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A B S T R A C T:  ‘Due recognition is a vital human need’, argues Charles Taylor. In this

article I explore this oft-quoted claim from two complementary and equally appealing

perspectives. The bottom–up approach is constructed around Axel Honneth’s theory of

recognition, and the top–down approach is exemplified by T. M. Scanlon’s brief remarks

about mutual recognition. The former can be summed up in the slogan ‘wronging by

misrecognizing’, the latter in the slogan ‘misrecognizing by wronging’. Together they

provide two complementary readings of the claim that due recognition is a vital human

need: one starts from needs, shows how we have a multifarious need for adequate 

recognition and builds up to a view about wronging; the other starts from wronging and

discusses the kind of interest or need that we have of standing in relations where 

wronging is absent.
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‘Due recognition is a vital human need’, argues Charles Taylor.1 In this article I

wish to explore this oft-quoted claim from two complementary and equally

appealing perspectives. The perspectives are slightly idealized to make the

contrast clearer, but what I call the bottom–up approach is constructed around

Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition, and what I call the top–down approach is

exemplified by T. M. Scanlon’s brief remarks about mutual recognition.2 The

bottom–up approach starts from the needs of vulnerable agents and from the pre-

requisites of autonomous agency, whereas the top-heavy approach starts from the

idea of due recognition, defined in terms of what we owe to each other.

The bottom–up view holds that the need for recognition has multifarious roots

in the human vulnerabilities and in the prerequisites of autonomous agency. Such

needs provide others with reasons and duties to provide recognition for the agent.

In many cases some ways of acting or ways of regarding others are wrong because
they are cases of misrecognition. Such ‘recognitional’ harms can be found side by
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side with other harmful wrong-making features, and acts and attitudes where such

other wrong-making features are involved need not be cases of misrecognition.

The bottom–up view holds thus that some (but not all) wrongful acts are wrong
because of misrecognition.

The top–down view holds by contrast that all wrongful acts are at the same time

cases of misrecognition because they are wrong.3 Recognition and misrecognition do

not therefore figure among the wrong-making features, but they play a role in an

account of being moral. According to Scanlon, we should drop any idea of ‘moral-

ity for morality’s sake’, and see that we behave morally for the sake of others and

our relations to them. We owe it to others that we do not wrong them in any way.

Violations of such demands violate thin ‘moral’ interests of agents, in addition to

any other harms that they may cause. As cases of such violations, they are cases of

misrecognition (whatever the harms or wrong-making features in question) which

may alienate people from one another.

Both are very appealing ideas, but seem to be in tension. I suggest that we can

have it both ways if we distinguish two different senses of recognition: a bottom–

up sense, which comes in different species, such as respect for autonomy, esteem

for merits, concern for needs and feelings, and a top–down sense of ‘overall recog-

nition’. The first sections of this article discuss the bottom–up view, then the

contrast between the views is articulated, and in the last section, the top–down

view is discussed more closely. The bottom–up view is built up in three steps: the

first step introduces the idea of a need for recognition against the background idea

of humans as autonomous vulnerable beings, the second step introduces the

distinctions between adequate and inadequate recognition and the distinction

between harming and offending, the third step claims that unjustified harming

(including harming through inadequate recognition) is a case of wronging and a

breach of the duty not to harm.

Autonomous Vulnerable Beings
The view about human nature that underlies the bottom–up approach conceives

of humans as dependent autonomous agents, with two salient aspects: humans are

dependent beings, in having a needy, vulnerable, passive side, as well as ‘inde-

pendent’ beings as active, goal-pursuing, autonomous agents.4 Both of these

aspects, basic needs and the pursuit of goals, give rise to interests which are rele-

vant to human lives. Arguably the need for recognition plays a multifarious role

in relation to both aspects. In the first two sections I try to show that the need for

recognition is firmly and multiply rooted in the dual nature of needy autonomous

beings. The needs and interests related to these two aspects differ from one

another in various ways.

As dependent beings human agents have basic needs (or ‘deficiency needs’ or

‘welfare needs’) which typically are such that they can in principle be sufficiently

satisfied, so that a sufficiency view captures the normative relevance of such needs:
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basic needs ought to be met sufficiently well. Basic needs arguably form a chain

which is as weak as its weakest link. The basic necessities of life have to be met,

and lacking the prerequisites of one basic need in life (the need for food, for exam-

ple) cannot meaningfully be compensated by goods of other kinds (security, for

example). Often such basic needs can be satisfied directly by the actions of others.

For example, a person can be fed and be provided with shelter by others.

Deficiency needs are typically such that not having them met is a very strong

obstacle to life, but their satisfaction does not yet make life very meaningful.

