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Autonomy, Vulnerability, Recognition, and Justice

Joel Anderson and Axel Honneth

One of liberalism’s core commitments is to safeguarding individuals’ au-
tonomy. And a central aspect of liberal social justice is the commitment
to protecting the vulnerable. Taken together, and combined with an un-
derstanding of autonomy as an acquired set of capacities to lead one’s
own life, these commitments suggest that liberal societies should be es-
pecially concerned to address vulnerabilities of individuals regarding the
development and maintenance of their autonomy. In this chapter, we
develop an account of what it would mean for a society to take seriously
the obligation to reduce individuals’ autonomy-related vulnerabilities to
an acceptable minimum. In particular, we argue that standard liberal ac-
counts underestimate the scope of this obligation because they fail to
appreciate various threats to autonomy.

The reason these vulnerabilities have been underestimated, we believe,
is because autonomy has generally been understood in an essentially indi-
vidualistic fashion. The alternative account of autonomy we sketch here
highlights the ways in which individuals’ autonomy can be diminished or
impaired through damage to the social relations that support autonomy.
By articulating a conception of autonomy in terms of, more specifically,
a theory of mutual recognition, we aim to pinpoint the individualistic
bias in liberal accounts and the concomitant underestimation of our de-
pendence on relationships of respect, care, and esteem. We conclude
by anticipating some broader implications of this for how proceduralist
accounts of social justice ought to be revised.
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I From Classic Individualism to Welfare-Rights Protections

Before challenging the individualism of traditional forms of liberalism
(and their underlying accounts of autonomy), it is important to under-
stand this commitment from a historical standpoint. Beginning in the
early modern period, a conception of freedom and autonomy gained
prevalence in Europe, both in philosophy and everyday life, that has de-
cisively shaped our current understanding of social justice. As individuals
increasingly pursued their own independent paths through life, there
was an increasing tendency to draw the normative implication that per-
sonal freedom and autonomy were a matter of allowing individuals to
develop their personally selected pursuits undisturbed. The guiding in-
tuition emerged that the less others constrain one’s actions, the greater
one’s ability to act in accordance with one’s own preferences. From the
outset, of course, liberal theorists recognized that this freedom was lim-
ited. Kant, for one, insisted that liberty and autonomy were to be re-
strained by the moral requirement that one’s chosen pursuits be com-
patible with everyone else’s autonomy.1 But these caveats do nothing to
alter the core idea that the autonomy of individuals increases with the
reduction of restrictions.

This individualistic conception of autonomy not only has historical
pedigree; it also has come to seem just obvious to many. Again, this devel-
opment is understandable. It reflects the important historical process by
which, within the social context of modernity, individuals have increas-
ingly shed traditional social ties and role-ascriptions to engage in their
own “pursuit of happiness.” But this modern conception of autonomy
actually sneaks in an additional component – namely, the idea that in-
dividuals realize their autonomy by gaining independence from their
consociates. This is not to say that this conception equates autonomy with
isolation. But within culture at large, the images that accompany the
emergence of this conception of autonomy suggest that any constraints
reduce an individual’s autonomy. As part of this development, however,
an individualistic conception of personal autonomy has crept into mod-
ern theories of social justice. The point of creating a just society comes
to be seen as allowing people to be as little dependent on others as possi-
ble. The conceptual consequences of this individualist strain have been
massive. They include not only the idea, for example, that autonomy
increases with wealth but also the idea that unchosen membership in a
community represents a threat to personal autonomy.

This characterization of liberalism as individualistic is familiar from
communitarian political philosophy and some feminist theories of
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autonomy, and in many cases it has been acknowledged by liberal the-
orists themselves. Even conceptions of justice that focus on reducing
interference do not actually assume that everyone really is a rugged in-
dividualist. But individualistic accounts certainly are best suited to those
who have no need for the benefits of social cooperation or other forms
of support. The drive to maximize negative liberty thus seems to rely on
a misleading idealization of individuals as self-sufficient and self-reliant.
This focus on eliminating interference thus misconstrues the demands of
social justice by failing to adequately conceptualize the neediness, vulner-
ability, and interdependence of individuals. If, by contrast, we recognize
that individuals – including autonomous individuals – are much more vul-
nerable and needy than the liberal model has traditionally represented
them as being, a very different picture of the demands of social justice
emerges.

The first step in this direction comes from theorists who highlight
the extent to which personal autonomy requires the resources and cir-
cumstances necessary for actually being able to lead the life one deter-
mines to be worthwhile.2 This typically shifts the notion of liberal rights
to a more positive account, one that includes especially socio-economic
rights. This “materialization” of the way in which liberal rights schemes
support autonomy (and justice) takes us a long way from hard-edged
rugged individualism. It adds significant content to the concept of au-
tonomy by underscoring some of the social conditions for the possibility
of autonomy, including the need for education, adequate food and shel-
ter, real opportunities for participating in one’s (minority) culture, and so
on. Consider, for example, the autonomy of people with mobility-limiting
disabilities. Unless physical accommodations are made for such persons –
wheelchair ramps, accessible vehicles, and so on – their ability to exercise
their basic capabilities will be restricted in a way that constitutes a loss
of autonomy. In general, the argument here is that the commitment to
fostering autonomy – especially of the vulnerable – leads to a commit-
ment, as a matter of social justice, to guaranteeing what one might call
the material and institutional circumstances of autonomy. We view this as an
important step in the right direction, but it is not our focus here.

