
UC Berkeley
UC Berkeley Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Moral Obligation, Mutual Recognition, and Our Reasons to be Moral

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1cw4v9kk

Author
French, Nicholas Ian

Publication Date
2020
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1cw4v9kk
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

Moral Obligation, Mutual Recognition, and Our Reasons to be Moral 
 

By 
 

Nicholas I. French 
 
 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the 
 

requirements for the degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

in 
 

Philosophy 
 

in the 
 

Graduate Division 
 

of the 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 
 
 

Committee in charge: 
 

Professor R. Jay Wallace, Co-Chair 
Professor Niko Kolodny, Co-Chair 

Professor Christopher L. Kutz 
 

Summer 2020 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Moral Obligation, Mutual Recognition, and Our Reasons to be Moral 
 

 
 

Copyright 2020 
by 

Nicholas I. French 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



1 

 
Abstract 

 
Moral Obligation, Mutual Recognition, and Our Reasons to be Moral 

 
by 
 

Nicholas I. French 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Philosophy 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor R. Jay Wallace, Co-Chair 
 

Professor Niko Kolodny, Co-Chair 
 

Most of us recognize that some ways of treating other people are wrong. It is generally wrong to 
make a promise to someone with no intention of keeping it; to steal from others; to do physical 
harm to them. These things are not “wrong” in the sense of being socially disapproved of or 
legally prohibited — they are morally wrong. To put it another way, we acknowledge moral 
prohibitions against these sorts of actions, or moral obligations or requirements to avoid such 
actions. And we typically think that we should respect these requirements; that an action’s being 
wrong means we have significant reason to avoid it. 
 

My aim in this dissertation is to articulate our reasons to comply with these demands, 
which belong to the domain of interpersonal morality. I develop a view, the Attitudinal 
Relationship View, which grounds our reasons to comply with the demands of interpersonal 
morality in the value of a particular sort of relationship, which (following T.M. Scanlon) I call 
mutual recognition. We stand in relations of mutual recognition insofar as we treat facts about 
what is morally required or forbidden, as we see them, as decisive reasons for action and other 
attitudes. This thesis represents a development of Scanlon’s view that compliance with moral 
requirements is constitutive of relations of mutual recognition. But, pace Scanlon, I hold that this 
relationship is constituted by our attitudes toward one another, not by actual compliance with 
moral requirements. In holding the attitudes constitutive of mutual recognition, we respect one 
another as fellow rational creatures, capable of giving, asking for, and acting in the light of 
reasons.  Relating to one another on terms of mutual recognition, I argue, makes our own lives 
go better. The value of mutual recognition does not explain only why we ought to comply with 
moral requirements. It also sheds light on the point and value of blame and associated practices 
of interpersonal accountability. In addition, we can understand the value of mutual recognition as 
animating many emancipatory social struggles, making the notion essential for a 
recognition-based critical theory of the sort developed by Axel Honneth. 
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Chapter 1 sets out the animating question of the dissertation, the question of morality’s 

reason-giving force, and outlines constraints on an adequate answer. I present the Attitudinal 
Recognition View in detail, and clarify the view by responding to a number of potential 
objections. 
 

Chapter 2 further clarifies the Attitudinal Recognition View in response to another 
objection, the Problem of Moral Reciprocity. The objection is: if mutual recognition involves my 
having certain attitudes toward you and your having certain attitudes toward me, then it seems 
that I will not have reasons to comply with my obligations if you do not manifest the appropriate 
attitudes. But that result is intuitively unacceptable. I argue that this objection is misplaced. My 
response relies crucially on the view that the general moral obligations which the Attitudinal 
Relationship View is supposed to explain should be understood as bipolar obligations. 
 

Given the connection between bipolar obligations and mutual recognition, on the one 
hand, and between bipolar obligations and resentment, on the other, we should expect 
theoretically interesting connections between resentment and mutual recognition. Chapter 3 
explores these connections, arguing that the value of mutual recognition sheds light on our 
practices of moral accountability. My main thesis is that blame should be understood as an 
emotional response to deficiencies or failures in our relationships which aims at correcting such 
deficiencies. Blame in response to moral violations, in particular, should be understood as an 
emotional response to the absence of relations of mutual recognition, a response which aims at 
establishing or restoring such relations. An upshot of the discussion is that our reasons to blame 
others for moral failures are not really distinct from our reasons to care about fulfilling our moral 
obligations, as articulated by the Attitudinal Relationship View. 
 

