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The Politics of Recognition

CHARLES TAYLOR

I

A NUMBER of strands in contemporary politics turn on
the need, sometimes the demand, for recognition. The need,
it can be argued, is one of the driving forces behind national-
ist movements in politics. And the demand comes to the fore
in a number of ways in today’s politics, on behalf of minority
or “subaltern” groups, in some forms of feminism and in
what is today called the politics of “multiculturalism.”

The demand for recognition in these latter cases is given
urgency by the supposed links between recognition and
identity, where this latter term designates something like a
person’s understanding of who they are, of their fundamen-
tal defining characteristics as a human being. The thesis is
that our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its ab-
sence, often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person
or group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if
the people or society around them mirror back to them a con-
fining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves.
Nonrecognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a
form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, dis-
torted, and reduced mode of being.

Thus some feminists have argued that women in patriar-
chal societies have been induced to adopt a depreciatory
image of themselves. They have internalized a picture of
their own inferiority, so that even when some of the objec-
tive obstacles to their advancement fall away, they may be
incapable of taking advantage of the new opportunities. And
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beyond this, they are condemned to suffer the pain of low
self-esteem. An analogous point has been made in relation to
blacks: that white society has for generations projected a de-
meaning image of them, which some of them have been un-
able to resist adopting. Their own self-depreciation, on this
view, becomes one of the most potent instruments of their
own oppression. Their first task ought to be to purge them-
selves of this imposed and destructive identity. Recently, a
similar point has been made in relation to indigenous and
colonized people in general. It is held that since 1492 Euro-
peans have projected an image of such people as somehow
inferior, “uncivilized,” and through the force of conquest
have often been able to impose this image on the conquered.
The figure of Caliban has been held to epitomize this crush-
ing portrait of contempt of New World aboriginals.

Within these perspectives, misrecognition shows not just
a lack of due respect. It can inflict a grievous wound, sad-
dling its victims with a crippling self-hatred. Due recognition
is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human
need.

In order to examine some of the issues that have arisen
here, I’d like to take a step back, achieve a little distance, and
look first at how this discourse of recognition and identity
came to seem familiar, or at least readily understandable, to
us. For it was not always so, and our ancestors of more than
a couple of centuries ago would have stared at us uncompre-
hendingly if we had used these terms in their current sense.
How did we get started on this?

Hegel comes to mind right off, with his famous dialectic of
the master and the slave. This is an important stage, but we
need to go a little farther back to see how this passage came
to have the sense it did. What changed to make this kind of
talk have sense for us?

We can distinguish two changes that together have made
the modern preoccupation with identity and recognition in-
evitable. The first is the collapse of social hierarchies, which
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used to be the basis for honor. I am using honor in the ancien
régime sense in which it is intrinsically linked to inequalities.
For some to have honor in this sense, it is essential that not
everyone have it. This is the sense in which Montesquieu
uses it in his description of monarchy. Honor is intrinsically
a matter of “préférences.”1 It is also the sense in which we
use the term when we speak of honoring someone by giving
her some public award, for example, the Order of Canada.
Clearly, this award would be without worth if tomorrow we
decided to give it to every adult Canadian.

As against this notion of honor, we have the modern no-
tion of dignity, now used in a universalist and egalitarian
sense, where we talk of the inherent “dignity of human be-
ings,” or of citizen dignity. The underlying premise here is
that everyone shares in it.2 It is obvious that this concept of
dignity is the only one compatible with a democratic society,
and that it was inevitable that the old concept of honor was
superseded. But this has also meant that the forms of equal
recognition have been essential to democratic culture. For in-
stance, that everyone be called “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” or “Miss,”
rather than some people being called “Lord” or “Lady” and
others simply by their surnames—or, even more demeaning,
by their first names—has been thought essential in some
democratic societies, such as the United States. More re-
cently, for similar reasons, “Mrs.” and “Miss” have been col-
lapsed into “Ms.” Democracy has ushered in a politics of
equal recognition, which has taken various forms over the
years, and has now returned in the form of demands for the
equal status of cultures and of genders.

1 “La nature de l’honneur est de demander des préférences et des dis-
tinctions. . . .” Montesquieu, De l’esprit des lois, Bk. 3, chap. 7.

2 The significance of this move from “honor” to “dignity” is interest-
ingly discussed by Peter Berger in his “On the Obsolescence of the Con-
cept of Honour,” in Revisions: Changing Perspectives in Moral Philosophy, ed.
Stanley Hauerwas and Alasdair MacIntyre (Notre Dame, Ind.: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1983), pp. 172–81.
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But the importance of recognition has been modified and
intensified by the new understanding of individual identity
that emerges at the end of the eighteenth century. We might
speak of an individualized identity, one that is particular to
me, and that I discover in myself. This notion arises along
with an ideal, that of being true to myself and my own par-
ticular way of being. Following Lionel Trilling’s usage in his
brilliant study, I will speak of this as the ideal of “authentic-
ity.”3 It will help to describe in what it consists and how it
came about.

One way of describing its development is to see its starting
point in the eighteenth-century notion that human beings
are endowed with a moral sense, an intuitive feeling for
what is right and wrong. The original point of this doctrine
was to combat a rival view, that knowing right and wrong
was a matter of calculating consequences, in particular,
those concerned with divine reward and punishment. The
idea was that understanding right and wrong was not a mat-
ter of dry calculation, but was anchored in our feelings.4 Mo-
rality has, in a sense, a voice within.

The notion of authenticity develops out of a displacement
of the moral accent in this idea. On the original view, the
inner voice was important because it tells us what the right
thing to do is. Being in touch with our moral feelings matters
here, as a means to the end of acting rightly. What I’m call-
ing the displacement of the moral accent comes about when
being in touch with our feelings takes on independent and
crucial moral significance. It comes to be something we have
to attain if we are to be true and full human beings.

To see what is new here, we have to see the analogy to
earlier moral views, where being in touch with some
source—for example, God, or the Idea of the Good—was

3 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (New York: Norton, 1969).
4 I have discussed the development of this doctrine at greater length, at

first in the work of Francis Hutcheson, drawing on the writings of the Earl
of Shaftesbury, and its adversarial relation to Locke’s theory in Sources of
the Self (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), chap. 15.
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considered essential to full being. But now the source we
have to connect with is deep within us. This fact is part of the
massive subjective turn of modern culture, a new form of in-
wardness, in which we come to think of ourselves as beings
with inner depths. At first, this idea that the source is within
doesn’t exclude our being related to God or the Ideas; it can
be considered our proper way of relating to them. In a sense,
it can be seen as just a continuation and intensification of
the development inaugurated by Saint Augustine, who saw
the road to God as passing through our own self-awareness.
The first variants of this new view were theistic, or at least
pantheistic.

The most important philosophical writer who helped to
bring about this change was Jean-Jacques Rousseau. I think
Rousseau is important not because he inaugurated the
change; rather, I would argue that his great popularity
comes in part from his articulating something that was in a
sense already occurring in the culture. Rousseau frequently
presents the issue of morality as that of our following a voice
of nature within us. This voice is often drowned out by the
passions that are induced by our dependence on others, the
main one being amour propre, or pride. Our moral salvation
comes from recovering authentic moral contact with our-
selves. Rousseau even gives a name to the intimate contact
with oneself, more fundamental than any moral view, that
is a source of such joy and contentment: “le sentiment de
l’existence.”5

5 “Le sentiment de l’existence dépouillé de toute autre affection est par
lui-même un sentiment précieux de contentement et de paix qui suffiroit
seul pour rendre cette existence chère et douce à qui sauroit écarter de soi
toutes les impressions sensuelles et terrestres qui viennent sans cesse
nous en distraire et en troubler ici bas la douceur. Mais la pluspart des
hommes agités de passions continuelles connoissent peu cet état et ne
l’ayant gouté qu’imparfaitement durant peu d’instans n’en conservent
qu’une idée obscure et confuse qui ne leur en fait pas sentir le charme.”
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les Rêveries du promeneur solitaire, “Cinquième
Promenade,” in Oeuvres complètes (Paris: Gallimard, 1959), 1:1047.
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The ideal of authenticity becomes crucial owing to a devel-
opment that occurs after Rousseau, which I associate with
the name of Herder—once again, as its major early articula-
tor, rather than its originator. Herder put forward the idea
that each of us has an original way of being human: each
person has his or her own “measure.”6 This idea has bur-
rowed very deep into modern consciousness. It is a new
idea. Before the late eighteenth century, no one thought that
the differences between human beings had this kind of
moral significance. There is a certain way of being human
that is my way. I am called upon to live my life in this way,
and not in imitation of anyone else’s life. But this notion
gives a new importance to being true to myself. If I am not,
I miss the point of my life; I miss what being human is for me.

This is the powerful moral ideal that has come down to us.
It accords moral importance to a kind of contact with myself,
with my own inner nature, which it sees as in danger of
being lost, partly through the pressures toward outward
conformity, but also because in taking an instrumental
stance toward myself, I may have lost the capacity to listen to
this inner voice. It greatly increases the importance of this
self-contact by introducing the principle of originality: each
of our voices has something unique to say. Not only should
I not mold my life to the demands of external conformity; I
can’t even find the model by which to live outside myself. I
can only find it within.7

6 “Jeder Mensch hat ein eigenes Maass, gleichsam eine eigne Stimmung
aller seiner sinnlichen Gefühle zu einander.” Johann Gottlob Herder,
Ideen, chap. 7, sec. 1, in Herders Sämtliche Werke, ed. Bernard Suphan (Ber-
lin: Weidmann, 1877–1913), 13:291.