Instead, we propose to take up and further develop another expan-
sion of the claims of social justice in line with a conception of autonomy
that goes by various names – relational, social, intersubjective, situated,
or recognitional – but can be summarized in the claim that “Autonomy is
a capacity that exists only in the context of social relations that support it
and only in conjunction with the internal sense of being autonomous.”3

Although such theories are developed in response to a variety of concerns,
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for our purposes here they serve to highlight vulnerabilities that are over-
looked by even the conceptions of social justice and autonomy that ac-
commodate the material and institutional circumstances of autonomy.
In the next four sections, we outline our preferred version of such an
account, a “recognitional” theory of autonomy.4 In Sections VI and VII,
we turn to the implications that this has for political theory and social
justice.

II A Recognitional Account of Autonomy

The key initial insight of social or relational accounts of autonomy is that
full autonomy – the real and effective capacity to develop and pursue
one’s own conception of a worthwhile life – is only achievable under
socially supportive conditions. It is an impressive accomplishment that,
on the path from helpless infancy to mature autonomy, we come to be
able to trust our own feelings and intuitions, to stand up for what we be-
lieve in, and to consider our projects and accomplishments worthwhile.
We cannot travel this path alone, and we are vulnerable at each step of
the way to autonomy-undermining injustices – not only to interference
or material deprivation, but also to the disruptions in the social nexus
that are necessary for autonomy. In developing a more “social” approach,
most theorists tend to focus on one of two points. Some theorists criticize
approaches to liberalism or autonomy as “individualistic” for failing to
adequately accommodate the centrality of relationships in the lives of
autonomous agents, specifically for failing to recognize that meaningful
lives can (and generally do) include forms of attachment that are authen-
tic even though they cannot be easily be shed, such as parents’ bonds to
their children.5 Alternatively, defenders of “social” approaches criticize
individualistic accounts of autonomy for failing to appreciate the impor-
tance of dialogue within an adequate account of the critical reflection
central to autonomy.6

These are important points to make. But they are not enough to sup-
port the core contention from which the shift to a more social account
gets its normative point – namely, that one’s autonomy is vulnerable to
disruptions in one’s relationship to others. If this idea is to be accommodated,
there are thus reasons to look for a different approach.7 One particularly
promising approach, in our view, situates agents’ social vulnerability in
the ways in which being able to lead one’s own life is dependent on one’s
being supported by relations of recognition.8 In a nutshell, the central
idea is that the agentic competencies that comprise autonomy require
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that one be able to sustain certain attitudes toward oneself (in particular,
self-trust, self-respect, and self-esteem) and that these affectively laden
self-conceptions – or, to use the Hegelian language, “practical relations-
to-self” – are dependent, in turn, on the sustaining attitudes of others. In
a tradition going back to Hegel and George Herbert Mead,9 these three
modes of “relating practically to oneself” can be viewed as being acquired
and maintained only through being recognized by those whom one also
recognizes. Self-trust, self-respect, and self-esteem are thus neither purely
beliefs about oneself nor emotional states, but are emergent properties of
a dynamic process in which individuals come to experience themselves
as having a certain status, be it as an object of concern, a responsible
agent, a valued contributor to shared projects, or what have you. One’s
relationship to oneself, then, is not a matter of a solitary ego reflecting
on itself, but is the result of an ongoing intersubjective process, in which
one’s attitude toward oneself emerges in one’s encounter with an other’s
attitude toward oneself.

The importance of mutual recognition is often clearest in the breach.
Consider, for example, practices and institutions that express attitudes of
denigration and humiliation. They threaten individuals’ own self-esteem
by making it much harder (and, in limit cases, even impossible) to think of
oneself as worthwhile. The resulting feelings of shame and worthlessness
threaten one’s sense that there is a point to one’s undertakings. And
without that sense of one’s aspirations being worth pursuing, one’s agency
is hampered. This claim is neither exclusively conceptual nor exclusively
empirical. It is, of course, psychologically possible to sustain a sense of self-
worth in the face of denigrating and humiliating attitudes, but it is harder
to do so, and there are significant costs associated with having to shield
oneself from these negative attitudes and having to find subcultures for
support. And so even if one’s effort to maintain self-esteem in the face of
denigrating treatment is successful, the question of justice is whether the
burden is fair.10