In chapter 4 I turn to a discussion of social theory. The notion of mutual recognition 
plays a fundamental role in the critical social theory of Axel Honneth, who has developed an 
account of emancipatory social movements as struggles to achieve mutual recognition. I explore 
the connections between Honneth’s recognition-based social theory and the notion of mutual 
recognition I have developed in earlier chapters. I argue for a modified version of Honneth’s 
theory on which the desire for mutual recognition, as construed by the Attitudinal Relationship 
View—the relationship in which persons properly acknowledge their (bipolar) moral obligations 
to one another in deliberation—plays a fundamental role in explaining emancipatory social 
struggles. Locating the role of mutual recognition in emancipatory social movements in turn 
illuminates important connections between mutual recognition, blame, and self-respect. 
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Introduction 
 
Most of us recognize that some ways of treating other people are wrong. It is generally wrong to 
make a promise to someone with no intention of keeping it; to steal from others; to do physical 
harm to them. These things are not “wrong” in the sense of being socially disapproved of or 
legally prohibited—they are, we want to say, morally wrong. To put it another way, we 
acknowledge moral prohibitions against these sorts of actions, or moral obligations or 
requirements to avoid such actions. And we typically think that we should respect these 
requirements; that an action’s being wrong means we have significant reason to avoid it. 

This dissertation is about why we should be moral. More precisely: it is about our 
normative reasons to comply with the demands of interpersonal morality.  By “interpersonal 1

morality,” I mean to refer to the domain of practical requirements that includes the moral 
prohibitions just described. These requirements regulate our conduct with other people: they 
purport to tell us which ways of treating others are acceptable or unacceptable. 

These demands—the domain of “what we owe to each other” or “morality in the narrow 
sense,” in T.M. Scanlon’s formulations —may not exhaust the sorts of considerations that people 2

typically think of as moral. We might also think of requirements of personal excellence (for 
instance, duties to preserve one’s health or develop one’s talents) as moral. Practitioners of many 
religious faiths regard themselves as having duties to a deity or deities. Some have thought that 
we have duties regarding non-sentient nature, independent of our obligations to other people or 
to the divine (say, duties not to destroy the world’s forests). There may also be moral 
considerations of a non-deontic sort: moral reasons to help others with their projects, for 
instance, even when failing to do so would not be morally wrong. Finally, we have obligations to 
some people based on our having special relationships with them: as their friends, or spouses, or 
children. These duties seem to have a different moral basis than the obligations we have to other 
people, considered simply as other people.  3

I am concerned here with the narrower class of general interpersonal moral requirements. 
Whether or not there are moral considerations of other kinds, most of us recognize at least some 
demands of interpersonal morality. And these demands occupy a central place in our practical 
lives: we take prohibitions against cheating, lying, stealing, and killing (to name a few) 
extremely seriously. We typically seem to have decisive normative reasons to comply with these 
requirements. By “normative reason,” I mean simply a consideration that supports or counts in 
favor of a certain action or attitude. Our normative reasons often come apart from the reasons 

1 I borrow the label “interpersonal morality” from Wallace, The Moral Nexus. 
 

2 Scanlon, What We Owe. I follow Scanlon and Wallace in thinking that these demands mark out a 
distinctive, unified domain of moral requirements within the broader realm of moral considerations. 

 
3 Cf. Scanlon, 171-77. 
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which explain why we act, think, or feel as we do.  My interest is in the considerations which 4

actually count in favor of acting morally, whether or not we act on them. 
My project, then, is to understand the nature of the considerations supporting our reasons 

to comply with the demands of interpersonal morality. This project rests on two assumptions. 
The first assumption is that there are, in fact, reason-giving requirements of interpersonal 
morality. The basis for this assumption is simply that most of us, in ordinary life, take there to be 
such requirements and regulate our behavior by them. For the most part, I am putting skeptical 
worries about morality aside. But that is not to say that the project has nothing to say to the 
skeptic. A compelling account of our reasons to be moral would go some way toward answering 
a certain kind of moral skeptic, who regards our feeling that moral requirements are important as 
just that: a feeling. As Pamela Hieronymi puts it, an explanation of our reasons for complying 
with morality may help us “avoid the charge that we are simply in the grip of a kind of taboo, 
superstition, or scheme of control arranged by those in or out of power.”  5

