the ‘struggle for recognition.’ The creative impulses of the ‘I’
call into question the identity of the ‘me’ as the internalized perspective of
one’s partners in interaction. The demands of the ‘I’ call out for expanded
forms of intersubjective recognition to accommodate aspects of individual
identity that are not currently being met.

To resolve this moral conflict and ‘realize’ the demands of the ‘I,’
Honneth argues that the only recourse the subject has is to address her claims
for ‘recognition’ to a future anticipated society in which norms and attitudes
are expanded to such an extent that the subject’s idealized claims for recogni-
tion can be met.104 Mead conceives of a progressive democratization of
society built into the individualizing demands of the ‘I,’ particularly in terms
of an expansion to individual rights and freedom from ‘conventions’ and
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‘given laws.’ As Honneth presents it there is an internal dynamic inherent to
Mead’s account of moral conflict that generates normative progress within
any given society.105 Honneth contends that Mead’s account of moral con-
flict constitutes a theory of social development that “provides a social-
psychological basis for the Hegelian idea of a ‘struggle for recognition.’”106

For Honneth, Mead’s work is invaluable not only because it provides a
model of social development that can be understood as a process of the
‘struggle for recognition’ but more importantly, he is able to explain its
motivational basis—the crucial factor that was missing in Hegel’s ac-
count.107

This is the central premise of Honneth’s later reading of Mead. He con-
siders Mead is able to provide a social-psychological explanation for the
‘struggle for recognition’ as the form of ‘social praxis’ that drives social
change. Somewhat problematically, in my view, Honneth therefore takes up
the idea that individual psychological processes can be joined in a kind of
‘network’ of demands or “moral deviations which blanket the social life-
process.”108 These ‘I-demands’ are then combined to form a ‘single historical
force’ or supra-individual agent for social change; a form of social change
that in every instance is read as a demand for and response to inadequate
forms of recognition. In other words, Honneth equates psychic conflict with
social conflict, when the two, it might be argued, are of a very different
order. In Honneth’s view there is a contestation within an existing moral-
social universe in which subjects are already immersed. Moreover, leaving to
one side intra-psychic conflict, Honneth misses the point of Foucault’s more
genealogical notion of power where power is understood as a series of con-
flicts over interpretation and perspectives, rather than integration into or
participation in shared conflict within a pre-existing moral order.

It is evident, therefore, that between the works of 1980 and 1992,
Honneth’s interpretation of Mead is quite radically altered in line with his
turn to a theory of recognition. The notion of ‘practical intersubjectivity’ that
structures his early work, with its implications for a broadly conceived theory
of intersubjectivity and philosophical anthropology, is replaced by a social-
psychological theory of subject-formation and explanation of Hegel’s ‘strug-
gle for recognition,’ which is based on the conflict between the ‘I’ and ‘me’
generated by the demands of individuation. Honneth works this thesis into a
theory of social development that is grounded on the expectation that ex-
panded recognition-relations will be the inevitable outcome of all forms of
conflictual social interaction.

In recent work, however, Honneth has significantly re-assessed Mead’s
work and critically rejected it as the central reference for developing a theory
of recognition. Honneth no longer considers that Mead’s social psychology
provides an adequate explanation for the ‘struggle for recognition.’ In fact,
he now problematizes some of the functional tendencies of Mead’s theory of
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socialization and social integration in terms of reciprocal perspective-taking
discussed above. He precisely acknowledges that the problem with Mead’s
psychological explanation is that it appears to operate on a supra-individual
level, “developing independently of the reactive behavior of the two partici-
pants.”109 As a consequence he acknowledges that Mead does not adequately
distinguish between the forms of action that might be considered normative
by the criteria of mutual recognition.

Moreover, Honneth has now abandoned any attempt to structure the mod-
el of the ‘struggle for recognition’ on the internal psychological conflict of
the ‘I’ and ‘me.’ He now views the concept of the ‘I’ as an inadequate model
for explaining the locus of all forms of moral rebellion and as the catalyst for
social development more generally. Likewise, Mead’s model of subject-for-
mation has been critically scrutinized and abandoned due to the functional
model of internalized behavioral expectations on which it is based. 110

Honneth therefore instead turns to object-relations psychoanalysis to under-
take an empirical reconstruction of the primary forms of intersubjectivity and
self-formation. This reorientation towards object-relations theory constitutes
a major reformulation of the theory of recognition that has become central to
Honneth’s project and the fundament upon which his later work is based.



Chapter Nine

Intersubjectivity or Primary
Affectivity?

Honneth’s Reading of Winnicott

Honneth’s theory of recognition is fundamentally based on the notion of the
intersubjective constitution of the subject. If self-formation is a product of
everyday interactions with others, then the form these interactions take is
central both to self-formation and the capacity to become a reciprocating
partner in interaction. Although Honneth initially reconstructs an account of
subject-formation with recourse to Mead’s notion of the internalization of
perspectives, he moves to extend this analysis by drawing on object-relations
theory in the context of enumerating the pattern of recognition confirmed
through relations of love.

For Honneth, love, or ‘primary affectivity,’ represents not just the first
stage of mutual recognition but is also its structural core.1 Through love,
subjects mutually confirm each other with regard to the concrete nature of
their needs and in the reciprocal experience of loving care, come to know
themselves as needy beings who are permanently dependent on their rela-
tions with others. In this context, Honneth defines love relationships as nor-
matively guided emotional attachments between caregivers and children, as
well as adult relations of friendship and love.2 Relations of love are funda-
mental to Honneth’s account of subjectivity and subject-formation, and for
the development of subjective capacities required for participation in public
life. His argument is that because infants establish their identities in relation-
ships with certain significant others, the nature of these relationships struc-
tures the formation of identity, and more mature forms of relationality. For
Honneth, the primary relationships of infants are crucial if they are to suc-
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cessfully construct a sense of self-confidence in their bodies as reliable
sources of expression for their emotions, feelings, and needs. One becomes a
subject and learns to recognize, offer, and demand respect in the context of
emotional attachments to a primary caregiver, who cares for the total embod-
ied and psychological needs of the infant and recognizes the subject in her
‘vulnerability and sovereignty.’3

In order to construct this model of recognition, Honneth initially empha-
sized the compatibility of Mead’s and Winnicott’s accounts of individualiza-
tion through socialization. For Honneth, both are originally understood to
hold similar views about the subject’s psychic organization as a process of
internalization of the communicative patterns of interaction partners. 4 With
recourse to object-relations theory, Honneth’s original intention in The
Struggle for Recognition was to extend Mead’s intersubjective account of
socialization beyond the internalization of moral consciousness to the cen-
trality of primary affectivity for successful subject-formation. For Honneth,
this also meant further developing Mead’s notion of the ‘I’ in psychoanalytic
terms, seeking to explain it as a pre-conscious source of innovation by which
new claims to identity emerge and are asserted. Accordingly, an individual’s
future ability for the articulation of his or her needs and desires is understood
to be dependent on conditions of support and care from significant others.
Only with a particular quality of primary care can the individual be confident
enough to allow for the creative exploration of his or her inner impulses
without fear of being abandoned. This emotional, body-related sense of se-
curity provides an underlying layer that forms the psychological prerequisite
for the development of all further attitudes of self-respect. Attacks on this
core sense of physical and emotional integrity, such as torture, rape, neglect,
or lack of engagement, tear at this confidence in self, damaging a sense of
self/other boundaries.

To explain the precarious balance between independence and attachment
in primary affective relationships, Honneth turns to the interactionist psycho-
analytic theories of both Donald Winnicott and Jessica Benjamin, which
emphasize the lasting significance of prelinguistic interactive experiences for
subject-formation. In Honneth’s view, Winnicott’s work, in particular, makes
it possible to reconceptualize Hegel’s notion of love as a form of recognition
or ‘being oneself in another’ in empirically verifiable terms and provides a
more robust means of theorizing recognition than Mead’s social psychology.

Rather than being based on the intrapsychic processes of the subject, as in
the orthodox Freudian tradition of psychoanalysis, Winnicott’s object-rela-
tions theory begins from the premise that early affective attachments and
interactions with significant others are fundamental for successful ego-devel-
opment. In comparison, Freudian psychoanalysis is based on a subject-cen-
tered model, dealing with the subject-object relation only from the view of
the subject in terms of libidinal energies directed towards the object, and the
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model of relationality between the mother and infant is given a much less
significant role. As Honneth suggests, significant others in this schema are
viewed only as the “objects of libidinal charges stemming from the intra-
psychic conflict between unconscious instinctual demands and gradually
emerging ego-controls.”5 The object-relational model of psychoanalysis
therefore posits a radically different anthropology to that of Freudian psycho-
analysis, attempting to portray, as Whitebook suggests, “a less conflictual
and more mutualistic” or “more sociable picture of human nature”; an
anthropological premise that suggests human infants are already primed for
intersubjectivity.6

For Honneth, object-relations theory furnishes him with two fundamental
criteria in the development of a theory of recognition. Firstly, it provides him
with the central category of ‘symbiosis,’ which becomes the defining feature
of what he terms a theory of ‘primary intersubjectivity.’ In Honneth’s view,
the care with which significant others attend to the infant in the first few
months of life “is not added to the child’s behavior as something secondary
but is rather merged with the child in such a way that one can plausibly
assume that every human life begins with a phase of undifferentiated inter-
subjectivity, that is, of symbiosis.”7 Secondly, Honneth views object-rela-
tions theory as providing a more empirically oriented account of Hegel’s
dialectic between dependence and independence, now recast as the struggle
to find a balance between mergence and separation in early childhood. In this
respect, Honneth argues, that object-relations theory is especially suited to a
‘phenomenology of recognition’ because “it can convincingly portray love as
a particular form of recognition only owing to the specific way in which it
makes the success of affectional bonds dependent on the capacity, acquired
in early childhood, to strike a balance between symbiosis and self-asser-
tion.”8

It should be noted that while in The Struggle for Recognition Honneth
views the object-relations theory of Winnicott as particularly amenable to
extending the intersubjective insights and account of self-realization first
provided by Hegel and Mead, in subsequent work Winnicott’s object-rela-
tions theory, particularly his account of subject-formation and primary affec-
tivity, comes to replace Mead’s social psychology entirely.9 It is possible to
argue that Honneth’s reconstruction of Winnicott’s work around the central
concepts of symbiosis and primary affective relations has now become one of
the primary reference points for the theory of recognition, and also antici-
pates the turn to an ontology of affective attunement in his more recent work
Reification. In what follows, therefore, Honneth’s interpretation of Winnicott
will be reconstructed in some detail to elucidate this genealogy and highlight
both the importance and problems with this interpretation for his current
position.
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In Honneth’s reading, Winnicott’s work is initially central to the articula-
tion of a theory of socialization that emphasizes the importance of early
primary relations for securing the necessary balance between attachment and
independence that is fundamental for both successful self-development and
the basis for all future forms of recognition relations. As mentioned above,
central to Honneth’s interpretation is the concept of ‘symbiosis’ or the in-
fant’s primary mergence with the mother, which Winnicott refers to in vari-
ous ways, as either the ‘holding phase,’ the primary ‘mother-baby unit,’ or
the phase of ‘primary maternal preoccupation.’10 This symbiotic phase is
understood to begin in utero and is maintained into the first few months of
life. Although the concept of symbiosis has its origins in the Freudian notion
of ‘primary narcissism’ or the infant’s original state of omnipotence,
Honneth is keen to stress the alternative meaning given to it by Winnicott. 11

Through his own clinical and observational research, Winnicott is under-
stood to reorientate the notion of primary narcissism in particularly ‘relation-
al’ terms. This is famously captured in his claim: “There is no such thing as a
baby.”12 With this astonishing announcement, Winnicott challenges the clas-
sical notion of the subject and posits an originary ‘intersubjective’ or mer-
gent state, suggesting we cannot refer to the infant in isolation but only in an
undifferentiated state with the mother. For Winnicott, then, it is not appropri-
ate to speak of the infant as an individual, rather only of a mother-infant dyad
or “environment-individual set-up.”13 According to this thesis, therefore, we
cannot presuppose that the individual precedes an ontological affective state
of fusion with the mother.

It might immediately be contested, however, that strictly speaking this is
not an instance of intersubjectivity at all because in fact it describes a posi-
tion in which neither mother nor infant is conceived as a subject in their own
right. As Whitebook has argued, although we might be able to refer to this
‘early dyadic activity’ as interactive, it cannot properly be termed ‘intersub-
jective.’ In Daniel Stern’s terms, it might be more appropriate to characterize
this early phase as a form of ‘interaffectivity’ rather than ‘intersubjectiv-
ity.’14 Although working from very different perspectives, both Stern and
Whitebook argue that the concept of ‘intersubjectivity’ is only applicable to a
later stage of development when it is possible to speak of a more fully
developed sense of subjectivity. For Whitebook, intersubjectivity more prop-
erly refers to the developmental phase when “self-reflection and symboliza-
tion are in place”; for Stern, intersubjectivity is preverbal but refers to a form
of relatedness based on a “shared framework of meaning and means of com-
munication such as gesture, posture, or facial expression.”15

Both Whitebook and Stern make the important point that intersubjectivity
should not be conceptualized as an originary phenomenon but instead under-
stood as an emergent capacity that develops out of earlier phases of interac-
tion. This argument has extremely far-reaching consequences for the inter-
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subjective paradigm. Moreover, in this context, it already allows us to iden-
tify a tension that arises out of Honneth’s particular reading of Winnicott.
Honneth wants to posit both an undifferentiated stage which precedes subjec-
tivity of any kind and yet also conceptualize this symbiotic phase as a pri-
mary form of intersubjectivity.16 This is a very difficult balance to maintain.
The question is, can he have it both ways?

It is clear, however, that Honneth explicitly reconstructs Winnicott’s ac-
count of original mergence in thoroughly intersubjective-theoretic terms. The
key to understanding Honneth’s theory of recognition is found in the detail of
his reading of Winnicott’s theory of the primary mother-infant bond or affec-
tive ontological state.

For Winnicott, ego-development and the development of the self only
occur in a mother-infant unit.17 The capacity for independence and the ‘ca-
pacity to be alone,’ paradoxically, can only develop in the presence of the
mother and as a result of her continuous existence and care.18 In Winnicott’s
terms, the individual can only come-into-being, become a ‘me’ as compared
to a ‘not-me’ because “there exists an environment which is protective; the
protective environment is in fact the mother preoccupied with her own infant
and oriented to the infant’s ego requirements through her identification with
her own infant.”19 The ‘presence’ of the mother is crucial for the later ability
of the individual to have self-confidence in her embodied self and to crea-
tively explore her own needs without fear of being abandoned. The presence
of the mother is also the facilitating factor in the infant being able to experi-
ence reality, and eventually distinguish between internal reality and external
world.