As agents or persons we have further higher ‘growth needs’ related to self-

realization, which we pursue through optional goals or ‘focal aims’.5 Such goals of

self-realization are optional and lack of opportunity to pursue any one of them is

not a great obstacle to life as long as there are others. So they do not form a ‘chain’

as do the deficiency needs. Further, success in such focal aims is typically deeply

satisfying and rewarding, and succeeds in providing meaning to life. There is no

upper limit concerning them; we can always pursue more and more challenging,

worthwhile, goals and there is an element of self–transcendence involved. In the

pursuit of such goals it is essential that the agent herself acts (no one can act for

her) for example by doing her part in cooperative endeavours. Apart from meet-

ing our basic needs, others can influence our lives mainly by influencing our goals

and agency.6

Standard accounts of needs like Maslow’s give us a pretty rich picture. Such

accounts have been heavily criticized, but I will here take Maslow’s list at face

value and use it for illustrative purposes – we can interpret the need for recogni-

tion through these needs. Humans have (i) physical, material and biological 

needs, (ii) the need for security, (iii) the need for belonging and love, (iv) the need

for esteem and respect, for example, to be able to appear in public without shame,

and (v) a general need to develop, sustain and exercise various ‘truly human’ or

‘person-making’ capacities (cognitive, aesthetic, emotional, practical, evaluative,

communicative) and undergo related experiences, to become and be a human

agent and a subject.7 All these needs can be understood as ‘basic’ or ‘deficiency

needs’ in the sense characterized. They form the basis for pursuit by agents which

aims at satisfying (vi) various ‘growth needs’ for self–actualization (and transcen-

dence) through the pursuit of optional goals, projects, focal aims and through

exercise of the capacities in some specific way that matters to the person and is

constitutive of her practical identity.

The last two levels concern persons as active beings. The relevance of distin-

guishing between levels (v) and (vi) can be seen from the fact that preventing

someone from developing and exercising the relevant capacities at all is generally

a much more encompassing harm than preventing her from pursuing the specific

goals to which she has dedicated her life. Admittedly, the latter may be central to

the meaning and purpose of an individual’s life as she experiences it, and it is no

doubt a genuine sacrifice to have to give up one’s cherished goals, even in contexts

where equally good optional goals might be available. Suppose a person has to
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give up such goals (say, for reasons of oppression she has to emigrate to some

foreign culture with circumstances where her valued practices are unavailable; or

for environmental reasons some oil-consuming practice such as car racing may be

banned and a person’s racing career be wrecked). This may deny a person her

goals and a path of self-realization, but insofar as she nonetheless retains the

opportunity freely to exercise her central human capacities, she is in that respect

better off than persons who have been prevented from developing those capaci-

ties to begin with, or have been systematically excluded from exercising them.

Step One: The Multifarious Needs for Recognition
Broadly speaking, recognition is a matter of how individuals, groups or institu-

tions relate to each other: as equals, as persons to be respected, as vulnerable

agents to be cared for, as capable agents whose achievements are to be esteemed

and activities encouraged, as participants in joint activities and so on. The kind of

‘relating’ can be analysed in more detail in terms of attitudes, acts, statuses, rela-

tions, social structures and so on.8

Recognition arguably plays a multifarious role in meeting the needs on lists such

as Maslow’s. Let us start from the active side and see how recognition affects the

prerequisites at level (v) of the central human capacities. We can note two indirect

and two direct ways it does so. Axel Honneth’s argument from self–relations and

autonomous agency focuses on recognition as an indirect prerequisite of autono-

mous agency. Honneth’s core idea is that certain kinds of recognition (respect,

esteem and love) are not only occasions for enjoyable experiences, but are neces-

sary for developing and sustaining certain kinds of positive relations to self

(self-respect, self-esteem and self-confidence).9 The self-relations affect one’s

‘agentic capacities’, one’s ability to act as an autonomous person. Correspond-

ingly types of misrecognition (humiliation, denigration and indifference) are not

only universally unpleasant experiences, but typically cause negative relations to

self (self-hatred, lack of self-respect, lack of self-esteem or lack of self-confidence),

which distort a person’s capacity to act. A person’s competencies to act may be

blocked by psychological factors, such as a fear of social situations or a conception

of herself as inferior to others or as someone who is not a source of legitimate

demands. Axel Honneth and Joel Anderson sum up:

In a nutshell, the central idea is that the agentic competencies that comprise autonomy

require that one be able to sustain certain attitudes toward oneself (in particular, self-trust,

self-respect, and self-esteem) and that these affectively laden self-conceptions – or, to use

the Hegelian language, ‘practical relations to self’ – are dependent, in turn, on the

sustaining attitudes of others.10

Another way that recognition indirectly affects human capacities is related to the

platitude that in order for those capacities to develop in the first place, human

interaction and inclusion as an interaction partner are needed. To quote Pirmin

Stekeler-Weithofer:
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We do not become persons like apples grow on trees; nor do we jump off Jupiter’s ear in

the full armour of personal competence, as Minerva did in mythology. It rather seems to

be a truism that education and formation (Bildung) are necessary preconditions for personal

competences like those of thinking or judging, planning and performing actions.11

Thus agentic capacities depend not only on self-relations, but on socialization,

acculturation, and on growing into a human lifeworld, and these can all be

blocked by failing to recognize the newborn as a potential person.