If this initial characterization of the autonomy-impairing effects of
denigration is plausible, it becomes clear how important an individual’s
social environment is, since the conditions for autonomously leading
one’s own life turn out to be dependent on the establishment of relation-
ships of mutual recognition. Prominent among these relationships are
(1) legally institutionalized relations of universal respect for the auton-
omy and dignity of persons (central to self-respect); (2) close relations
of love and friendship (central to self-trust); and (3) networks of solidar-
ity and shared values within which the particular worth of members of a
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community can be acknowledged (central to self-esteem).11 To illustrate
and render plausible the outlines of what we are calling the “recognitional
approach,” it will be useful to examine each of these three relations-to-
self, their significance for autonomy, and the social contexts that support
them. In addition, however, in order to show that accommodating this
shift requires a move away from standard liberal approaches, we need
to show that the rights-based individualism of such approaches is inade-
quate for accommodating the autonomy-related vulnerabilities that the
recognitional approach brings to light.

III Self-Respect

We begin with self-respect and with the familiar liberal idea that auton-
omy and self-respect go hand in hand. Rawls, for example, considers self-
respect to be a basic condition for the pursuit of a good life. Sen argues
for the inclusion of the capability to “stand up in public without shame”
as a part of the basic capability set to which individuals have a funda-
mental claim. And Joel Feinberg suggests that “. . . what is called ‘human
dignity’ may simply be the recognizable capacity to assert claims.”12 If
one takes respect (including self-respect) to have, as its object, an agent’s
authority to raise and defend claims as a person with equal standing, then
self-respect can be seen as the affectively laden self-conception that un-
derwrites a view of oneself as the legitimate source of reasons for acting.
If one cannot think of oneself as a competent deliberator and legitimate
co-author of decisions, it is hard to see how one can take oneself seriously
in one’s own practical reasoning about what to do. Those with diminished
self-respect – with less of a sense of their personal authority – thus are
less in a position to see themselves as fully the authors of their own lives.
Without self-respect, then, autonomy is impaired.

If we can identify factors that diminish self-respect, we will then have
identified ways in which individuals’ autonomy is vulnerable and in need
of protection. Without getting into an exhaustive list of what diminishes
self-respect, we can say that any such list would have to include subordina-
tion, marginalization, and exclusion. For these are ways in which individ-
uals are denied the social standing of legitimate co-legislators. They are
told, in effect, that they are not competent to shape decisions, and unless
they have exceptionally strong inner resources for resisting this message,
it will be hard for them to think of themselves as free and equal persons.
In this sense, individuals’ autonomy is vulnerable to being diminished by
subordination, marginalization, and exclusion.13
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It is this particular vulnerability that has made it a central task of social
justice to guarantee individual rights.14 In guaranteeing rights, a just legal
framework protects individuals from these forms of disrespect. Indeed,
within contemporary liberal culture, being a bearer of rights has almost
come to be synonymous with having the self-respect of a full person. This
close linkage is excellent example of the central claim of the recognitional
approach we are advocating: it is in virtue of patterns of recognition –
in this case, legally institutionalized patterns – that the relevant practical
relation-to-self is secured.

Clearly, liberalism’s commitment to protecting individuals from
threats to their autonomy entails a commitment to securing individual
rights. But the recognitional approach gives a slightly different twist to
this conclusion than do standard liberal approaches. For on the recogni-
tional approach, guaranteeing rights does not ensure autonomy directly
(in the negative sense of blocking interference) but rather supports au-
tonomy via the support for self-respect.15 As we shall argue later, this
shift necessitates a rethinking of standard liberal approaches, even those
as sophisticated as Rawls’s.16

Before taking up that issue, we will first outline the other two practical
relations-to-self that, according to the theory of recognition we are de-
fending here, are vital for sustaining autonomy: self-trust and self-esteem.
Both cases exhibit the same argumentative structure discussed in con-
nection with self-respect: a practical relation-to-self is crucially important
for a component of full autonomy; the development and maintenance
of that practical relation-to-self is dependent, in turn, on patterns of
recognition; and thus the autonomy of individuals is vulnerable to threats
to those patterns. A society’s commitment to protecting individuals’ au-
tonomy thus entails a commitment to protecting the related recognitional
infrastructure: the more-or-less institutionalized relations of recogni-
tion that support not only self-respect, but also self-trust and self-esteem.