7 John Stuart Mill was influenced by this Romantic current of thought
when he made something like the ideal of authenticity the basis for one of
his most powerful arguments in On Liberty. See especially chapter 3,
where he argues that we need something more than a capacity for “ape-
like imitation”: “A person whose desires and impulses are his own—are
the expression of his own nature, as it has been developed and modified
by his own culture—is said to have a character.” “If a person possesses
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Being true to myself means being true to my own original-
ity, which is something only I can articulate and discover. In
articulating it, I am also defining myself. I am realizing a po-
tentiality that is properly my own. This is the background
understanding to the modern ideal of authenticity, and to
the goals of self-fulfillment and self-realization in which the
ideal is usually couched. I should note here that Herder ap-
plied his conception of originality at two levels, not only to
the individual person among other persons, but also to the
culture-bearing people among other peoples. Just like indi-
viduals, a Volk should be true to itself, that is, its own cul-
ture. Germans shouldn’t try to be derivative and (inevitably)
second-rate Frenchmen, as Frederick the Great’s patronage
seemed to be encouraging them to do. The Slavic peoples
had to find their own path. And European colonialism ought
to be rolled back to give the peoples of what we now call the
Third World their chance to be themselves unimpeded. We
can recognize here the seminal idea of modern nationalism,
in both benign and malignant forms.

This new ideal of authenticity was, like the idea of dignity,
also in part an offshoot of the decline of hierarchical society.
In those earlier societies, what we would now call identity
was largely fixed by one’s social position. That is, the back-
ground that explained what people recognized as important
to themselves was to a great extent determined by their place
in society, and whatever roles or activities attached to this
position. The birth of a democratic society doesn’t by itself
do away with this phenomenon, because people can still de-
fine themselves by their social roles. What does decisively
undermine this socially derived identification, however, is
the ideal of authenticity itself. As this emerges, for instance,

any tolerable amount of common sense and experience, his own mode of
laying out his existence is the best, not because it is the best in itself, but
because it is his own mode.” John Stuart Mill, Three Essays (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1975), pp. 73, 74, 83.
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with Herder, it calls on me to discover my own original way
of being. By definition, this way of being cannot be socially
derived, but must be inwardly generated.

But in the nature of the case, there is no such thing as in-
ward generation, monologically understood. In order to un-
derstand the close connection between identity and recogni-
tion, we have to take into account a crucial feature of the
human condition that has been rendered almost invisible by
the overwhelmingly monological bent of mainstream mod-
ern philosophy.

This crucial feature of human life is its fundamentally dia-
logical character. We become full human agents, capable of
understanding ourselves, and hence of defining our iden-
tity, through our acquisition of rich human languages of ex-
pression. For my purposes here, I want to take language in a
broad sense, covering not only the words we speak, but also
other modes of expression whereby we define ourselves, in-
cluding the “languages” of art, of gesture, of love, and the
like. But we learn these modes of expression through ex-
changes with others. People do not acquire the languages
needed for self-definition on their own. Rather, we are intro-
duced to them through interaction with others who matter to
us—what George Herbert Mead called “significant others.”8

The genesis of the human mind is in this sense not mono-
logical, not something each person accomplishes on his or
her own, but dialogical.

Moreover, this is not just a fact about genesis, which can be
ignored later on. We don’t just learn the languages in dia-
logue and then go on to use them for our own purposes. We
are of course expected to develop our own opinions, out-
look, stances toward things, and to a considerable degree
through solitary reflection. But this is not how things work
with important issues, like the definition of our identity. We

8 George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self, and Society (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1934).
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define our identity always in dialogue with, sometimes in
struggle against, the things our significant others want to see
in us. Even after we outgrow some of these others—our par-
ents, for instance—and they disappear from our lives, the
conversation with them continues within us as long as we
live.9

Thus, the contribution of significant others, even when it
is provided at the beginning of our lives, continues indefi-
nitely. Some people may still want to hold on to some form
of the monological ideal. It is true that we can never liberate
ourselves completely from those whose love and care
shaped us early in life, but we should strive to define our-
selves on our own to the fullest extent possible, coming as
best we can to understand and thus get some control over
the influence of our parents, and avoiding falling into any
more such dependent relationships. We need relationships
to fulfill, but not to define, ourselves.

The monological ideal seriously underestimates the place
of the dialogical in human life. It wants to confine it as much
as possible to the genesis. It forgets how our understanding
of the good things in life can be transformed by our enjoying
them in common with people we love; how some goods be-
come accessible to us only through such common enjoy-
ment. Because of this, it would take a great deal of effort,
and probably many wrenching break-ups, to prevent our
identity’s being formed by the people we love. Consider
what we mean by identity. It is who we are, “where we’re
coming from.” As such it is the background against which
our tastes and desires and opinions and aspirations make

9 This inner dialogicality has been explored by M. M. Bakhtin and those
who have drawn on his work. See, of Bakhtin, especially Problems of Dos-
toyevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1984). See also Michael Holquist and Katerina Clark, Mikhail
Bakhtin (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984); and James
Wertsch, Voices of the Mind (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1991).
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sense. If some of the things I value most are accessible to me
only in relation to the person I love, then she becomes part
of my identity.

To some people this might seem a limitation, from which
one might aspire to free oneself. This is one way of under-
standing the impulse behind the life of the hermit or, to take
a case more familiar to our culture, the solitary artist. But
from another perspective, we might see even these lives as
aspiring to a certain kind of dialogicality. In the case of the
hermit, the interlocutor is God. In the case of the solitary art-
ist, the work itself is addressed to a future audience, perhaps
still to be created by the work. The very form of a work of art
shows its character as addressed.10 But however one feels
about it, the making and sustaining of our identity, in the
absence of a heroic effort to break out of ordinary existence,
remains dialogical throughout our lives.

Thus my discovering my own identity doesn’t mean that I
work it out in isolation, but that I negotiate it through dia-
logue, partly overt, partly internal, with others. That is why
the development of an ideal of inwardly generated identity
gives a new importance to recognition. My own identity cru-
cially depends on my dialogical relations with others.

Of course, the point is not that this dependence on others
arose with the age of authenticity. A form of dependence
was always there. The socially derived identity was by its
very nature dependent on society. But in the earlier age rec-
ognition never arose as a problem. General recognition was
built into the socially derived identity by virtue of the very
fact that it was based on social categories that everyone took
for granted. Yet inwardly derived, personal, original identity
doesn’t enjoy this recognition a priori. It has to win it through

10 See Bakhtin, “The Problem of the Text in Linguistics, Philology and
the Human Sciences,” in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986),
p. 126, for this notion of a “super-addressee,” beyond our existing inter-
locutors.
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exchange, and the attempt can fail. What has come about
with the modern age is not the need for recognition but the
conditions in which the attempt to be recognized can fail.
That is why the need is now acknowledged for the first time.
In premodern times, people didn’t speak of “identity” and
“recognition”—not because people didn’t have (what we
call) identities, or because these didn’t depend on recogni-
tion, but rather because these were then too unproblematic
to be thematized as such.

It’s not surprising that we can find some of the seminal
ideas about citizen dignity and universal recognition, even if
not in these specific terms, in Rousseau, whom I have
wanted to identify as one of the points of origin of the mod-
ern discourse of authenticity. Rousseau is a sharp critic of
hierarchical honor, of “préférences.” In a significant passage
of the Discourse on Inequality, he pinpoints a fateful moment
when society takes a turn toward corruption and injustice,
when people begin to desire preferential esteem.11 By con-
trast, in republican society, where all can share equally in the
light of public attention, he sees the source of health.12 But

11 Rousseau is describing the first assemblies: “Chacun commença à re-
garder les autres et à vouloir être regardé soi-même, et l’estime publique
eut un prix. Celui qui chantait ou dansait le mieux; le plus beau, le plus
fort, le plus adroit ou le plus éloquent devint le plus considéré, et ce fut là
le premier pas vers l’inégalité, et vers le vice en même temps.” Discours sur
l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes (Paris: Granier-Flam-
marion, 1971), p. 210.

12 See, for example, the passage in the Considerations sur le gouvernement
de Pologne where he describes the ancient public festival, in which all the
people took part, in Du contrat social (Paris: Garnier, 1962), p. 345; and also
the parallel passage in Lettre à D’Alembert sur les spectacles, in Du contrat
social, pp. 224–25. The crucial principle was that there should be no divi-
sion between performers and spectators, but that all should be seen by all.
“Mais quels seront enfin les objets de ces spectacles? Qu’y montrera-t-on?
Rien, si l’on veut. . . . Donnez les spectateurs en spectacles; rendez-les
acteurs eux-mêmes; faites que chacun se voie et s’aime dans les autres,
que tous en soient mieux unis.”
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the topic of recognition is given its most influential early
treatment in Hegel.13

The importance of recognition is now universally acknowl-
edged in one form or another; on an intimate plane, we are
all aware of how identity can be formed or malformed
through the course of our contact with significant others. On
the social plane, we have a continuing politics of equal recog-
nition. Both planes have been shaped by the growing ideal
of authenticity, and recognition plays an essential role in the
culture that has arisen around this ideal.

On the intimate level, we can see how much an original
identity needs and is vulnerable to the recognition given or
withheld by significant others. It is not surprising that in the
culture of authenticity, relationships are seen as the key loci
of self-discovery and self-affirmation. Love relationships are
not just important because of the general emphasis in mod-
ern culture on the fulfillments of ordinary needs. They are
also crucial because they are the crucibles of inwardly gener-
ated identity.

On the social plane, the understanding that identities are
formed in open dialogue, unshaped by a predefined social
script, has made the politics of equal recognition more cen-
tral and stressful. It has, in fact, considerably raised the
stakes. Equal recognition is not just the appropriate mode for
a healthy democratic society. Its refusal can inflict damage
on those who are denied it, according to a widespread mod-
ern view, as I indicated at the outset. The projection of an
inferior or demeaning image on another can actually distort
and oppress, to the extent that the image is internalized. Not
only contemporary feminism but also race relations and dis-
cussions of multiculturalism are undergirded by the premise
that the withholding of recognition can be a form of oppres-
sion. We may debate whether this factor has been exagger-

13 See Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1977), chap. 4.
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ated, but it is clear that the understanding of identity and
authenticity has introduced a new dimension into the poli-
tics of equal recognition, which now operates with some-
thing like its own notion of authenticity, at least so far as the
denunciation of other-induced distortions is concerned.