In addition to this, there are at least two direct ways in which the exercise or

possession of the central capacities may depend on recognition: constitutive
dependence and lack of interference in the exercise of the capacities. It is quite

straightforward to see how individuals or institutions may interfere with a per-

son’s exercise of the central human capacities, physically or via social sanction

mechanisms. As Philip Pettit has argued, what matters is not only non-interfer-

ence, but non-domination which requires guarantees that one’s liberties will not

be violated.12 This non-domination is a form of recognizing and respecting the

citizen’s autonomy. Relatedly, some human capacities are such that our depend-

ence on others is constitutive for their flourishing, and not merely causal or

developmental. According to Hegel, self-conscious freedom is one such capacity.

One may be ‘free’ in the sense of being capable of choosing independently of

natural impulses, but a person is truly free only when others acknowledge this

freedom and relate to her as a free being.13 In Hegelian terms, freedom is actual-

ized only via other self-consciousnesses and institutions, which in some sense let

the person be free: one has to be oneself in and through others. Hegel illuminates

this structure of ‘being by oneself in another’ first of all with emotional unity, 

love, which is constituted only when both participate in the right way. The same

dyadic structure can also be found between more distant autonomous beings, who

mutually recognize each other as free and equal subjects. Freedom and self-

consciousness are truncated, not completed, unless they are recognized by others

and governed by institutions that actualize freedom.

To recap, the two indirect ways in which recognition is needed at the level (v)

on the Maslowian list concern recognition as a prerequisite of the development of

positive self-relations and of the development of the human capacities. The two

direct ways concern lack of interference in the exercise of the capacities and the con-

stitutive role recognition has in having the central capacities in a full–blown sense.

I do not pretend to have said enough about these ways in which recognition is

needed in relation to the central agentic capacities, but I hope this serves to illus-

trate the way in which recognition might play a role in this bottom–up approach:

so far we have seen that recognition is connected in a couple of both direct and

indirect ways to the prerequisites of the basic capacities of agents (level (v) on the

Maslowian list).

But the need for recognition is arguably present at the other levels as well. If

something like Maslow’s list is correct, some needs – levels (iii) and (iv) – directly

concern the receipt of love, esteem and respect as modes of recognition. People
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have a direct interest in relating to others in these ways, to feel cared for and to be

able to appear in public without shame for example. These are, apart from their

causal or developmental connections, direct interests of persons. Possessing a

minimal sense of belonging, and having capacity to appear in public without

shame, should be classified as necessities of life. Further, Honneth argues that at

least in the context of childhood and development, one’s sense of security, level

(ii), and, closely related, self-confidence depends on receiving love or approba-

tion. Honneth rightly takes these to be presuppositions of agency, but on lists like

Maslow’s they figure also as independent needs.

As regards self-realization through pursuit of identity-defining life-goals, level

(vi), recognition and personalized feedback-mechanisms are relevant because they

affect a person’s choice of goals. (Which goals are worth pursuing according to

one’s significant others? What kinds of tasks does one’s society find useful?) They

also affect a person’s motivation by promising positive attention from others, and

also, importantly, by affecting a person’s sense of the quality of her performance.

Such personalized esteem, positive attention and feedback is not a deficiency need

(a basic necessity like the capacity to be oneself without shame), but rather a

higher need which imposes less stringent duties on others. While others may

indeed have a duty to provide an intersubjective environment where everyone can

be who they are without fear of undeserved shame (whatever one’s ethnic, racial,

gender identity), it is far less clear that others have a duty to pay attention and

engage closely with the projects necessary for one’s self-realization.

In sum, given a list of needs such as Maslow’s, we find that the need for recog-

nition is related to all its levels (apart from the first, concerning material needs):

to security (ii), directly to love, belonging and basic esteem and respect (iii and iv),

in direct and indirect ways to basic human capacities (v), and to self-realization

(vi). This I hope suffices to give us a rich sense of the multifarious needs for inter-

subjective recognition in its different forms.14 For the purposes of this article, the

details do not matter that much, what matters is the assumption that we need

recognition at least in some ways. In these first two sections I have tried to show

that the need for recognition is firmly and multiply rooted in the dual nature of

needy autonomous beings.

