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Debating Critical Theory

An Introduction

Julia Christ, Kristina Lepold,
Daniel Loick, and Titus Stahl

One of the distinctive features of a critical theory of society in the tradition
of the Frankfurt School is the fact that it conceives of itself not as investigat-
ing timeless truths, but as historically embedded and as engaging with the
“struggles and wishes of the age.” It is thus entirely appropriate, and indeed
necessary, for critical theorists to reflect about their work in terms of its own
contemporary context.

At the beginning of the third decade of the twenty-first century, few theo-
rists are as influential in debates in critical theory as Axel Honneth. Even
though critical theory today can be understood less as forming a coherent
“school” than it could have been at times in the twentieth century, and even
though a robust pluralism of methods, concepts, and political commitments is
now one of the defining features of this tradition, there can be no doubt that
Honneth’s work represents a central point of reference for countless contem-
porary contributions to critical theory (see, among many others, Fraser and
Honneth 2003; Cooke 2006; Deranty et al. 2007; van den Brink and Owen
2007; Petherbridge 2011; Stahl 2013; Honneth and Ranciere 2016; Christ
2017; Celikates [2009] 2018; Jaeggi [2014] 2018). This is because Honneth’s
work has not only shaped debates about the very idea of a critical theory, but
in doing so also proposed a new way to link critical theory and the social sci-
ences as well as theory and social struggles (in other words, practice).

Among the key concepts that Honneth has redefined and which are at
the heart of ongoing debates in critical theory are “critique,” “recognition,”
“social freedom,” and “progress.” Given the importance of Axel Honneth’s
work for contemporary critical theory, we decided to invite leading political
theorists, sociologists, and philosophers not to write about Honneth’s work,
but to reflect on the significance of the questions that Honneth’s work raises
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for a critical theory of society from the perspective of their own research.
Specifically, we asked our contributors to reflect on one of these four con-
cepts — “critique,” “recognition,” “social freedom,” and “progress.” This
book thus presents engagements with important themes from the work of
Axel Honneth from a range of contemporary perspectives.

By way of introduction, we would like to contextualize Honneth’s contri-
butions to critical theory to show how those four concepts are developed in
Honneth’s work and why it is therefore appropriate to focus on them.

Honneth’s contributions to critical theory can perhaps best be understood by
starting from a number of methodological commitments that Honneth inherits
from Horkheimer, Adorno, and Habermas; all of whom distinguish critical
theorizing from established or traditional forms of theorizing social and politi-
cal life (see Horkheimer [1937] 2002; Adorno [1963] 2005; Habermas [1965]
1966, [1968] 1987). What emerges from their reflections are three particular
features of theories that are to be called “critical”: firstly, critical theories are
self-conscious of their social embeddedness, more particularly, of their con-
nection to social practices and struggles. Secondly, critical theories give up
the pretence of neutrality and are committed to a particular goal, namely the
emancipation of all human beings from exploitation, oppression, and domina-
tion. Last but not least, they see the theoretical enlightenment that they aim
to bring about (i.e. “the self-clarification of the struggles and wishes of the
age,” as Marx ([1843] 1975, 209) so famously put it) as itself a contribution
to achieving this goal. Honneth’s first major intervention into critical theory in
Critique of Power ([1985] 1993) takes place against this backdrop. From very
early on, Honneth is thus committed to a particular notion of “critique” which
can be distinguished most notably from the idea of social criticism we find
in liberal theories of justice (see, despite important differences, Rawls 1971;
Cohen 2008), but also from the one that can be found in theories of so-called
communitarian thinkers (see especially Walzer 1987, 1988).

