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The Politics of Recognition
CHARLES TAYLOR

A

I

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 nationalist 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 fundamental defining characteristics as a human being. The thesis is
that our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, 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 confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves.
Nonrecognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a
form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.
Thus some feminists have argued that women in patriarchal 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 objective 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 demeaning image of them, which some of them have been unable 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 themselves 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 Europeans 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 crushing 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, saddling 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 uncomprehendingly 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 inevitable. 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 notion of dignity, now used in a universalist and egalitarian
sense, where we talk of the inherent “dignity of human beings,” 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 instance, 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 recently, for similar reasons, “Mrs.” and “Miss” have been collapsed 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 distinctions. . . .” Montesquieu, De l’esprit des lois, Bk. 3, chap. 7.
2
The significance of this move from “honor” to “dignity” is interestingly discussed by Peter Berger in his “On the Obsolescence of the Concept 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 particular way of being. Following Lionel Trilling’s usage in his
brilliant study, I will speak of this as the ideal of “authenticity.”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 matter of dry calculation, but was anchored in our feelings.4 Morality 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 calling 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).
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.
4
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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 inwardness, 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 ourselves. 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 development that occurs after Rousseau, which I associate with
the name of Herder—once again, as its major early articulator, 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 burrowed 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 (Berlin: 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 “apelike 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 originality, which is something only I can articulate and discover. In
articulating it, I am also defining myself. I am realizing a potentiality 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 applied 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 individuals, a Volk should be true to itself, that is, its own culture. 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 background 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 define 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: Oxford 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 inward generation, monologically understood. In order to understand the close connection between identity and recognition, 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 modern philosophy.
This crucial feature of human life is its fundamentally dialogical character. We become full human agents, capable of
understanding ourselves, and hence of defining our identity, through our acquisition of rich human languages of expression. 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, including the “languages” of art, of gesture, of love, and the
like. But we learn these modes of expression through exchanges with others. People do not acquire the languages
needed for self-definition on their own. Rather, we are introduced 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 monological, 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 dialogue and then go on to use them for our own purposes. We
are of course expected to develop our own opinions, outlook, 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 parents, 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 indefinitely. 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 ourselves 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 become accessible to us only through such common enjoyment. 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 Dostoyevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 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 understanding 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 artist, 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 dialogue, 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 crucially 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 recognition 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 interlocutors.
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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 recognition, 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 modern 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 contrast, 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 regarder 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-Flammarion, 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 division 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 acknowledged 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 recognition. 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 modern culture on the fulfillments of ordinary needs. They are
also crucial because they are the crucibles of inwardly generated 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 central 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 modern 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 discussions of multiculturalism are undergirded by the premise
that the withholding of recognition can be a form of oppression. We may debate whether this factor has been exagger13
See Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 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 politics of equal recognition, which now operates with something 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 understand 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 between 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 dignity 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 “second-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 psychoanalytically oriented feminism, which roots social inequalities in the early
upbringing of men and women. See, for instance, Nancy Chodorow, Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989);
and Jessica Benjamin, Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the Problem of Domination (New York: Pantheon, 1988).
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