Step Two: Harming through Misrecognition, Meeting
Needs through Recognition
The next step in the bottom–up story is to distinguish adequate recognition from

misrecognition, and harms from offences. The clearest cases of wronging will be

cases of harming through misrecognition. They differ from cases of misrecogni-

tion which are ‘mere’ offences, and from cases of adequate recognition which

nonetheless are setbacks to one’s interests. The happy cases are naturally ones

where adequate recognition helps to meet one’s needs.
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What is the criterion of misrecognition? The question concerns what kind of

recognition, and by whom and when, is supported by normative reasons. By and

large, the needs of the other provide reasons to respond in ways which help meet-

ing the needs. But the responses must be of the right kind – it may be that, despite

the universal need for esteem, esteem ought to be granted on the basis of merit

and genuine value judgements. We need to address, therefore, the reasons for our

responses towards others. Reasons are considerations that speak in favour of

responses, and the balance of reasons tells us what we ought overall to do, or have

most reason to do. Adequate recognition is inherently responsive to reasons,

which determine what kinds of esteem, respect or concern are ‘fitting’. Such

reasons also determine the standards of reasonableness for our experiences and

expectations.

In general, evaluative features of objects give us reasons to treat them in ways

consistent with their value.15 We have a categorical reason to protect and not to

destroy any valuable object, and reasons to acknowledge its value. The point is not

that we ought to think about every valuable object, but insofar as we think about

something, there is a reason for us to think of it in ways consistent with its value.

We also have optional reasons to engage with valuable objects.

We do so when we listen to music with attention and discrimination, read a novel with

understanding, climb rocks using our skill to cope, spend time with friends in ways

appropriate to our relationships with them, and so on and so forth. . . . Merely thinking of

valuable objects in appropriate ways and preserving them is a mere preliminary to engaging

with value.16

For example, supposing that reading books is a valuable activity, the reasons to

read books are optional, but reasons not to destroy libraries are categorical, and

apply even to persons who do not fancy reading books themselves.

This general meta-ethical connection between evaluative features and responses

that they call for, if it is true, holds of treating persons in the right way as well.

Here are some examples of how some features of persons call for certain ways of

acting and relating. The vulnerability and neediness of any sentient beings (espe-

cially self-conscious ones which can experience being inadequately regarded) calls

for concern, positive regard, care or love, or makes such attitudes fitting (that is,

appropriate, adequate or reasonable). The variety of enjoyments and feelings of

union that the other person promises calls for interaction, engagement, attach-

ment and possibly forming special bonds and ultimately regarding the other as a

significant other. And the nature of the other as an autonomous judge and agent

calls for (rationalizes, makes appropriate) respect and reverence for those capaci-

ties. A special case of respect for autonomy is the ban on paternalism: even if some

course of action would benefit the agent more than another, respect for autonomy

demands that the agent gets to decide what she does. And one’s deeds, efforts,

merits, achievements, accomplishments or victories call for or merit esteem,

appreciation, admiration, gratitude or praise (or, resentment and blame in nega-

tive cases). Thus, a variety of reasons determines what kinds of recognitive

Laitinen: Recognition, Needs and Wrongness
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responses are adequate or fitting in the light of the features of other persons.17

The inadequate or unfitting ones count as misrecognition.

What, then, is the distinction between harms and offences? Following Joel

Feinberg, we can say that any event which sets back one’s interests or constitutes

an obstacle to one’s needs (at any of the levels listed) constitutes a harm. Harms

can be distinguished from the miscellany of other universally unpleasant occur-

rences. Feinberg uses ‘offence’ as a technical term in a broader sense than in

everyday language to cover such states which, while bad, are not harmful. These

vary from ‘mere nuisances’ to ‘profound offences’.18 It is easy to see that mis-

recognition is, exceptional cases aside, unpleasant. Having to encounter insults,

disrespect, unjustified lack of esteem, lack of emotional concern, negative 

attitudes and being treated as if one does not exist at all warrant resentment, and

thus such treatment constitutes offence, at the very least. But as we have seen, the

multiple needs for recognition give rise to equally multifarious opportunities to

be harmed (and not merely offended) by misrecognition. When related (in

sufficiently weighty ways) to the satisfaction of such needs and prerequisites of

agency, misrecognition constitutes a harm. Such harms are often (though not

invariably) accompanied by experiences of misrecognition, and they would justify

these sorts of feelings even when the feelings themselves are not present. In what

follows, I will draw on the idea that there is a duty not to harm, and a correspon-

ding right not to be harmed, and thus unjustified harming is a clear case of

wronging the other. (I need not take a stand here on whether there is a duty not to

commit offences in Feinberg’s sense, with a corresponding right; in any case it is

clear that there is some reason not to commit offences, and a corresponding valid

claim.)

In the happy cases, forms of adequate recognition help to meet the needs. To

see how this is so, we need to distinguish some subspecies of recognition. Axel

Honneth (and following him, for example, Simon Thompson) stresses that

respect, esteem and love are the main different forms of recognition.19 I have here

divided each in two to help see how the multifarious needs for recognition can be

met. So I assume there are two kinds of each: one type of respect for the individual

as an agent capable of leading his or her life, entitled to personal autonomy;

another type of respect for the individual as capable participant in collective self-

rule entitled to the public, political autonomy of citizens. Further, we can talk

about personalized esteem for actual achievements and basic esteem (or ‘absence of

undeserved public shame’) for all individuals whoever they are. Analogously, we

can talk about basic concern for the basic needs of individuals and personalized con-
cern and loyalty to those near and dear. (To anticipate, the suggestion will be that

the top–down sense of (mis)recognition, or ‘overall respect’ is an analytically

separate category, and not an additional subspecies on a par with these.)