In his dissertation Critiqgue of Power, Honneth examines more specifi-
cally both the theories of the first generation of the Frankfurt School and of
Habermas (as well as of Foucault) with regard to their conceptualization of
social conflict and finds them deficient (see the overview in Lepold 2019,
251-53). While Horkheimer first unsuccessfully attempts to locate social
struggles in the activity of work, Adorno and Horkheimer ultimately assimi-
late social integration to domination (of both human beings and nature) and
thereby lose sight of the constant social struggles around the organization
of social life. According to Honneth, Habermas’ theory of communica-
tive action provides a way out of this impasse; as Honneth puts it in a later
text, Habermas “re-established access to an emancipatory sphere of action”
(Honneth 1994, 257). However, in Habermas’ social theory, communica-
tive action is limited to only one sphere of social life, namely the lifeworld,
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leaving untouched the sphere of economic production and political adminis-
tration. Moreover, in the context of Habermas’ social theory, communicative
action is conceived of as the site of a process of rationalization that is the
unintentional by-product of what individuals do, and not as the site of eman-
cipatory struggles of social groups. In the light of this, Honneth identifies the
need for a theoretical framework that goes beyond Habermas and is capable
of making visible that the organization of the whole of social life is subject to
constant social struggles which are morally motivated (see Honneth [1985]
1993, 303). This interest in the moral grammar of social life will eventually
lead Honneth to renew the concept of critique. Unlike Habermas, Honneth
comes to focus on the normative structure of all social spheres constitutive
of bourgeois society. He aims at criticizing practices within these spheres by
taking their own normative structure as the basis for identifying deviations
or unrealized promises (see Zurn 2015, 92—-126). It is in the context of this
renewal of critical theory that the concept of “recognition” appears.
Honneth’s subsequent work Struggle for Recognition ([1992] 1996) devel-
ops an original account of social conflicts and their basic moral grammar.
Drawing on Hegel’s early “Jena” work as well as on insights from sociology
and psychoanalysis, Honneth argues that social struggles must be understood
as motivated not merely by material interests, but by moral experiences,
more specifically, by experiences of disrespect. According to Honneth, such
moral experiences of disrespect point to the basic need of individuals for
recognition. Individuals need recognition because it is only in virtue of the
recognition by others that individuals are capable of developing a “practical
relation-to-self” (see, for example, Honneth [1992] 1996, 92) on the basis of
which they can realize themselves, that is, be truly free. Honneth claims that
individuals need more specifically three forms of recognition which enable
them to develop three distinct self-relations: first, on an anthropological
level, the care for individual needs in the context of intimate relationships,
family life, and friendships which provides the basis for developing self-
confidence; second, specific to modern societies, the respect for individual
autonomy through rights in the context of modern constitutional and demo-
cratic arrangements which provides the basis for developing self-respect;
and third, the social esteem for the particular contributions of individuals to
society which provides the basis for developing self-esteem (see Honneth
[1992] 1996, ch. 5). By laying out this basic conceptual framework, Honneth
is less interested in a mere empirical thesis about the contribution of institu-
tions and practices to the psychological development of individuals than in
uncovering the normative dynamics within modern societies. As he puts it,
it is his “intention [...] to explain processes of social change by referring to
the normative demands that are [...] internal to the relationship of mutual
recognition” (Honneth [1992] 1996, 92). It is not difficult to see how such
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social change is supposed to come about. If recognition is vital for developing
a practical relation-to-self and for being really free, experiences of disrespect
with regard to one’s needs, one’s capacity as an autonomous being, as well
as one’s contributions to society represent obstacles to individual freedom.
Therefore, according to Honneth, such experiences provide the motivational
basis for social struggles in which recognition (or more appropriate recogni-
tion) is demanded — initially, only in the spheres of respect and esteem, in
Honneth’s later work in all three domains, which, as he clarifies there, are all
domains of modern social life. Such struggles for recognition are what drives
emancipatory social change.

Struggle for Recognition provides Honneth’s first systematic answer to
the methodological desideratum that critical theories must be seen as giving
voice to the struggles of their present, and the concept of “recognition” plays
a key role in this. Honneth’s theory of recognition specifies the three features
of critical theories described above in a particular manner: first of all, criti-
cal theory in the form of the theory of recognition is linked directly to social
struggles, namely struggles for recognition which emerge on the basis of
experiences of disrespect. Secondly, the critical theory of recognition is par-
tisan insofar as it binds the idea of freedom to a social and historical context
and takes side with struggles for recognition which are supposed to enable
greater freedom. Finally, the critical theory of recognition attempts to contrib-
ute to the self-understanding of these struggles and can hence be understood
as a means to theoretical enlightenment.

