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Abstract

The ethical and political thinking of Axel Honneth—German philosopher
and leading scholar in the third generation of Frankfurt School Critical
Theorists—has garnered considerable attention since his seminal Struggle
for Recognition. In his writings, Honneth secks to demonstrate a new
outlook for the relationship between the I, the Other, and We: a scheme
in which the I and the Other would not be that of assimilation—but a
peaceful We, while at the same time preserving their different value
systems and identities. This was done by way of a three-tiered model of
mutual recognition for understanding societal relations. On the other
hand, Honneth’s theory has been criticized by critics such as Fraser and
Pensky as Eurocentric, the implied normative supetiority of which renders
Honneth’s ethical theory prone to the exclusion of the “other” which he
so adamantly seecks to affirm. This paper examines the extent to which
Honneth’s response to such critiques liberates his theory from its
purported exclusionary and unethical orientation. Neither side of the
debate, however, seems to put forth a final formulation of the relationship
between the I and the We. In this vein, this research proposes a
concretized account of recognition, necessitating, in turn, an intercultural
and dialogical approach to this theory.
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Introduction

The ethical and political thinking of Axel Honneth—German philosopher
and leading scholar in the third generation of Frankfurt School Critical
Theorists—has garnered considerable attention since his seminal Struggle
for Recognition. Honneth believes that reconfiguring ethics means
demonstrating a new outlook on the relationship between the I, the Other,
and We. Honneth accordingly conceptualizes a new relationship between
ethical and political theory by way of deconstructing both classic
(Aristotle) and modern (Hobbes) philosophies, arguing that his threefold
theory can provide both individual self-fulfillment and emancipation from
oppression and domination.

Nevertheless, Honneth’s theory has been criticized as normatively
unsound due to its implicit reliance on Western ethical and political
conceptions. This paper examines the extent to which Honneth’s response
to such critiques liberates his theory from its purported exclusionary and
unethical orientation, and to what extent his answers to these radical
critiques are valid. In short, this paper examines how Honneth can
safeguard his theory against such claims.

What necessitates this inquiry is the close connection between the
ethics of recognition, intercultural approaches, and globalization issues. In
other words, a concretized account of recognition can show a way out of
the current cycle of violence and provide emancipatory possibilities for
different cultures and value systems.

Challenges to Ethics of Recognition and Honneth's Answers

Honneth attempts to present a theory that is neither too abstract so that
no conception of "good life" can endure, nor is too thick and substantive,
and thus exclusionary. He attempts to demonstrate a theory in the middle.
But as his critics like Pensky, Fraser, and Petherbridge mention, this
formulation has unethical consequences, which, as critics point out, have
their root in the entanglement of the second and third spheres of
recognition. On the one hand, the second sphere precedes the third and
recognizing the subject's individuality and unique identity happens in a
close connection with recognizing the universal traits of all human
subjects. However, on the other hand, an individual is granted equal
treatment in the legal framework if his/her achievements are considered
valuable in the predominant value system (Petherbridge, 2011: 152).
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Nevertheless, the notion of equal opportunity is too abstract to protect
the individual from the dominant value system and it is inadequate in
democratizing the inner, exclusionary logic of the ethics of recognition
and its substantive value system (Petherbridge, 2011: 149). Dieter Misgeld
explains this logic as follows: “You only have two options: either a highly
exploitative system where some people will have golf courses and
swimming pools, which use enormous amounts of water, or as I've seen
in Latin America, not every household would have water and people
would have to walk hours to get water or they get it every second or third
day. Massive inequalities: that’s the future. There is no other. No
modernization theory or theory of modernity I've seen is realistic enough,
tough-minded enough, and fearless enough to face these situations.
Philosophers are generally not capable of facing realities.” (Misgeld et al.,
2010: 93). Relatedly, Honneth seems to deny the role that institutions play
in dominating patterns of recognition in the society (Renault, 2011: 210).
Another challenge impeding the ethics of recognition is the presence
of hidden eurocentrism. Dieter Misgeld criticizes the Eurocentric
perspective of thinkers such as his mentor, Hans George Gadamer
(Mesbahian, 2021a, p. 20): “I shall refer to representative critical views,
views which express reservations about the “distinctiveness” of Europe as
Gadamer perceives it and conclude by suggesting that the subtle
“eurocentrism” of Gadamers’ reflections on Europe has to be put aside,
to open the way for questioning European traditions based on experiences
made in the third world” (Mesbahian & Norris, 2017: 234). This can be
referred to as “The Dichotomous Logic of Exclusive Inclusion” which
has engendered philosophical and historical criticisms in both non-
Western and Western thought (Mesbahian, 2020: 145)" it is worth
mentioning that if the global North is only involved in the struggle for
recognition in an internal level, though with different issues and obstacles,
Iranian, are struggling for both personal recognition in national level and
cultural identification in the global level (Mesbahian, 2021% 17). It is not
difficult to imagine how the two levels of recognition, namely personal
and cultural are interconnected and how the struggle for recognition of
personal and cultural identity is indeed ‘full of distress.” If it is so, then, as
Honneth argues, the struggle is ‘the’ prerequisite for recognition, and this
struggle for recognition (in body, mind, and social solidarity) is possible
only taking a cultural struggle for recognition (Mesbahian, 2019: 267).
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Conclusion

As argued, Honneth's ethics of recognition can cause substantive ethical
damages and he has not offered a radical change in his original claims so
far. Yet, in his latest writings, he has made an effort to move beyond the
German context of recognition and be more open to other, different
philosophical conceptions of recognition, as the French context of this
notion. It can be argued, however, that neither side of the debate, nor
Honneth nor his critics, seem to put forth a final formulation of the ethical
relationship between the I and the We. In this vein, this research proposes
a concretized account of recognition, necessitating, in turn, a more
intercultural and dialogical approach to this theory and considering not
only different western philosophical approaches, but an intercultural
approach.
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