So how do adequate forms of respect, esteem and love help to meet the needs?

Roughly, basic concern has to do with the bottom levels, including the need for

security (ii), personalized concern answers quite directly to the need for belonging
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and love (iii), the two types of respect and basic esteem (obviously) for the need for

esteem and respect, for example, to be able to appear in public without shame (iv),

all subspecies are relevant (for example, via their relevance to positive relations-

to-self) to agentic capacities (v), and personalized esteem is especially relevant for

the higher self-realization needs, by providing the necessary feedback we need in

such pursuits (vi).

A person is harmed if such needed responses are denied. That is, cases of in-

adequate recognition – lack of respect, esteem or concern – can be harms first of

all directly. When misrecognition constitutes humiliation, denigration, or not

caring for another, it constitutes a setback or obstacle to the needs for respect,

esteem, belonging and love. Or they can be harms indirectly via the effects of mis-

recognition on agents’ competencies (through their effects on self-relations as

Honneth stresses, or through other developmental or constitutive connections to

agents’ capacities).

Step Three: Wronging and Violating Duties by
Misrecognizing
The final step in the bottom–up story is the claim that unjustified harming consti-

tutes a wronging. The qualification ‘unjustified’ is quite crucial. Satisfaction of

these sorts of needs and higher interests is always a good thing, and obstacles and

setbacks to them are something bad. But not all bad things are wrong. The set-

backs to needs and interests may result from all sorts of causes, including natural

disasters. Such setbacks are a bad thing, but obviously not cases of misrecognition.

And even when the setbacks result from the actions of other humans, they may be

fully justified, and thus not cases of misrecognition: even though a person needs

esteem, others should give esteem only on condition that it is merited. Not get-

ting positive esteem from others may be an obstacle to well-being, but the others

are not to blame if they provide esteem conditionally on merit.

The question we need to address is whether there are recognitive responses that

individuals owe to each other, that is, whether there are duties and corresponding

rights (or valid right-like claims) involved in recognition. Some responses that we

have reasons to make, we are free to make or not – we need not be duty-bound

either way. For example, even when very high esteem would be a fitting response

to someone’s great merits, a failure to engage in the detailed critical study that

results in a value judgement of esteem is not necessarily a violation of that person’s

rights. Perhaps there is no categorical duty to engage with others in these sorts of

ways. On the other hand, there does seem to be a basic duty to respect others and

refrain from mistreating them. Rights and duties are explicitly interpersonal con-

cepts involving two (or more) agents.20 Duties may conflict, of course, and prima

facie duties can be overridden by stronger duties. But duties are not typically over-

ridden by reasons of other kinds: duties arguably generate reasons of very high

priority and importance and in many situations these reasons are conclusive. It is
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only when such interpersonal rights and valid claims are violated that the case is

one of moral wronging.

So we must ask whether there are duties to give adequate recognition and cor-

responding rights to be recognized adequately. The answer is positive. It is a very

deeply rooted idea that, whatever rights and duties there are, the right not to be

harmed and the duty not to harm are among the most central. And we have seen

how denying people the recognition they need can be a form of harming. It would

take a detailed substantive theory of duties and rights to tell us which kinds of

adequate recognition in what situations are duties and which are not, but an

approximate rule seems to be that negative demands (not to destroy, humiliate,

denigrate, betray and so on) are categorical prima facie duties in every context,

whereas positive demands (to engage with in a respectful manner, to provide per-

sonalized value judgements, to engage in intimate loving relations) are optional,

dependent on the mode of relationship between the persons, and are not cate-

gorical duties.

Cases of harming through misrecognition are wrong always when there are no

weightier considerations present which would override the duty not to harm.

That is how the bottom–up picture of wrongful misrecognition builds up: from

needs for recognition to harms caused by misrecognition and thereby to violations

of the duty not to harm, and thus, cases of wronging the other. When we have 

a case of misrecognition which constitutes a harm, it is also case of violating a 

duty not to harm, and therefore a clear case of wronging, unless there are some

contextual considerations which excuse harming.

Misrecognition and Wrongness: Two Complementary
Views
We are now in a position to draw the contrast between two ways in which wrong-

ness and misrecognition can be related. As we have seen, the bottom–up view

stresses that there are various recognitional needs which we cashed out with the

help of Maslow’s account, and there are various specific forms of harming by

denying the needed kinds of respect, esteem or care. Call these the ‘bottom–up

recognitional harms’ – for example harming someone’s sense of security by deny-

ing basic concern, blocking the development of someone’s competences by

denying basic respect, or harming someone’s self–realization by actively deni-

grating forms of personalized esteem.