It should be noted, however, that in the context of his recognition-theoretic
renewal of Frankfurt School critical theory Honneth has also further elabo-
rated on the concept of “critique.” Especially in his exchange with Nancy
Fraser in 2003, Honneth has made it clear that the kind of critique he envi-
sions within the recognition-theoretic framework is “immanent” not only in
the sense that it is based on ongoing struggles in actual social reality, but that
it relies on norms that are already realized in social reality, albeit imperfectly.
Indeed, according to Honneth, demands for recognition which are made on
the basis of experiences of disrespect do not express universal expectations
of recognition that all persons share qua human beings — an impression that
Struggle for Recognition may leave readers with (Zurn 2015, 207; Stahl
2013, 167). “Rather,” as Honneth clarifies in his exchange with Fraser,
“such expectations are the product of the social forming of a deep-seated
claim-making potential, in the sense that they always owe their normative
justification to principles [or norms — the editors] institutionally anchored in
the historically established recognition order” (Honneth 2003, 137). In other
words, individuals have the expectation to be recognized in their needs, their
capacity for autonomy, and their particular contributions to society — and
make corresponding demands — by virtue of participating in institutions and
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practices which promise these three forms of recognition and whose exis-
tence is characteristic of modern societies. In Honneth’s view, against the
backdrop of new interpretations of their needs, their claims as autonomous
beings and their contributions, individuals and social groups will again and
again reach the conclusion that their expectations of recognition are presently
not or not fully met. The given institutions and practices thus continuously
fail to grant the recognition they promise. Because of this, it can be argued
that the underlying norm of recognition needs to be practiced differently so
as to better realize its promise. Honneth refers to this as “surplus of validity”
(Honneth 2003, 151).

Importantly, the methodological background here is no longer provided
only by critical theory in the tradition of the Frankfurt School, but centrally
by Hegel’s mature social philosophy, too. Already in his 1999 Spinoza lec-
tures Suffering from Indeterminacy (Honneth 2000), Honneth turns to Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right in an attempt to “reactualize” it. Honneth discovers here
the idea he draws on in his exchange with Fraser, namely that the ethical life
of a society is based on shared value commitments or the adherence to norms
which not only animate citizens’ loyalty to social institutions but also enable
a critical reflection on these institutions. In his opus magnum Freedom’s
Right ([2011] 2014), Honneth builds on this reading of the mature Hegel.
However, rather than merely outlining the idea of an immanent critique of
social life, Honneth now engages in the ambitious undertaking of actually
developing an immanent critique of the present organization of social life;
and he seeks to do this through a historical reconstruction of “the struggles
that have been fought on the normative foundation of modernity” (Honneth
[2011] 2014, viii). The aim of this reconstruction is to lay open which “prom-
ises” (ibid.) have yet to be fulfilled today.

In this context, the concept of “social freedom” becomes central in
Honneth’s work. Following Hegel, Honneth argues that the only norm that
can command any allegiance in modernity is the norm of individual freedom
(see Honneth [2011] 2014, 15-19). At closer inspection, Honneth finds
that the overarching norm of individual freedom can be disaggregated into
different norms of freedom which all play a role in modern ethical life. In
Freedom’s Right, he discusses the familiar idea of negative freedom, which
is institutionalized in the legal sphere (see ibid., chs. 1 and 4), as well as
ideas of positive freedom and reflexive or procedural freedom, which are
at the heart of modern morality (see ibid., chs. 2 and 5). However, it should
come as no surprise that Honneth is of the view that neither the legal sphere,
in which individuals merely enjoy negative freedom (for a follow-up on this
idea, see Loick 2017), nor modern morality, in the context of which individu-
als in principle enjoy reflexive freedom, constitute the essence of modern
ethical life. In his earlier work, Honneth describes social life in modern
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societies as being characterized above all by three forms of recognition. In
the present context he stays faithful to this assertion and defines these three
forms of recognition as love, solidarity, and democratic respect. Moreover,
he now interprets these three forms of recognition as realizing in different
ways an idea of freedom not yet explored by social and political philosophy,
namely what he calls following Hegel “social freedom” (see also Neuhouser
2000). According to Honneth, even though the concept of “social freedom”
has received little attention by philosophers, it is impossible to understand
modern ethical life without it. Social freedom is a “kind of freedom that
results from our purposes being promoted by those of others” (Honneth
[2011] 2014, 61). It is generated in contexts of recognition in which the
agency of others is not seen as a limitation of one’s own freedom, but as its
very condition.