IV Self-Trust

In speaking of “self-trust” (or “basic self-confidence”), we have in mind
the characteristic of an agent who has an open and trusting relationship
to his or her own feelings, desires, impulses, emotions, and so on. Thus,
whereas self-respect has to do with one’s capacities for processing vari-
ous considerations in deliberating about what to do, self-trust has to do
with the affectively mediated perceptual capacities by which what is sub-
jectively felt becomes material for deliberation in the first place. Again,
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think of what happens in the breach. There is strong clinical evidence
that various forms of trauma – for example, that resulting from rape
or torture – cause individuals to view their own feelings with suspicion,
and to distrust their own desires.17 The relevance of this for autonomy is
clear: those who have lost this basic trust have lost the basis for leading
their life in accordance with their most basic convictions, since they can
no longer trust their desires to be authentically their own.18

However far most of us may be from the debilitating effects of such
traumatic mistreatment, we all fall along a continuum regarding the par-
ticular capacity involved and the degree to which it is fostered by our social
context. Self-trust is a vital component of anyone’s autonomy because of
the complexity of our access to our feelings, yearning, fears, regrets, and
so on. In part, the importance of self-trust stems from the difficulty of the
interpretive work that must be done to understand oneself – and from
the elusiveness of first-person authority reports.19 But even these diffi-
culties are radicalized by a further insights, associated with the “critique
of the subject” – namely, the discovery of the unconscious. One of the
enduring accomplishments of psychoanalytic theory lies in exposing the
illusion both of complete transparency about our motives and of perfect
harmony among our desires, even in the case of perfectly of autonomous
agents. This unavoidably inchoate, shadowy, and conflicted inner life
suggests the need for a more polyvocal conception of how autonomous in-
dividuals relate to their desires, impulses, fantasies, and other dimensions
of subjectivity.20

Of course, autonomy clearly requires that one be constituted in such
a way that openness to both these creative impulses does not mean that
they simply take over the self. But the point of emphasizing polyvocality is
to underscore that it is also crucial to avoid psychological rigidity. And to
appreciate how much self-trust contributes to autonomy, it is important
to see that it is not entailed by standard requirements of being rational
or responsive to reasons, which is the way in which psychological rigidity
is often handled in the philosophical literature.21 In addition to being
flexible enough to respond appropriately to life-changes, autonomous
agents are also open to those sources of identity and choice that underlie
practical reasons, in the primitive and inchoate urges, impulses, longings,
and despairings that can come to be transformed into reasons. Thus, in
this sense, the model of the autonomous agent that emerges from tak-
ing seriously the polyvocal character of the self is of a person who is not
only freed from compulsive behavior patterns but is also open to new,
as-yet undisclosed desires. This idea is reflected in the shift within the
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psychoanalytic conception of maturity, from a capacity for controlling
one’s inner urges (that is, “ego strength”) to the potential for inner dia-
logue, for openness to both a multiplicity of internal voices and a variety
of communicative relations to them.22

As with self-respect, however, self-trust is not a solo accomplishment.
Its acquisition and maintenance are dependent on interpersonal rela-
tionships in which one acquires and sustains the capacity to relate to
this dynamic inner life. And in the case of self-trust in particular, there
is strong evidence from object-relations theory and intersubjectivist ap-
proaches to social psychology that self-trust emerges especially within
intimate relationships.23 Especially given the ambivalent and conflicted
nature of much of our inner life, the genuine openness characteristic of
fully free and autonomous reflection and deliberation can be risky. The
courage to engage with one’s deepest feelings both openly and critically
is facilitated by the sure love of others and the self-trust it supports. And
insofar as being comfortable and confident doing this is essential to self-
understanding, critical reflection, and thus autonomy, it becomes clear
that there is an internal connection between the openness and freedom
of one’s inner life and the openness and freedom of one’s social context.

The crucial implication of this discussion is that individuals’ autonomy
is also vulnerable, in principle, to anything that diminishes self-trust, ei-
ther directly or indirectly. With regard to direct effects, we can note that
because “intimate violations” such as rape and torture are so harmful
to agents’ self-trust and hence their autonomy, a society committed to
protecting individuals has an additional reason to be committed to pre-
venting such violations. With regard to indirect effects, the key result, for
our purposes, is that a society’s commitment to protecting the conditions
for autonomy can also be seen to entail a commitment to protecting the
kinds of relationships within which self-trust is developed and fostered.
Thus, for example, work/family policies (such as parental leave) can be
seen as part of a commitment to protecting and promoting one important
component of the capacities constitutive of autonomy.24

V Self-Esteem: Semantic Vulnerability

Someone who was protected from the exclusions that undermine self-
respect and the threats that undermine self-trust could, however, still
have his or her autonomy jeopardized in another way (already men-
tioned in Section II): the conditions for developing a sense of self-worth
and self-esteem can be impaired as a result of patterns of humiliation
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and denigration and in a way that renders a person less able to be self-
determining with regard to his or her projects. This potential threat to
autonomy raises, in turn, further questions about social justice and the
guaranteeing of autonomy.