It is easiest to draw the contrast to the top-heavy account, if we note that in

addition to these kinds of cases of bottom–up recognitional harms, there are vari-

eties of other types of harms. Not all human needs are reducible to the needs for

recognition. For example, setbacks to one’s material or economic interests, lack of

access to cultural practices in which to exercise one’s capacities, lack of opportu-

nities of other kinds, and so on are all harmful. These need not be, qua harms,

cases of bottom–up recognitional harms. It is one thing for a person to experience
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lack of adequate nutrition (with possibly lasting physical effects), and another

thing for her to experience lack of concern (with possible lasting psychological

effects), even when adequate concern would have manifested itself in another

person taking care of the nutritional situation. These non-recognitional kinds of

harms make the lives of individuals worse in ways other than (directly) affecting

their state of being recognized or (indirectly) their self-relations or agentic com-

petencies. Some kinds of behaviour may thus well be wrong for two reasons at the

same time: because they are cases of misrecognition (and are detrimental to posi-

tive self-relations), and because they are harmful in some other sense (being

detrimental to physical health, for example). Thus one can individuate aspects of

action which are wrong-making, while not as such cases of misrecognition, even

when they are accompanied by simultaneous misrecognition. Thus, insofar as the

bottom–up story is concerned, there may be normative violations, wrongings,

which are not cases of misrecognition.

But on the other hand, there is an intuition that any kind of intentional wrong-

ing, whether the harm in question is an immediate case of bottom–up

misrecognition or not, is a violation of the overall normative standing of the

person, and thus in some fundamental sense a case of misrecognition. Violating a

person’s rights, to take one important example, seems to be a failure to recognize

that person’s normative status. Violation of a person’s overall normative standing

is arguably a distinct type of misrecognition, misrecognition because wronging. This

is the top-heavy sense of misrecognition. Here the very fact that the event is a case

of wronging makes it count as the ‘top-heavy’ sense of misrecognition (whether it

results especially from one of the six species of ‘recognitional harming’ or some

other type of harming). The cases discussed are bottom–up cases of wronging
because misrecognizing, or wronging by causing bottom–up recognitional harms

(related to respect for personal autonomy, respect for public autonomy, basic or

personalized esteem for valuable features, or basic or personalized care for needy

beings).

It would be very natural to call the cases of the top-heavy misrecognition fail-

ures of ‘overall respect’, but it is important not to confuse this with the two kinds

of respect already discussed (respect for private and public autonomy). People can

be wronged in ways which have nothing to do with disrespecting their private or

public autonomy (but are for example cases of deficient responsiveness to their

merits). This kind of ‘overall respect’ is discussed by Arneson and Raz in the

following quotes:

One expresses due [overall] respect for persons and treats them respectfully by acting

towards persons in accordance with the moral principles that are best supported by

reasons. In this sense [overall] respect for persons looks to be . . . a purely formal idea,

neither a clue to what principles are best supported by moral reasons nor a constraint on

what principles might be chosen.21

We respect people [overall] if we treat them as they should morally be treated. But that

means that the way they should morally be treated is determined by other considerations
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(they should not be made to suffer, should be helped in their valuable endeavours, should

be protected from destitution, and so on). Once these considerations are determined we

know what we ought to do. They are moral reasons and we should follow them. A

byproduct of following them, a byproduct of doing our moral duty, is that we will be

respecting people [overall]. If that is so then there are no duties of [overall] respect as such.

[Overall] respect is what we show when we do what we otherwise have to do. We need not

worry about [overall] respect. We will respect people [overall] willy nilly, simply by doing

what we have non-[overall]respect-based reasons to do.22

While the bottom–up view is rooted in a substantive picture of human needs,

interests and agency, the top–down view claims that any kind of violation of a per-

son’s overall moral standing, rights and valid claims (whatever they are) are, on

that account, cases of (overall) misrecognition and cases of overall disrespect. We

can draw an analytical distinction between the thick harms, which are setbacks to

needs and interests, and the thin moral violations which consist merely in the fact

that someone’s normative standing has not been observed. The former harms are

wrong-making, the latter ‘harm’ or violation is just the fact of someone being

wronged. In addition to the six kinds of needs (and related harms) discussed, we

have a directly moral interest in being treated in morally justified ways.23 This is

not without interest to the topic of mutual recognition: violations of such moral
interests are always inconsistent with relations of mutual recognition in the thin, top-
heavy sense. While ‘overall respect’ does not explain why something is wrong, it

may shed light on moral motivation – the desire to be moral may derive from the

desire to stand in certain kinds of relations to others. Let us end by taking a look

at T. M. Scanlon’s view of such relations.

Scanlon and Mutual Recognition in the Thin,
Top–Down Sense
Scanlon discusses mutual recognition as an internally motivating goal which can

provide an answer to the question ‘why be moral?’24 More specifically, he is inter-

ested in why is it that moral considerations, or considerations about what we owe

to one another, seem to have priority over other values and reasons for action.