This idea provides for a clear and distinct philosophical definition of
“social freedom.” However, it does not entail that social reality already
offers many unambiguous instances of such freedom being realized. Rather,
Honneth’s historical reconstruction of the three forms of recognition through
which it has been realized in modern societies yields mixed results. While
he endorses a quite optimistic picture of the changes that have taken place
with regard to personal relationships, his analysis of the developments in the
economic and political spheres is much more sceptical. Honneth identifies for
each of these two spheres a normative promise emerging from the practices
themselves which constitutes them. Concerning the market, this is the con-
cept of “solidarity,” specific to the division of social labour (Durkheim [1893]
2013). Concerning the political sphere, this is the concept of “collective
formation of the law.” However, naming the immanent normative promises
to these spheres of action does not mean that the historical reconstruction
of these spheres testifies to the realization of these promises. For the market
sphere, Honneth fully acknowledges that competitive practices, referring
individuals to their personal interests and the subjective rights that protect
them, have taken precedence over solidarity practices; and for the political
sphere Honneth is well aware of the dangers of oppression of the citizens by
the most important modern political institution, that is, the state. Honneth’s
own critical gesture here is not to declare these two institutions — market
and state — unfit for the promotion of social freedom, but to proceed to their
immanent critique on the basis of the normative promises they do not keep
and which are nevertheless inherent to them.

Recently, Honneth has built on this immanent critique developed in
Freedom’s Right and offered a new interpretation of the political ideal of
socialism. According to Honneth, socialism properly understood is the name
for the realization of social freedom in all three domains of modern social
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life ([2015] 2016). Therefore, in accordance with his program of a recon-
structive normative philosophy, he seeks in all social practices essential to
the production and reproduction of society (family, economy, and political
action) the idea of socialism, understood as collective search for social
freedom.

This rather optimistic view of modern social life according to which social
freedom is already an active normative ideal in various social domains and
represents therefore either a real motivation in social interaction and social
change or at least the basis for an immanent critique obviously implies a
strong concept of progress (see Honneth [2011] 2014, 335). This concept has
been present in Honneth’s work all along. Since any critical theory takes sides
with emancipatory social struggles, it is clear that critical theories are gener-
ally committed to social and political progress; Honneth’s theory is no excep-
tion to this. As Honneth believes himself to have found a convincing answer
to the question of what drives progressive social change, namely struggles
for recognition, he sketches an unstoppable moral dynamic (see Honneth
[1992] 1996, 143-44): members of previously excluded or subordinated
social groups can draw on promises of recognition and social freedom made
by current institutions and practices and demand a fuller realization of these
promises. Arguably, however, the concept of “progress” has gained new
importance in the context of his recent writings. This is because his project of
an immanent critique of the present organization of social life in Freedom’s
Right makes the idea of freedom that is realized in different ways in modern
institutions the starting point of his analysis. Claims about progress, at least
as a “regulative” ideal, are necessary in this framework, because the choice of
taking these institutions as a starting point only supplies critical theory with a
foundation, if we can reasonably assume that they are best understood as the
result of historical processes of learning in which the results of past struggles
for recognition have been conserved (Honneth [2011] 2014, 335; for a critical
assessment, see Allen 2016). To be sure, Honneth does not assume that there
is a transcendent standard for progress. However, he is of the view that for
those involved in struggles (or in the activity of critique), such a concept of
progress is a necessary hermeneutic tool to understand their historical loca-
tion (Honneth 2007b, 16).

As this short outline shows, Honneth’s work not only offers a highly com-
plex response to the fundamental questions of critical theory, but in doing
so also introduces a number of important concepts to contemporary critical
theory that will animate the discussion for years to come. For the purpose of
this book, we have collected contributions of some of the most prominent
voices in contemporary social and political theory on the four main themes
that we have identified in Honneth’s work.
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CRITIQUE

The contributions in the first section of the volume all engage with questions
of critique that are raised by Honneth’s renewal of critical theory. Essential
for this renewal is the rejection of the idea of a social critique rooted in prac-
tice-independent insights into the nature of social justice or moral obligations
of individuals. As an alternative to this idea, which is still prevalent in liberal
philosophical discourse, Honneth presents a version of immanent and histori-
cal social critique which takes as its point of departure social institutions and
practices of recognition and the conflicts they generate. Critique is, in this
picture, not a neutral arbiter above the messy social reality, but a partisan
for its progressive potentials. Of course, this model prompts the questions:
how we can distinguish progressive from regressive developments without
an outside standpoint, how critique relates to ideology and whether there
is any systematic place for an ideal vision of society. Finally, it also invites
reflection on the practices of critique itself. When Honneth follows Hegel in
conceiving of critics as always operating from the inside of institutionalized
social consciousness, does this leave room for more oppositional practices
and even forms of radical social change?