To make clear the importance of self-esteem for autonomy, we can
begin with an extension of the point from the previous section. For the
self-interpretive activity central to autonomous reflection presupposes
not only a certain degree of quasi-affective openness but also certain
semantic resources. Again, this stems from one of the genuine insights of
the twentieth-century critiques of modern – “Cartesian” – conceptions
of the subject: individuals cannot decide for themselves what their
(speech) acts mean. Rather, determining the worth and meaning of
one’s activities is fundamentally framed by the semantic and symbolic
field in which that reflection occurs – what gets termed variously
the “space of reasons” (McDowell), “horizon of significance” (Taylor),
“regime of truth/knowledge” (Foucault), or socio-cultural means of
need-interpretation (Fraser).25 Thus, for example, the very possibility
of being “openly lesbian” or “a stay-at-home dad” is framed by a whole
constellation of evaluatively loaded ways of talking.

It is the unavoidably evaluative character of this symbolic-semantic field
that has the crucial implications regarding autonomy. For if the seman-
tic resources available for thinking about one’s way of life are negatively
loaded – if, for example, “stay-at-home dad” is taken to be a euphemism
for “unemployed” – then it becomes hard to view it as worthwhile. Not
impossible, perhaps. But without an especially high level of personal re-
silience, subcultural support, and persistent effort – that is, without other
(often limited) sources of self-esteem – marginalized ways of life cease to
be genuine options for individuals.

In itself, this restriction of options might not be seen as a threat to
autonomy. But it has always been one of the strengths of the liberal tra-
dition to highlight the degree to which such restrictions pose a threat to
the individuality of persons. Think, for example, of J.S. Mill’s On Liberty.
But once we grant that those individual lifestyles provide the basis for a
sense of being worthwhile as a consequence of their getting a certain con-
firming “uptake” within the social world, then the richness of the identity
available to any individual can thus be restricted with limitations on the
richness of the available semantic field. To the extent to which one’s way
of life not only fails to get uptake but is an active target of denigration
and humiliation, the task of pursuing one’s way of life as meaningful is
even more fraught with difficulty.
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In connection with autonomy, we can add a point about the effects that
such denigration has on a person’s sense of agency and personal effec-
tiveness. This is a more formal consideration: to the extent to which one
lacks a sense that what one does is meaningful and significant, it becomes
hard to pursue it wholeheartedly. There is at least a tension between pur-
suing that way of life and thinking of oneself as doing something that
makes sense. And, as David Velleman argues, being able to make sense of
what it is we are doing is intimately tied up with actually doing it.26 Thus,
a socio-cultural environment that is hostile to considering what one does
meaningful is demoralizing. Because of the way they can undermine self-
esteem, systematic patterns of denigration thus pose a threat not merely
to the happiness or identify but to the agency of those affected.

In short, for the exercise of autonomy, individuals are not only de-
pendent on a semantic-symbolic environment that “meets them halfway”
for enabling a rich self-interpretation; they are also vulnerable to hos-
tile and denigrating semantic-symbolic environments that more directly
assault or limit their autonomous agency. Accordingly, a conception of
social justice that is seriously committed to protecting the autonomy of
individuals must include a protection against threats of denigration.27

Pulling the strands of the last three sections together, we have the out-
lines of a recognitional model according to which autonomy represents
an emergent property of individuals as the bearers of certain socially
situated capabilities. This theoretical shift makes it much more straight-
forward to articulate and theorize the link between mutuality and indi-
vidual enablement. Full autonomy – the real and effective capacity to
develop and pursue one’s own conception of a worthwhile life – is facili-
tated by relations-to-self (self-respect, self-trust, and self-esteem) that are
themselves bound up with webs of social recognition. But self-trust, self-
respect, and self-esteem remain more or less fragile achievements, and
their vulnerability to various forms of injury, violation, and denigration
makes it a central matter of justice that the social contexts within which
they emerge be protected.

VI Recognition and the Language of Rights

In returning to questions of social justice and political liberalism, we now
take up the question of the extent to which this recognitional approach to
autonomy raises challenges for liberalism. In particular, we shall consider
two attempts to accommodate the vulnerabilities we have been discussing,
attempts that we see as not entirely successful. First, we discuss, in a cursory
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fashion, the limitations of trying to articulate in the language of rights the
imperatives generated by these vulnerabilities. Then, in the next section,
we discuss, at somewhat greater length, the question of whether Rawls’s
theory of justice can accommodate these considerations adequately.

Initially, a rights-based approach might seem perfectly well suited to
articulating the idea that a commitment to social justice requires that
society protect individuals against autonomy-related vulnerabilities. As
we noted earlier, rights-based approaches have tended to focus on the
conditions for self-respect – such as rights to full participation – to the
exclusion of self-trust and self-esteem. But it might be argued that we have
not yet shown that the claims to conditions supportive of the acquisition
and maintenance of self-esteem and self-trust could not be accommo-
dated within the language of rights, at least as rights-claims vis-à-vis the
circumstances of justice. This is what has been attempted, for example,
in the politics of identity, where groups have sought to claim a right to
be recognized, as individuals, for their cultural needs. But the idea of
addressing these needs for recognition in the vernacular of rights has
turned out to be a quagmire. The central problem is that it misses its
target, for what one needs is to be loved or esteemed – and precisely not
because one has a legal claim to it. Moreover, attempts to conceptual-
ize human needs and vulnerability in the domains that support self-trust
and self-esteem in terms of rights that can be individually possessed are
strained beyond plausibility: it is particularly clear here that these are
fundamentally relational circumstances. Knowing oneself to be the ob-
ject of very personal concern or having the sense that one’s undertakings
are considered worthwhile – these are not matters that one person has
in independence from a relationship. They are emergent properties of re-
lationships of a certain sort.