The second assumption is that we can give one answer to the question of why we should 
care about what we owe to each other. I am assuming, in other words, that the domain of 
interpersonal moral requirements is unified in such a way that we can identify a single source of 
reasons for complying with these requirements. This assumption is shared by the classical 
approaches to moral modern theory, represented by the utilitarian and Kantian traditions. But it 
could be misguided, as for instance Joseph Raz argues.  A convincing unified account of our 6

reasons to comply with the demands of interpersonal morality would vindicate the idea that these 
demands do, in fact, constitute a unified domain. As with the assumption that reason-giving 
moral requirements exist, the ability to provide a convincing unified account of our reasons to be 
moral helps to vindicate the assumption that interpersonal morality constitutes a unified domain. 

My account grounds our reasons to comply with the demands of interpersonal morality in 
the value of a particular sort of relationship, which (following Scanlon) I call mutual recognition.
 We stand in relations of mutual recognition insofar as we treat each others’ interests 7

appropriately in deliberation. What is it to treat another’s interests seriously in deliberation? It is 
to treat facts about what is morally required or forbidden, as we see them, as decisive reasons for 
action and other attitudes. I call the view that our reasons to be moral are grounded in the value 
of mutual recognition, so understood, the Attitudinal Relationship View. 

4 On the idea of a normative reason, see Scanlon, ch. 1, and Parfit, On What Matters vol. 1, ch. 1. 
 
5 Hieronymi, “Of Metaethics and Motivation.” 
 
6 See for instance Raz, Engaging Reason, ch. 11. 
 
7 Scanlon, 162. 
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This view represents a development of Scanlon’s claim that compliance with moral 
requirements is constitutive of relations of mutual recognition, “the value and appeal of which 
underlies our reasons to do what morality requires.”  But I hold, pace Scanlon, that this 8

relationship is constituted by our attitudes toward one another, not by actual compliance with 
moral requirements. In holding the attitudes constitutive of mutual recognition, we respect one 
another as fellow rational creatures, capable of giving, asking for, and acting in the light of 
reasons. Relating to one another on terms of mutual recognition, I argue, makes our own lives go 
better. But the value of mutual recognition does not explain only why we ought to comply with 
moral requirements. It also sheds light on the point and value of blame and associated practices 
of interpersonal accountability. In addition, I contend, we can understand the value of mutual 
recognition as animating many emancipatory social struggles, making the notion essential for a 
recognition-based critical theory of the sort developed by Axel Honneth.  9

I do not argue here for the superiority of this view over other approaches to 
understanding morality’s reason-giving force. My aim in this dissertation is to develop the 
Attitudinal Relationship View convincingly, rather than compare it to alternatives. That said, I 
want to briefly situate the Attitudinal Relationship View in relation to the dominant approaches 
in contemporary Anglo-American moral philosophy. I hope that doing so will bring out what is 
distinctive about my position, and give some motivation for thinking that it represents a 
promising alternative to the mainstream views. 

One prominent sort of view as to why we should care about being moral holds that moral 
requirements are (or derive their normative force from) requirements of rationality. Just as we 
are rationally required to follow the modus ponens inference rule or take the necessary means to 
our ends, so we are required to comply with moral demands, on pain of incoherence or 
inconsistency. This view is most famously associated with Immanuel Kant, who holds that all 
rational agents are committed to acting on principles which respect the autonomy of all persons.

 Another popular approach, indebted to the tradition of virtue ethics, holds that compliance with 10

moral requirements is necessary to be a happy or excellent human being.  Finally, utilitarian  11

8 Scanlon, 162. 
 

9 See especially Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition. 
 
10 See especially Kant’s Groundwork. For a contemporary development of this approach, see Korsgaard, 

The Sources of Normativity and Self-Constitution. 
 