Over the past decade, Raymond Geuss’ work has become the anchoring
point for a radical “realist” critique of liberal “ideal theory” approaches in
political philosophy. While the criticism of the ahistorical and individualistic
presuppositions of these accounts is widespread in the history of Frankfurt
School criticism, Geuss argues for an even more radical departure from the
premise of human rationality in his chapter “Realism, Yet Again” that has
wide-ranging implications for the project of social critique. Distinguishing
his realism from more vulgar forms, Geuss argues for a conjunction of two
claims: first, that an adequate political understanding must depart from a
reformulation of the Hegelian claim that the true is the concrete whole; sec-
ond, that all political speech or action is located in a context structured by
relations of power and that the manner in which it is so located is not up to
the acting or speaking subject to determine. This puts limits on any normative
project that claims to be able to abstract from power — a project which Geuss
considers to be deeply flawed.

Rainer Forst takes up the debate between “Hegelian” and “Kantian”
approaches of generating critical norms (which, in some respects, could also
be read as a dialogue between the so-called second and third generations of the
Frankfurt School). Forst, who has long aligned himself with the Kantian side
of this quarrel, insists that only by incorporating a “transcendental” moment
can critical theory go beyond established normative justifications — and thus
can remain truly critical. He interrogates Philip Pettit’s concept of freedom
as non-domination as a possible interpretation of the recognition-theoretical
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ideal that acknowledges persons not only as legal subjects but as law-makers.
However, according to Forst, Pettit’s notion of “non-domination” needs to
be radically reinterpreted as the fulfilment of what Forst calls an undeniable
subjective claim to a “right to justification.” This way, Forst hopes to take a
first step towards reconciling the insights of both the recognition-theoretical
and the autonomy-based traditions.

Sally Haslanger’s contribution interprets Frankfurt School critical theory
in general and Honneth’s theory in particular as being primarily interested in
the critique of ideology. Her main worry is that ideology critique, especially
in Honneth, takes an overly rationalistic form. For Haslanger, this rationalism
is particularly evident in considering how the critical theorist is supposed to
motivate their addressees and achieve social change. She reads Honneth as
relying on an “enlightenment model,” which she contrasts with a “contesta-
tion model” of ideology critique. The latter model she deems at once more
realistic, more methodologically sound and capable of addressing a variety
of injustices. The remainder of her contribution is devoted to fleshing out the
theoretical presuppositions of the contestation model by drawing on post-
structuralist and feminist thinkers.

In his contribution, Martin Saar homes in on an aspect of critique that
has been prominent in recent discussions within Frankfurt School critical
theory over methodology, thanks largely to the work of Honneth, namely
critique’s immanent character. Specifically, Saar is interested in how Honneth
conceives of the immanence of critique by tying it to social norms and their
failure. While Saar thinks that this model of immanent critique has a lot to it,
he believes that there is an important ontological insight into the workings of
norms that Honneth sometimes touches on, but that is far more prominent in
the poststructuralist tradition that critical theory therefore should take more
seriously. This, according to Saar, is the fact that norms also dominate and
exclude and that they do this by constituting subjects. Saar concludes his con-
tribution by making the plea that critique should become immanent in another
sense and address the entanglements of norms and subjects.

Didier Fassin undertakes a review of approaches to the concept of moral
economy. He traces its history from Edward P. Thompson to Lorraine Daston
in order to identify the different normative and epistemological dimensions
of the concept. This historical overview is necessary in order to clarify and
reopen the concept. Against Thompson and Daston who both insist on the
stability of moral economies — whether that of traditional peasants or that
of modern science — Fassin sees them as historically grounded, politically
related, and therefore permanently changing, sometimes in dramatic ways.
He therefore proposes a concept of moral economy that takes into account the
ways in which values and affects related to social issues are produced, circu-
lated, are appropriated, as well as how they decline. Fassin’s aim is to use the
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concept of moral economy in a more heuristic than operational perspective in
order to focus on the evaluative and emotional traits of the public construction
of social problems, revealing or highlighting the moral norms and sentiments
as well as moral tensions and contradictions driving ideological discourses,
political decisions, and social mobilizations. In doing so, Fassin deepens the
concept of immanent critique by focusing on the affective relations of the
actors to social norms, which in this perspective are much less stabilized by
the social institutions than Honneth’s approach allows us to think.

Robin Celikates explores the political contestation around the concept
of “civility.” Following Honneth’s insight that it is sometimes by means of
cultural dominance that moral outrage and indignation of oppressed and mar-
ginalized groups are being rendered illegible, Celikates investigates how calls
for civility often serve to pacify and domesticate radical dissent. However,
this should not lead us to give up the notion of civility altogether, he argues,
as it can also be used as a tool to mobilize unruly political practices, since
it refers to a political bond between people beyond state-based concepts of
citizenship. Rather than simply rejecting the idea, Celikates proposes that
critical theory should reconceptualize it along the lines of a “radical civility.”