II

And so the discourse of recognition has become familiar to
us, on two levels: First, in the intimate sphere, where we un-
derstand the formation of identity and the self as taking
place in a continuing dialogue and struggle with significant
others. And then in the public sphere, where a politics of
equal recognition has come to play a bigger and bigger role.
Certain feminist theories have tried to show the links be-
tween the two spheres.14

I want to concentrate here on the public sphere, and try to
work out what a politics of equal recognition has meant and
could mean.

In fact, it has come to mean two rather different things,
connected, respectively, with the two major changes I have
been describing. With the move from honor to dignity has
come a politics of universalism, emphasizing the equal dig-
nity of all citizens, and the content of this politics has been
the equalization of rights and entitlements. What is to be
avoided at all costs is the existence of “first-class” and “sec-
ond-class” citizens. Naturally, the actual detailed measures
justified by this principle have varied greatly, and have often

14 There are a number of strands that have linked these two levels, but
perhaps special prominence in recent years has been given to a psycho-
analytically oriented feminism, which roots social inequalities in the early
upbringing of men and women. See, for instance, Nancy Chodorow, Fem-
inism and Psychoanalytic Theory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989);
and Jessica Benjamin, Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the Prob-
lem of Domination (New York: Pantheon, 1988).
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been controversial. For some, equalization has affected only
civil rights and voting rights; for others, it has extended into
the socioeconomic sphere. People who are systematically
handicapped by poverty from making the most of their citi-
zenship rights are deemed on this view to have been rele-
gated to second-class status, necessitating remedial action
through equalization. But through all the differences of in-
terpretation, the principle of equal citizenship has come to
be universally accepted. Every position, no matter how re-
actionary, is now defended under the colors of this principle.
Its greatest, most recent victory was won by the civil rights
movement of the 1960s in the United States. It is worth not-
ing that even the adversaries of extending voting rights to
blacks in the southern states found some pretext consistent
with universalism, such as “tests” to be administered to
would-be voters at the time of registration.

By contrast, the second change, the development of the
modern notion of identity, has given rise to a politics of dif-
ference. There is, of course, a universalist basis to this as
well, making for the overlap and confusion between the two.
Everyone should be recognized for his or her unique identity.
But recognition here means something else. With the politics
of equal dignity, what is established is meant to be univer-
sally the same, an identical basket of rights and immunities;
with the politics of difference, what we are asked to recog-
nize is the unique identity of this individual or group, their
distinctness from everyone else. The idea is that it is pre-
cisely this distinctness that has been ignored, glossed over,
assimilated to a dominant or majority identity. And this as-
similation is the cardinal sin against the ideal of authenticity.15

15 A prime example of this charge from a feminist perspective is Carol
Gilligan’s critique of Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development,
for presenting a view of human development that privileges only one facet
of moral reasoning, precisely the one that tends to predominate in boys
rather than girls. See Gilligan, In a Different Voice (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1982).
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Now underlying the demand is a principle of universal
equality. The politics of difference is full of denunciations of
discrimination and refusals of second-class citizenship. This
gives the principle of universal equality a point of entry
within the politics of dignity. But once inside, as it were, its
demands are hard to assimilate to that politics. For it asks
that we give acknowledgment and status to something that
is not universally shared. Or, otherwise put, we give due ac-
knowledgment only to what is universally present—every-
one has an identity—through recognizing what is peculiar to
each. The universal demand powers an acknowledgment of
specificity.

The politics of difference grows organically out of the poli-
tics of universal dignity through one of those shifts with
which we are long familiar, where a new understanding of
the human social condition imparts a radically new meaning
to an old principle. Just as a view of human beings as condi-
tioned by their socioeconomic plight changed the under-
standing of second-class citizenship, so that this category
came to include, for example, people in inherited poverty
traps, so here the understanding of identity as formed in in-
terchange, and as possibly so malformed, introduces a new
form of second-class status into our purview. As in the pres-
ent case, the socioeconomic redefinition justified social pro-
grams that were highly controversial. For those who had
not gone along with this changed definition of equal status,
the various redistributive programs and special opportuni-
ties offered to certain populations seemed a form of undue
favoritism.

Similar conflicts arise today around the politics of differ-
ence. Where the politics of universal dignity fought for forms
of nondiscrimination that were quite “blind” to the ways in
which citizens differ, the politics of difference often rede-
fines nondiscrimination as requiring that we make these dis-
tinctions the basis of differential treatment. So members of
aboriginal bands will get certain rights and powers not en-
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joyed by other Canadians, if the demands for native self-
government are finally agreed on, and certain minorities will
get the right to exclude others in order to preserve their cul-
tural integrity, and so on.

To proponents of the original politics of dignity, this can
seem like a reversal, a betrayal, a simple negation of their
cherished principle. Attempts are therefore made to medi-
ate, to show how some of these measures meant to accom-
modate minorities can after all be justified on the original
basis of dignity. These arguments can be successful up to a
point. For instance, some of the (apparently) most flagrant
departures from “difference-blindness” are reverse dis-
crimination measures, affording people from previously un-
favored groups a competitive advantage for jobs or places in
universities. This practice has been justified on the grounds
that historical discrimination has created a pattern within
which the unfavored struggle at a disadvantage. Reverse dis-
crimination is defended as a temporary measure that will
eventually level the playing field and allow the old “blind”
rules to come back into force in a way that doesn’t disad-
vantage anyone. This argument seems cogent enough—
wherever its factual basis is sound. But it won’t justify some
of the measures now urged on the grounds of difference, the
goal of which is not to bring us back to an eventual “differ-
ence-blind” social space but, on the contrary, to maintain
and cherish distinctness, not just now but forever. After all,
if we’re concerned with identity, then what is more legiti-
mate than one’s aspiration that it never be lost?16

16 Will Kymlicka, in his very interesting and tightly argued book Liberal-
ism, Community and Culture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), tries to argue
for a kind of politics of difference, notably in relation to aboriginal rights
in Canada, but from a basis that is firmly within a theory of liberal neutral-
ity. He wants to argue on the basis of certain cultural needs—minimally,
the need for an integral and undamaged cultural language with which one
can define and pursue his or her own conception of the good life. In cer-
tain circumstances, with disadvantaged populations, the integrity of the
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So even though one politics springs from the other, by one
of those shifts in the definition of key terms with which
we’re familiar, the two diverge quite seriously from each
other. One basis for the divergence comes out even more
clearly when we go beyond what each requires that we ac-
knowledge—certain universal rights in one case, a particular
identity on the other—and look at the underlying intuitions
of value.

The politics of equal dignity is based on the idea that all
humans are equally worthy of respect. It is underpinned by
a notion of what in human beings commands respect, how-
ever we may try to shy away from this “metaphysical” back-
ground. For Kant, whose use of the term dignity was one of
the earliest influential evocations of this idea, what com-
manded respect in us was our status as rational agents, capa-
ble of directing our lives through principles.17 Something like
this has been the basis for our intuitions of equal dignity ever
since, though the detailed definition of it may have changed.

Thus, what is picked out as of worth here is a universal
human potential, a capacity that all humans share. This poten-
tial, rather than anything a person may have made of it, is
what ensures that each person deserves respect. Indeed, our
sense of the importance of potentiality reaches so far that we

culture may require that we accord them more resources or rights than
others. The argument is quite parallel to that made in relation to socio-
economic inequalities that I mentioned above.

But where Kymlicka’s interesting argument fails to recapture the actual
demands made by the groups concerned—say Indian bands in Canada, or
French-speaking Canadians—is with respect to their goal of survival.
Kymlicka’s reasoning is valid (perhaps) for existing people who find them-
selves trapped within a culture under pressure, and can flourish within it
or not at all. But it doesn’t justify measures designed to ensure survival
through indefinite future generations. For the populations concerned,
however, that is what is at stake. We need only think of the historical
resonance of “la survivance” among French Canadians.

17 See Kant, Grundlegung der Metaphysik der Sitten (Berlin: Gruyter, 1968;
reprint of the Berlin Academy edition), p. 434.
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extend this protection even to people who through some cir-
cumstance that has befallen them are incapable of realizing
their potential in the normal way—handicapped people, or
those in a coma, for instance.

In the case of the politics of difference, we might also say
that a universal potential is at its basis, namely, the potential
for forming and defining one’s own identity, as an individ-
ual, and also as a culture. This potentiality must be respected
equally in everyone. But at least in the intercultural context,
a stronger demand has recently arisen: that one accord equal
respect to actually evolved cultures. Critiques of European or
white domination, to the effect that they have not only sup-
pressed but failed to appreciate other cultures, consider
these depreciatory judgments not only factually mistaken
but somehow morally wrong. When Saul Bellow is famously
quoted as saying something like, “When the Zulus produce
a Tolstoy we will read him,”18 this is taken as a quintessential
statement of European arrogance, not just because Bellow is
allegedly being de facto insensitive to the value of Zulu cul-
ture, but frequently also because it is seen to reflect a denial
in principle of human equality. The possibility that the
Zulus, while having the same potential for culture formation
as anyone else, might nevertheless have come up with a cul-
ture that is less valuable than others is ruled out from the
start. Even to entertain this possibility is to deny human
equality. Bellow’s error here, then, would not be a (possibly
insensitive) particular mistake in evaluation, but a denial of
a fundamental principle.

To the extent that this stronger reproach is in play, the de-
mand for equal recognition extends beyond an acknowledg-
ment of the equal value of all humans potentially, and comes
to include the equal value of what they have made of this

18 I have no idea whether this statement was actually made in this form
by Saul Bellow, or by anyone else. I report it only because it captures a
widespread attitude, which is, of course, why the story had currency in
the first place.
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potential in fact. This creates a serious problem, as we shall
see below.