11 Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics advance such views, as (arguably) does Confucius. For recent examples of 

eudaimonism, see (inter alia) Annas, Intelligent Virtue; Foot, Natural Goodness, and LeBar, Value of Living Well. 
Korsgaard’s view in Self-Constitution can be seen as combining this approach with the view that moral requirements 
are requirements of rationality. Korsgaard there argues for a version of Plato’s thesis, advanced in the Republic, that 
only a moral person can achieve the unity of soul necessary for a good life. 
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views identify our reasons to be moral with our reasons to promote the happiness of all sentient 
beings.  12

In explaining why I ought to do what morality requires, the Kantian and eudaimonistic 
views direct our attention to how I, as an individual, would be adversely affected by acting 
wrongly. The utilitarian approach, on the other hand, traces the significance of moral 
requirements to how all sentient beings are affected by our actions. There are many things to say 
for and against each approach.  I would just note here that the Attitudinal Recognition View, 13

unlike these others, grounds our reasons for being moral in the value of our relationships with 
particular others. I believe that this makes the Attitudinal Recognition View accord better with 
our pre-theoretical grasp on the deliberative significance of moral obligations. When I consider 
acting in a way that is morally wrong (breaking a promise, for instance) I tend to think about 
how my action would affect the interests of a particular person (in this case, the promisee), and 
how that person would be justified in reacting to me (with, say, resentment or demands to correct 
what I have done). I think, that is, about the other person, how my wrongdoing affects them and 
my relationship with them.  

By contrast, the other approaches, in one way or another, seem to mischaracterize the 
focus of moral thought. Kantian and eudaimonistic approaches suggest that my reasons for 
complying with moral requirements are self-regarding—that they have to do with the way that 
my moral failures affect me.  The utilitarian seems to go wrong in a different way. Rather than 14

turning our attention on ourselves, utilitarianism has us look too far in the distance, so to 
speak—over the heads of the particular individuals whom we ordinarily take ourselves to have 
obligations to. Whether, say, I am morally bound to keep a promise to you depends on how my 
keeping or failing to keep the promise would affect all sentient beings who might be affected by 
my decision.  If Kantians’ and eudaimonists’ answers as to why we should care about morality 
err by leaving other people out of the picture, the utilitarian gets things wrong by including too 
many people (and non-human animals) in the picture.  

These are not meant to be knock-down arguments against the other approaches, by any 
means. They are just intended to give a sense of what is distinctive, and prima facie appealing, 
about the Attitudinal Relationship View. 

12 See Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics for a classic statement of the view. Note that commitment to 
utilitarian moral principles is sometimes argued to follow from requirements of consistency — see (for instance) 
Sidgwick, Book III, Chapter XIII, section 13. 

 
13 Wallace (34-47) canvasses a number of objections to these approaches and others to understanding 

interpersonal morality, although he is concerned with other questions in addition to the question of reason-giving 
force that I am focusing on. 

 
14 Cf. Wallace’s (46-47) criticism of “perfectionist” approaches to understanding moral obligation. The 

failure of Kantian and eudaimonist approaches to situate other people appropriately in our moral thought is 
connected with their failure to explain how we could have obligations to other people, with all that entails. See 
Wallace, section 3.2 and Tarasenko-Struc, “Kantian Constructivism and Authority.” 
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*** 
My discussion proceeds as follows. Chapter 1 sets out the animating question of the dissertation, 
the question of morality’s reason-giving force, and outlines constraints on an adequate answer. I 
present the Attitudinal Recognition View in detail, and clarify the view by responding to a 
number of potential objections. 

Chapter 2 further clarifies the Attitudinal Recognition View in response to another 
objection. The objection is: if mutual recognition involves my having certain attitudes toward 
you and your having certain attitudes toward me, then it seems that I will not have reasons to 
comply with my obligations if you do not manifest the appropriate attitudes. But that result is 
intuitively unacceptable. I call this the Problem of Moral Reciprocity. After presenting the 
Problem of Moral Reciprocity, I argue that the objection is misplaced. As I explain, the response 
relies crucially on the view that the general moral obligations which the Attitudinal Relationship 
View is supposed to explain should be understood as bipolar obligations. 

Given the connection between bipolar obligations and mutual recognition, on the one 
hand, and between bipolar obligations and resentment, on the other, we should expect 
theoretically interesting connections between resentment and mutual recognition. Chapter 3 
explores these connections, arguing that the value of mutual recognition sheds light on our 
practices of moral accountability. My main thesis is that blame should be understood as an 
emotional response to deficiencies or failures in our relationships which aims at correcting such 
deficiencies. Blame in response to moral violations, in particular, should be understood as an 
emotional response to the absence of relations of mutual recognition, a response which aims at 
establishing or restoring such relations. An upshot of the discussion is that our reasons to blame 
others for moral failures are not really distinct from our reasons to care about fulfilling our moral 
obligations, as articulated by the Attitudinal Relationship View. 