RECOGNITION

Honneth’s account of recognition has faced questions from different direc-
tions. One concerns the degree to which it is connected to an account of
human nature. While he takes the concept of recognition from Hegel,
Honneth tries to sidestep many of the metaphysical commitments connected
to this philosophical tradition, and partly grounds his notion of recognition
in a thinly anthropological view, partly in a view about the requirements of
social integration that are irreducible to individual psychology. This prompts
the question whether the Hegelian framework is actually the most adequate
one or whether other models available in the history of philosophy offer
us more adequate conceptions of recognition. Second, it is clear that the
philosophical concept of recognition does not immediately translate to an
empirical psychological level but incorporates normative assumptions. Not
all desires for social affirmation are socially embedded in a necessary way,
nor do all such desires carry with them the potential for emancipation. It is
therefore an interesting question to consider whether the very identification of
the normatively relevant forms of recognition does not lead us to some uni-
versal normative standard after all. Honneth’s reliance on a certain paradigm
of psychoanalysis, that is, a psychoanalysis that has abandoned “instinct” as
the main driving force of human action, replacing this Freudian concept by
“need”, and therefore focuses on intersubjectivity, has similarly led many of
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his interlocutors to question whether that tradition really provides evidence
for an unambiguously progressive role of recognition or whether we need
rather to consider recognition as a more ambivalent phenomenon, describing
situations of vital psychic dependence.

Frederick Neuhouser seeks to reconstruct Rousseau’s account of social
inequality. In doing so, Neuhouser is especially interested in the kind of
thing that social inequality is, according to Rousseau. Neuhouser argues that
Rousseau conceives of social inequalities on the one hand as privileges and
on the other hand as human made. According to Neuhouser’s reconstruction,
social inequalities are privileges because they are enjoyed by some members
of society to the detriment of others. Furthermore, social inequalities are
human made because they rely in their existence on human activity, although,
as Neuhouser stresses, this often goes unnoticed by the participants them-
selves. But while the latter can in principle be revealed to them by means
of denaturalizing genealogies, Neuhouser thinks that Rousseau identified
another obstacle to diminishing social inequalities that could prove more
difficult to overcome, namely amour propre or the search for recognition by
others which can motivate persons to create and maintain social inequalities.

In his contribution, Martin Hartmann ponders the question of whether
empathy is morally problematic per se, as a number of publications have
argued in recent years. Specifically, Hartmann addresses what he calls the
“limitation charge” and the “partiality charge.” While it is relatively easy to
dismiss the limitation charge, that is, the charge that because we can only
empathize with a few people at the same time empathy is morally corrosive,
the partiality charge, that is, the charge that because our empathy is biased it
is morally corrosive, is more tricky to deal with. Hartmann admits that our
empathy can be biased. However, he argues that it is important to see that
this is always about empathy in context. Whether or not empathy is biased
depends on social, cultural, economic, and political structures. In the light
of this, Hartmann concludes by suggesting that empathy could and probably
does play a positive moral role in our social life too.

Joel Whitebook reviews the dominant reading of Donald Winnicott’s work
within the debates in social philosophy that rely on Honneth’s concept of rec-
ognition. The latter, as well as Honneth himself, often use Winnicott to sup-
port psychoanalytically the claim that sociability is based on intersubjectivity
and that consequently the major pathology of social life is the misrecognition
of the other. Whitebook points out that while it is true that the relational
dimension plays a primordial role in Winnicott’s refoundation of psychoana-
lytic theory, Winnicott does not abandon central theses of Freud, including
that of primary narcissism, that is, the sentiment of omnipotence of the child,
who hates the world that constantly objects to this illusion of omnipotence.
Whitebook thus proposes to put the focus in the theory of sociability on the
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desire to destroy the other and to recode social pathologies by taking into
account this “hatred of the other.” The theoretical gain of this approach is not
only a more accurate and correct reading of Winnicott’s work, Whitebook
claims, but also a more nuanced understanding of social pathologies that
are not just the effects of misrecognition. According to Whitebook, indeed,
racism, tribalism, religious hatred, nationalism, misogyny, and xenophobia
cannot be understood by means of the concept of “misrecognition of the
other.” These phenomena rather attempt to destroy the “not-me” and cannot
be explained by the disrespect the actors may have suffered. Whitebook con-
cludes that in order to be effective, a psychoanalytically well-founded social
theory must be guided by political realism rather than wishful thinking.