These two modes of politics, then, both based on the no-
tion of equal respect, come into conflict. For one, the princi-
ple of equal respect requires that we treat people in a differ-
ence-blind fashion. The fundamental intuition that humans
command this respect focuses on what is the same in all. For
the other, we have to recognize and even foster particularity.
The reproach the first makes to the second is just that it vio-
lates the principle of nondiscrimination. The reproach the
second makes to the first is that it negates identity by forcing
people into a homogeneous mold that is untrue to them.
This would be bad enough if the mold were itself neutral—
nobody’s mold in particular. But the complaint generally
goes further. The claim is that the supposedly neutral set of
difference-blind principles of the politics of equal dignity is
in fact a reflection of one hegemonic culture. As it turns out,
then, only the minority or suppressed cultures are being
forced to take alien form. Consequently, the supposedly fair
and difference-blind society is not only inhuman (because
suppressing identities) but also, in a subtle and unconscious
way, itself highly discriminatory.19

This last attack is the cruelest and most upsetting of all.
The liberalism of equal dignity seems to have to assume that
there are some universal, difference-blind principles. Even
though we may not have defined them yet, the project of

19 One hears both kinds of reproach today. In the context of some
modes of feminism and multiculturalism, the claim is the strong one, that
the hegemonic culture discriminates. In the Soviet Union, however,
alongside a similar reproach leveled at the hegemonic Great Russian cul-
ture, one also hears the complaint that Marxist-Leninist communism has
been an alien imposition on all equally, even on Russia itself. The commu-
nist mold, on this view, has been truly nobody’s. Solzhenitsyn has made
this claim, but it is voiced by Russians of a great many different persua-
sions today, and has something to do with the extraordinary phenomenon
of an empire that has broken apart through the quasi-secession of its met-
ropolitan society.
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defining them remains alive and essential. Different theories
may be put forward and contested—and a number have
been proposed in our day20—but the shared assumption of
the different theories is that one such theory is right.

The charge leveled by the most radical forms of the politics
of difference is that “blind” liberalisms are themselves the re-
flection of particular cultures. And the worrying thought is
that this bias might not just be a contingent weakness of all
hitherto proposed theories, that the very idea of such a liber-
alism may be a kind of pragmatic contradiction, a particu-
larism masquerading as the universal.

I want now to try to move, gently and gingerly, into this
nest of issues, glancing at some of the important stages in
the emergence of these two kinds of politics in Western soci-
eties. I will first look at the politics of equal dignity.

III

The politics of equal dignity has emerged in Western civiliza-
tion in two ways, which we could associate with the names
of two standard-bearers, Rousseau and Kant. This doesn’t
mean that all instances of each have been influenced by
these masters (though that is arguably true for the Rous-
seauean branch), just that Rousseau and Kant are prominent
early exponents of the two models. Looking at the two mod-
els should enable us to gauge to what extent they are guilty
of the charge of imposing a false homogeneity.

I stated earlier, at the end of the first section, that I
thought that Rousseau could be seen as one of the origina-
tors of the discourse of recognition. I say this not because he

20 See John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1971); Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (London:
Duckworth, 1977) and A Matter of Principle (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1985); and Jürgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikativen
Handelns (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1981).
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uses the term, but because he begins to think out the impor-
tance of equal respect, and, indeed, deems it indispensable
for freedom. Rousseau, as is well known, tends to oppose a
condition of freedom-in-equality to one characterized by hi-
erarchy and other-dependence. In this state, one is depen-
dent on others not just because they wield political power, or
because one needs them for survival or success in one’s cher-
ished projects, but above all because one craves their esteem.
The other-dependent person is a slave to “opinion.”

This idea is one of the keys to the connection that Rous-
seau assumes between other-dependence and hierarchy.
Logically, these two things would seem separable. Why
can’t there be other-dependence in conditions of equality? It
seems that for Rousseau this cannot be, because he associ-
ates other-dependence with the need for others’ good opin-
ion, which in turn is understood in the framework of the tra-
ditional conception of honor, that is, as intrinsically bound
up with “préférences.” The esteem we seek in this condition
is intrinsically differential. It is a positional good.

It is because of this crucial place of honor within it that the
depraved condition of mankind has a paradoxical combina-
tion of properties such that we are unequal in power, and yet
all dependent on others—not just the slave on the master,
but also the master on the slave. This point is frequently
made. The second sentence of The Social Contract, after the
famous first line about men being born free and yet being
everywhere in chains, runs: “Tel se croit le maître des autres,
qui ne laisse pas d’être plus esclave qu’eux [One thinks him-
self the master of others, and still remains a greater slave
than they].”21 And in Emile Rousseau tells us that in this
condition of dependence, “maître et esclave se dépravent
mutuellement [master and slave corrupt each other].”22 If

21 The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G.D.H. Cole (New York: E. P.
Dutton, 1950), pp. 3–4.

22 Emile (Paris: Garnier, 1964), Bk. 2, p. 70.
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it were simply a question of brute power, one might think
the master free at the expense of the slave. But in a system
of hierarchical honor, the deference of the lower orders is
essential.

Rousseau often sounds like the Stoics, who undoubtedly
influenced him. He identifies pride (amour propre) as one of
the great sources of evil. But he doesn’t end up where the
Stoics do. There is a long-standing discourse on pride, both
Stoic and Christian, that recommends that we completely
overcome our concern for the good opinion of others. We are
asked to step outside this dimension of human life, in which
reputations are sought, gained, and unmade. How you ap-
pear in public space should be of no concern to you. Rous-
seau sometimes sounds as if he is endorsing this line. In par-
ticular, it is part of his own self-dramatization that he could
maintain his integrity in the face of undeserved hostility and
calumny from the world. But when we look at his accounts
of a potentially good society, we can see that esteem does
still play a role in them, that people live very much in the
public gaze. In a functioning republic, the citizens do care
very much what others think. In a passage of the Consider-
ations on the Government of Poland, Rousseau describes how
ancient legislators took care to attach citizens to their father-
land. One of the means used to achieve this connection was
public games. Rousseau speaks of the prizes with which,

aux acclamations de toute la Grèce, on couronnoit les vain-
queurs dans leurs jeux qui, les embrasant continuellement
d’émulation et de gloire, portèrent leur courage et leurs ver-
tus à ce degré d’énergie dont rien aujourd’hui ne nous donne
l’idée, et qu’il n’appartient pas même aux modernes de croire.

[Successful contestants in Greek games were crowned amidst
applause from all their fellow-citizens—these are the things
that, by constantly re-kindling the spirit of emulation and the
love of glory, raised Greek courage and Greek virtues to a
level of strenuousness of which nothing existing today can
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give us even a remote idea—which, indeed, strikes modern
men as beyond belief.]23

Glory, public recognition, mattered very much here. More-
over, the effect of their mattering was highly beneficent.
Why is this so, if modern honor is such a negative force?

The answer seems to be equality, or, more exactly, the bal-
anced reciprocity that underpins equality. One might say
(though Rousseau didn’t) that in these ideal republican con-
texts, everyone did depend on everyone else, but all did so
equally. Rousseau is arguing that the key feature of these
events, games, festivals, and recitations, which made them
sources of patriotism and virtue, was the total lack of differ-
entiation or distinction between different classes of citizen.
They took place in the open air, and they involved everyone.
People were both spectator and show. The contrast drawn in
this passage is with modern religious services in enclosed
churches, and above all with modern theater, which oper-
ates in closed halls, which you have to pay to get into, and
consists of a special class of professionals making presenta-
tions to others.

This theme is central to the Letter to D’Alembert, where
again Rousseau contrasts modern theater and the public fes-
tivals of a true republic. The latter take place in the open air.
Here he makes it clear that the identity of spectator and per-
former is the key to these virtuous assemblies.

Mais quels seront les objets de ces spectacles? Qu’y montrera-
t-on? Rien, si l’on veut. Avec la liberté, partout où régne l’af-
fluence, le bien-être y régne aussi. Plantez au milieu d’une
place un piquet couronné de fleurs, rassemblez-y le peuple, et
vous aurez une fête. Faîtes mieux encore: donnez les spec-
tateurs en spectacle; rendez-les acteurs eux-mêmes; faîtes que

23 Considerations sur le gouvernement de Pologne, p. 345; Considerations on
the Government of Poland, trans. Wilmoore Kendall (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1972), p. 8.
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chacun se voie et s’aime dans les autres, afin que tous en
soient mieux unis.

[But what then will be the objects of these entertainments?
What will be shown in them? Nothing, if you please. With
liberty, wherever abundance reigns, well-being also reigns.
Plant a stake crowned with flowers in the middle of a square;
gather the people together there, and you will have a festival.
Do better yet; let the spectators become an entertainment to
themselves; make them actors themselves; do it so that each
sees and loves himself in the others so that all will be better
united.]24

Rousseau’s underlying, unstated argument would seem to
be this: A perfectly balanced reciprocity takes the sting out of
our dependence on opinion, and makes it compatible with
liberty. Complete reciprocity, along with the unity of pur-
pose that it makes possible, ensures that in following opin-
ion I am not in any way pulled outside myself. I am still
“obeying myself” as a member of this common project or
“general will.” Caring about esteem in this context is com-
patible with freedom and social unity, because the society is
one in which all the virtuous will be esteemed equally and
for the same (right) reasons. In contrast, in a system of hier-
archical honor, we are in competition; one person’s glory
must be another’s shame, or at least obscurity. Our unity of
purpose is shattered, and in this context attempting to win
the favor of another, who by hypothesis has goals distinct
from mine, must be alienating. Paradoxically, the bad other-
dependence goes along with separation and isolation;25 the

24 Lettre à D’Alembert, p. 225; Letter to M. D’Alembert on the Theatre, in
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Politics and the Arts, trans. Allan Bloom (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1968), p. 126.

25 A little later in the passage I quoted above from the Considerations on
the Government of Poland, Rousseau describes gatherings in our depraved
modern society as “des cohues licencieuses,” where people go “pour s’y
faire des liaisons secrètes, pour y chercher les plaisirs qui séparent, isolent
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good kind, which Rousseau doesn’t call other-dependence at
all, involves the unity of a common project, even a “common
self.”26

Thus Rousseau is at the origin of a new discourse about
honor and dignity. To the two traditional ways of thinking
about honor and pride he adds a third, which is quite differ-
ent. There was a discourse denouncing pride, as I mentioned
above, which called on us to remove ourselves from this
whole dimension of human life and to be utterly uncon-
cerned with esteem. And then there was an ethic of honor,
frankly nonuniversalist and inegalitarian, which saw the
concern with honor as the first mark of the honorable man.
Someone unconcerned with reputation, unwilling to defend
it, had to be a coward, and therefore contemptible.