Winnicott conceptualizes the individual’s psychological development as
moving through three phases, from a phase of ‘absolute dependence’ to
‘relative dependence,’ and finally ‘towards independence.’ The third stage of
development, ‘towards independence,’ is so termed to indicate that the at-
tempt to achieve independence is an ongoing life-process that is constantly
navigated in adult life.20

The key term for Winnicott to describe the earliest stages of life is ‘de-
pendence.’ He holds that human infants cannot even begin to exist—‘to
be’—in the sense of becoming a distinct human being in their own right,
unless satisfactory conditions of maternal care, such as ‘holding’ are pro-
vided. According to this view, one only becomes an individual after an
originary mergent or symbiotic state with the mother. In this period of abso-
lute dependence, Winnicott explains: “The important thing is that I am means
nothing unless I at the beginning am along with another human being who
has not yet been differentiated off. For this reason it is more true to talk about
being than to use the words I am [to explain the earliest stages of human
life.]”21 Winnicott therefore makes a distinction between an initial stage of
‘absolute dependence’ or the ‘holding phase,’ which refers not only to physi-
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cal holding but to total environmental, physiological, and psychological care,
and the concept of ‘living with.’ The awareness of ‘living with’ an other can
only occur when mother and infant finally emerge from an originary state of
symbiosis and begin to differentiate themselves from one another. In
Honneth’s view, during the first few months of life associated with ‘absolute
dependence,’ “the child is incapable of differentiating between self and envi-
ronment, and moves within a horizon of experience, the continuity of which
can only be assured by the supplemental assistance of a partner in interac-
tion.”22 During this time, the infant also has no specific awareness of the
maternal care being provided and no control over the quality of care or the
nature of the maturational environment.23 In other words, for Winnicott, the
human infant does not enter the world with a distinct sense of self, not even
of a pre-reflexive kind, but is instead conceptualised in an undifferentiated
state with his or her external environment.

‘Good-enough’ mothering and the ‘holding’ the infant receives from the
mother, particularly in terms of his or her bodily care, is vital for the develop-
ment of the ego. Ego-support provided by the maternal environment enables
the infant to gradually integrate experiences into a whole ‘unit,’ or what
Winnicott refers to as the ‘personality.’24 The development of the ego is,
however, also dependent on the integration of motor and sensory functions
into a single body-scheme.25 If all goes well during this period of affective
care, the infant “starts to be linked with the body and the body-functions” and
becomes aware of the surface of the skin as a “limiting membrane.”26 The
development of a body-scheme is fundamental to the infant’s ability to inte-
grate psyche and soma and to eventually distinguish between ‘me’ and ‘not-
me.’27 A reliable holding environment is therefore necessary for the infant to
establish a ‘continuity-of-being’ and to develop from a primary unintegrated
state to a form of structured integration or organization.28

It is important to note that for Winnicott, the ‘facilitating environment’ is
optimally provided by the biological mother. Although he acknowledges the
importance of paternal care, he tends to conceptualize this as care given to
the mother-infant unit, particularly support for the mother, whom he de-
scribes as being in a vulnerable state herself. For Winnicott, this period of
intense affectivity or “primary maternal preoccupation” indicates a psycho-
logical condition or state of “heightened sensitivity” on the part of the moth-
er, which is increased towards the end of pregnancy and lasts for a matter of
weeks or months after the birth of the child. He likens this to a “withdrawn”
or “dissociated state,” “almost an illness” from which a mother usually re-
covers.29 It indicates an intense period of identification or total preoccupation
with the infant to the exclusion of all other persons and interests.

As a consequence Winnicott’s model of primary affective care is concep-
tualized in particularly gendered terms.30 He views this intensely merged
state as a normal although temporary phase, which is vital for the successful
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ego-development of the infant.31 This kind of care, or what Winnicott refers
to as ‘good-enough’ mothering, provides both a secure and reliable physio-
logical and psychological environment that is empathetic to the particular
needs of the infant. The mother is therefore the infant’s first environment or
‘facilitating environment,’ and this ‘being-together’ of mother and infant is
responsible for the emotional health and development of the infant.32

Honneth certainly does not endorse this gendered view of primary rela-
tions of love and care, and is careful to emphasize that the role of the primary
caregiver can be fulfilled by any loving significant other, and is not necessar-
ily the child’s biological mother. However, like Winnicott, Honneth does
conceptualize the primary state of symbiosis as experienced to the same
degree of intensity by both mother and child.33 In Honneth’s view, “the
concepts that Winnicott uses to characterize the individual phases are always
at the same time descriptions not merely of one participant—the child—but
rather of each of the states of the relationship between the ‘mother’ and the
child.”34 Moreover, as the following passage makes clear, Honneth remark-
ably interprets the initial relationship of symbiosis as one equally identifiable
for both ‘mother’ and infant: “Here, both partners to interaction are entirely
dependent on each other for the satisfaction of their needs and are incapable
of individually demarcating themselves from each other.”35 This depiction of
the equal dependency of the mother on the child not only problematically
assumes the equal status of both partners in the mergent state, but also sug-
gests that both are affected in the same way and that the mother is somehow
completely dependent on the infant for the fulfillment of her own needs.

Several theorists, including Iris Marion Young, Amy Allen, and Johanna
Meehan, have rightly criticized Honneth’s overly idealized and romanticized
notion of love and the mother-infant unit upon which his theory of recogni-
tion is founded.36 Both Allen and Meehan have argued that Honneth’s pre-
supposition that the mother experiences a period of ‘symbiotic intoxication’
to the same degree as her infant is highly implausible, and reject the idea that
the mother is absolutely dependent on her infant to meet her own needs. In
fact, as Meehan remarks, even if an exclusive symbiotic unity between moth-
er and child were desirable, it is highly improbable because women are often
juggling not only the needs of the newborn infant but also the needs of other
children or family members, and a variety of tasks including returning to paid
employment.37 A mother may experience some period of intense bonding;
however, this does not mean that she loses her own autonomy or indepen-
dence—she is and remains a subject in her own right.38

Moreover, as both Young and Allen contend, Honneth’s model of affec-
tive care as a relation of mutual recognition overlooks the fact that the moth-
er-infant relation is in fact structured by “asymmetries of power, dependence
and unreciprocated labor.”39 As Allen enumerates, even though the primary
relation between parent and child might be constituted by love, it is also
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inevitably an asymmetrical power relationship. Although mothers are not
“necessarily oppressive and dominating toward their babies—though unfor-
tunately they may act in these ways … they are certainly able to exercise a
great deal of power over their infants, power that the infant is not in any
position to reciprocate.”40 Moreover, as Young points out, according to the
terms of Honneth’s account, mutuality and symmetrical reciprocity cannot be
equally applied in the context of relations of care because the principle of
care is conceptualized as “recognizing the needs of individuals in their partic-
ularity.”41 Subjecting care to the measure of symmetrical reciprocity or
equality implied in the concept of mutual recognition immediately under-
mines the idea of recognizing and attending to the particularity of individual
needs. Although, in theory, relations between caregivers and receivers, par-
ticularly parents and children, may be reciprocated over a lifetime, during the
period of childhood such relations are inevitably uni-directional and asym-
metrical, and cannot be reciprocated in the same way.42 Young argues that,
as it stands, Honneth’s model of love and care cannot adequately account for
relations of power that also exist between parents and children nor is it clear
what ‘mutual recognition’ in care relations actually means when such rela-
tions are structured asymmetrically.43

However, Honneth has continued to defend a concept of care defined as
an “original modus [of care that] represents a reciprocal, symmetrical rela-
tion such as is familiar to us in the context of friendship or intimate relation-
ships” while maintaining that “one-sided care and devotion represent a spe-
cial case of asymmetrical care.”44 As Allen has identified, however, this
division between two types of symmetrical and asymmetrical care only
seems to make Honneth’s position more ambiguous, as it is unclear whether
the original mode of symmetrical care is meant to apply to the originary
human relation between the primary care-giver and child or only the more
mature love relation between friends and partners.45 Either way, his concep-
tion one-sidedly characterizes relations between the primary caregiver and
infant in exclusively normative terms.

In spite of these difficulties, the somewhat idealized presumption of a
primary state of symbiosis remains central to Honneth’s model of recogni-
tion. For him, the main problem that arises from this primary dependent state
is not the asymmetrical relations of power, nor merely the experience of
symbiotic oneness but the problem of achieving a dialectical interplay be-
tween fusion and separation that enables both mother and infant to demarcate
themselves from one another. For Honneth, the central question that arises
from the concept of ‘primary intersubjectivity’ found in Winnicott’s work is:
“how are we to conceive of the interactional process by which ‘mother’ and
child are able to detach themselves from a state of undifferentiated oneness
in such a way that, in the end, they learn to accept and love each other as
independent persons?”46 In this respect, there appears to be a conflation in
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Honneth’s formulation of intersubjectivity that occurs precisely at this point.
It is unclear whether the notion of ‘primary intersubjectivity’ is meant to
refer to the symbiotic state or only to the post-symbiotic experience of de-
tachment, where intersubjectivity can be conceptualized as the interaction
between two individuals who exist as subjects.

It is this gradual process of demarcation that Winnicott theorizes with the
concept ‘relative dependence.’ It is assumed by both Honneth and Winnicott
that the initial moves to independence can only be made once the mother
begins to ‘de-adapt’ from her “primary, bodily identification with the infant,”
and begins to reorient her attention to a wider social circle, especially other
family members and friends, and to resume some version of her routine prior
to the birth of the child.47 In contrast to the stage of ‘absolute dependence,’
the mother no longer ministers to the infant’s needs as if they were an
extension of her own and her attention is not directed toward the infant with
the same degree of intensity. In the stage of ‘relative dependence,’ the infant
now begins to become painfully aware of his dependence on the mother as
she begins to leave him alone for longer periods of time; he now “feels a need
for the mother.”48 At the same time as the mother is said to ‘recover’ from
her state of complete identification with the infant, the child’s intellectual
capacities begin to develop, enabling the child to differentiate between self
and environment, internal reality and external world.49

In this phase of gradual ‘de-adaptation,’ which occurs between six
months and two years of age, the external world is gradually presented to the
infant and the mother increasingly leaves the infant for longer periods of
time. However, the shock of reality produces anxiety, hatred, and disillusion-
ment, and with the mother’s increasing absence, the infant learns that his or
her mother “is outside his or her omnipotent control.”50 As a response to the
mother’s apparently new-found autonomy and diminished identification, the
infant begins to undertake destructive acts towards her. With the impinge-
ment of external reality and loss of omnipotence, the child directs his or her
aggression towards the mother as a means of testing this newly imposed
reality.51 It is crucial that the mother is able to both survive and resist these
aggressive acts without punishment so that the child is able to perceive the
mother as an independent subject in her own right but also to know that her
love has not been withdrawn. It is only in the struggle to integrate his or her
own aggressive impulses, in the context of this new form of relationality, that
the infant in turn learns to love the mother.52

It is significant, then, that up until this point, the infant is not conceptual-
ized as being a distinct subject or separate being with his or her own sense of
self. Following Winnicott, Honneth assumes that a subject or self only devel-
ops as a secondary state arising out of the original phase of symbiosis. Within
the terms of Honneth’s analysis, the primary affective state is understood
precisely as an ontologically merged, subjectless state and the premise of
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original symbiosis and the subsequent process of gradual independence con-
tinue to be fundamental to his theory of recognition. Honneth assumes that it
is only as a secondary experience that subject-formation is conceptualized
arising from the gradual and painful separation of mother and infant. More-
over, it is this original tension between attachment and separation that also
provides him with a psychoanalytically derived account of an originary form
of struggle and conflict.

In The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth interprets the infant’s aggres-
sive acts towards the mother not only as the first expressions of reality-
testing but also, drawing on Jessica Benjamin’s relational-psychoanalytic
theory, interprets the process of separation or detachment as a ‘struggle for
recognition.’53 Honneth argues that the process of detachment, which is often
displayed in aggressive or destructive form, can be understood as a struggle
for recognition that leads to the infant’s realization of his or her dependence
on “the loving care of an independently existing person with claims of her
own.”54 The dialectic of dependence and independence reconstructed
through object-relations theory, therefore, becomes the core of Honneth’s
theory of the struggle for recognition and the basis for explaining not only
the ongoing human capacity to continually strive for recognition but also
equally to deny recognition of the other.

The success of this primary recognitive process results in a mutually
independent loving relation between (m)other and child rather than symbio-
sis. However, the success of this first form of recognition also depends on the
ability of the mother to ‘de-adapt’ or separate from the initial mergent state
with the infant. The mother’s inability to facilitate this separation is as equal-
ly harmful to the infant as the failure of adequate ‘holding’ in the primary
phase of ‘absolute dependence.’ The child is therefore equally reliant on the
mother’s recognition of his or her independence.

The process of ‘mutual demarcation’ is also facilitated by an additional
coping mechanism that Winnicott terms ‘transitional objects’ or ‘transitional
phenomena.’55 With this concept, Winnicott is referring to the first signifi-
cant objects that infants become affectively attached to beyond the attach-
ment with the mother, whether this is a toy, a piece of cloth, or the child’s
own thumb which the child passionately clings to or sucks on. Winnicott
argues that such objects demonstrate much more than oral stimulation or
satisfaction, providing the infant with a transitional object or first “not-me
possession.”56 It is not the object per se that is important but the fact that the
object is the child’s first possession and provides an “intermediate area be-
tween the subjective and what is objectively perceived.”57 In other words, the
transitional object enables the infant to make use of empirical objects in his
or her environment that facilitate the transition from a state of mergence with
the external world to one of ‘relative independence.’
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However, the important point is that the transitional object is neither an
internal nor an external object but a creative act on the part of the infant,
which Winnicott traces back to the capacity for creative play acquired
through the phase of good-enough mothering. By adapting to the infant’s
needs in the symbiotic stage, the mother “gives the illusion that there is an
external reality that corresponds to the infant’s own capacity to create.”58

The transitional object must therefore also seem to provide some kind of
comfort to the infant or ‘reality of its own’ during the phase of separation
from the mother. The transitional object stands in for a substitute love-object
and is the recipient of both the infant’s intense affectivity as well as her
attempts to destroy and mutilate it. It is crucial, then, that the transitional
object never changes and that it survives the infant’s intense love, hate, and
aggression. Most significantly, the right of the infant to possess the object is
never challenged, nor is it ever questioned whether the object is conceived
from within or presented from without. Moreover, the transitional object is
intensely linked with the capacities for playing and creativity, and to the use
of illusion, symbols, and objects that continues through into adult life.59 The
suggestion Honneth takes from Winnicott is, therefore, that reality testing is
a lifelong task and that transitional objects are repeatedly used to bridge the
gap between inner and outer reality.60 This constant mediation between inter-
nal imaginary and external worlds in adult life is filled by cultural objectiva-
tions, for example, art and religion, which Winnicott conceives as a continua-
tion of the originary process of play and creativity and as examples of the
continuing function of illusion.61

It is precisely this intersubjectively developed capacity to be alone and
play creatively that Honneth posits as the central characteristic of love as a
form of recognition. The trust that the child experiences in the continuity and
quality of the ‘mother’s care’ provides not only the model for all future forms
of successful affective intersubjectivity but also the ability for the individual
to form a positive self-relation. For Honneth: “…it is only this symbiotically
nourished bond, which emerges through mutually desired demarcation, that
produces the degree of basic self-confidence indispensable for autonomous
participation in public life.”62

From his reconstruction of Winnicott’s work in The Struggle for Recogni-
tion, Honneth draws far-reaching conclusions not only about the structure of
mutual recognition but also what he identifies as a ‘latent interest’ or the
ontological source for the constant human ‘struggle for recognition.’ It is the
precarious balance between symbiotic fusion and individuation experienced
in infancy that provides the foundation for a permanent tension and struggle
for recognition.63 In Honneth’s view, therefore:

We can then proceed from the hypothesis that all love relationships are driven
by the unconscious recollection of the original experience of merging that
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characterized the first months of life for ‘mother’ and child. The inner state of
symbiotic oneness so radically shapes the experiential scheme 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.64

Honneth points out that the desire for mergence is only transformed into a
relation of mutual recognition once separation has been achieved enabling
each partner to be acknowledged as an independent person in his or her own
right. For Honneth, it is the early developmental process of achieving inde-
pendence that colors and shapes intrapsychic life even in adulthood. Ulti-
mately, then, in Honneth’s view, love represents “a symbiosis refracted by
mutual individuation.”65 In other words, at its core, the concept of subjectiv-
ity being defined here is understood as a ruptured symbiosis, and character-
ized by a perpetual tension between independence, on the one hand, and the
pull to re-experience the original undifferentiated state between mother and
infant, on the other. Consequently, pathologies of recognition in love rela-
tions can also be attributed to unsuccessful attempts at separation between
mother and infant. Importantly, for Honneth, Winnicott’s psychoanalytically
derived anthropological model provides a normative ideal of both subject-
formation and intersubjectivity that represents the structural core of recogni-
tion, and a theory of love or primary affectivity that is posited as the precur-
sor, both conceptually and genetically, to all other forms of recognition.66

The concept of subjectivity as a form of ruptured symbiosis is one that
Honneth also extends in work written subsequent to The Struggle for Recog-
nition. In “Postmodern Identity and Object Relations Theory,” Honneth pos-
its the “primordial experience of symbiosis” as an anthropological and onto-
logical condition, which the subject is continually compelled to replicate and
re-experience throughout her life. The traumatic experience of demarcation
from an original undifferentiated state with the mother structures the psychic
life of the individual to such an extent that she is continually motivated to
repeat and re-experience the original state of fusion via the use of transitional
space between herself and other subjects that replicates the original fusion
between internal and external reality. As a response to postmodern chal-
lenges to the psychoanalytically derived notion of the subject, Honneth now
refers to the process of the “communicative liquefaction of the ego” to ex-
plain the attempt by the individual subject to constantly enter a transgressive
space between inner and outer reality in order to creatively explore new
aspects of her identity.67 In other words, with recourse to Winnicott’s notion
of transitional phenomena, Honneth suggests the individual must be able to
periodically collapse the boundaries between ego demarcation and mergence
to creatively explore, by way of an internalized communicative dialogue with
her interaction partners, an inner pluralization of subjective possibilities.
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Honneth proposes that a communicative notion of subjectivity can there-
fore accommodate the postmodern challenge of the multiple characteristics
of identity, based on the notion of an “intrapsychic capacity for dialogue.”68

Drawing on the work of Hans Loewald, Honneth also attempts to extend this
interactionist notion of subjectivity to account for an intersubjectivist concept
of the drives. This reconceptualized theory of the drives eschews the Freu-
dian model of the drives as a destructive force, replacing it with an intersub-
jective account that posits the drives as the capacity to structure or organize
the internalization of “external patterns of interaction.”69 The energy of the
drive is also understood to facilitate the process of differentiation and inte-
grates the child’s psychic life once the original symbiotic state with the
mother has been broken. Using an alternative object-relations model,
Honneth argues it is possible to refute the Freudian model of ego-develop-
ment as a process of gradual ego-strength in which the claims of the id are
understood to be brought under the rational control of the ego. Instead, it is
replaced with a model of ego-development as a communicative process of
internalizations that create an internal psychic capacity for dialogue, enabling
the subject to integrate multiple forms of experience and identity. Honneth
connects the capacity of the infant to be able to organize his or her psychic
forces in terms of a pattern of internalization, as the result of the early care
and holding provided by the significant other. He contends that this process
can only arise if it is “preceded by a stage of experienced unity, of the
absence of difference between subject and reality.”70 The argument here is
based on the premise that the process of internalization can only succeed if
the infant has first experienced his or her own urges and drives as merged
with those of the mother.

As McNay has observed, this renewed engagement with object-relations
theory seems to indicate Honneth’s attempt to produce a more complex and
dynamic, socialized account of the psyche that avoids some of the determin-
istic tendencies of his earlier account based on Mead’s work. However, as
McNay argues, the capacity for conflict and dissonance, or forms of unsoci-
able sociability, continues to be underplayed in his account of the subject.
McNay warrants that: “The idea that, in response to the heterogeneity of
social life, individuals develop an ever-refined capacity for the liquefaction
of the self is a questionably normative account of action. In emphasizing the
individual’s accommodative capacities, it underplays the likelihood of nega-
tive and aggressive responses to difference.”71 Moreover, it seems the more
Honneth moves towards the category of a primordial state of affective recog-
nition, the more the notion of struggle becomes de-emphasized in his work,
and he underplays the conflictual and negative responses to primary interac-
tion as well as the forms of power that structure primary relations. As McNay
contends, this bestows a transcendental status to affective forms of recogni-
tion that “can only be assured by underplaying the negative effects of power
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upon subjectivity, by construing them as secondary distortions extrinsic to a
primordial dynamic of mutuality.”72

The problem is, that beginning with an originary undifferentiated state
between mother and infant also means failing to differentiate between forms
of relationality, between power relations and forms of normative interaction,
that structure the process of subject-formation. This tends to immunize pri-
mary forms of affectivity from any effects of power. Conceptualizing the
development of the subject as a rupture of an original whole or oneness
assumes that the subject originates in a context free from power and is
primarily primed for affective and normative intersubjective relations as a
result of an originary existential experience. This sets up a dualism between
forms of interaction, between power and affectivity, whereby all other forms
of relationality are posited as secondary to or as a deviation from original
forms of normative interaction or social sociability.

In further work on object-relations theory, however, Honneth has contin-
ued to emphatically defend the thesis of an original symbiosis and corre-
sponding theory of the subject, maintaining that the early attempt to achieve
independence out of an original undifferentiated state constitutes a profound
“contribution to the modern understanding of the subject.”73 On the basis of
this contention, Honneth at times has been surprisingly at odds with interac-
tionist and intersubjectively oriented infant research, notably the work of
Daniel Stern, whom he singles out for criticism. With particular reference to
Stern’s work, Honneth argues emphatically that “a lot of effort ought to go
into refuting the empirical objections raised today against the assumption of
a primordial state of symbiosis.”74 Stern, and other infant researchers such as
Beatrice Beebe and Frank Lachmann, concur with Winnicott’s basic premise
that “the organization of behavior should be viewed as the property of the
mother-infant system rather than the property of the individual.”75 However,
the fundamental difference between them is that neither Stern nor Beebe and
Lachmann begin from the premise of an undifferentiated state or fusion
between mother and infant. Rather, they begin from the premise that two
individuals comprise the mother-infant dyad, and understand infant develop-
ment as a dynamic interplay between “both self-regulation and interactive-
regulation processes.”76 Beebe and Lachmann point to research that demon-
strates the capacities of newborn infants to discriminate between their own
vocalizations and those of others within the first day of life, thereby indicat-
ing the awareness of at least some primary sense of self and capacity to
organize their own experiences.77 Along with Stern, they therefore conclude
“that there is no original perceptual confusion between organism and envi-
ronment.”78

Even more significantly, Beebe and Lachmann refute the notion of inter-
nalization as a means for understanding the way in which the child learns to
organize inner life and the ability to distinguish between ‘me’ and ‘not-me.’
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The argument here is that the model of internalization is suggestive of a large
degree of social conformity or total socialization of the psyche. Rather, they
suggest that the inner organization of the infant’s internal world should be
understood as co-constructed, not merely externally imposed or communicat-
ed. In this respect, according to the interactionist models of Stern and Beebe
and Lachmann, ego development is understood as a dynamic process by
which self-regulation and interactions with significant others proceed at the
same time. According to this model, interactive regulations are not merely
internalized into self-regulations, rather “existing self-regulations are altered
by, as well as alter, interactive regulations.”79 Beebe and Lachmann maintain
that the infant begins life with his own agency, an agency that potentially
conflicts with the mother’s agency rather than passively internalizes her
interactive behavior and expectations. Therefore, rather than positing a pri-
mary symbiotic state, these theorists fundamentally begin from an interactive
stance which assumes there is already some form of ego present. However,
Beebe and Lachmann strenuously argue that the primary capacity for interac-
tion does not simply imply either mutuality or symmetry, nor does it ascribe
a positive value to primary interaction, nor a necessary causality. Rather, it
assumes that each subject is affected by her own self-regulation as well as by
interaction partners but this may include conflict as much as it might mean
mutually adjusting to one another.

As a response to such concerns, articulated, for example, by Joel White-
book, Honneth’s use of the concept of symbiosis as a primary intersubjective
category has come under scrutiny. Whitebook argues that the existence of at
least some form of ‘pre-reflexive proto-self’ is difficult to deny as it is
evident that infants “bring much to infant-mother interaction that is specifi-
cally their own.” Moreover, the development of a body-scheme presupposes
the existence of a least a ‘bodily ego’ which is constituted by “the infant’s
distinct physiologically determined repertoire of dispositional states.” This in
turn, “becomes the fundament upon which more elaborated and reflective
forms of selfhood are constructed.”80 The work of both Stern and Whitebook
poses questions about accounting for the complex genesis of the subject, and
about what the nature of the ‘inter’ of intersubjectivity actually refers to. In
those exchanges, Honneth is urged to consider whether the category of sym-
biosis can do the work required and whether it can be conceptualized in the
manner he originally intended. His recent work on psychoanalysis and ob-
ject-relations is framed with the feasibility of the central category of symbio-
sis in mind but seems to constitute a series of qualifications rather than any
significant modification to his original position.

In his response to Whitebook, Honneth now concedes that even in the
first few months of life, infants have an “elementary sense of self.” In this
context, drawing more comprehensively on Stern’s work, Honneth appears to
acknowledge that infants “have a rudimentary capacity for distinguishing
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between self and other and for perceiving the intentionality of the other.”81

However, far from diminishing the intersubjective stance, Honneth considers
this qualification potentially enhances intersubjectivism and the importance
of early caregiver and child interaction. In this sense, too, he clarifies that his
initial employment of the term ‘primary intersubjectivity’ to explain the no-
tion of an early symbiotic state between ‘mother’ and child was somewhat
misleading, in the sense that this primary phase is not strictly speaking “an
encounter between two self-aware, independent subjects…”82

However, the acknowledgement of the existence of an early ‘elementary
sense of self’ also has significant ramifications for the notion of an original
symbiotic unity that was central to Honneth’s account in The Struggle for
Recognition. Quoting Stern, who draws on recent empirical and clinical in-
vestigations, Honneth now also seems to conclude: “…that the capacity to
have merger- or fusion-like experiences … is secondary to and dependent
upon an already existing sense of self and other.”83 As a consequence,
Honneth argues, we can no longer understand the notion of symbiosis as an
all-encompassing stage that begins in utero and continues into the first
months of life. Rather, intense moments of cuddling, feeding, and holding
between caregivers and infants create ‘sporadic’ or ‘episodic moments’ of
fusion or symbiosis that individuals seek to recreate throughout their lives. In
this sense, symbiosis is now considered to be an ‘interim period’ in which the
actions of caregivers are momentarily experienced as an extension of the
infant’s needs, rather than a totalizing undifferentiated state. Honneth sug-
gests that symbiotic experience, therefore, represents the ‘zero-point’ of rec-
ognition, an experience which compels individuals to strive for forms of
reciprocal recognition in which both partners in a relationship are sufficiently
differentiated in more mature relations.84 Such qualifications raise a series of
open questions in regard to Honneth’s intersubjective approach, most not-
ably, how the notion of an elementary or pre-existing sense of self might be
conceptualized and how this might impact upon a theory of intersubjectivity
and subject-constitution.

Nonetheless, in recent work, Honneth continues to maintain the notion of
symbiosis as the basis of a theory of recognition while also reconsidering the
way in which the motivation for the struggle for recognition is conceptual-
ized. It is the early trauma or rupture of the primary symbiotic experience
that compels “the subject to rebel again and again against the experience of
not having the other at our disposal.”85 Honneth clarifies his most recent
position in the following terms:

I now assume that the impulse to rebel against established forms of recognition
can be traced to a deep-seated need to deny the independence of those with
whom one interacts and to have them, ‘omnipotently,’ at one’s disposal. We
would then have to say that the permanence of the ‘struggle’ for recognition
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stems not from an unsocializable ego’s drive for realization but rather from the
anti-social striving for independence that leads each subject to deny, again and
again, the other’s difference.86

Honneth admits that this explanation constitutes a shift away from his earlier
thesis that the ‘struggle for recognition’ is motivated by a particular kind of
moral experience that stems from negative feelings of being unjustly or
inadequately recognized. Rather, the thesis he now proposes is that struggle
or conflict be understood as a response to an anthropologically posited hu-
man need to recreate the experience of symbiosis and thereby negate the
independence of the other. In other words, the traumatic experience of the
rupture of early states of mergence constitutes Honneth’s version of ‘the
work of negativity.’87 It is this primary negative experience that compels
subjects to seek to deny the independence or recognition of the other but also,
he suggests, to recreate a mergent state, for example, in love relations or by
seeking security in a homogeneous community when feeling threatened.
Honneth argues that the bridge between the anthropological need for mer-
gence and the moral claims of recognition is based on the premise that “the
individual tendency to deny that others are not at one’s disposal would mere-
ly be the flip-side of the human interest in having essential components of
who one is be socially recognized.”88

However, there is now an indecision on Honneth’s part about how to
account for the fact that negative anti-social impulses may compel struggles
for recognition as much as morally motivated ones. As Honneth suggests,
these impulses often sit in tension with one another and it is not clear how
they can be reconciled and understood entirely as ‘moral experiences’ moti-
vated by a lack of recognition.89 As Bankovsky suggests, Honneth’s equiv-
ocation in regard to the problem of integrating both “negative and positive
dimensions of recognition should encourage an approach to the ideal of
mutual recognition that is not simply affirmative but also critical of its orien-
tation and content. His preference for the positive version prevents Honneth
from bringing a sufficiently critical perspective to his own account.” From
the perspective of this study, this would require a consideration of the inter-
play of both positive and negative forms of intersubjectivity, or as Bankov-
sky suggests, acknowledging “the imbrication of positive and negative
forces” and the ways in which relations between caregivers and infants, as
well as mature relations of love, may equally consist of love and care as well
as ‘possessive’ and ‘appropriative’ impulses.90

However, rather than pursue this path, in more recent work on object-
relations theory, the primary concept of ‘affective recognition’ has been
brought to the fore and has begun to emerge as an ontological category.
Honneth now continuously emphasizes that the primary experience of symbi-
osis is purely an affective category rather than being a cognitive process or
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one of moral experience.91 In other words, it is only by experiencing a
primary affective relation, whereby the infant is first attached to and ‘af-
fected’ by a primary caregiver, that she can in a secondary process begin to
internalize the normative expectations and viewpoints of her interaction part-
ners and begin to develop a sense of self.92 This primordial sense of recogni-
tion is understood to provide a sense of affirmation that is confirmed in
expressive and affective gestures towards the other, according them social
validity.93

Honneth though increasingly develops a position which posits a primor-
dial form of affectivity as the fundamental ontological basis of the theory of
recognition. He has also extended this theoretical stance in developing a
‘moral epistemology of recognition’ with affective and expressive affirma-
tion at its core. For Honneth, recognition means much more than merely
‘perceiving,’ ‘identifying,’ or ‘cognizing’ the other in terms of acknowledg-
ing the other’s identity. Rather, as he has clarified more recently, ‘recogni-
tion precedes cognition’; it refers to an affirmative affective stance towards
the world that precedes all forms of interaction or recognition.94

In this sense, there are a number of gradual and implicit conflations that
occur in Honneth’s work across various writings. In his earliest works he
begins with a broad-based theory of intersubjectivity that is narrowed to a
theory of recognition, and from a notion of recognition there is a shift to a
notion of primary affective interdependence, which has now become the
basis for the theory of recognition per se. However, the social processes
Honneth conceptualizes in the terms of a theory of recognition require a
more complex understanding of the interplay between intersubjectivity, sub-
jectivity, conflict, and power that cannot be accounted for by his theory of
recognition as it stands. As Whitebook has argued, for example, even inter-
dependent affectivity or affective intersubjectivity presumes a proto-subjec-
tivity, and as Allen, Young, and McNay have noted, conditions of symmetri-
cal reciprocity cannot be conceived in isolation from conditions of asymmet-
rical reciprocity, where power subtly works either in social and structural
ways, or noticeably in psychological ones. In this respect, there is a profound
narrowing of the theory of intersubjectivity and anthropology that underpins
Honneth’s project, and as we shall discuss in the final chapter, this has a
significant impact on the parameters of his critical social theory including his
ability to provide an adequate ‘critique of power.’
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Chapter Ten

A Critical Theory of Recognition
Anthropological, Historical, or Ontological Justification?