Moreover, why is it that failures of others to live according to the demands of what

is wrong and right in this sense constitute very serious failings? That is, why do

considerations of right and wrong have the special importance that they do?25

Answering these questions involves facing a dilemma, which Scanlon calls

‘Prichard’s dilemma’. There are two kinds of readily available answers to the ques-

tion ‘why avoid doing an act which is morally wrong?’ One answer is obvious but

uninformative: the reason not to do the act is just that it is wrong (or, has features

which make it wrong). This answer which amounts to saying, ‘because morality

demands it’, simply takes the reason-giving force of moral considerations for

granted and is quite uninformative. It also presents a somewhat unattractive pic-

ture of morality for morality’s sake. The other option is to appeal to some clearly
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non-moral reason such as a person’s self-interest, narrowly construed. This

option gives us external reasons to be moral, in the light of social sanctions, future

benefits and so on. This option seems, however, to offer the wrong kind of reason

to be motivated by, as it makes morality merely a contingent means to self-

interested ends.26

Prichard himself was a fierce critic of any attempts to answer this question in

any substantive way.27 In his view, moral philosophy rests on a mistaken assump-

tion that this question must be answered. We should just embrace the first horn

of the dilemma and accept the intrinsic reason-giving force of moral considera-

tions. Even those of us who think Prichard was right in this (at least when it comes

to the question why right-making features provide some reason for action on their

own) may find it illuminating to consider the possibility of a third alternative. For,

in addition to either focusing on morality in an isolated sense, or calculating the

external benefits of moral action, we can consider the constitutive relations that

moral behaviour has to some larger whole. One option would be to focus on one’s

whole life and argue that a good, meaningful life may be constituted partly by

moral actions: thus true eudaimonia consists of activities in accordance with virtue.

Scanlon’s suggestion is not to appeal to the agent’s whole life as such, but, inter-

estingly for our purposes here, to the value of interpersonal relations and living

with others.

In discussing the priority of questions of right and wrong, Scanlon draws an

analogy with friendship. Friendship poses an analogous motivational problem to

morality at large. Here the question is ‘why be loyal to one’s friends when this

requires sacrificing other goods?’ Again there would be a non-informative answer,

‘because friendship requires it’, and a wrong kind of answer if we were to cite

external benefits unrelated to friendship. The proper response to the question,

according to Scanlon, is to show how friendship is not merely something that

grounds cold obligations of loyalty, but also something ‘desirable and admirable

in itself’.28 One should bear in mind what benefits are intrinsic to friendship, ‘such

as enjoyable companionship, help and support’. At the same time it is important

to notice that ‘being a friend involves seeing “because loyalty requires it” as a suf-

ficient reason for doing something even though it involves a sacrifice of other

goods’.29

Thus, as far as friendship goes, the dilemma merely seemed a dilemma, because

it forced two essential aspects of friendship apart. A person who could not see

loyalty as a reason would not be a true friend, and on the other hand, someone

who did not take friendship as a good and enjoyable thing and a constituent of

good life ‘would not be a friend either, but only following a strangely cold impera-

tive’.30 Thus, Scanlon concludes that being a friend involves both feeling

friendship’s demands and enjoying its benefits.31

Analogously, the answer to Prichard’s dilemma is to be found by appealing to

something more generally interpersonal:
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[The ideal of acting in accord with what we owe to each other] is meant to characterize the
relation with others the value and appeal of which underlies our reason to do what morality
requires. This relation, much less personal than friendship, might be called a relation of
mutual recognition. Standing in this relation to others is appealing in itself – worth seeking for
its own sake. A moral person will refrain from lying to others, cheating, harming, or

exploiting them, ‘because these things are wrong.’ But for such a person these requirements

are not just formal imperatives; they are aspects of the positive value of a way of living with
others.32

Thus, like friendship, morality has a positive aspect of being in unity with our

fellow creatures.33 This resembles Hegel’s formula of meaningful non-alienated

freedom in terms of ‘being at home in the social world’, or ‘being oneself in

another’. As we saw earlier, for Hegel the same structure as that of morality can

be found in an immediate emotional sense in love, and also, in a more mediated

way, in relations of mutual recognition between autonomous individuals. Scanlon

points to the civil rights movement and Vietnam War protests in the USA in the

1960s and early 1970s to illustrate the reactions of shock, loss and estrangement,

to the social divisions which resulted from growing public awareness of deep

injustices or wrongs.34 What was at stake then was not just the loss of certain

goods, or guilt, or distress among US citizens for not living up to their moral

ideals. It was a deep sense of alienation since ‘one cannot take the same pleasure

in cooperative relations with others’ if the terms of that cooperation are unfair.35

In discussing the importance of considerations of right and wrong, Scanlon

points out that

. . . the reasons that a person recognizes are important to us because they affect the range

of relations we can have with that person. In many cases these effects are quite local. If

someone does not see the point of music, or of chess, or does not appreciate the grandeur

of nature, then one cannot discuss these things with him or enjoy them together. ‘Blind

spots’ such as these . . . leave much of life untouched.36

A failure to be moved by moral considerations, or by what is right and wrong,

however, effects a more global rupture. What is at issue here is ‘the person’s atti-

tude towards us – specifically, a failure to see why the justifiability of his or her

actions to us should be of any importance’.37 This involves denying the other’s

standing as a person, and where this occurs there is a gulf in understanding, not

simply a blind spot. One is totally unconnected to the person who fails to recog-

nize one as a person. This, in Scanlon’s view, accounts for the special importance

of seeing the reason-giving force of moral considerations.