Rousseau borrows the denunciatory language of the first
discourse, but he doesn’t end up calling for a renunciation of
all concern with esteem. On the contrary, in his portrait of
the republican model, caring about esteem is central. What is
wrong with pride or honor is its striving after preferences,
hence division, hence real other-dependence, and therefore
loss of the voice of nature, and consequently corruption, the
forgetting of boundaries, and effeminacy. The remedy is not
rejecting the importance of esteem, but entering into a quite
different system, characterized by equality, reciprocity, and
unity of purpose. This unity makes possible the equality of
esteem, but the fact that esteem is in principle equal in this
system is essential to this unity of purpose itself. Under the
aegis of the general will, all virtuous citizens are to be equally
honored. The age of dignity is born.

le plus les hommes, et qui relâchent le plus les coeurs.” Considerations sur
le gouvernement de Pologne, p. 346.

26 Du contrat social, p. 244. I have benefited, in this area, from discus-
sions with Natalie Oman. See her “Forms of Common Space in the Work
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau” (Master’s research paper, McGill University,
July 1991).
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This new critique of pride, leading not to solitary mortifi-
cation but to a politics of equal dignity, is what Hegel took
up and made famous in his dialectic of the master and the
slave. Against the old discourse on the evil of pride, he takes
it as fundamental that we can flourish only to the extent that
we are recognized. Each consciousness seeks recognition in
another, and this is not a sign of a lack of virtue. But the ordi-
nary conception of honor as hierarchical is crucially flawed.
It is flawed because it cannot answer the need that sends
people after recognition in the first place. Those who fail to
win out in the honor stakes remain unrecognized. But even
those who do win are more subtly frustrated, because they
win recognition from the losers, whose acknowledgment is,
by hypothesis, not really valuable, since they are no longer
free, self-supporting subjects on the same level with the win-
ners. The struggle for recognition can find only one satisfac-
tory solution, and that is a regime of reciprocal recognition
among equals. Hegel follows Rousseau in finding this re-
gime in a society with a common purpose, one in which
there is a “‘we’ that is an ‘I’, and an ‘I’ that is a ‘we’.”27

But if we think of Rousseau as inaugurating the new poli-
tics of equal dignity, we can argue that his solution is cru-
cially flawed. In terms of the question posed at the beginning
of this section, equality of esteem requires a tight unity of
purpose that seems to be incompatible with any differentia-
tion. The key to a free polity for Rousseau seems to be a rig-
orous exclusion of any differentiation of roles. Rousseau’s
principle seems to be that for any two-place relation R in-
volving power, the condition of a free society is that the two
terms joined by the relation be identical. x R y is compatible
with a free society only when x = y. This is true when the
relation involves the x’s presenting themselves in public
space to the y’s, and it is of course famously true when the

27 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 110.
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relation is “exercises sovereignty over.” In the social contract
state, the people must be both sovereign and subject.

In Rousseau, three things seem to be inseparable: freedom
(nondomination), the absence of differentiated roles, and a
very tight common purpose. We must all be dependent on
the general will, lest there arise bilateral forms of depen-
dence.28 This has been the formula for the most terrible
forms of homogenizing tyranny, starting with the Jacobins
and extending to the totalitarian regimes of our century. But
even where the third element of the trinity is set aside, the
aligning of equal freedom with the absence of differentiation
has remained a tempting mode of thought. Wherever it
reigns, be it in modes of feminist thought or of liberal poli-
tics, the margin to recognize difference is very small.

IV

We might well agree with the above analysis, and want to
get some distance from the Rousseauean model of citizen
dignity. Yet still we might want to know whether any poli-
tics of equal dignity, based on the recognition of universal
capacities, is bound to be equally homogenizing. Is this true
of those models—which I inscribed above, perhaps rather ar-
bitrarily, under the banner of Kant—that separate equal free-
dom from both other elements of the Rousseauean trinity?
These models not only have nothing to do with a general
will, but abstract from any issue of the differentiation of
roles. They simply look to an equality of rights accorded to
citizens. Yet this form of liberalism has come under attack by
radical proponents of the politics of difference as in some

28 In justifying his famous (or infamous) slogan about the person co-
erced to obey the law being “forced to be free,” Rousseau goes on: “car
telle est la condition qui donnant chaque citoyen à la Patrie le garantit de
toute dépendance personnelle. . . .” Du contrat social, p. 246.
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way unable to give due acknowledgment to distinctness. Are
the critics correct?

The fact is that there are forms of this liberalism of equal
rights that in the minds of their own proponents can give
only a very restricted acknowledgment of distinct cultural
identities. The notion that any of the standard schedules of
rights might apply differently in one cultural context than
they do in another, that their application might have to take
account of different collective goals, is considered quite un-
acceptable. The issue, then, is whether this restrictive view
of equal rights is the only possible interpretation. If it is, then
it would seem that the accusation of homogenization is well
founded. But perhaps it is not. I think it is not, and perhaps
the best way to lay out the issue is to see it in the context of
the Canadian case, where this question has played a role in
the impending breakup of the country. In fact, two concep-
tions of rights-liberalism have confronted each other, albeit
in confused fashion, throughout the long and inconclusive
constitutional debates of recent years.

The issue came to the fore because of the adoption in 1982
of the Canadian Charter of Rights, which aligned our politi-
cal system in this regard with the American one in having a
schedule of rights offering a basis for judicial review of legis-
lation at all levels of government. The question had to arise
how to relate this schedule to the claims for distinctness put
forward by French Canadians, and particularly Quebeckers,
on the one hand, and aboriginal peoples on the other. Here
what was at stake was the desire of these peoples for sur-
vival, and their consequent demand for certain forms of
autonomy in their self-government, as well as the ability
to adopt certain kinds of legislation deemed necessary for
survival.

For instance, Quebec has passed a number of laws in the
field of language. One regulates who can send their children
to English-language schools (not francophones or immi-
grants); another requires that businesses with more than
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fifty employees be run in French; a third outlaws commercial
signage in any language other than French. In other words,
restrictions have been placed on Quebeckers by their govern-
ment, in the name of their collective goal of survival, which
in other Canadian communities might easily be disallowed
by virtue of the Charter.29 The fundamental question was: Is
this variation acceptable or not?

The issue was finally raised by a proposed constitutional
amendment, named after the site of the conference where it
was first drafted, Meech Lake. The Meech amendment pro-
posed to recognize Quebec as a “distinct society,” and
wanted to make this recognition one of the bases for judicial
interpretation of the rest of the constitution, including the
Charter. This seemed to open up the possibility for variation
in its interpretation in different parts of the country. For
many, such variation was fundamentally unacceptable. Ex-
amining why brings us to the heart of the question of how
rights-liberalism is related to diversity.

The Canadian Charter follows the trend of the last half of
the twentieth century, and gives a basis for judicial review
on two basic scores. First, it defines a set of individual rights
that are very similar to those protected in other charters and
bills of rights in Western democracies, for example, in the
United States and Europe. Second, it guarantees equal treat-

29 The Supreme Court of Canada did strike down one of these provi-
sions, the one forbidding commercial signage in languages other than
French. But in their judgment the justices agreed that it would have been
quite reasonable to demand that all signs be in French, even though ac-
companied by another language. In other words, it was permissible in
their view for Quebec to outlaw unilingual English signs. The need to pro-
tect and promote the French language in the Quebec context would have
justified it. Presumably this would mean that legislative restrictions on the
language of signs in another province might well be struck down for some
quite other reason.

Incidentally, the signage provisions are still in force in Quebec, because
of a provision of the Charter that in certain cases allows legislatures to
override judgments of the courts for a restricted period.

53



C H A R L E S T A Y L O R

ment of citizens in a variety of respects, or, alternatively put,
it protects against discriminatory treatment on a number of
irrelevant grounds, such as race or sex. There is a lot more in
our Charter, including provisions for linguistic rights and
aboriginal rights, that could be understood as according
powers to collectivities, but the two themes I singled out
dominate in the public consciousness.

This is no accident. These two kinds of provisions are now
quite common in entrenched schedules of rights that provide
the basis for judicial review. In this sense, the Western
world, perhaps the world as a whole, is following American
precedent. The Americans were the first to write out and en-
trench a bill of rights, which they did during the ratification
of their Constitution and as a condition of its successful out-
come. One might argue that they weren’t entirely clear on
judicial review as a method of securing those rights, but this
rapidly became the practice. The first amendments protected
individuals, and sometimes state governments,30 against en-
croachment by the new federal government. It was after the
Civil War, in the period of triumphant Reconstruction, and
particularly with the Fourteenth Amendment, which called
for “equal protection” for all citizens under the laws, that the
theme of nondiscrimination became central to judicial re-
view. But this theme is now on a par with the older norm of
the defense of individual rights, and in public consciousness
perhaps even ahead.

For a number of people in “English Canada,” a political

30 For instance, the First Amendment, which forbade Congress to estab-
lish any religion, was not originally meant to separate church and state as
such. It was enacted at a time when many states had established churches,
and it was plainly meant to prevent the new federal government from in-
terfering with or overruling these local arrangements. It was only later,
after the Fourteenth Amendment, following the so-called Incorporation
doctrine, that these restrictions on the federal government were held to
have been extended to all governments, at any level.
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society’s espousing certain collective goals threatens to run
against both of these basic provisions of our Charter, or in-
deed any acceptable bill of rights. First, the collective goals
may require restrictions on the behavior of individuals that
may violate their rights. For many nonfrancophone Canadi-
ans, both inside and outside Quebec, this feared outcome
had already materialized with Quebec’s language legislation.
For instance, Quebec legislation prescribes, as already men-
tioned, the type of school to which parents can send their
children; and in the most famous instance, it forbids certain
kinds of commercial signage. This latter provision was actu-
ally struck down by the Supreme Court as contrary to the
Quebec Bill of Rights, as well as the Charter, and only re-
enacted through the invocation of a clause in the Charter
that permits legislatures in certain cases to override decisions
of the courts relative to the Charter for a limited period of
time (the so-called notwithstanding clause).