This philosophical reconstruction sheds light on Honneth’s defense of
anthropological arguments in terms of the intersubjectivity of recognition
and the construction of a form of ethical life that is derived immanently from
within the structure of recognition relations. In keeping with this conceptual
approach, Honneth also explains processes of social change in relation to the
structural interconnection between the three patterns of recognition. Accord-
ing to Honneth, it is the deep-seated normative demands intrinsic to the
structure of recognition-relations that compels individuals and groups to
struggle for expanded forms of recognition and new forms of social organiza-
tion.1

In The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth attempts to define a model of
critical social theory that can account for both an immanent basis for critique
and context-transcending validity with reference to a ‘formal concept of
ethical life’ or Sittlichkeit. The three intersubjective patterns of recognition
constitute Honneth’s version of a good or ethical life in the sense that they
provide the conditions for successful identity-formation or development of
an ‘ethical personality.’2 The three spheres of love, law, and achievement,
which are roughly equivalent to Hegel’s divisions between family, state, and
civil society, are central to the development of three corresponding forms of
practical self-relation. The formal concept of ethical life is to be understood
as a normative ideal in which specific patterns of recognition enable individ-
uals to acquire the self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem necessary
for full self-realization. Honneth wants to suggest that this ideal is not merely
a theoretical construct but that it is pre-scientifically located in the structure
of intersubjective social relations and can offer an evaluative framework
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from which to critically assess the general conditions for successful subject-
formation within existing forms of social organization.

Such an orientation towards ethical values is, however, not intended to
provide a substantive notion of the ‘good life.’ Rather, Honneth wants to
account for a notion of ethical life in formal terms only: the three interdepen-
dent patterns of recognition are intended to account for successful self-real-
ization in an abstract manner in an effort to avoid embodying particular
visions of the good life. The anthropological structures of recognition are
intended to provide a context-transcending claim to validity that is universal-
ly applicable regardless of historical or socio-cultural context. The forms of
recognition associated with love, rights, and achievement as Honneth
presents them, therefore, “do not represent established institutional structures
but only general patterns of behaviour, they can be distilled, as structural
elements, from the concrete totality of forms of life.”3 Honneth suggests such
a theoretical proposal cannot expect to determine once and for all which
values might constitute an ethical life. The development of substantive val-
ues must be left open to historical change and to the future of social strug-
gles.4 He therefore also attempts to justify the context-immanent features of
recognition by leaving the model open enough to account for the particularity
of socio-cultural and historical contexts in which recognitive identity claims
are made. Nonetheless, he posits that the content of the three conditions of
recognition is thick enough to offer normative criteria for successful identity-
formation that extends normative theory beyond the scope of deontological
or Kantian approaches that are based on self-determination and moral auton-
omy alone. In contrast to communitarian approaches, however, Honneth at-
tempts to account for ethical criteria without returning to a relativistic option
that would seem to offer no way of distinguishing between better or worse
notions of the good life.

Honneth’s means of articulating the necessary structural conditions for a
formal concept of ethical life is provided by the connection he makes be-
tween the necessary experience of the three forms of intersubjective recogni-
tion, the three corresponding forms of self-relation, and the forms of social
organization required to ensure successful self-realization. 5 This structural
recognition-complex is grounded on “an anthropological conception that can
explain the normative presuppositions of social interaction.”6 For Honneth,
there is a developmental logic between the three forms of self-relation that a
subject acquires through processes of socialization. Firstly, a subject must
acquire basic self-confidence attained through loving relationships in which
she has the capacity to express her own embodied needs and know they will
be met by the care of significant others. Secondly, this basic self-confidence
is a prerequisite for the subject to be able to secure a positive feeling towards
herself as a person worthy of self-respect because she is considered a morally
responsible and autonomous being equal to all others in the context of legal
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relations. Thirdly, this principle of equality before the law subsequently pro-
vides the capacities required to experience oneself as an individual who is
valued for her contribution to society as well as deriving a sense of self-
worth in the knowledge that she is integrated into a shared value-commu-
nity.7 In Honneth’s view, the three forms of recognitive relations “represent
normative perspectives with reference to which subjects can reasonably
argue that existing forms of recognition are inadequate or insufficient and
need to be expanded.”8 Hence, in Honneth’s view, the three patterns of
recognition constitute standards for ‘healthy’ forms of social relations against
which ‘pathologies’ or ‘misdevelopments’ of social life can be identified and
potentially transformed.

In his more recent work, Honneth has sought to delineate more strongly
the conditions of social recognition that are open to historical change and
normative progress, and those that are deep-seated human constants. 9 Al-
though the historicist dimension was present in The Struggle for Recognition,
notably, it was confined to only two of the recognitive conditions—law and
achievement—which Honneth conceptualized as being open to progressive
change.10 Significantly, in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth exempts
love from the potential for normative development, arguing that only rela-
tions of law and achievement are open to the possibility for historical change.
There, love is still conceptualized in the following anthropological terms:
“the experience of love, whatever historical form it takes, represents the
inner-most core of all forms of life that qualify as ‘ethical.’ Because it does
not admit of the potential for normative development, the integration of love
into the intersubjective network of a post-traditional form of ethical life does
not change its fundamental character.”11 Moreover, because love is under-
stood to provide “the basic prerequisite for every type of self-realization,”
and is considered the core of ethical life, this constructs the entire recognition
model in fundamentally anthropological terms.

In Redistribution or Recognition?, Honneth reassesses these early formu-
lations and attempts to add an historicist dimension to his analysis of the
development of the three spheres of recognition and accompanying forms of
practical self-relation. It is only once the family becomes a distinctly priva-
tized and separate sphere, and when we can speak of the emergence of a
distinct phase of ‘childhood’ in which a specific model of primary care is
fostered with the concurrent development of a modern notion of love, that it
is possible to conceptualize ‘love’ as a specific form of recognition-relation
that is crucial for self-confidence and the expression of embodied needs;12 it
is only once rights become universalized and disaggregated from forms of
status and privilege that it is possible to speak of a form of self-respect that is
attributed to all individuals on the basis of their status as an autonomous
human being accorded equal rights; and this, in turn, requires that rights be
separated from status. In this way, the contribution individuals make to soci-
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ety enabling them to feel esteemed for their contribution becomes further
individualized and ‘meritocratized,’ as well as open to contestation in regard
to the values that determine the recognition of individual achievement. 13

Significantly, Honneth now argues that moral expectations of social rec-
ognition cannot be exclusively justified with reference to an anthropological
model: “Rather, such expectations are the product of the social formation of a
deep-seated claim-making potential in the sense that they always owe their
normative justification to principles institutionally anchored in the historical-
ly established recognition order.” Moreover, he now specifically attributes
the “differentiation of the three spheres of recognition” to the historical de-
velopment of “bourgeois-capitalist society,” and emphasizes the profound
normative structural transformation that emerges with modernity as initiating
the shift to a social-recognition-order.14 In this sense, too, he now gives far
greater credence to the role modern institutions play in ensuring the repro-
duction of recognitive norms and values, as well as conceiving institutions as
the embodiment of recognition relations achieved as the result of social-
historical contestation. Honneth has therefore more recently acknowledged
that the anthropological structures of social recognition alone cannot ade-
quately provide justification for grounding a critical social theory. He now
more strenuously attempts to maintain a form/content distinction, suggesting
that only the form of moral expectations of recognition represents an invari-
ant anthropological feature whereas their content depends on the different
ways in which they become institutionalized and differentiated within in any
given society.15

In order to more fully justify a context-immanent perspective, Honneth
now claims that the moral expectations of recognition must be understood in
relation to the specific structural transformation that occurs with the histori-
cal development of bourgeois-capitalist society.16 For Honneth, this recent
introduction of a ‘temporal element’ demonstrates that the “structure of the
required recognition conditions continues to change with the historical pro-
cess.”17 In his more recent work, Honneth attempts to make a more convinc-
ing link between normative principles, social theory, and critique. On the one
hand, he continues to maintain that his proposal proceeds “social anthropo-
logically from a core of expectations of recognition that all subjects bring to
social interaction.” On the other hand, however, he also adds a historicizing
dimension, arguing that ‘recognition needs’ are not predetermined according
to an anthropological model, rather it is only the structure of recognition
relations that act as an anthropological constant.18

Furthermore, Honneth argues that the three patterns of recognition also
contain ‘internal normative principles’ against which it is possible to evaluate
existing forms of recognition and make normative claims regarding the need
for further expansion.19 The three forms of recognition are characterized by
three fundamental features to which subjects can appeal when they believe
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their entitlement to any one form is not being met: in relations of love,
subjects can appeal to the ‘neediness principle’; in legal relations the ‘equal-
ity principle’; and in ‘cooperative relations’ they can refer to the ‘achieve-
ment principle.’ The three recognition principles constitute the normativity
inherent in social relations to which subjects can refer in instances where
recognition is inadequately institutionalized in any given socio-cultural con-
text and does not adequately reflect deep-seated moral expectations. The
three recognition principles therefore act as counterfactual ideals against
which currently institutionalized norms of recognition can be measured.

Furthermore, in order to sustain a basis for critique, Honneth now incor-
porates a notion of “validity surplus” which he suggests is internal to the
three forms of recognition, arguing that: “…each principle of recognition has
a specific surplus of validity whose normative significance is expressed by
the constant struggle over its appropriate application and interpretation.”20

All forms of recognition, including love, therefore are now conceptualized as
containing an internal conflict dynamic that ensures each is open to perma-
nent contestation and development with regard to the way in which they are
applied, institutionalized, and interpreted.21 However, for Honneth, socially
institutionalized forms of recognition never exhaust their normative poten-
tial, rather each form of recognition has a surplus of validity that is never
fulfilled and that is open to the promise of continual expansion and the
potential for ongoing learning processes.22 The content and mode of institu-
tionalization of each form of recognition is therefore permanently open to
rational debate and dispute and subject to publicly reasoned forms of justifi-
cation.23 This aspect of subjecting recognition to ‘the space of public reason’
is an element that Honneth has also begun to emphasize more strongly in
recent work.24

In this context, Honneth has also sought to define the concept of recogni-
tion more definitively, seeking to distinguish between recognition as a ‘re-
ceptive’ or as an ‘attributive’ act, and in so doing institutes significant con-
ceptual clarifications. As an ‘attributive’ act, recognition is understood as the
ascription of new qualities upon the subject from the position of the recog-
nizer, whereas a ‘receptive’ act of recognition is defined in terms of ‘correct-
ly perceiving’ the qualities that a subject already possesses and therefore only
“reinforcing or manifesting them secondarily.”25 For Honneth, then, ‘attribu-
tive’ acts of recognition are ‘constitutive’ of identity, whereas ‘perceptive’
acts of recognition are ‘reproductive,’ whereby “the status or positive qual-
ities possessed by a person or social group are … simply reproduced in a
meaningful way.”26

Not surprisingly, Honneth prefers the ‘perception’ or ‘reception’ model of
recognition because he argues that it “permits us to account better for our
intuition that recognition must be motivated by practical reasons: we thereby
react in a correct or appropriate way to the reasons contained in the evalua-
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tive qualities that human beings possess in different respects.”27 In this sense,
Honneth suggests recognition does not construct or create individual features
or qualities but merely actualizes pre-existing capacities that are “already
present as potentialities in order to then be realized.” Recognition, then, is
understood by Honneth to be an ‘unambiguously positive’ act that facilitates
the subject’s self-identification with qualities or capacities that she already
possesses.28 It is therefore only ‘indirectly’ constituting in terms of building
the capacities required for developing a positive self-relation and such capac-
ities are built up through patterns of affirmative interaction or evaluative
recognition.

Honneth acknowledges, however, that both the ‘attributive’ and ‘recep-
tion’ models are faced with the threat of relativism in that evaluative features
appear to be based on values that are dependent on the institutionalized
norms in any given social-historical context or lifeworld. Nonetheless, he
believes that the receptivity or response model is better equipped to address
the problem of relativism once a notion of moral progress is applied to the
forms of evaluation in any given society.29 Honneth’s concern with the attri-
bution model is that it corresponds with a certain form of ‘value relativism’
thereby making it difficult to ascertain the ethical validity of attributive qual-
ities or to determine whether such qualities are only relative to the recogniz-
er. In Honneth’s view, the constitution model contains no context-transcend-
ing criterion against which forms of attributive recognition can be adequately
assessed or critiqued.

In this respect, Honneth leans on a certain form of ‘value realism’ to
bolster his claim that evaluative qualities can be ‘correctly perceived’ accord-
ing to forms of recognition that are ‘motivated by reasons,’ evaluative rea-
sons that although given in any particular lifeworld are open to historical
change and re-evaluation.30 The notion of moral progress that Honneth
builds in is understood to provide a context-transcending form of validity by
ensuring that ‘responsive’ forms of recognition meet the universal criteria of
promoting the capacity for autonomy and undistorted forms of self-realiza-
tion.