Once this point is acknowledged, it becomes attractive to reconsider,
more radically, the individualistic understanding of rights as well. For
rights too have this general intersubjective structure. These rights – and
the power and freedom they accord to individuals – are actually the result
of members of a community recognizing each other as free and equal.
To view them as free-standing is to confuse an emergent property for
something independently existing. According to this non-individualistic
conception of the way in which rights support personal autonomy, first
developed by Hegel, gains in freedom and power come from having
others see one’s needs and aspirations as legitimate. These gains are wel-
come at the individual level, of course, and that is where they are subjec-
tively experienced: I can do things I couldn’t do before. But they remain,



P1: KaD
0521839513c06.xml CY500B/Christman 0 521 83951 3 August 24, 2004 4:50

Autonomy, Vulnerability, Recognition, and Justice 139

essentially, the product of social relationships with a decisive character-
istic: individuals mutually recognize, acknowledge, and accept each other
as consociates. It is in this sense that traditional rights language is prob-
lematically individualistic, in that it conceptualizes rights-guaranteeing
relations as a matter of specific powers that can be distributed among
individuals as if they were individual possessions.

Rights do, of course, have a central place in any plausible conception of
how a just society protects and enables individual autonomy. The question
is whether they can do it alone. Without denying their importance, we
think it is clear that the medium of rights is inadequate to address the
full vulnerability of humans. Legal relations are a clumsy medium for
securing many aspects of an individuals’ ability to develop and pursue
their own conception of a worthwhile life. An adequate approach must
start out from the broader range of social institutions and interpersonal
contexts within which one finds the recognitional relations crucial for
autonomy.

VII Rethinking Proceduralist Justice in Light
of the Recognitional Model

Up to now, we have not yet considered how various protections from
autonomy-related vulnerabilities ought to fit together or how to set pri-
orities among these various vulnerabilities. Answering these questions
involves developing a substantive normative theory. Here, however, our
concern is with the prior question as to the procedure for justifying any
such answers. This is the task of specifying the standpoint from which to
determine the content of social justice.

Within political theory today, there is widespread agreement on the
proceduralist assumption that normative justification is to be located in
the deliberative contexts in which the potential members of the rele-
vant society reach an understanding, under real or fictitious conditions
of impartiality, about the principles that are to regulate their future co-
operation. This underlying demand for impartiality is intended to both
guarantee the general acceptability of the results and provide a princi-
ple of inclusivity vis-à-vis all members of society. The principles on which
the participants in this deliberative social contract would agree serve to
regulate the relations between persons, represented as interested in the
most autonomous possible realization of their individual life-plans.

Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness represents the most influential ver-
sion of this proceduralism. The question we now wish to pose is whether a
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recognitional understanding of autonomy-relevant vulnerabilities neces-
sitates a rethinking of Rawls’s version of this proceduralism. We shall
argue that to some extent it does. This leaves open the question of
whether the best way to accommodate the recognitional insights into
these vulnerabilities is through modifying proceduralism or adopting a
non-proceduralist approach.28

Starting out from the idea that a fictional deliberative context is the
best way to operationalize insights into universally acceptable principles
of justice, the first task is to determine the normative presuppositions for
an impartial standpoint, one that includes all participants. The idea is to
ensure that none of the parties to the deliberations endorses a particu-
lar proposal only because he or she could benefit from it. This goal of
generating an impartial standpoint through purely procedural means is
what led Rawls to introduce the idea of a “veil of ignorance,” as a way
to ensure that those seeking to find agreement on principles govern-
ing their fair cooperation are not permitted to have any knowledge of
their talents or social position.29 That subtle move provides a way of en-
suring that the parties in this thought experiment must be thought of as
neutral legislators, since they cannot have any self-regarding interests. For
the rest, Rawls (like almost all contract theorists before him) attributes
to the parties merely instrumental capacities for practical reasoning, in
order to avoid having to take up complex and controversial claims about
the moral character of humans.