But second, even if overriding individual rights were not
possible, espousing collective goals on behalf of a national
group can be thought to be inherently discriminatory. In the
modern world it will always be the case that not all those
living as citizens under a certain jurisdiction will belong to
the national group thus favored. This in itself could be
thought to provoke discrimination. But beyond this, the pur-
suit of the collective end will probably involve treating in-
siders and outsiders differently. Thus the schooling provi-
sions of Law 101 forbid (roughly speaking) francophones
and immigrants to send their children to English-language
schools, but allow Canadian anglophones to do so.

This sense that the Charter clashes with basic Quebec pol-
icy was one of the grounds of opposition in the rest of Can-
ada to the Meech Lake accord. The cause for concern was the
distinct society clause, and the common demand for amend-
ment was that the Charter be “protected” against this clause,
or take precedence over it. There was undoubtedly in this
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opposition a certain amount of old-style anti-Quebec preju-
dice, but there was also a serious philosophical point, which
we need to articulate here.

Those who take the view that individual rights must al-
ways come first, and, along with nondiscrimination provi-
sions, must take precedence over collective goals, are often
speaking from a liberal perspective that has become more
and more widespread in the Anglo-American world. Its
source is, of course, the United States, and it has recently
been elaborated and defended by some of the best philo-
sophical and legal minds in that society, including John
Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Bruce Ackerman, and others.31

There are various formulations of the main idea, but perhaps
the one that encapsulates most clearly the point that is rele-
vant to us is the one expressed by Dworkin in his short paper
entitled “Liberalism.”32

Dworkin makes a distinction between two kinds of moral
commitment. We all have views about the ends of life, about
what constitutes a good life, which we and others ought to
strive for. But we also acknowledge a commitment to deal
fairly and equally with each other, regardless of how we con-
ceive our ends. We might call this latter commitment “proce-
dural,” while commitments concerning the ends of life are
“substantive.” Dworkin claims that a liberal society is one
that as a society adopts no particular substantive view about
the ends of life. The society is, rather, united around a strong
procedural commitment to treat people with equal respect.
The reason that the polity as such can espouse no substan-

31 Rawls, A Theory of Justice and “Justice as Fairness: Political Not Meta-
physical,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 14 (1985): 223–51; Dworkin, Taking
Rights Seriously and “Liberalism,” in Public and Private Morality, ed. Stuart
Hampshire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978); Bruce Acker-
man, Social Justice in the Liberal State (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1980).

32 Dworkin, “Liberalism.”
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tive view, cannot, for instance, allow that one of the goals of
legislation should be to make people virtuous in one or an-
other meaning of that term, is that this would involve a vio-
lation of its procedural norm. For, given the diversity of
modern societies, it would unfailingly be the case that some
people and not others would be commited to the favored
conception of virtue. They might be in a majority; indeed, it
is very likely that they would be, for otherwise a democratic
society probably would not espouse their view. Neverthe-
less, this view would not be everyone’s view, and in espous-
ing this substantive outlook the society would not be treating
the dissident minority with equal respect. It would be saying
to them, in effect, “your view is not as valuable, in the eyes
of this polity, as that of your more numerous compatriots.”

There are very profound philosophical assumptions un-
derlying this view of liberalism, which is rooted in the
thought of Immanuel Kant. Among other features, this view
understands human dignity to consist largely in autonomy,
that is, in the ability of each person to determine for himself
or herself a view of the good life. Dignity is associated less
with any particular understanding of the good life, such that
someone’s departure from this would detract from his or her
own dignity, than with the power to consider and espouse
for oneself some view or other. We are not respecting this
power equally in all subjects, it is claimed, if we raise the out-
come of some people’s deliberations officially over that of
others. A liberal society must remain neutral on the good
life, and restrict itself to ensuring that however they see
things, citizens deal fairly with each other and the state deals
equally with all.

The popularity of this view of the human agent as primar-
ily a subject of self-determining or self-expressive choice
helps to explain why this model of liberalism is so strong.
But we must also consider that it has been urged with great
force and intelligence by liberal thinkers in the United States,
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and precisely in the context of constitutional doctrines of ju-
dicial review.33 Thus it is not surprising that the idea has be-
come widespread, well beyond those who might subscribe
to a specific Kantian philosophy, that a liberal society cannot
accommodate publicly espoused notions of the good. This is
the conception, as Michael Sandel has noted, of the “proce-
dural republic,” which has a very strong hold on the politi-
cal agenda in the United States, and which has helped to
place increasing emphasis on judicial review on the basis of
constitutional texts at the expense of the ordinary political
process of building majorities with a view to legislative
action.34

But a society with collective goals like Quebec’s violates
this model. It is axiomatic for Quebec governments that the
survival and flourishing of French culture in Quebec is a
good. Political society is not neutral between those who
value remaining true to the culture of our ancestors and
those who might want to cut loose in the name of some indi-
vidual goal of self-development. It might be argued that one
could after all capture a goal like survivance for a procedural-
ist liberal society. One could consider the French language,
for instance, as a collective resource that individuals might
want to make use of, and act for its preservation, just as one
does for clean air or green spaces. But this can’t capture the
full thrust of policies designed for cultural survival. It is not
just a matter of having the French language available for
those who might choose it. This might be seen to be the goal
of some of the measures of federal bilingualism over the last
twenty years. But it also involves making sure that there is a
community of people here in the future that will want to
avail itself of the opportunity to use the French language.
Policies aimed at survival actively seek to create members of

33 See, for instance, the arguments deployed by Lawrence Tribe in his
Abortion: The Clash of Absolutes (New York: Norton, 1990).

34 Michael Sandel, “The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered
Self,” Political Theory 12 (1984): 81–96.
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the community, for instance, in their assuring that future
generations continue to identify as French-speakers. There is
no way that these policies could be seen as just providing a
facility to already existing people.

Quebeckers, therefore, and those who give similar impor-
tance to this kind of collective goal, tend to opt for a rather
different model of a liberal society. On their view, a society
can be organized around a definition of the good life, with-
out this being seen as a depreciation of those who do not
personally share this definition. Where the nature of the
good requires that it be sought in common, this is the reason
for its being a matter of public policy. According to this con-
ception, a liberal society singles itself out as such by the way
in which it treats minorities, including those who do not
share public definitions of the good, and above all by the
rights it accords to all of its members. But now the rights in
question are conceived to be the fundamental and crucial
ones that have been recognized as such from the very begin-
ning of the liberal tradition: rights to life, liberty, due pro-
cess, free speech, free pracice of religion, and so on. On this
model, there is a dangerous overlooking of an essential
boundary in speaking of fundamental rights to things like
commercial signage in the language of one’s choice. One has
to distinguish the fundamental liberties, those that should
never be infringed and therefore ought to be unassailably en-
trenched, on one hand, from privileges and immunities that
are important, but that can be revoked or restricted for rea-
sons of public policy—although one would need a strong
reason to do this—on the other.

A society with strong collective goals can be liberal, on this
view, provided it is also capable of respecting diversity, es-
pecially when dealing with those who do not share its com-
mon goals; and provided it can offer adequate safeguards for
fundamental rights. There will undoubtedly be tensions and
difficulties in pursuing these objectives together, but such a
pursuit is not impossible, and the problems are not in princi-
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ple greater than those encountered by any liberal society that
has to combine, for example, liberty and equality, or pros-
perity and justice.

Here are two incompatible views of liberal society. One of
the great sources of our present disharmony is that the two
views have squared off against each other in the last decade.
The resistance to the “distinct society” that called for prece-
dence to be given to the Charter came in part from a spread-
ing procedural outlook in English Canada. From this point of
view, attributing the goal of promoting Quebec’s distinct so-
ciety to a government is to acknowledge a collective goal,
and this move had to be neutralized by being subordinated
to the existing Charter. From the standpoint of Quebec, this
attempt to impose a procedural model of liberalism not only
would deprive the distinct society clause of some of its force
as a rule of interpretation, but bespoke a rejection of the
model of liberalism on which this society was founded. Each
society misperceived the other throughout the Meech Lake
debate. But here both perceived each other accurately—and
didn’t like what they saw. The rest of Canada saw that the
distinct society clause legitimated collective goals. And Que-
bec saw that the move to give the Charter precedence im-
posed a form of liberal society that was alien to it, and to
which Quebec could never accommodate itself without sur-
rendering its identity.35

I have delved deeply into this case because it seems to me
to illustrate the fundamental questions. There is a form of
the politics of equal respect, as enshrined in a liberalism of
rights, that is inhospitable to difference, because (a) it insists
on uniform application of the rules defining these rights,
without exception, and (b) it is suspicious of collective goals.
Of course, this doesn’t mean that this model seeks to abolish
cultural differences. This would be an absurd accusation. But

35 See Guy Laforest, “L’esprit de 1982,” in Le Québec et la restructuration
du Canada, 1980–1992, ed. Louis Balthasar, Guy Laforest, and Vincent
Lemieux (Quebec: Septentrion, 1991).
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I call it inhospitable to difference because it can’t accommo-
date what the members of distinct societies really aspire to,
which is survival. This is (b) a collective goal, which (a) al-
most inevitably will call for some variations in the kinds of
law we deem permissible from one cultural context to an-
other, as the Quebec case clearly shows.

I think this form of liberalism is guilty as charged by the
proponents of a politics of difference. Fortunately, however,
there are other models of liberal society that take a different
line on (a) and (b). These forms do call for the invariant de-
fense of certain rights, of course. There would be no question
of cultural differences determining the application of habeas
corpus, for example. But they distinguish these fundamental
rights from the broad range of immunities and presumptions
of uniform treatment that have sprung up in modern cul-
tures of judicial review. They are willing to weigh the impor-
tance of certain forms of uniform treatment against the im-
portance of cultural survival, and opt sometimes in favor of
the latter. They are thus in the end not procedural models of
liberalism, but are grounded very much on judgments about
what makes a good life—judgments in which the integrity of
cultures has an important place.