The notion of moral progress and of validity surplus, however, does not
just apply separately to each of the three forms of self-relation or three
spheres of recognition; it also applies to the general development of social
relations of recognition overall. Honneth now argues more definitively that
in order to justify a form of context-transcending validity that extends be-
yond a particular social context, the notion of a surplus of normative validity
needs to be complemented by a general theory of moral progress. For
Honneth, “the normative expansion of the three spheres of recognition—can
be interpreted as indicators of moral progress in the sense that they can
inform us about the desirability of processes of social change.”31
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Honneth’s assessment of the need for a concept of moral progress particu-
larly arises in the context of justifying the basis of a recognition-theoretical
concept of justice in his debate with Nancy Fraser in Redistribution or Rec-
ognition? There, Honneth addresses the problem of identifying a pre-theoret-
ical basis for critique that does not merely entrench prevailing social condi-
tions. As he had already identified in The Struggle for Recognition, the issue
is to be able to differentiate between progressive or reactionary forms of
social struggle and to be able to critically assess “the developmental direction
[of] present-day social conflicts.”32 In Honneth’s view, a theory of progress
is required in order to avoid a form of ethical perspectivism or a form of
justification that gives new social movements a privileged or elitist status. 33

The idealization of new social movements, in Honneth’s view, “risks precipi-
tously affirming the prevailing level of political-moral conflict in a given
society.”34 In this sense, it is problematic for a critical social theory to base
its critique only on those normative claims that have been articulated by new
social movements whose moral demands have reached the level of the public
sphere. Honneth’s argument is that the critical social theorist must be able to
evaluate the moral claims of contemporary social struggles from the perspec-
tive of “future possibilities.”35

In outlining a theory of moral progress, Honneth begins with the assump-
tion that the structural transformation of the three recognition spheres that
occurs with modernity constitutes a morally superior form of social integra-
tion. Central to the criteria for evaluating the level of social integration
achieved are the two concepts of social inclusiveness and individualization.
Accordingly, an expansion of social recognition can be measured in terms of
the increases in both the number of persons included into the recognition
relations of any given society, and by the opportunities available for individ-
uals to develop and express aspects of their personality in the context of
mutual recognition.36 Honneth argues that these normative criteria make it
possible to evaluate the moral demands of contemporary social struggles
according to whether their claims are aimed at short-term change or long-
term increases in forms of social recognition.37 Moral progress is therefore
evaluated in terms of the three principles of neediness, equality, and achieve-
ment and according to the criteria of increased individualization and inclu-
siveness that indicate an increase in the level of social integration. 38

However, despite the inclusion of this historicizing dimension, it is un-
clear whether the notion of moral progress, based as it is on the two criteria
of increased individuality and inclusivity adequately addresses the necessary
justificatory requirements for the task of critique. The question is whether
Honneth’s approach still privileges a particular form of the ‘good life’ in
maintaining a connection between the value-order of recognition and the
notion of individuality and inclusiveness? As interlocutors such as Cooke
and Zurn have suggested, the criteria which form the basis of Honneth’s
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model of critical social theory could just as easily apply to other models of
ethical life.39 The same criteria, for example, could just as easily be used to
describe Foucault’s account of increasing individualization and inclusion,
but as a process of subjectivation in the context of institutionalized practices
and norms that are the historical outcome of disciplinary practices and power
relations.40

This raises another major problem for Honneth’s model of self-realization
as dependent upon social relations of recognition. The more recent designa-
tion of recognition as an attributive rather than constitutive act seems to
further reinstitute a dualism between action types and sits in tension with the
more dynamic notion of intersubjective subject constitution indicated in ear-
lier work. As will be discussed further in the following chapter, given that
Honneth’s model is largely based on an understanding of power as domina-
tion, he does not adequately account for relations of power that are constitu-
tive of subject-formation and social relations more generally, or that may be
co-constitutive of increasing individualization and integration, even in condi-
tions of autonomy and freedom. He therefore does not adequately consider
the ways in which, as Forst notes, relations of power can be inherent to
certain forms of recognition or that norms of recognition may contribute to
the reinforcement of subordinating forms of subject-formation.41

Furthermore, despite Honneth’s attempts to provide a ‘formal’ concept of
ethical life on the basis of enduring recognitive structures of self-realization,
as Zurn has suggested, the problem still remains how “to show that the telos
of self-realization itself should be the governing ideal of social organiza-
tion.”42 Zurn questions whether the ‘telos of self-realization’ underpinning
Honneth’s account of ethical life holds the kind of context-transcending va-
lidity that Honneth requires to justify his project of critique.43 Zurn argues
that Honneth’s:

appeal to the actual structure of identity development [cannot] answer to chal-
lengers who might ask: Why self-realization and not pious self-abregation, or
virtuous subservience to communal ends, or righteous obedience to the moral
law, or maximization of the pleasure of others, etc.? All of these alternatives
and more are live options in ethical theory today, and if one concedes that
human nature is malleable, then one cannot simply appeal to the mere univer-
sality of structures of identity development in order to ground the telos of self-
realization as the proper focus of social organization.44

As both Cooke and Zurn demonstrate, Honneth still needs to do more to
justify why the notion of a social recognition-order constitutes a framework
of ethical criteria that is more convincing than alternative models currently
provided by a range of other critical social theorists.45 As Bankovsky also
suggests, it is not entirely clear that the three forms of positive self-relation
central to Honneth’s model are the only, or the most important, forms of self-



A Critical Theory of Recognition 175

relation subjects might require for successful self-formation and human
flourishing.46

Moreover, it might be argued that in many ways Honneth’s attempts to
historicize recognition as an achievement of modernity in an effort to provide
a more convincing context-immanent basis of justification has only intro-
duced a significant tension into his work between the historicist dimensions,
now read as a quasi-philosophy of history, and anthropological forms of
justification that now operate within his theory. Although Honneth’s attempt
at historicization represents a progressive amendment to his project of critical
social theory, it seems that rather than addressing the core problems of jus-
tification, it represents an indecision on his part. In fact, it might be argued
that Honneth wants to have a ‘bet both ways,’ so to speak. For, although he
complements his conception of the three spheres of recognition with an his-
torical analysis, there is no shift in the underlying premise regarding the
primary model of recognition, only a re-conceptualization of the social-theo-
retical ways in which it has developed into three differentiated spheres. This
‘bet both ways’ is evident in the following passage from Redistribution or
Recognition? when Honneth claims:

The distinctively human dependence on intersubjective recognition is always
shaped by the particular manner in which the mutual granting of recognition is
institutionalized 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 particularity of the intersubjective
‘nature’ of human beings. Accordingly, the practical self-relation of human
beings—the capacity made possible by recognition, to reflexively assure them-
selves 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 specific components of the personality. 47

In this sense, Honneth reconfirms a commitment to the primary anthropolog-
ical claim in terms of his recourse to a ‘distinctively human dependence on
intersubjective recognition’ and the conditions for self-realization that this
entails. However, he now also specifies that such a model cannot be based
entirely on invariant anthropological features but must be supplemented by
an empirical analysis of the institutionalization of recognition in any given
social-historical context. However, it is very difficult for Honneth to main-
tain both these forms of justification without begging the question of whether
recognition itself, and the notion of intact forms of self-realization, provide
the form of context-transcending validity that his critical social theory re-
quires. The introduction of a historicist dimension seems to challenge the
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very need to maintain an anthropological basis for normative critique. This
tension has been heightened further by the fact that in certain writings since
Redistribution or Recognition?, Honneth has only reconfirmed his commit-
ment to an anthropological-ontology of recognition.

In this respect, Honneth’s model still ultimately continues to be grounded
in an anthropological and ontological account; the historical instantiations
simply provide a means to add detail to this initial anthropological proposal
at the level of social-theoretical analysis. In his recent work Reification,
Honneth moves to further develop a notion of primary affectivity as the
ontological basis for a theory of recognition. These recent developments
produce a tension in Honneth’s work between the attempt to historicize the
three institutionalized forms of recognition, on the one hand, and yet rein-
force an anthropological-ontology of primary intersubjective relations, on the
other, indicating a dilemma in terms of the form of justification used to
ground his critical social theory.

PRIMARY AFFECTIVITY AS ONTOLOGY OF RECOGNITION

In his work Reification, Honneth extends the affective concept of recognition
in a manner that signifies a significant reconfiguration of the category. There
Honneth posits an affective form of recognition as a primary, existential
mode of relatedness or ‘being-in-the-world’ that is prior to all other forms of
human relation. He also explicitly refers to this originary affectivity as a
‘transcendental condition’ that is prior to the three normatively oriented
forms of mutual recognition previously outlined in The Struggle for Recogni-
tion.48 In other words, Honneth now posits a two-level order of recognition:
recognition refers, firstly, to an elementary form of recognition at a social-
ontological level and, secondly, to the three normatively and historically
derived forms of recognition—love, law, and achievement—conceived in
terms of a formal notion of ethical life. In a move that recalls his early
insights into a notion of ‘practical intersubjectivity,’ Honneth develops an
ontological notion that designates our ‘practical involvement’ in the world.
Incorporating insights from both Sartre and Lukács in relation to an existen-
tial or practical, rather than epistemic stance to others and the world,
Honneth develops an “‘existential’ mode of recognition [that] provides a
foundation for all other more substantial forms of recognition in which the
affirmation of other persons’ specific characteristics is at issue.”49

Honneth compares this primordial form of ‘recognition’ with Heidegger’s
notion of ‘care’ or ‘attunement,’ Lukács’ notion of ‘engaged praxis,’
Dewey’s notion of ‘practical involvement,’ and Cavell’s notion of ‘acknowl-
edgement.’ As discussed in chapter 2, in order to construct this elementary
notion of recognition, Honneth reconstructs what he perceives to be a second,
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‘unofficial’ reading of Lukács’ analysis of reification in History and Class
Consciousness, where reification is understood as a deviation from a ‘cor-
rect’ or ‘genuine’ mode of relating to the world. According to Honneth,
reification can be understood as the temporary loss, concealment, or ‘forget-
fulness’ of an elementary form of recognition. In Honneth’s view, therefore,
Lukács’ concept of reification presupposes “a more primordial and genuine
form of praxis, in which humans take up an empathetic and engaged relation-
ship towards themselves and their surroundings.”50

In this reconceptualization, the notion of recognition is substituted for
Lukács’ conception of engaged praxis to identify “the structure of a specifi-
cally human mode of existence.”51 This existential form of recognition as
‘involvement’ or ‘attunement’ designates an affective and engaged mode of
interaction with the world. Moreover, Honneth contends that this recognition
stance indicates an “empathetic engagement in the world, arising from the
world’s significance and value, [that] is prior to our acts of detached cogni-
tion.” Recognition here indicates that in our interactions with the world, we
do not primarily take a contemplative, detached, or cognitive stance but
rather assume a positive or affirmative practical engagement, an existentially
conceived notion of ”caring comportment.”52

Honneth critically contrasts this ontological conception of recognition
with ‘communicative’ or ‘intentional’ stances. In this later work he notably
argues that Mead’s notion of perspective-taking is inadequate because it
lacks an account of the antecedent emotional attachment that is required
before subjects can learn to take the perspective of the other.53 Honneth now
argues that reciprocal perspective-taking is a “kind of intersubjective stance
[which] is always already connected with an element of positive affirmation
and emotional inclination, which is not sufficiently expressed in the attribu-
tion of rational motives.”54 The internalization of perspectives, therefore,
must assume a form of recognition that is prior to conceptualization and
linguistic articulation.

In Reification, Honneth also extends the stance taken in his earlier essay
“Invisibility,” where he outlined an ‘epistemology of recognition,’ claiming
that recognition precedes cognition. In this context, a lack of recognition is
understood to constitute a form of ‘invisibility,’ that does not designate the
neglect to perceive a subject in a literal sense, but rather that he or she has
been actively or intentionally ignored or ‘looked through’ in a social sense.
In “Invisibility,” Honneth argues that recognition is not merely a form of
cognition but an intentionally expressive act that overwhelmingly confers
“the positive meaning of an affirmation.” The absence of such forms of
‘social’ perception indicates that a subject (or group) is not visible in a
figurative sense for the other; in other words, they are not granted social
validity. In this sense, though, recognition is also conceived as a distinctly
action-theoretic concept, in which a subject can ‘force’ another into actions
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that affirm her existence by ‘striking back’ or contesting her social invisibil-
ity.55

In Reification, Honneth transforms the ‘epistemology of recognition’ into
a more broadly conceived a priori notion of affective attunement, which in
many ways loses its overtly action-theoretic character. In the later work,
recognition refers to a pre-cognitive affirmative stance not only towards
others, but also the self and the world, and is the very condition of rational
thought and all further moral or ethical orientations.

In order to legitimate this primordial recognition stance, Honneth also
once again emphasizes the fundamental importance of affectivity in ontoge-
netic development. Drawing on developmental psychology, particularly the
research of Peter Hobson and Michael Tomasello, Honneth highlights the
child’s affective attachment to a significant caregiver as fundamental to his
or her ability to adopt the perspective of a second person. Developmentally, a
child requires emotional or affective receptivity to another before the capac-
ity for cognition and the ability to take a decentered perspective is acquired.
Thus, it is only “a kind of existential, even affective sympathy towards other
persons that allows children to experience their perspectives on the world for
the first time as having significance.”56 Leaning on Adorno’s notion of ‘li-
bidinal cathexis,’ Honneth contends that an openness or receptivity to the
world and an ability to perceive an external reality requires an originary
attachment to a concrete other that is oriented by love. He also assumes that it
is only through this primary affective attachment that subjects learn to take a
‘recognitional’ stance to non-human objects. By imitating the meaning given
to an object by a significant other, the child also internalizes the value that
object has for another subject.57 Honneth therefore takes up Adorno’s idea
that the “human mind arises out of an early imitation of a loved figure of
attachment.”58 In Adorno’s work, these early mimetic experiences, “in which
our thinking develops through love,” also “have a continued existence as
trace memories,” despite the instrumentalizing effects of the capitalist life
form that compels social conformity and restricts critical capacities. It is
these early trace memories of non-instrumentalized relations of love and care
that carry an emancipatory interest that points beyond reified forms of exis-
tence. In this later essay, then, Honneth draws together his work on object-
relations psychoanalysis with an account of Adorno’s notion of mimetic
reason to substantiate primary affectivity as a foundational category. 59

As several commentators have noted, this reconstruction of the theory of
recognition places an enormous conceptual load on the category of recogni-
tion.60 Moreover, from the perspective of this study, Honneth’s turn to a
social-ontology of recognition raises a number of substantial questions. In
particular, there has been a shift from a theory of intersubjectivity understood
in action-theoretic terms to an ontology of affective attunement, and this
raises the question of the status of a more dynamically conceived notion of
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intersubjectivity based on multifarious patterns of interaction. Moreover,
there seems to be a lack of clarity between conceptual categories, now theor-
ized in terms of both a theory of intersubjectivity in interpersonal affective
terms, and a social ontology of ‘caring comportment’ towards the world.

This problem is further exacerbated in Reification, where Honneth con-
ceptualizes ‘intersubjectivity’ in terms of the child’s primary identification
with or imitation of a significant other. Once again, it can be argued that an
affective attachment or imitation between infant and significant other does
not constitute an intersubjective relation. This elision of conceptual catego-
ries is evident when Honneth moves seamlessly between a social-ontological
conception of recognition drawn from Heidegger’s notion of care and
Lukács’ notion of empathetic engagement, to a discussion of developmental
psychology and an ontogenetic account of primary affective intersubjectiv-
ity. In the first case, with reference to Heidegger and Lukács, Honneth is
referring to a non-cognitive, affective means of relating to the world in social
ontological terms. In the second case he is primarily concerned with an
‘intersubjective’ theory of acknowledgement and the temporal acquisition of
affective or emotional receptivity and attachment to a significant other as the
prerequisite for cognition and symbolization. Honneth himself acknowledges
that there is a difference between the notion of ‘fundamental existential care’
and the ontogenetic account of affective intersubjective relations with a sig-
nificant other but resolutely defends the idea that the ontogenetic account
supports his claim for the social-ontological foundation of recognition.