SOCIAL FREEDOM

In his theory of social freedom as the dominant ideal of modernity that is
already embedded — albeit not always realized — in the institutions of modern
social life, Honneth takes up a large argumentative burden. Not only must he
argue that his theory of social freedom offers us a more adequate understand-
ing of the normative self-image of the “ethical life” of modern societies than
most of the dominant political theories, he also wants to show that, in the
major institutional spheres, the ideal of social freedom can serve as a yard-
stick for both the diagnosis of pathologies and the identification of normative
potentials. This close connection between normative theorizing and social
analysis of the existing social institutions has raised a number of questions,
concerning the role of the political that Honneth mainly discusses in regard
to the liberal nation-state, which he must recognize on the one hand as the
primary social political institution, but criticizes on the other hand as contain-
ing the danger of an over-institutionalization of social relations. If Honneth
can convincingly show that solidarity forms the moral structure of the private
sphere and even the economic sphere, it is much more difficult for him to find
a form of equal exchange aiming a relationship of solidarity with respect to
the relation between the citizens and state institutions. The state simply seems
to be too powerful to be interested in such equality. Even if Honneth tries to
overcome this problem by focusing on the democratic political debate in the
public sphere, he also argues that the institutions of the liberal nation-state are
institutions of social freedom.

Bruno Karsenti proposes a solution for this problem, claiming that only a
sociological concept of the modern nation-state can understand this institu-
tion as an institution of social freedom. He shows that sociology can indeed
produce a concept of the state, rather than reducing it to a repressive organ,
if sociology pushes the analysis of modern political society far enough to
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discover that individuals’ practical experience of their freedom is an effect
of their socialization in the state. According to Karsenti, it is at this point
that Durkheim-inspired political sociology and neo-Hegelianism translated
into social philosophy are linked. He claims that the whole of Honneth’s
normative reconstruction of modern society leans in this direction. However,
Karsenti criticizes Honneth’s approach of the state as being too much
anchored in Hegelianism, leading Honneth to consider the state as an excess
of institutionalism that democratic ethical life can only resolve by enfran-
chising itself. According to Karsenti, this critique of the state depends on
Honneth’s conception of the state as a philosophical problem and not as the
sociological problem that it actually is. From a sociological point of view,
however, the state is not the crowning achievement or self-confined and
disconnected head of the institutional system, but rather the ever-reopened
possibility of social life.

While Honneth engages the question of politics by focusing on the demo-
cratic public sphere as the place where the citizens can question and correct
state institutions, and therefore minimizes the active role of the nation-state
for social freedom, David Miller offers an unreserved defence of the idea that
the realization of social freedom cannot do without the nation-state. Miller
argues that the model of market socialism preferred by him and by Honneth
can only emerge as a result of a process of large-scale historical experimenta-
tion; and that such experimentation requires both large-scale solidarity and
political control over economic organization, two conditions that, he argues,
are for the foreseeable future only met within nation-states, concluding that
the cosmopolitan aspirations of the socialist tradition which are associated
with the concept of a “democratic public sphere” stand in deep tension with
the project of feasible socialism.

While Karsenti and Miller follow Honneth in considering the role of rights
in the realization of social freedom largely at the level of both subjective and
social rights guarantees established within the modern nation-state, many
philosophers have recently turned their critical attention to the issue of inter-
national human rights. This is also the focus of Seyla Benhabib’s contribu-
tion. Benhabib shares with Honneth the strategy of critically appropriating
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. While Hegel is famously critical of the idea of
“abstract right,” that is, of a legal regime which is not embedded in institu-
tions of ethical life, and of transcendental and ahistorical conceptions of natu-
ral rights, Benhabib argues that his account is nevertheless sympathetic to a
well-understood idea of human rights. She cites both his insistence that the
right of the state to its citizens’ loyalty is limited and convergences between
Hegel and Arendt on the idea of “a right to have rights.” This leads her to the
conclusion that the international regime of human rights protection should be
considered an essential part of modern social freedom.
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Beate Roessler tackles another aspect of the institutional conditions of
social freedom that has recently found increased attention: the move towards
a digitized society. She argues that this move involves a reconfiguration not
only of our self-relation, but also our relation to technology and society that
poses important risks to social freedom, especially as surveillance, com-
modification, and manipulation threaten to undermine social relationships.
Roessler argues that critical theory itself has the basic conceptual resources
to deal with these problems, but often suffers from phenomenological and
analytical blind spots, and that it therefore has to draw on the insights of
research in surveillance studies, phenomenology, and current analytical
philosophy.