In the present context, we are not interested in discussing this part
of Rawls’s theory, although from the standpoint of Hegel and other in-
tersubjectivistic thinkers, this is a highly problematic move, insofar as it
makes it very difficult to explain why the parties should subsequently be
motivated to abide by the agreed-upon principles.30 Rather, we are inter-
ested in the extent to which the Rawlsian characterization of the veil of
ignorance ends up allowing the fact of human intersubjectivity to disap-
pear more than necessary from view. Don’t the parties need to have some
awareness – even within the procedural constraints that are to generate
impartiality – of their intersubjective vulnerability if they are to qualify as
human, as the sort of creatures for whom the institutions of justice are so
essential?31

What makes this more than an artificial question is the way in which
it reveals the impossibility of determining the justificatory procedures in
complete independence from assumptions about the defining character-
istics of human personhood. Rawls insists that the parties in the original
position should not have knowledge of what people in the society are
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like, except the most basic features of their instrumental rationality.32

Given what we have said thus far, this suggests that Rawls allows the veil
of ignorance to fall a bit too low. For if liberal justice is centrally about
protecting individuals in areas in which they are vulnerable – especially
as it pertains to threats to their autonomy – then it would seem to be
of vital importance that the parties in the original position have a clear
understanding of the recognitional needs that must be met if individuals’
autonomy is to be adequately protected and enabled. Unless the parties
share this understanding, it is hard to see how the principles they develop
could do justice to these vulnerabilities and needs.

There are several responses open to Rawls. He could insist that in the
original position, parties should indeed be ignorant of empirical con-
siderations regarding human vulnerabilities, but that these issues can be
addressed at the “legislative” level. This is the move that he makes, for
example, with issues of health care policy, where he argues that although
considerations regarding the prevalence of various illnesses are excluded
from deliberations within the original position, they can be taken up later,
in the legislative stage.33 Similarly, it might be that the specification of the
primary goods, within the original position, ought not to admit consid-
erations about the nature of our vulnerability to injury to our self-trust,
self-respect, and self-esteem, but that those considerations could be taken
up in the legislative stage, without their needing to be built into the fun-
damental principles of justice. The problem with this is not only that if
the recognitional approach is on the right track, the capacities at issue
are more extensive than the faculty or “moral power” that Rawls discusses
for having “a capacity for a conception of the good.”34 More straightfor-
wardly, the autonomy-related capacities that are vulnerable to injustice
are so widely and deeply implicated in central aspects of deliberation that
it would be foolhardy to trust this to a subsequent legislative stage.

But perhaps the more fundamental issue at stake here has to do with
the degree to which we should appeal to quasi-empirical aspects of hu-
man personhood in developing a conception of justice for liberal soci-
eties. Indeed, Rawls insists that the notion of a “person” that is essential
to his conception of justice as fairness is “normative and political, not
metaphysical or psychological.”35 Thus, the fact that we are vulnerable
is to be accommodated within justice as fairness by saying that the basic
structure needs to protect persons from threats to their “moral power”
to form a conception of a worthwhile life-plan, and thus needs to secure
the primary goods necessary for that. And this is quite extensive, for what
is at issue is a matter of the requisite powers of moral personality and the
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other capacities that enable persons to be normal and fully cooperating
members of society over a complete life.36 It is not implausible, for ex-
ample, that it could include the same conditions for the development of
autonomy that we have specified here – self-trust, self-respect, and self-
esteem. The details would still need to be worked out, of course, but Rawls
does have impressive resources for accommodating the sorts of points we
have been making. Indeed, Rawls’s discussion of self-respect already sug-
gests that the parties in the original position must be aware of some of
their needs for recognition. For it makes sense for parties to include the
basic intersubjective good of self-respect in their deliberations over the
basic structure of a just society only if they already understand that
the conception and pursuit of their life-plans depend fundamentally on
the esteem of others. Perhaps, then, the recognitional account of auton-
omy we have been developing identifies an area where important work
needs to be done, but more as an elaboration of the basic Rawlsian ap-
proach than as a significant departure from it.

If this were all we accomplished here, it would already be a substantive
contribution. We see, however, three grounds for thinking that Rawls’s
model still needs to be revised to accommodate the recognitionalist ac-
count of autonomy: (1) it needs to be more open to considerations based
on what we know about human persons; (2) it needs to address more
broadly the ways in which a society’s recognitional infrastructure can
leave the autonomy of individuals unacceptably vulnerable; and (3) it
needs to be acknowledged that the broad relevance of recognitional con-
ditions necessitates a shift away from exclusively distributive issues. In the
remainder of this chapter, we sketch out these three points and argue
that they do, indeed, suggest the need for significant revisions to basic
commitments of (Rawlsian) liberalism.