Once again a substantial slippage can be detected here between the nor-
mative theory of intersubjectivity and subject-formation, and an ontology of
recognition. The way in which Honneth reconstructs the notion of recogni-
tion as a transcendental category, in many places in Reification, again re-
states recognition in a way that has distinctly normative implications. Within
the terms of this account, Honneth attempts to separate out the normative
theory of recognition from the foundational premise of an ontology of affec-
tive recognition. However, in some passages, recognition is portrayed as an
elementary form of relatedness that is always already ‘positive’ and ‘affirma-
tive’ and this gives the distinct impression that aggression, power, hatred,
and violence are all secondary deviations to a primary form of ‘affectivity’ or
‘care.’61

In response to critics, Honneth has attempted to modify his claims and to
defend his recent social-ontological stance, arguing it is possible to separate
out the second-order normative orientation of recognition, understood in
terms of a formal concept of ethical life, from a more ontological notion of
recognition understood as an ‘affectedness’ or ‘antecedent identification’ to-
wards others, our self, and nature. The normatively oriented forms of recog-
nition represented by love, law, and achievement are then considered to be
normative extensions of this elementary form of recognition that are “filled
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out” historically.62 Honneth clarifies that he means to argue that the ontologi-
cal notion of recognition refers merely to a primary ‘receptivity’ or ‘affective
engagement’ that is a precursor to all other forms of human action or interac-
tion but does not determine the particular stance taken towards another per-
son. In terms of the social-ontological notion of recognition he holds that:
“Love and hate, ambivalence and coldness, can all be expressions of this
elementary recognition as long as they can be seen to be modes of existential
affectedness.”63

In some ways, this more recent attempt by Honneth to separate out pri-
mary forms of ‘affective’ relationality from normative stances potentially
opens up future possibilities to address some of the issues that have been
identified throughout this study. However, in order to be fruitful and prevent
an overburdening of the concept of recognition the ontological notion of
affectedness towards the world may need to be separated from the intersub-
jective notion of recognition. As Varga argues, if Honneth wants to avoid the
perception that he posits an overly positive and normative anthropology, he
needs to refrain from referring to a primordial form of relatedness as ‘recog-
nition’ and replace it with a term such as ‘affective attunement.’64 This might
prevent the fusion between first- and second-order categories and the slip-
pages between the normative and anthropological meanings of the term.
Moreover, the notion of ‘affective attunement’ might be separated from the
reading of Lukács’ account of reification in order to avoid the aforemen-
tioned problems of seeming to posit a ‘positive’ or one-dimensionalized
account of relationality that seems to separate it from other modalities of
interaction. In this sense, forms of relationality cannot be posited a priori as
positive or normative, and this would enable the development of a more
multi-dimensional theory of relationality or intersubjectivity, understood as a
constant interplay between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ forms of affectedness.

Nonetheless, despite these qualifications, perhaps one of the most striking
shifts in the work on reification is the move from the more explicit action-
theoretic stance of Honneth’s earlier work to a notion of primary affect. As a
consequence of this transition, the agonistic notions of conflict and struggle
that were so central to Honneth’s early work have become de-emphasized in
the move to posit a primary ontological form of affective recognition. More-
over, Honneth’s tendency to posit a ‘genuine’ or ‘correct’ mode of relating to
the world with the category of affective recognition screens out the possibil-
ity of identifying a more complex philosophical anthropology that can ac-
count for a variety of modalities of specifically human interaction and the
importance of understanding the way in which different modalities of relat-
edness condition one another. This overburdening of the category of recogni-
tion as both anthropological-ontology and tripartite normative theory has
resulted in a retreat from the early dynamic and broad-based approach to
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both philosophical anthropology and intersubjectivity that were evident in his
early work.





Chapter Eleven

The Power of Critique

The previous chapters have provided an immanent reconstruction of the phil-
osophical anthropology and theory of intersubjectivity upon which Honneth
attempts to ground a normative critical theory. The argument in the foregoing
discussion has been that the works of Habermas, Marx, Foucault, Hegel,
Mead, and Winnicott are central to understanding Honneth’s attempt to re-
conceptualize the intersubjective paradigm and the anthropological basis for
his project of critique. However, the above reconstruction has also elucidated
the problems associated with this anthropological foundation, particularly in
regard to constructing a normative theory of intersubjectivity and the consid-
eration of the ‘critique of power.’ The major question that arises from this
study is, what consequences does Honneth’s anthropological and intersubjec-
tivist approach have for his attempt to construct a critical social theory? This
final chapter will attempt to consider precisely this question. The aim here is
to consider the vicissitudes of Honneth’s accounts of intersubjectivity and
power in the context of attempting to ground a normative theory on an
anthropological basis. In what follows, then, a reconstruction of Honneth’s
version of social philosophy and critical theory will be critically discussed in
comparison to alternative versions of critical social theory. This discussion
aims to reveal the problems associated with Honneth’s approach that result
from his attempt to bring the central elements of anthropology, normativity,
and critique together as the defining features of his project.

The key to understanding Honneth’s approach is the connection he makes
between anthropology, social philosophy, and the diagnoses of social pathol-
ogies which is central to his method of critical social theory. In his recon-
struction of the tradition of social philosophy, Honneth identifies the ‘diag-
nosis of social pathologies,’ as one of the defining characteristics of the
discipline, a method which is intended to elucidate forms of social suffering
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or ‘abnormal’ forms of social development that inhibit full human flourish-
ing.1 As Honneth identifies, in the history of the tradition this has tended to
mean that a critical perspective is constructed in negative terms by naming
pervasive social ills or deformations in social reproduction and integration.
Such a conception, however, also presupposes there is a “conception of nor-
mality” against which, to use a medical analogy, the ‘health’ of societies can
be measured.2

This reliance on a ‘paradigm of social normality’ assumes that the critical
social theorist has already posited an ideal about what it means to live a good,
‘healthy,’ or well-lived life. In this sense, what distinguishes social philoso-
phy from both moral and political philosophy is that it fundamentally “relies
upon criteria of an ethical nature.”3 It is worth noting here that Honneth uses
the term ‘social philosophy’ almost interchangeably with ‘critical social the-
ory’ but there are some differences between the two, and these will be dis-
cussed further below. In comparison to political philosophy, which is based
on an analysis of the formation and maintenance of political order, or moral
philosophy which is concerned with issues of right or just action, social
philosophy, in Honneth’s terms, is concerned with the limitations imposed on
recognitively structured individual self-realization as a result of the radical
changes to forms of social relation that arise with the advent of modernity. 4

For Honneth, the emergence of social philosophy as a specific form of
critique first arises with the work of Rousseau, whose analysis of capitalist
modernization and the rise of civil society, specifically a distinct bourgeois
public sphere, highlighted the negative effects of a distinctly new, modern
form of social life. As Honneth points out, in comparison to Hobbes, Rous-
seau is not concerned with questions of justice nor the founding of a political
order, but rather with underlying social conditions and the effects of moder-
nity that lead to social deformations.5 Honneth argues that Rousseau can be
considered the founder of the discipline because of the way in which he
conceptualizes the course of civilization or modern social development as
‘pathological’ and evaluates this misdevelopment against an ethical frame-
work. In Rousseau’s case, this is conceptualized as a diremption from an
original natural condition or anthropologically defined form of self-relation. 6

In comparison to Hobbes, the history of social philosophy, then, begins with
Rousseau’s alternative conception of the transition from a “state of nature” to
the “civil condition” and the inherent problems and difficulties this new form
of collective life entails.7

As a consequence of the newly emerging sphere of civil society, a new
sphere of analysis is designated. It is no longer the state that is considered the
main guarantor of conditions for self-realization but instead the sphere of the
social that has become differentiated from the state. In Honneth’s view, it is
in this context “that social philosophy emerged as a representative of an
ethical perspective in the unknown territory of a gradually emerging soci-
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ety.”8 Thus, social philosophy can be described as the study of a distinct
domain that arises “from the collision of social or political order and individ-
ual subjects.” As Martin Saar usefully defines it: “the theoretical domain of
social philosophy is thus located in an intermediate space, or a space of
interference, namely the space between, or at the intersection of, society and
subjectivity.”9 It is only once the construction and reproduction of society
comes to be understood as a fundamentally human responsibility that ‘soci-
ety’ becomes a distinct order of inquiry. As Saar argues, “it is only in the
course of the early modern view of the fundamental self-createdness or fun-
damental constructivity of human society that the independent character of
social-philosophical questions arises: because sociality has no basis outside
itself, society becomes a project and a problem.”10

From this new complex of problems epitomized in Rousseau’s pioneering
work, Honneth traces the genealogy of social philosophy through the works
of Hegel and Marx, to Nietzsche’s radical reformulations, through to its
sociological ‘turn’ with Weber, Durkheim, Tönnies, and Simmel, and then to
its more contemporary manifestation with Lukács, the first generation of the
Frankfurt School, and beyond that to the work of Arendt, Habermas, and
Foucault. As Saar points out, each of these theorists confronts the ambigu-
ities of modern freedom, equality, and sociality, and attempts to address the
consequences of alienated forms of modern social relations in a variety of
ways. Mostly they attempt to resolve these ambiguities “with ambitious pro-
jects of natural ‘reconciliation’ or merely diagnose … a tragic and irreconcil-
able tension.”11 Each identifies social pathologies that deform or distort the
potential for self-realization, whether they are conceptualized in terms of
alienation, reification, nihilism, bifurcation, atomization, demystification, or
commercialization. Moreover, each constructs a diagnosis of modern life that
both reveals social mis-developments and posits a conception of ethical life
against which these deformations can be evaluated.

For Honneth, this particular genealogy of social philosophy has several
important methodological implications and challenges. Firstly, the impact of
the sociological reformulation of social-philosophical approaches in the nine-
teenth-century resulted in the development of a distinct interdisciplinary per-
spective.12 In Honneth’s view, the founders of sociology can all be distin-
guished by their commitment to a diagnosis of social pathologies that also
continues to be based on distinctly ethical criteria. However, they also bring
an empirical dimension to bear on their analyses that had hitherto been miss-
ing from social-philosophical approaches. Honneth argues that from this
point onwards, the tradition of social philosophy was therefore “compelled to
ground its claims on the results of empirical research.”13 It was no longer
adequate to base the critical assessment of existing social relations on grand
theory alone.
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However, perhaps the most fundamental challenge to social philosophy is
posed by Nietzsche’s genealogical method, which caused a radical reconsid-
eration of the forms of justification used to normatively ground critical social
theory.14 As Honneth notes, just like other social philosophers before him,
Nietzsche bases his genealogical analysis on a notion of the good life which
serves as the means for critically evaluating an ideal “cultural form of life.”
However, unlike his predecessors, who typically derived this evaluative
framework from a form of anthropological theory understood to represent
universal human features, Nietzsche applies a form of ethical particularism to
his cultural-historical analyses that immediately appeared to undermine so-
cial philosophy’s claim to represent a universalistic normative position.15

This form of perspectivism seriously challenges the credibility not only of
universalistic approaches but also the possibility of grounding normative
social critique in a way that has context-transcending validity. For as
Honneth notes, Nietzsche’s particularism made it “suddenly clear that, be-
hind every ethical universalism, a set of values and convictions expressing
merely one particular world view might be concealed.”16

Henceforth, every social philosophy or critical social theory is confronted
with the challenge of justifying the normative basis for critique in a way that
avoids merely representing a particularistic version of the good life. It could
no longer be taken for granted that the evaluative framework used to diag-
nose social pathologies could be said to be applicable across different histori-
cal or social-cultural contexts.

In order to address this fundamental issue, Honneth argues that social
philosophy tended to take one of two different methodological approaches as
a means of justifying the basis for critique: either an anthropological or
historical-philosophical one.17 Both models were aimed at avoiding cultural
perspectivism and distinguished by the means by which they attempted to
justify their universalistic applicability: “While philosophical anthropology
sought to gain a general concept of the human form of life by going back to
its natural starting point, the philosophy of history deduced such a concept
from human development’s inevitable goal.”18 Anthropological approaches
are characterized by the way in which they derive their normativity from
general human features that are taken to be basic preconditions for successful
forms of self-realization. For Honneth, Rousseau, and as has been noted
above, the German tradition of philosophical anthropology are considered to
have made major contributions to the articulation of this model.

In the case of historical-philosophical approaches, it is a matter of articu-
lating a prospective end-state to which the course of history or the historical
bearer of revolutionary potential would necessarily lead.19 The second posi-
tion is exemplified by Hegel’s conceptualization of a rational progression of
human history and Lukács’ History and Class Consciousness.20 In this light
Honneth also singles out Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlighten-
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ment as fatefully adopting a form of negativistic historical-philosophical re-
construction that limited their approach to the depiction of the mis-develop-
ment of the historical process. As a result, the ethical criteria that form the
basis against which their critique can be generated fades from view, and they
screen out any democratic potential or possibility for an ethical form of
life.21 For Honneth, once Lukács’ philosophy of history had become discred-
ited and the proletariat could no longer be considered the bearer of an ‘eman-
cipatory interest’ and agent for historical change, and Horkheimer and Ador-
no’s response in Dialectic of Enlightenment tumbles into a negativistic
downward-spiral leaving no space for conceptualizing normative advance-
ments at all, social philosophy is forced to look in another direction to ascer-
tain how it can justify the basis for critically assessing the social pathologies
of modern social life.22

For Honneth, it is therefore Arendt, and following her Habermas, Castori-
adis, and Taylor, who are once again able to identify an emancipatory poten-
tial within social reality and provide a renewed basis for reconceptualizing
the project of critique. It is of course, as discussed above, Habermas’ inter-
subjectivism that in Honneth’s view provides the best way to proceed. Ha-
bermas’ theory of communicative action is not only able to identify an imma-
nent reference point in social reality but more importantly can demonstrate
that such an emancipatory potential expresses “the unmet demands of hu-
manity at large.”23 Moreover, Habermas is able to reconstruct Critical Theo-
ry’s dialectical method in a way that can justify a form of context-transcend-
ing normativity by re-legitimating a concept of social—or communicative—
rationalization that had previously been constructed in overly negative terms
by the first generation of the Frankfurt School.24

However, Honneth acknowledges that Foucault’s Nietzschean-inspired
genealogical studies once again re-ignited the question of the legitimacy of
universalism and the notion of context-transcending validity in contemporary
social philosophy. Foucault’s perspectivism has raised a permanent method-
ological concern for social philosophy and critical social theory. In
Honneth’s view, critical theory is now compelled to incorporate some form
of genealogical method that can verify the empirical application of moral
norms and the validity of truth claims within any given social-historical
context.25

In response to the set of challenges raised by Foucault’s work, Honneth
identifies three possible approaches that he suggests social-philosophers
might adopt in order to address these problems: (1) a form of procedural
ethics; (2) a formal anthropological model; (3) a historically relativized form
of ethics. Honneth emphatically supports only the second of these ap-
proaches as the only viable option for defending a form of context-transcend-
ing validity that he considers to be one of the central aims of social philoso-
phy. In Honneth’s view, “the survival of social philosophy … depends on the
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success with which the claim of a weak, formal anthropology can be justified
in the future.”26 As discussed above, Honneth’s commitment has always
been to defend an anthropological justification for normative critique, and
despite some modifications in his recent work with the introduction of an
historical dimension, he continues to fundamentally support this basic pre-
supposition.