To strengthen his case, Scanlon further argues that such universal mutual

recognition is a precondition of other kinds of relationships. Even friendship

. . . involves recognition of the friend as a separate person with moral standing – as

someone to whom justification is owed in his or her own right, not merely in virtue of

being a friend. A person who saw only friends as having this status would therefore not

have friends in the sense that I am describing: their moral standing would be too

dependent on the contingent fact of his affection. There would, for example, be something

unnerving about a ‘friend’ who would steal a kidney for you if you needed one. . . . what it

European Journal of Political Theory 8(1)

26

EPT 8_1  9/19/08  1:23 PM  Page 26



implies about the ‘friend’s’ view of your right to your own body parts [is that] he would not

steal them, but that is only because he happens to like you.38

The role of the kidney example is to assure us that friendship requires that we rec-

ognize our friends as having the moral standing of persons, independently of the

fact of our friendship. The same goes, of course, for any particular relationship: at

the core of each is the relationship of mutual recognition. It is worth stressing that

Scanlon agrees with Prichard that moral reasons are primitive and uncondition-

ally binding. It is just that their priority, importance, and positive appeal can be

elucidated in ways which do not simply amount to the slogan ‘because morality

says so’. As Scanlon puts it, ‘these requirements are not just formal imperatives;

they are aspects of the positive value of a way of living with others’.39

What must recognition be like, if it is to play the role that Scanlon envisages?

The first thing to note is that mutual recognition does not amount to the mere

identification of the other as a person or a potential recognition partner of some

other kind, but also involves some element of normative acknowledgement, or

regard, or a willingness to treat another person only in justifiable ways.40 At a

minimum, this regard might amount simply to the admission that our decision on

how to relate to the other agent is at least of some ethical significance.41

Building on Scanlon’s remarks, we can arrive at a more informative twofold

account of what the element of acknowledgement of normative claims involved in

mutual recognition is. On the one hand, the acknowledgement in question neces-

sarily implies a general disposition to take the wrongness of an act as a reason not

to do it, and moreover a reason with special importance and priority. This reason

is independent of the other consequences or features of the act.42 But on the other

hand, there should be some analogue to the idea that friends enjoy friendship, and

do not act on the cold imperatives of loyalty. What we want to capture is the idea

that, like friendship, morality involves being ‘in unity with our fellow creatures’.43

Crucially, this unity is does not compromise autonomy, but is instead the unity of

autonomous beings, freely willed by them. It gives a person’s autonomy a ‘social

existence’, and (if the Hegelian view is right) completes a person’s self-conscious

freedom. There is a constitutive connection between acknowledging certain kinds

of reasons (of ‘morality in the narrow sense of what we owe to each other’) and

being a recognition-partner, or ‘person for the other’. One is not a partner unless

one sees such considerations as reasons, and moreover as reasons with special

importance and priority. That, however, is not enough: one must also implicitly

appreciate the relationship or unity in question, the Hegelian freedom as ‘being

oneself in another’ or as ‘being at home in the social world’, and the experiences

of being respected, or at least not humiliated.

This is the most interesting part of Scanlon’s ‘top–down’ view of mutual recog-

nition. Mutual recognition has two aspects: first, the element of acknowledging

the importance and priority of normative reasons and obligations which are

related to moral rightness and wrongness; and second, the notion that the relation

of mutual recognition has some felt positive appeal or satisfactoriness and is hence
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intrinsically motivating. This dual structure helps to understand how the

acknowledgement of reasons and obligations is intrinsically related to recognition

of persons, notwithstanding their being analytically distinct (reasons and obliga-

tions are normative entities of some sort, not conscious subjects who could for

example experience being misrecognized).

With any specific pattern of relationship, new constellations of reasons and

values come to the fore, but the requirement not to impose unreasonable burdens

on others is a part of any relationship. Overall recognition is the idea of being

responsive to this requirement. It is complementary to the bottom–up view of

specific forms of recognition of the needy and autonomous nature of humans.

Together they provide two complementary readings of the claim that due recog-

nition is a vital human need: one starts from needs and builds up to a view about

wronging, the other starts from wronging and discusses the kind of interest we

have of standing in relations where wronging is absent.
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