Christoph Menke’s contribution delivers a biting critique of political
liberalism. The liberal understanding of freedom cannot but presuppose
freedom as “natural,” mostly due to its dependency on individual “rights.”
This naturalization of freedom, Menke argues, leads to a depoliticization of
the social processes that create individual freedom, consequently fabricat-
ing illiberal subjectivities as well as illiberal policies. Political liberalism,
according to Menke, thus constantly produces its own opposite, namely
authoritarianism — with potentially catastrophic consequences. Only by
resolutely breaking with the liberal paradigm theoretically as well as politi-
cally can critical theory therefore escape the circle of the self-negation of
bourgeois society.

PROGRESS

The notion of progress often evokes one of two critical responses. On the
one hand, the question arises whether we need any such notion for social
critique. Is it not sufficient to apply the best normative standards that we
have, without introducing the assumption that these standards are already
realized in some form of historical tendency, thereby relieving ourselves
from an argumentative burden that has become more and more problematic
thanks to the interventions especially of feminist and post- and decolonial
scholars? On the other hand, one can ask, even if we might need to rely on
that notion, whether there is any plausible conception of progress available
that avoids a simplification of actual history. If we rid ourselves of the
presuppositions of a Hegelian view, is there any hope for a philosophical
theory of progress that is both defensible and suitable for the purposes of a
critical theory?

Philip Kitcher explores the similarities and differences between Honneth’s
Hegelian account of critical theory and his own Deweyan pragmatism. The
differences between the two approaches, according to Kitcher, are mostly
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based on a different understanding of progress as problem-solving. While
recent critical theorists such as Honneth and Rahel Jaeggi have made attempts
at answering the important ontological question of what exactly a “prob-
lem” is, pragmatists have largely focused on methodological questions. But
without a robust notion of social critique — that several generations of the
Frankfurt School have provided — Kitcher argues, the pragmatist method
remains at a too superficial level to really address the deep normative struc-
ture of society — reason enough for Kitcher to propose that John Dewey take
a trip to Frankfurt.

Christopher Zurn explores the question of how we can adjudicate the
issue of political progress specifically in relation to populist movements
that describe themselves as restoring or deepening democracy. He both
defends an appropriately constrained conception of political progress of a
type that seems to be compatible with Honneth’s reliance on the idea and
can be defended against recent criticism, and argues that such a conception
has practical value in guiding us in political matters. While some versions
of the concept of “progress” have been rightfully criticized for often hiding
ideological content, committing its adherents to downplaying the moral catas-
trophes of modernity, or incorporating Eurocentric perspectives, Zurn argues
that the idea of progress is not only ineliminable, but that there is another ver-
sion available that rejects grand-scale narratives for piecemeal evaluations,
understanding progress not as goal-driven, but as a description of learning
processes and as incorporating processual standards. Using this conception
of progress, one can arrive at a convincing critique of populist narratives that
actually undermine learning processes in favour of abstract ideals with an
ideological content.

Amy Allen discusses the theory of progress that can be found in Freud’s late
writings. Following Joel Whitebook, she identifies an unofficial position of
the Aufkldrer Freud regarding his faith in the idea of progress. But contrary
to the usual readings of Civilization and Its Discontents which see a pessi-
mistic Freud at work, demonstrating the harmful effects of the internalization
of domination, Allen defends a much more nuanced methodological thesis
concerning the consequences that can be drawn from Freud’s late position.
According to Allen, Freud remains impartial regarding the “correct” read-
ing of the history of civilization. Freud’s profession of impartiality on the
question of whether civilization is the best thing that ever happened to us
or not worth the effort suggests that any attempt to read history as having a
clear normative direction, whether that direction is construed progressively
or regressively, constitutes an attempt to support one’s own illusions — be
they optimistic or pessimistic. Therefore, she concludes, Freud’s unofficial
position provides the resources for a powerful psychoanalytic critique of the
pernicious racialized legacy of the notion of historical progress.
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*

The occasion for this book was Axel Honneth’s seventieth birthday in July
2019. With this gift, the editors and contributors wish to express their deep
gratitude for many years of inspiration, mentorship, and friendship.
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