Although I cannot argue it here, obviously I would en-
dorse this kind of model. Indisputably, though, more and
more societies today are turning out to be multicultural, in
the sense of including more than one cultural community
that wants to survive. The rigidities of procedural liberalism
may rapidly become impractical in tomorrow’s world.

V

The politics of equal respect, then, at least in this more hos-
pitable variant, can be cleared of the charge of homogenizing
difference. But there is another way of formulating the
charge that is harder to rebut. In this form, however, it per-
haps ought not to be rebutted, or so I want to argue.
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The charge I’m thinking of here is provoked by the claim
sometimes made on behalf of “difference-blind” liberalism
that it can offer a neutral ground on which people of all cul-
tures can meet and coexist. On this view, it is necessary to
make a certain number of distinctions—between what is
public and what is private, for instance, or between politics
and religion—and only then can one relegate the contentious
differences to a sphere that does not impinge on the political.

But a controversy like that over Salman Rushdie’s Satanic
Verses shows how wrong this view is. For mainstream Islam,
there is no question of separating politics and religion the
way we have come to expect in Western liberal society. Lib-
eralism is not a possible meeting ground for all cultures, but
is the political expression of one range of cultures, and quite
incompatible with other ranges. Moreover, as many Mus-
lims are well aware, Western liberalism is not so much an
expression of the secular, postreligious outlook that happens
to be popular among liberal intellectuals as a more organic
outgrowth of Christianity—at least as seen from the alterna-
tive vantage point of Islam. The division of church and state
goes back to the earliest days of Christian civilization. The
early forms of the separation were very different from ours,
but the basis was laid for modern developments. The very
term secular was originally part of the Christian vocabulary.36

All this is to say that liberalism can’t and shouldn’t claim
complete cultural neutrality. Liberalism is also a fighting
creed. The hospitable variant I espouse, as well as the most
rigid forms, has to draw the line. There will be variations
when it comes to applying the schedule of rights, but not
where incitement to assassination is concerned. But this
should not be seen as a contradiction. Substantive distinc-
tions of this kind are inescapable in politics, and at least the

36 The point is well argued in Larry Siedentop, “Liberalism: The Chris-
tian Connection,” Times Literary Supplement, 24–30 March 1989, p. 308. I
have also discussed these issues in “The Rushdie Controversy,” in Public
Culture 2, no. 1 (Fall 1989): 118–22.
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nonprocedural liberalism I was describing is fully ready to
accept this.

But the controversy is nevertheless disturbing. It is so for
the reason I mentioned above: that all societies are becoming
increasingly multicultural, while at the same time becoming
more porous. Indeed, these two developments go together.
Their porousness means that they are more open to multi-
national migration; more of their members live the life of di-
aspora, whose center is elsewhere. In these circumstances,
there is something awkward about replying simply, “This is
how we do things here.” This reply must be made in cases
like the Rushdie controversy, where “how we do things”
covers issues such as the right to life and to freedom of
speech. The awkwardness arises from the fact that there are
substantial numbers of people who are citizens and also be-
long to the culture that calls into question our philosophical
boundaries. The challenge is to deal with their sense of
marginalization without compromising our basic political
principles.

This brings us to the issue of multiculturalism as it is often
debated today, which has a lot to do with the imposition of
some cultures on others, and with the assumed superiority
that powers this imposition. Western liberal societies are
thought to be supremely guilty in this regard, partly because
of their colonial past, and partly because of their marginal-
ization of segments of their populations that stem from other
cultures. It is in this context that the reply “this is how we do
things here” can seem crude and insensitive. Even if, in the
nature of things, compromise is close to impossible here—
one either forbids murder or allows it—the attitude pre-
sumed by the reply is seen as one of contempt. Often, in
fact, this presumption is correct. Thus we arrive again at the
issue of recognition.

Recognition of equal value was not what was at stake—at
least in a strong sense—in the preceding section. There it
was a question of whether cultural survival will be acknowl-
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edged as a legitimate goal, whether collective ends will be
allowed as legitimate considerations in judicial review, or for
other purposes of major social policy. The demand there was
that we let cultures defend themselves, within reasonable
bounds. But the further demand we are looking at here is
that we all recognize the equal value of different cultures; that
we not only let them survive, but acknowledge their worth.

What sense can be made of this demand? In a way, it has
been operative in an unformulated state for some time. The
politics of nationalism has been powered for well over a cen-
tury in part by the sense that people have had of being de-
spised or respected by others around them. Multinational
societies can break up, in large part because of a lack of
(perceived) recognition of the equal worth of one group by
another. This is at present, I believe, the case in Canada—
though my diagnosis will certainly be challenged by some.
On the international scene, the tremendous sensitivity of
certain supposedly closed societies to world opinion—as
shown in their reactions to findings of, say, Amnesty Inter-
national, or in their attempts through UNESCO to build a new
world information order—attests to the importance of exter-
nal recognition.

But all this is still an sich, not für sich, to use Hegelian jar-
gon. The actors themselves are often the first to deny that
they are moved by such considerations, and plead other fac-
tors, like inequality, exploitation, and injustice, as their mo-
tives. Very few Quebec independentists, for instance, can
accept that what is mainly winning them their fight is a lack
of recognition on the part of English Canada.

What is new, therefore, is that the demand for recognition
is now explicit. And it has been made explicit, in the way I
indicated above, by the spread of the idea that we are formed
by recognition. We could say that, thanks to this idea, mis-
recognition has now graduated to the rank of a harm that can
be hardheadedly enumerated along with the ones men-
tioned in the previous paragraph.
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One of the key authors in this transition is undoubtedly
the late Frantz Fanon, whose influential Les Damnés de la
Terre (The Wretched of the Earth)37 argued that the major
weapon of the colonizers was the imposition of their image
of the colonized on the subjugated people. These latter, in
order to be free, must first of all purge themselves of these
depreciating self-images. Fanon recommended violence as
the way to this freedom, matching the original violence of
the alien imposition. Not all those who have drawn from
Fanon have followed him in this, but the notion that there is
a struggle for a changed self-image, which takes place both
within the subjugated and against the dominator, has been
very widely applied. The idea has become crucial to certain
strands of feminism, and is also a very important element in
the contemporary debate about multiculturalism.

The main locus of this debate is the world of education in
a broad sense. One important focus is university humanities
departments, where demands are made to alter, enlarge, or
scrap the “canon” of accredited authors on the grounds that
the one presently favored consists almost entirely of “dead
white males.” A greater place ought to be made for women,
and for people of non-European races and cultures. A sec-
ond focus is the secondary schools, where an attempt is
being made, for instance, to develop Afrocentric curricula for
pupils in mainly black schools.

The reason for these proposed changes is not, or not
mainly, that all students may be missing something impor-
tant through the exclusion of a certain gender or certain races
or cultures, but rather that women and students from the ex-
cluded groups are given, either directly or by omission, a de-
meaning picture of themselves, as though all creativity and
worth inhered in males of European provenance. Enlarging
and changing the curriculum is therefore essential not so
much in the name of a broader culture for everyone as in

37 (Paris: Maspero, 1961).
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order to give due recognition to the hitherto excluded. The
background premise of these demands is that recognition
forges identity, particularly in its Fanonist application: domi-
nant groups tend to entrench their hegemony by inculcating
an image of inferiority in the subjugated. The struggle for
freedom and equality must therefore pass through a revision
of these images. Multicultural curricula are meant to help in
this process of revision.

Although it is not often stated clearly, the logic behind
some of these demands seems to depend upon a premise
that we owe equal respect to all cultures. This emerges from
the nature of the reproach made to the designers of tradi-
tional curricula. The claim is that the judgments of worth on
which these latter were supposedly based were in fact cor-
rupt, were marred by narrowness or insensitivity or, even
worse, a desire to downgrade the excluded. The implication
seems to be that absent these distorting factors, true judg-
ments of value of different works would place all cultures
more or less on the same footing. Of course, the attack could
come from a more radical, neo-Nietzschean standpoint,
which questions the very status of judgments of worth as
such, but short of this extreme step (whose coherence I
doubt), the presumption seems to be of equal worth.

I would like to maintain that there is something valid in
this presumption, but that the presumption is by no means
unproblematic, and involves something like an act of faith.
As a presumption, the claim is that all human cultures that
have animated whole societies over some considerable
stretch of time have something important to say to all human
beings. I have worded it in this way to exclude partial cul-
tural milieux within a society, as well as short phases of a
major culture. There is no reason to believe that, for in-
stance, the different art forms of a given culture should all be
of equal, or even of considerable, value; and every culture
can go through phases of decadence.

But when I call this claim a “presumption,” I mean that it
is a starting hypothesis with which we ought to approach the

66



T H E P O L I T I C S O F R E C O G N I T I O N

study of any other culture. The validity of the claim has to be
demonstrated concretely in the actual study of the culture.
Indeed, for a culture sufficiently different from our own, we
may have only the foggiest idea ex ante of in what its valu-
able contribution might consist. Because, for a sufficiently
different culture, the very understanding of what it is to be
of worth will be strange and unfamiliar to us. To approach,
say, a raga with the presumptions of value implicit in the
well-tempered clavier would be forever to miss the point.
What has to happen is what Gadamer has called a “fusion of
horizons.”38 We learn to move in a broader horizon, within
which what we have formerly taken for granted as the back-
ground to valuation can be situated as one possibility along-
side the different background of the formerly unfamiliar
culture. The “fusion of horizons” operates through our de-
veloping new vocabularies of comparison, by means of
which we can articulate these contrasts.39 So that if and
when we ultimately find substantive support for our initial
presumption, it is on the basis of an understanding of what
constitutes worth that we couldn’t possibly have had at the
beginning. We have reached the judgment partly through
transforming our standards.