In chapter 4 I turn to a discussion of social theory. The notion of mutual recognition plays 
a fundamental role in the critical social theory of Axel Honneth, who has developed an account 
of emancipatory social movements as struggles to achieve mutual recognition. Chapter 4 
explores the connections between Honneth’s recognition-based social theory and the notion of 
mutual recognition I have developed in earlier chapters. I argue for a modified version of 
Honneth’s theory on which the desire for mutual recognition, as construed by the Attitudinal 
Relationship View—the relationship in which persons properly acknowledge their (bipolar) 
moral obligations to one another in deliberation—plays a fundamental role in explaining 
emancipatory social struggles. Locating the role of mutual recognition in emancipatory social 
movements in turn illuminates important connections between mutual recognition, blame, and 
self-respect. 
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Mutual Recognition and Our Reasons to be Moral 
 
Many ways of acting toward other people strike us as morally wrong—for example, making a 
promise with no intention of keeping it, stealing, or driving drunk. Others—saving a drowning 
child at the cost of muddying one’s boots, for instance—strike us as morally required or 
obligatory: they would be wrong not to perform.  When an action is morally required, we seem 1

to have an especially powerful reason to do it; and when an action is morally wrong, we seem to 
have an especially powerful reason not to do it.  

What reason do we have to comply with moral requirements? Following T.M. Scanlon, 
we can call this the question of morality’s reason-giving force.  Scanlon attempts to answer this 2

question by appeal to the value of a certain kind of relationship with other people, the value of 
mutual recognition. We ought to comply with moral requirements, he thinks, because doing so 
allows us to relate to each other on terms of mutual recognition. In relating to each other on 
terms of mutual recognition, we act in ways that we can justify to one another, and thereby 
respect each other’s value as human beings—as beings who can understand reasons and 
justifications.  

I believe that an appeal to the value of mutual recognition can shed light on the problem 
of morality’s reason-giving force. But Scanlon’s presentation of the idea is highly problematic. 
Scanlon does not seem to consider the complexities of the connection between actual compliance 
with moral requirements and mutual recognition. For compliance with moral requirements is 
neither necessary nor sufficient for relating well to others. Whether or not we realize relations of 
mutual recognition, I argue, depends instead on our attitudes toward each other. For us to relate 
to each other on terms of mutual recognition is for each of us to treat facts about what is morally 
required and morally forbidden, as we see them, as decisive reasons for action and other 
attitudes. I draw on this revised understanding of mutual recognition to present a novel view of 
morality’s reason-giving force, which I call the Attitudinal Relationship View. On this view, our 
reasons to do what morality requires are grounded in the value of a certain form of relationship 
to other people, a relationship that is constituted by our having the proper attitudes toward one 
another.  

This view faces five immediate difficulties. The first problem is that, because compliance 
with moral requirements is neither necessary nor sufficient for mutual recognition, the value of 
mutual recognition seems unable to explain our reasons to do what morality requires. Call this 
the Problem of Mismatch. The second problem is that, since mutual recognition involves treating 
(apparent) facts about what is morally required and morally forbidden as decisive reasons, it may 
seem to offer an objectionably legalistic account of our reasons to be moral. One might think that 
our reasons to do what morality requires are given by the features in virtue of which actions are 
morally required or forbidden, not the requirements or prohibitions themselves. (For instance, the 

1 The example is due to Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality.” 
 
2 Scanlon, What We Owe. 
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reason to save a drowning child is not that saving the child is morally required, but simply that 
the child’s life is in danger.) Call this the Problem of Legalism. 

The third problem, like the Problem of Legalism, is a worry that the Attitudinal 
Relationship View mischaracterizes a good person’s reason for doing the right thing. The 
objection is that the appeal to the value of mutual recognition seems to result in an oddly 
self-absorbed or egoistic account of moral motivation. My reason for treating others decently, the 
objection goes, should have to do with how my action affects the other person, not (in the first 
instance) how the action affects my relationship with the other person. Call this the Problem of 
Self-Regardingness. 

The fourth worry is that the appeal to the value of mutual recognition is explanatorily 
otiose. If mutual recognition is constituted by our treating (apparent) facts about what is required 
as decisive reasons for action, then it seems that our reasons to be moral are provided by the 
requirements themselves, rather than the value of relating to others in certain ways. Call this the 
Problem of Antecedence.  