Consider, first, the issue of how relevant psychological considerations
ought to be in deliberations about principles of justice. There are, of
course, good reasons for not basing a conception of justice on a con-
ception of human nature. The deeper one gets into claims about what
it is to be “truly human,” the greater is the danger that the agenda for
establishing justice will be set by (sub)culturally biased claims about what
constitutes a proper form of life. But in his effort to accommodate the fact
of reasonable pluralism, Rawls’s sharp split between political and “meta-
physical” claims regarding the nature of human persons is neither neces-
sary nor, ultimately, defensible. It is not necessary because claims about
human qualities need not be parochial: some basic needs are more or less
universal, and as recent “capabilities approaches” have argued, an appeal
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to basic human needs and characteristics are not obviously incompatible
with a commitment to inclusive, universalistic forms of liberalism.37 We
see no reason why a theory of justice ought to count as disrespecting plu-
ralism simply as a result of incorporating empirical considerations about
human vulnerabilities, such as the effect that certain forms of neglect
have on the potential for forming rewarding personal relationships. The
burden of proof is rather on those who would say that there are neces-
sary illiberal effects resulting from allowing a given set of considerations
to carry weight in deliberations within the original position. Moreover,
the purportedly sharp split between “metaphysical” and “political” claims
about personhood tends to break down upon closer examination. After
all, everything we know about the conditions required for acquiring the
two moral powers comes from experience with human persons. This
knowledge is clearly relevant to issues of justice, but it is entirely un-
clear how this could be anything other than “psychological” knowledge
about the nature of humans.

But even if we were to follow Rawls in limiting ourselves to a “nor-
mative/political” conception of the person (and to refrain from making
claims about the nature of human persons), there is a second reason
to think that the recognitional approach we have outlined here would
require more a transformation than an extension of his approach: it
improperly limits the scope of what goes into the notion of the “moral
power” to conceive and pursue a way of life, or even what goes into the
conditions for acquiring the positive disposition toward oneself that Rawls
refers to as “self-respect (or self-esteem).”38 In part, this is a matter of not
giving much attention to the recognitional conditions for acquiring and
maintaining self-trust (and thus of the associated openness to the cre-
ative impulses stemming from inner dynamics). Indeed, when Rawls says
that the parties in the original position can be thought of as “heads of
families,”39 he is concerned with the idea of responsibility for the wel-
fare of other family members and of descendents, rather than of the
importance of maintaining the intimate relations crucial for self-trust.
Similarly, when Rawls discusses self-esteem, the social relations that he fo-
cuses on are limited to clubs and voluntary associations.40 But this gives
a far too restricted role to much more broad-reaching factors such as
symbolic-semantic resources and the way those cultural patterns frame
the range of available options. But most fundamentally, the point is that
parties in the original position need much better understanding of these
conditions for acquiring self-respect and self-esteem than Rawls equips
them with. And including this knowledge – even when it is not centrally
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about human psychology – will unavoidably introduce into the discussion
of the principles of justice issues about what qualities to promote, both
as essential aspects of the autonomy-sustaining relations-to-self we have
been discussing and as indirect conditions for the acquisitions of those
capacities.41

Finally, and perhaps most speculatively, the intersubjectivism of the
recognitional approach seems to require a reconceptualization of the
nature of justice. As we have seen, the standard liberal combination of
legally protected liberties and material resources does not exhaust the
requisite conditions for fostering and protecting individuals’ autonomy,
given the additional dimensions of autonomy and the associated vul-
nerabilities. Once it is acknowledged, further, that even these prelimi-
nary conditions for autonomy are not a resource that can be distributed
at will, then it becomes clear that we – like the parties in the original
position – must undertake a rethinking of what the object of a theory
justice is. From the perspective of asking what the conditions are that
equally guarantee the personal autonomy of all members of society, and
equally protect them in their intersubjective vulnerability, the main focus
of application for principles of justice becomes the structure and quality
of social relations of recognition. As a result, this liberal conception of
justice loses its character as a theory of distribution. It becomes instead – to
put it somewhat provocatively – a normative theory of the recognitional basic
structure of a society. What comes, then, to take the place of principles
of just distribution are principles governing how the basic institutions of
society secure the social conditions for mutual recognition. And that is
a profoundly different – and largely unexplored – way of thinking about
social justice.

VIII Conclusion

We have proposed here a recognitional model of autonomy that empha-
sizes the intersubjective conditions for being able to lead one’s life as one’s
own, and sketched some implications that this may have for rethinking
basic features of the liberal political order. Central to that model of au-
tonomy is the idea that the acquisition, maintenance, and exercise of the
array of competencies comprising autonomy depends on the establish-
ment of particular ways of “relating to oneself practically,” especially self-
respect, self-trust, and self-esteem. Because these are, in turn, bound up
with various social relations of recognition, autonomy turns out to have,
as a condition of its possibility, a supportive recognitional infrastructure.
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Because agents are largely dependent on this recognitional infrastructure
for their autonomy, they are subject to autonomy-related vulnerabilities:
harms to and neglect of these relations of recognition jeopardize indi-
viduals’ autonomy.

This expanded conception of the ways in which individuals’ auton-
omy can be undermined suggests an expanded scope for the core liberal
obligation to guaranteeing individual autonomy. There are, to be sure,
resources within liberalism for accommodating this expanded scope. If
our argument here is sound, however, those resources are not entirely
adequate. Liberalism faces a new challenge of doing justice to the pro-
foundly intersubjective nature of autonomy.
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