We might want to argue that we owe all cultures a pre-
sumption of this kind. I will explain later on what I think this
claim might be based. From this point of view, withholding
the presumption might be seen as the fruit merely of preju-
dice or of ill-will. It might even be tantamount to a denial of
equal status. Something like this might lie behind the accusa-
tion leveled by supporters of multiculturalism against de-
fenders of the traditional canon. Supposing that their reluc-
tance to enlarge the canon comes from a mixture of prejudice

38 Wahrheit und Methode (Tübingen: Mohr, 1975), pp. 289–90.
39 I have discussed what is involved here at greater length in “Compari-

son, History, Truth,” in Myth and Philosophy, ed. Frank Reynolds and
David Tracy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990); and in
“Understanding and Ethnocentricity,” in Philosophy and the Human Sciences
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
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and ill-will, the multiculturalists charge them with the arro-
gance of assuming their own superiority over formerly sub-
ject peoples.

This presumption would help explain why the demands of
multiculturalism build on the already established principles
of the politics of equal respect. If withholding the presump-
tion is tantamount to a denial of equality, and if important
consequences flow for people’s identity from the absence of
recognition, then a case can be made for insisting on the
universalization of the presumption as a logical extension of
the politics of dignity. Just as all must have equal civil rights,
and equal voting rights, regardless of race or culture, so all
should enjoy the presumption that their traditional culture
has value. This extension, however logically it may seem to
flow from the accepted norms of equal dignity, fits uneasily
within them, as described in Section II, because it challenges
the “difference-blindness” that was central to them. Yet it
does indeed seem to flow from them, albeit uneasily.

I am not sure about the validity of demanding this pre-
sumption as a right. But we can leave this issue aside, be-
cause the demand made seems to be much stronger. The
claim seems to be that a proper respect for equality requires
more than a presumption that further study will make us see
things this way, but actual judgments of equal worth applied
to the customs and creations of these different cultures. Such
judgments seem to be implicit in the demand that certain
works be included in the canon, and in the implication that
these works have not been included earlier only because of
prejudice or ill-will or the desire to dominate. (Of course, the
demand for inclusion is logically separable from a claim of
equal worth. The demand could be: Include these because
they’re ours, even though they may well be inferior. But this
is not how the people making the demand talk.)

But there is something very wrong with the demand in
this form. It makes sense to demand as a matter of right that
we approach the study of certain cultures with a presump-

68



T H E P O L I T I C S O F R E C O G N I T I O N

tion of their value, as described above. But it can’t make
sense to demand as a matter of right that we come up with
a final concluding judgment that their value is great, or equal
to others’. That is, if the judgment of value is to register
something independent of our own wills and desires, it can-
not be dictated by a principle of ethics. On examination, ei-
ther we will find something of great value in culture C, or we
will not. But it makes no more sense to demand that we do
so than it does to demand that we find the earth round or
flat, the temperature of the air hot or cold.

I have stated this rather flatly, when as everyone knows
there is a vigorous controversy over the “objectivity” of judg-
ments in this field, and whether there is a “truth of the mat-
ter” here, as there seems to be in natural science, or indeed,
whether even in natural science “objectivity” is a mirage. I
do not have space to address this here. I have discussed it
somewhat elsewhere.40 I don’t have much sympathy for
these forms of subjectivism, which I think are shot through
with confusion. But there seems to be some special confu-
sion in invoking them in this context. The moral and political
thrust of the complaint concerns unjustified judgments of in-
ferior status allegedly made of nonhegemonic cultures. But if
those judgments are ultimately a question of the human will,
then the issue of justification falls away. One doesn’t, prop-
erly speaking, make judgments that can be right or wrong;
one expresses liking or dislike, one endorses or rejects an-
other culture. But then the complaint must shift to address
the refusal to endorse, and the validity or invalidity of judg-
ments here has nothing to do with it.

Then, however, the act of declaring another culture’s crea-
tions to be of worth and the act of declaring oneself on their
side, even if their creations aren’t all that impressive, become
indistinguishable. The difference is only in the packaging.
Yet the first is normally understood as a genuine expression

40 See part 1 of Sources of the Self.
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of respect, the second often as unsufferable patronizing. The
supposed beneficiaries of the politics of recognition, the peo-
ple who might actually benefit from acknowledgment, make
a crucial distinction between the two acts. They know that
they want respect, not condescension. Any theory that
wipes out the distinction seems at least prima facie to be dis-
torting crucial facets of the reality it purports to deal with.

In fact, subjectivist, half-baked neo-Nietzschean theories
are quite often invoked in this debate. Deriving frequently
from Foucault or Derrida, they claim that all judgments of
worth are based on standards that are ultimately imposed by
and further entrench structures of power. It should be clear
why these theories proliferate here. A favorable judgment
on demand is nonsense, unless some such theories are valid.
Moreover, the giving of such a judgment on demand is an
act of breathtaking condescension. No one can really mean it
as a genuine act of respect. It is more in the nature of a pre-
tend act of respect given on the insistence of its supposed
beneficiary. Objectively, such an act involves contempt for
the latter’s intelligence. To be an object of such an act of re-
spect demeans. The proponents of neo-Nietzschean theories
hope to escape this whole nexus of hypocrisy by turning
the entire issue into one of power and counterpower. Then
the question is no more one of respect, but of taking sides, of
solidarity. But this is hardly a satisfactory solution, because
in taking sides they miss the driving force of this kind of
politics, which is precisely the search for recognition and
respect.

Moreover, even if one could demand it of them, the last
thing one wants at this stage from Eurocentered intellectuals
is positive judgments of the worth of cultures that they have
not intensively studied. For real judgments of worth sup-
pose a fused horizon of standards, as we have seen; they
suppose that we have been transformed by the study of the
other, so that we are not simply judging by our original fa-
miliar standards. A favorable judgment made prematurely
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would be not only condescending but ethnocentric. It would
praise the other for being like us.

Here is another severe problem with much of the politics
of multiculturalism. The peremptory demand for favorable
judgments of worth is paradoxically—perhaps one should
say tragically—homogenizing. For it implies that we already
have the standards to make such judgments. The standards
we have, however, are those of North Atlantic civilization.
And so the judgments implicitly and unconsciously will
cram the others into our categories. For instance, we will
think of their “artists” as creating “works,” which we then
can include in our canon. By implicitly invoking our stan-
dards to judge all civilizations and cultures, the politics of
difference can end up making everyone the same.41

In this form, the demand for equal recognition is unaccept-
able. But the story doesn’t simply end there. The enemies of
multiculturalism in the American academy have perceived
this weakness, and have used this as an excuse to turn their
backs on the problem. But this won’t do. A response like that
attributed to Bellow which I quoted above, to the effect that
we will be glad to read the Zulu Tolstoy when he comes
along, shows the depths of ethnocentricity. First, there is the
implicit assumption that excellence has to take forms familiar
to us: the Zulus should produce a Tolstoy. Second, we are
assuming that their contribution is yet to be made (when the
Zulus produce a Tolstoy . . . ). These two assumptions obvi-

41 The same homogenizing assumptions underlie the negative reaction
that many people have to claims to superiority in some definite respect on
behalf of Western civilization, say in regard to natural science. But it is
absurd to cavil at such claims in principle. If all cultures have made a con-
tribution of worth, it cannot be that these are identical, or even embody
the same kind of worth. To expect this would be to vastly underestimate
the differences. In the end, the presumption of worth imagines a universe
in which different cultures complement each other with quite different
kinds of contribution. This picture not only is compatible with, but de-
mands judgments of, superiority-in-a-certain-respect.
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ously go hand in hand. If they have to produce our kind of
excellence, then obviously their only hope lies in the future.
Roger Kimball puts it more crudely: “The multiculturalists
notwithstanding, the choice facing us today is not between a
‘repressive’ Western culture and a multicultural paradise,
but between culture and barbarism. Civilization is not a gift,
it is an achievement—a fragile achievement that needs con-
stantly to be shored up and defended from besiegers inside
and out.”42

There must be something midway between the inauthen-
tic and homogenizing demand for recognition of equal
worth, on the one hand, and the self-immurement within
ethnocentric standards, on the other. There are other cul-
tures, and we have to live together more and more, both on
a world scale and commingled in each individual society.

What there is is the presumption of equal worth I de-
scribed above: a stance we take in embarking on the study of
the other. Perhaps we don’t need to ask whether it’s some-
thing that others can demand from us as a right. We might
simply ask whether this is the way we ought to approach
others.

Well, is it? How can this presumption be grounded? One
ground that has been proposed is a religious one. Herder,
for instance, had a view of divine providence, according to
which all this variety of culture was not a mere accident but
was meant to bring about a greater harmony. I can’t rule out
such a view. But merely on the human level, one could argue
that it is reasonable to suppose that cultures that have pro-
vided the horizon of meaning for large numbers of human
beings, of diverse characters and temperaments, over a long
period of time—that have, in other words, articulated their
sense of the good, the holy, the admirable—are almost cer-
tain to have something that deserves our admiration and re-
spect, even if it is accompanied by much that we have to

42 “Tenured Radicals,” New Criterion, January 1991, p. 13.
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abhor and reject. Perhaps one could put it another way: it
would take a supreme arrogance to discount this possibility
a priori.

There is perhaps after all a moral issue here. We only need
a sense of our own limited part in the whole human story to
accept the presumption. It is only arrogance, or some analo-
gous moral failing, that can deprive us of this. But what the
presumption requires of us is not peremptory and inauthen-
tic judgments of equal value, but a willingness to be open to
comparative cultural study of the kind that must displace our
horizons in the resulting fusions. What it requires above all
is an admission that we are very far away from that ultimate
horizon from which the relative worth of different cultures
might be evident. This would mean breaking with an illusion
that still holds many “multiculturalists”—as well as their
most bitter opponents—in its grip.43

43 There is a very interesting critique of both extreme camps, from which
I have borrowed in this discussion, in Benjamin Lee, “Towards a Critical
Internationalism” (forthcoming).
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