As indicated in the foregoing discussion, though, Foucault’s work also
explicitly brings the question of power to the center of social-philosophical
concerns. The force of Foucault’s argument, as Honneth himself acknowl-
edges, is to challenge the “thesis that every context-transcending norm—and
especially every reference to human nature—merely conceals a power-relat-
ed construction.”27 As discussed above, however, in his own reconstruction
Honneth does not adequately consider the way in which the conceptualiza-
tion of power has been a defining component of the social-philosophical
tradition. What Honneth seems to overlook, in Martin Saar’s terms, is that
“sociality is in itself a question of power,” and that power is an essential
dimension of the critical perspective of social philosophy that needs to be
made more explicit.28

In this context, it is instructive to compare Saar’s alternative reconstruc-
tion of the tradition of social philosophy that offers a counter-interpretation
of the task of critique. Although agreeing with Honneth’s basic outline of the
genealogy of social philosophy as a distinct discipline, Saar argues that it can
alternatively be reconstructed as a ‘critique of power,’ which can be traced
along two different lines of thought in the history of philosophy. Most impor-
tantly, as he argues, the very project of critique fundamentally depends on
the notion of power that operates within any critical social theory.29 Saar
identifies two main concepts of power that can be traced through the history
of social philosophy: (1) a domination-theoretic one, and (2) an ontological
version that denotes a constitutive version of power. These two different
concepts of power can both be identified in Aristotle’s practical philosophy
in the notion of dynamis, which to begin with has an ontological meaning,
denoting the “forces or powers that are intrinsic to a person, a thing or even a
divine being.” In addition, the notion of dynamis also retains what Saar refers
to as an ‘action-related’ connotation, signifying an external influence over
individual action, or the power of one will over another. In the history of
social and political thought, this complex notion of power has become separ-
ated into two quite distinct concepts of power, as either potestas, which Saar
suggests carries ‘action-theoretic’ connotations, or potentia, which retains
ontological or constitutive dimensions.30

In the history of social philosophy, the first notion of power can be iden-
tified in the work of Hobbes, and traced through the work of theorists such as
Weber, who reconceptualized it in terms of domination, to Marx, and to
contemporary theorists such as Habermas, and we could also add Honneth,
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where it has become the dominant concept of power employed in social-
theoretical analysis. This domination-theoretic view of power is individualis-
tic, instrumentalist, and hierarchical, and understands power as the subjuga-
tion of one will by another or by an external authority. It treats power as a
property of subjects or a scarce resource that is held by some individuals and
not others, and which places external limitation upon the capacities and
actions of individuals and social groups.31

According to this standard ‘action-theoretic’ view, associated with think-
ers such as Weber, “someone ‘has’ power to the extent to which the other
does not … and ‘having power’ thus means being able to determine actions
and determine others to act.”32 In the Weberian conceptual framework, pow-
er is thus understood as a form of domination or subjugation, and the task
becomes determining the legitimacy of power in which the will of the indi-
vidual is subjugated to the political order. This view reduces power to ques-
tions of ‘sovereignty’ or the centralization of power in the state, and therefore
to issues of authority and legitimacy in relation to an existing legal or politi-
cal order.33

The second ontological or constitutive version of power can be traced via
Spinoza, is reformulated in different ways by philosophers such as Nietzsche
and Arendt, and is re-examined by figures such as Deleuze and Foucault.
This form of power is defined in terms of the ontological concept of potentia,
referring to the very capacities or potentiality of a person or thing, or the very
forces or dynamics that constitute persons or things. Importantly, though, this
alternative concept of power is not individualistic but relational; it operates
as a network or “radius of possible effects and actions in relation to other
persons and things” and is the “basis for all possible actions and interac-
tions.” Thus understood, power is not a resource or characteristic that can be
acquired or possessed, rather as discussed in relation to Foucault’s work, it is
a “constitutive principle.”34 As Saar suggests, this notion of power has
anthropological connotations—it is not a separate feature a person acquires
but is part of their constitution—and brought together with broader questions
in regard to the social or political order, it carries ontological connotations.
Power, then, is conceptualized as intrinsic to the human condition; it condi-
tions the common space of action and the ‘web of human affairs’ and rela-
tions.35

As Saar argues, these two very different concepts of power, one as domi-
nation and one a constitutive form, provide two very different platforms for
critique. According to the logic of the first position, the task of critique will
be framed in terms of an analysis and critique of domination. As Saar percep-
tively argues, based on a domination-theoretic notion of power, critique will
always be based on an analysis of power “where action is determined exter-
nally, and power operates only in the absence of freedom.” The critique of
power, then, will always be based on a dualism between types of action,
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between forms of power that are legitimate and illegitimate, and between
forms of action that are conducted from a position of freedom and those that
are subject to power. Significantly, this form of power is only ever conceptu-
alized as the opposite to freedom, and as incompatible with the normative
basis of concepts of freedom and autonomy. Thus, as Saar argues, the cri-
tique of power as a critique of domination continues to posit a dualism
between freedom and power, and is “conceptualized in terms of a defense
against incursion, repression and subjugation, and its general principle re-
mains coercion.”36

In contrast, the constitutive notion of power begins from an understanding
that power is intrinsic to social relations and constitutive of subject-forma-
tion. As discussed in relation to Foucault’s work, power is therefore under-
stood as enabling and productive, not coercive nor prohibitory; it does not
stand opposed to freedom but in fact may be the very condition of the pos-
sibility of freedom, autonomy, and individuality.37 This alternative concep-
tion of power as “a general constitutive principle” has major ramifications for
the project of critique. For as Saar suggests, following Foucault, if there is no
‘absolute outside’ of power, then it is no longer possible to simply divide
forms of action into those that are legitimate and illegitimate, or those that
are subject to power and those that are conditioned by freedom.38

If social philosophy and critical theory are understood as being a critique
of power in this more complex sense, Saar argues that the task of critique can
only proceed by unearthing the complex interplay of power and normativity
in social relations, and by tracing the specific history of relations of power as
they pertain to the development of social institutions, norms, and identities,
forms of individuation and social life. It also means applying the same criti-
cal stance to one’s own critical-theoretical position in order to interrogate the
co-implication of power and normative criteria in the values that form the
basis for critique.39 It could be suggested, then, that a ‘genealogical proviso’
might be directed not only towards the application of norms in any given
society but also to the construction of normative categories as well. 40

Taking into account these distinctions, it is possible to conclude that
Honneth largely employs an action-theoretic notion of power throughout his
work. However, the argument developed here is that in his early work,
Honneth began to conceptualize an alternative action-theoretic account of
power that did not merely reproduce a standard Weberian or Marxian ac-
count of power. Honneth therefore avoided reducing the analysis of power to
questions of legitimacy or authority, or to either an individualistic or sys-
tems-theoretic account, or one concerned with the centralization of power.
Rather, drawing on Foucault, Honneth contributes to a conception of power
in intersubjective or relational terms, depicting it as a form of strategic inter-
subjectivity or as an open field of struggle. Honneth therefore claimed that
power should not be conceptualized at the level of systems, but as a form of
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‘micro-power’ that is operative at the level of everyday life. He therefore
brings into relief an important distinction between systems-theoretic and ac-
tion-theoretic accounts of power, a distinction that is not adequately captured
by Saar’s categories outlined above. In this respect, it can be argued that in
his early work, Honneth brings important insights to the analysis of power,
particularly in terms of the potential for a more Foucaultian inspired ‘action-
theoretic’ account that has largely been overlooked in later work.41

The question is, then, what happens to the analysis of power in Honneth’s
subsequent development of a theory of recognition?

From the beginning, Honneth’s theory of recognition has undeniably been
concerned with a critique of power and domination, as his focus on social
suffering and distorted individual self-realization implies. However, it could
be argued that in The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth reverts to a fairly
standard action-theoretic view of power along the lines outlined by Saar,
whereby the analysis of power is subsumed to the notion of class struggle, or
understood as an instrument that one individual or group wields over another
in terms of the power to withhold or grant claims for recognition. Moreover,
as Saar’s analysis reveals, even in his early interpretation of Foucault,
Honneth neglects to consider ontological or constitutive forms of power,
whereby power is understood as a potential or enabling capacity rather than
only a form of action expressed through social conflict and struggle.

Consequently, Honneth’s reconstruction of the tasks of social philosophy
and critical theory has largely resulted in the reduction of critique to an
analysis of domination-theoretic forms of power that prevent or prohibit
individuals from achieving full self-realization. As a result, Honneth has
tended to overlook the complexity of the constitutive dimensions of power,
not only in regard to intersubjective relations and subject-formation, but he
also narrows the scope in which we might understand the way power condi-
tions the field of the social more generally. In this sense, he perpetuates an
action-theoretic stance in which power is conceived as operating only in the
absence of freedom, and therefore does not consider the potential interplay
between power and recognition in any comprehensive manner.

RECOGNITION, POWER, AND CRITIQUE

In his more recent work, however, Honneth re-engages with the problem of
power as it pertains to the theory of recognition. In the essay “Recognition as
Ideology,” he acknowledges that recognition can take ideological forms and
notes that power can operate in ways that are productive of identity. Gestur-
ing towards Foucault, Honneth argues that ideological forms of recognition
cannot be considered repressive nor on the face of it do they appear irration-
al, as subjects must be motivated by good reasons to identify with the evalua-
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tive qualities being addressed to them. Honneth’s analysis in the essay large-
ly proceeds, however, with a critical examination of Althusser’s notion of
ideology and with the question of how “recognition can … also operate as a
conformist ideology … without employing methods of repression.”42 In oth-
er words, how do individuals take on board certain subject-esteeming values
that appear rationally justified and freedom-enhancing but which, in fact,
produce a diminishment of autonomy and reproduce forms of social domina-
tion?

In contrast to his earlier account of power, which was intrinsically related
to the notion of social struggle, in this latest work, Honneth attempts to
address the fact that ideological forms of recognition may operate so ‘seam-
lessly’ that they do not engender any struggle or resistance from subjects at
all.43 If ideological forms of recognition are accepted willingly and they
secure a subject’s compliance to dominating social norms passively and
without conflict or resistance, then as Honneth concedes, it is very difficult to
distinguish between ideological and normative forms of recognition.
Honneth suggests the willingness of subjects to comply with subordinating
forms of recognition can be explained with reference to several main features
they must exhibit in order to be experienced as credible. To be effective,
ideological forms of recognition must be overwhelmingly positive and sub-
jects must be able to accept such forms of evaluation on the basis of good
reasons; in other words, they cannot be overtly injurious, such as forms of
racism or misogyny. To be credible, then, ideological forms of evaluation
must also be convincing in the light of historical progress and accepted in
terms of the prevailing norms and values of any given society. Moreover,
ideological forms of recognition must enable a subject to relate to herself
affirmatively and must be experienced as autonomy-enhancing rather than
prohibitive. Finally, such forms of recognition must be seen to create or
express new qualities or values such that they motivate subjects to identify
with them because they represent a new distinguishing feature or form of
achievement. Thus, all told, ideological forms of recognition can be said to
operate entirely within “an historical space of reasons” because they display
features that are “positive, credible and contrastive.”44 Ideological forms of
recognition, then, cannot be understood as an ‘irrational system of beliefs’ or
a form of ‘false consciousness’ in the conventional sense, but nonetheless
they do create a ‘disconnect’ between first-order experiences of social domi-
nation and second-order reflexive capacities for ‘correctly’ identifying the
causes or explanations for those social conditions.45

The task as Honneth sees it, then, is to be able to distinguish between
forms of recognition that merely evoke social conformity and reproduce
forms of domination, from normative forms of recognition that achieve more
than just symbolic expression. Honneth suggests, therefore, that the only way
to distinguish between ideological and non-ideological forms of recognition
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is on the basis of evidence of their material fulfillment. Ideological or ‘false’
forms of recognition may hold out an evaluative promise of recognition;
however, they are not backed-up or ‘expressed’ by equivalent material re-
sponses or institutional practices that ‘truly’ meet the justified demands of
recognition. For Honneth, then, ideological forms of recognition appear cred-
ible and rational, in the sense that they meet the evaluative criteria of recog-
nition; however, such recognition is demonstrated only at a symbolic level
and lacks material instantiation. This reveals the ‘irrational core’ of ideologi-
cal forms of recognition, which for Honneth is demonstrated when an unjus-
tifiable gap between symbolic and material or institutional substantiation is
revealed.

In attempting to work through these issues, Honneth firstly seeks to clar-
ify more forcefully the meaning and definition of recognition, and in so
doing, reiterates the distinction between its ‘constitutive’ and ‘attributive’
forms. As discussed in the preceding chapter, Honneth makes a distinction
between recognition as either ‘constitutive’ in the sense that it generates
qualities or features of a subject for the first time; or, recognition as ‘respon-
sive,’ which merely refers to the actualization of pre-existing qualities or
capacities that are understood to have already been present or that subjects
already possess. In this second case, qualities are conceived as potentialities
that are actualized only through acts of recognition, which enable subjects to
identify with their own capacities by developing a positive relation-to-self.
Honneth, therefore, endorses only an ‘identificatory’ model of intersubjec-
tive constitution, in the sense that individual features are already present as
potentialities but subjects are only able to identify with them once they are
confirmed by others.46 Following Laitinen, Honneth seems to endorse the
suggestion that recognition is only ‘initially’ constitutive in the sense of
ensuring that subjects develop the capacities for developing a positive self-
relation, which in a second step, is required for identifying with their own
evaluative qualities. In other words, a practical identity “does not consist of
[a subject] simply having features, but rather [of her] having features that
[she identifies] with.”47 Honneth understands this model as a ‘middle posi-
tion’ between forms of constructivism and representationalism but it seems
clear that he understands the connection between recognition and identity,
then, to be a matter of enabling a pre-existing identity to be actualized in
social conditions which prevent its distortion. In this context, it seems that
Honneth’s preference for a ‘receptive’ model of recognition might also be
associated with the attempt to avoid recognition being associated with power
at the level of normative intersubjective relations; that is, to maintain that
recognition be maintained as a moral category by not being defined as direct-
ly constitutive of identity.

There are two major sets of issues that arise in the context of this latest
work on recognition, ideology, and power. The first set of issues arises as a
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result of the distinctions Honneth makes between recognition as a responsive
rather than a constitutive act. If recognition is only understood as a receptive
act in this manner, it therefore follows that acts of recognition are understood
to refer to an act of ‘perceiving’ or ‘receiving’ forms of identity that already
exist or that have already been constituted. Honneth admits this when he
suggests that in the model he adopts, we can only understand recognition as
constitutive of subjects in an ‘indirect’ not a ‘direct’ sense—it does not
construct particular features or qualities but merely facilitates the actualiza-
tion of pre-existing ones. Recognition therefore refers to an act, or claim for
action, from recognizee to recognizer to ‘correctly’ perceive a pre-consti-
tuted form of subjectivity. In terms of the analysis of power, the consequence
of this position seems to be that it is only possible post facto to recognize
more or less dominating forms of subjectivity. In other words, it does not rule
out that subjects might also be constituted in relations of power or that they
might internalize negative patterns of interaction in the process of subject-
formation.

If this is the case, though, what does recognition-theory actually then tell
us about subject-constitution or subject-formation in a more comprehensive
sense?

Although Honneth correctly avoids identifying recognition as purely a
form of social constructivism, there seem to be several potential implications
of trying to maintain this strict separation between ‘constitution’ and ‘affir-
mation.’ Firstly, this stance seems to dampen the more dynamic intersubjec-
tive notion of subject-formation that is suggested by Honneth’s earlier work
with reference to Mead and Winnicott, where both the process of the inter-
nalization of others’ perspectives, the conflict between the ‘I’ and ‘me,’ and
the early childhood process of attachment and separation, lend themselves to
the idea of a more ‘directly’ constituting process of intersubjective forma-
tion. Secondly, it also seems very difficult to maintain this strict separation in
practice, whereby recognition is understood to be only ‘indirectly’ constitu-
tive by being restricted to the creation of a positive relation-to-self.

As Honneth explains in his more psychoanalytically orientated essays, the
idea of a “subject’s relation-to-self—represents a process in which children
gradually internalize patterns of interaction they learn in their successive
encounters with their mother, father, siblings and, finally, peers. The organ-
ization of the psyche thus occurs as an interactive process in which the
maturing subject learns to recognize the independence of objectively existing
relations of interaction only by mirroring them intrapsychically, in order to
give rise to a variety of different internal agencies.”48 It is fair to suggest, that
even these early patterns of interaction will reflect both positive and negative
forms, and will be both relations of love and care, as well as power, asym-
metricality and at times ambivalence, and these are all patterns of interaction
that might be internalized and mirrored intrapsychically. Maintaining that
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recognition is only constitutive in the sense of developing a (positive) rela-
tion-to-self does not then address the issue of the constitution of the subject
where both positive and negative patterns of interaction might be intercon-
nected. The argument that recognition is only a response to the value of
features that subjects already possess does not seem to adequately address or
account for the negative or conflictual forms of subject constitution. In other
words, understood only as a response to features identified as ‘positive’
might ably defend the normativity of recognition itself, but it is unclear how
it directly addresses negative, ambivalent, or power-saturated forms of sub-
ject-constitution.

This more dynamic picture of subject-formation also indicates the need to
account for both positive and negative forms of interaction and intersubjec-
tivity. As we discussed above, Honneth himself admits there are two compet-
ing accounts of recognition that circulate in his work: one driven by ‘anti-
social impulses’ that, for him, arise from the ongoing desire of the subject to
recreate the original symbiotic state with the mother and thereby deny the
other’s difference; the other by emancipatory impulses, where the subject is
morally motivated to make recognition claims. As Honneth suggests, these
impulses often sit in tension with one another and it is not clear how they can
be reconciled and understood entirely as ‘moral experiences’ motivated by a
lack of recognition.49 This seems to suggest the need to account for the co-
constitution of the subject in the context of both positive and negative forces
and forms of intersubjectivity, many of which may be internalized and mir-
rored intrapsychically and which ensure that claims for recognition are never
easily determined as emanating entirely from moral sources. In this sense, as
Bankovsky suggests, Honneth’s claim that by receiving constant affirmative
recognition subjects develop an ‘undistorted authentic identity’ seems to
miss the need for a more critical approach towards subjectivity and subject-
formation.50

In a similar vein, it might also be argued that it is necessary to consider a
more complex notion of productive power in relation to subject-formation,
one that does not reduce it simply to a mode of domination nor form of
ideology. This brings us back to the notion of power discussed above, where
power is understood as both constitutive and as a form of action; where
intersubjectivity might simultaneously be relational, enabling, and asymmet-
rical. As Wartenberg suggests, in this sense relations of power can be double-
sided. For example, parenting is an example of power that can be transforma-
tive in the sense of ‘empowering’ another “by increasing the other’s re-
sources, capabilities, effectiveness and ability to act.”51 He suggests such
relations of power are not simply asymmetrical and focused on the restriction
of action but rather on the enablement of certain capacities and relations-to-
self. In this sense, power is understood as ‘constitutive’ rather than simply
action-theoretic, as both a form of ‘power over’ others as well as the ‘power
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to’ act or become, but crucially it is also not conflated with or reduced to a
notion of domination.52 In this sense, although some forms of productive
power might be more benign that others, power is understood to be a form of
asymmetricality that is open-ended, one which enables a reciprocal interplay
between power and freedom.53 As Foucault observed, ‘relations of power’
are distinguishable from forms of domination in the sense that they are al-
ways “changeable, reversible and unstable.” It is only when such an interplay
between power and freedom, or power and the potential for resistance be-
comes congealed, in the sense that it becomes ‘invariable’ and prevents all
‘reversibility of movement’ in a relationship, that we can aptly speak of a
‘state of domination.’54

It seems, however, that Honneth’s analysis of power cannot account for
this more complex understanding of power. In the schema he has con-
structed, power seems either to be associated with a form of open-ended
struggle or strategic action between individuals and groups, represented in
his earlier work; or as a form of domination understood at the level of
institutions to be ‘productive’ in the sense of creating evaluative features that
are ideologically imposed and with which subjects themselves passively
identify. As Amy Allen has suggested though, forms of productive power are
not simply forms of domination; rather power in a constitutive, enabling
sense must be understood as “a broader concept than domination.”55 The
divide Honneth institutes between domination as constitutive of evaluative
features at the level of institutions, and power as an action-theoretic notion of
struggle and conflict between different groups, seems to miss all the possible
states in between. It does not countenance a broader understanding of power
as constitutive of the field of the social, nor the reciprocal interplay of power
and freedom as an intrinsic feature of intersubjective relations and subject-
formation.

Secondly, in this latest analysis of power, Honneth seems to (re)institute a
distinction in the analysis of power between the level of intersubjective rec-
ognition and the level of institutions. By employing the notion of ideology,
Honneth introduces a distinction between “…transformations of conscious-
ness or evaluative systems of statements whose source lies not in intersubjec-
tive behavior, but in institutionalized rules and arrangements.”56 Thus, he
suggests, we need to shift from an analysis of recognition and power at the
level of intersubjective relations to the level of institutionally guaranteed
forms of recognition. Moreover, he contends that the relation between recog-
nition and institutions is, in turn, affected by the way in which institutions are
constituted in the first place.

It should be made clear at this point that Honneth generally maintains an
action-theoretic stance in relation to institutions, thereby avoiding a systems-
theoretic analysis. In this sense, for Honneth, institutions are understood as
the embodiment or crystallizations of certain forms or patterns of recognition
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rather than understood in purely functionalist or systemic terms. For exam-
ple, as a modern institution, the family is representative of the embodiment
of the recognition of individual needs, whereas modern legal institutions
embody the principle of recognitive equality and respect. As Honneth sug-
gests, institutions should therefore be understood as embodying forms of
recognition that are the result of social-historical struggles; even if they do
not ever fully realize their normative potential, modern institutions contain
the ‘promise’ of social freedom embodied in institutionalized recognition
relations. For example, the way in which certain institutions are regulated to
protect workers in terms of safety or health care is understood to reflect
“sediments of practices of recognition in the lifeworld”; in other words,
institutions are ‘expressions’ of recognition.57 This action-theoretic stance
also concurs with Honneth’s emphasis on ‘social’ rather than ‘system’ inte-
gration, in the sense that even the economic market and state are conceived
as relying upon underlying normative ‘constraints’ or “depend at least on
[the] tacit consent” of the social subjects in any given society.58 However, he
also suggests that where institutions are not ‘expressive’ of patterns of recog-
nition that are directly claimed by subjects or groups themselves, they may
be implicated in perpetuating ideological forms of recognition. Such ideolog-
ical forms create or ascribe new aspects of identity and are therefore respon-
sible for “the emergence of illusory or fictionalizing beliefs,” which encour-
age subjects “to freely subordinate themselves to the prevailing system of
rules and expectations.”59

It is unclear, then, whether Honneth is conceding that institutions might
also be the embodiment of intersubjective forms of power as much as they
might be crystallizations of patterns of recognition.60 If this was indeed the
case, it would represent an extension of the action-theoretic stance towards
power that was reflected in earlier insights, and brought together with a
constitutive notion of power, would be closer to the interplay between action
and constitution in the analysis of power that is being argued for here, as well
as indicating an acknowledgment of the co-constitutive dimensions of both
power and recognition, at least in regard to institutions.

Nonetheless, despite generally maintaining an action-theoretic stance in
relation to institutions, it is evident that Honneth also introduces a theoretical
divide between intersubjective relations and institutions in terms of the cri-
tique of power. Although this does not equate to a separation between action
and systems-theoretic versions of power, it does constitute a separation in the
analysis of power understood as domination at the level of institutions and
leaves under-theorized the forms of productive power at the level of intersub-
jective relations and constitutive of social life more broadly. In this sense,
Honneth’s analysis implies that only institutional forms of power as domina-
tion are productive or constitutive in the sense that they enable subjects to
apply new forms of evaluation to themselves in ways that reproduce social
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domination without struggle or conflict. Not only does this introduce a dis-
tinction in the analysis of power at the level of institutions that suppresses the
original action-theoretic stance but it also reinstates a domination-theoretic
approach to the analysis of power rather than maintaining the intersubjective
and action-theoretic approach to power articulated in his early work.

Moreover, Honneth’s employment of the notion of ‘ideology’ to examine
the notion of ‘productive’ power seems to lose the complexity of Foucault’s
analysis. Foucault’s own analysis of ‘productive’ power and the ‘paradox of
individualization,’ as McNay suggests, captures the more “ambivalent effects
of individualizing governmentality,” and his genealogical studies point to the
difficulty of neatly separating morally justified and power-saturated forms of
interaction or subject-formation.61 In an explicit critique of Althusser and
structuralist accounts of power, in his later work, Foucault develops a more
agonistic and action-theoretic notion of power that emphasizes the ongoing
interplay between power and freedom. In this respect, Foucault does not
conceive of a ‘radical disconnect’ between first-order experiences of social
domination and second-order reflexive capacities for ‘correctly’ identifying
the causes or explanations of these social conditions. The task for Foucault is
not to be able to disclose beliefs as distorted, erroneous, or false, nor to reveal
a more rational or underlying ‘truth’ or authentic core of social reality. Rath-
er, the more action-theoretic current in Foucault’s work emphasizes the on-
going connection between truth and power, and the perpetual struggle over
meaning and the production of knowledge. In this sense, Foucault envisaged
a more agonistic play of forces and contestation over the construction of
meaning rather than either monocausal explanations or unidirectional forms
of power.

Honneth’s original critique of Foucault in The Critique of Power seemed
to suggest an extension of this action-theoretic account of power in regard to
institutions. In other words, it suggested that institutions be understood as
sites of action and interaction, ones which also represent the embodiment of
power relations and the outcome of strategic struggles between different
social actors. These patterns of action are, in turn, reflected in the institution-
al practices and values enacted between individuals and institutions; they are
forms of power that ‘act upon the actions’ of others and which condition the
field of social interaction. However, this suggests a more dynamic role for
social actors, where there is a constant reciprocal interplay between social
subjects and institutions, thereby avoiding a structuralizing or functionalist
approach.62 It might be argued that in Honneth’s later work, there seems to
be a tension between institutions as producing ideological practices and
forms of evaluation, in contrast to the more struggle-theoretic notion of the
constitution of institutions. Once constituted, it seems that institutions lose
any sense of an internally contestatory character in terms of the interactions
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between the subjects who inhabit those institutions and in the application of
norms and evaluative forms of recognition.

In this latest work, then, Honneth ends up making several problematic
distinctions between interpersonal and institutional levels of analysis, and
between constitutive and responsive forms of recognition, and this has conse-
quences for the ‘critique of power.’63 Restricted to a critique of pathologies
as ideological or institutionally imposed forms of power, the theory of recog-
nition does not fully address the broader problem of constitutive forms of
power and reinstitutes a separation of action types, between norm-free and
power-free forms of action. It does not yet adequately provide the resources
to address power as productive of subjects, identities, and institutions, ones
that might be produced simultaneously in relations of power as well as rela-
tions of recognition.

We have come full circle, then, returning to the problem that first inspired
Honneth to reconsider the grounds of a robust ‘critique of power’ in his first
monograph. However, the argument traced throughout this book is that a
continuing series of reductions in Honneth’s anthropological model has re-
sulted in his reproducing a dualism between types of intersubjectivity and
interaction, which was the very problem he sought to avoid in his original
study of power and reconstruction of the intersubjective paradigm. These are
issues, however, that Honneth needs to more fully address in order for his
model of critical social theory to be up to the task of establishing both the
basis for a complex ‘critique of power’ and a normative theory of recogni-
tion.

Although Honneth has remained remarkably open to a variety of tradi-
tions, his articulation of an anthropology of intersubjectivity has continued to
narrow since his early works Social Action and Human Nature and The
Critique of Power, from a broad-based theory of intersubjectivity to an ontol-
ogy of affectivity in his latest work Reification. This has had the effect of
narrowing and idealizing his analysis of the human condition, in terms of
both a theory of intersubjectivity and a theory of subject-formation. More-
over, it overlooks the complexity of the critique of power and this in turn has
profound ramifications for the way in which Honneth attempts to justify the
project of critical social theory.

Furthermore, it might be argued that despite acknowledging the impor-
tance of Foucault’s genealogical approach in his reconstruction of social
philosophy, Honneth has not fully taken account of the challenge his work
poses for the attempt to conceptualize a form of context-transcending validity
for a critical social theory.64 As discussed above, he neglects to adequately
consider the potential specificity of recognitive forms of self-relation and the
notion of self-realization to a particular historical and social-cultural context.
Moreover, as Saar’s work attests, Honneth has not fully considered the con-
stitutive dimension of power in articulating the diagnostic aims of a critical
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social theory. In this sense, Honneth also overlooks the effects of power as
constitutive of both social relations of recognition and forms of self-forma-
tion, and this also has methodological implications in terms of the way in
which normative claims are justified. In this sense, despite his original inten-
tion, Honneth repeats the same error he accuses Habermas of making. Al-
though Honneth is critical of Habermas’ dualistic model of types of interac-
tion, and the separation of normative integration from forms of system inte-
gration characterized by money and power, Honneth also unwittingly insti-
tutes a separation of forms of interaction between relations of power and
relations of recognition, as if the two can be neatly untangled. One of the
arguments proposed here is that Honneth needs to take account of power
more fully both at the level of his social-theoretical diagnoses, and anthropo-
logically as a persistent co-constitutive dimension of social relations. To
begin with a multivarious or complex anthropology enables the critical social
theorist to equally take account of both forms of power and normative social
relations as features of sociality and intersubjectivity.

Honneth’s reconceptualization of intersubjectivity as recognition has not
only limited the scope for an analysis of power but also narrowed the philo-
sophical anthropology underpinning his work. This reduction also shapes the
way in which Honneth seeks to ground the project of critique on the basis of
normative anthropological features structured into primary recognitive rela-
tions. However, the conceptualization of a more complex anthropology re-
veals the problem of deriving a normative theory directly from anthropologi-
cal structures per se. As this reconstruction has sought to demonstrate, the
articulation of a more complex anthropology indicates that normative fea-
tures may not justifiably be taken as an anthropological given. Instead, nor-
mative values may need to be acknowledged as being of a secondary order;
values which might be determined and agreed upon intersubjectively accord-
ing to a shared ethical framework but that cannot be guaranteed anthropolog-
ically. Normative theory might therefore be informed by anthropological
possibilities but not directly derived from them. The argument proposed here
is that both power and normative forms of relationality need to be theorized
simultaneously as forms of social relations that mutually and continually
condition one another, and that in constructing the basis for a critical social
theory both forms of social relation need to be fully taken into account. This
means that we cannot simply posit a critical vantage point ‘beyond power’
relations and that we must find ways to ground critique that can account for
the enduring human capacity for both normative and power-based forms of
intersubjectivity.
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