In this chapter I develop a response to each of these problems. In doing so I clarify what 
the Attitudinal Relationship View says, and why it is attractive. (The fifth worry for the 
Attitudinal Relationship View, which I don’t address here, concerns the reciprocity of mutual 
recognition: if mutual recognition involves my having certain attitudes toward you and your 
having certain attitudes toward me, then it seems that I will not have reasons to comply with my 
obligations to you if you do not manifest the appropriate attitudes. And that is intuitively 
unacceptable. I take up this challenge in chapter 2). 

My discussion proceeds as follows. First, I explain the problem of morality’s 
reason-giving force in more detail, and outline constraints on an adequate solution. Second, I 
present Scanlon’s answer to this problem in terms of the value of mutual recognition. Third, I 
argue that compliance with moral requirements is neither necessary nor sufficient for mutual 
recognition, and that mutual recognition is, rather, a matter of our attitudes toward one another. 
This conclusion leads me directly to the presentation of the Attitudinal Relationship View. 
Fourth, I develop the Problems of Mismatch, Legalism, Self-regardingness, and Antecedence, 
and explain how the Attitudinal Relationship View can answer them.  
  
1.1 The Problem of Morality’s Reason-giving Force  
 
An answer to the question of reason-giving force will articulate our normative reasons for 
complying with moral requirements, that is, the considerations which count in favor of our doing 
what morality requires. Scanlon does not attempt to answer this question as it pertains to all 
normative demands that we might call ‘moral.’ He wants to explain our moral obligations to 
others, considered simply as fellow creatures. ,   In other words, Scanlon is concerned with 3 4

obligations to others that do not fundamentally depend on our having any special relationship 
with them—as parents, friends, or fellow citizens, for instance. It is plausible that some of our 

3 Note that I use the term ‘obligation’ more expansively than Scanlon and some others do (see, for example, 
Scanlon, 6-7). When I say that A has an obligation to do X, I mean only that it would be wrong for A not to do X. 
 

4 There is room for debate about the scope of moral obligations—whether it includes all rational creatures, 
or all sentient beings, for instance; or whether it includes only presently existing beings, or also beings who do not 
but have or will exist. See Scanlon, 177-87. I speak to these questions in chapter 2. 
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moral obligations to others are based on our having such special relationships with them. And 
perhaps we have obligations that do not concern other creatures at all—obligations to ourselves, 
or to non-sentient nature, or to God. Our reasons to comply with these obligations, such as there 
may be, are not at issue here. (Henceforth, my uses of ‘morality’ and its cognates should be 
understood to refer to the narrow class of obligations with which Scanlon is concerned.)  

When we judge that a certain action is morally required, most of us take it that we have 
especially compelling reason to do it. We always, or almost always, ought to do what is morally 
required, even if there are powerful reasons to act otherwise.  Moral requirements take priority 5

over other reasons, as Scanlon puts it. (Others have referred to this feature of moral obligations 
as their overridingness or authority.)  An adequate answer to the question of reason-giving force, 6

then, will identify reasons to be moral which explain the priority of moral requirements. This is 
not easy, given that moral obligations can conflict with reasons stemming from other things we 
value deeply (e.g., relationships with friends and family, artistic and scholarly pursuits, or 
parochial communal ties). My moral obligations might require me to give up a career to which I 
am deeply committed, or to sacrifice my relationship with a friend or family member.  To 7

explain the priority of moral demands, we must identify reasons for being moral which could 
justify such sacrifices.  

According to Scanlon, an account of our reasons to be moral must also avoid “Prichard’s 
dilemma.”  The dilemma is this. An informative account of our reasons to be moral—for 8

example, one which says that compliance with moral requirements is in one’s 
self-interest—often threatens to give the wrong kind of reason for being moral. Such an account 
does not provide “the kind of reason we suppose a moral person first and foremost to be moved 
by.”  We might avoid the wrong kind of reason problem by saying that one’s reason to do what 9

is morally required is simply “that it is morally required.” But this answer, of course, is trivial 
and uninformative. The key to avoiding Prichard’s dilemma is to articulate the value realized by 

5  Scanlon, 148. 
 
6 For example, Scheffler, Human Morality; Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity; and Darwall, 

Second-Person Standpoint. Note that priority is not necessarily a matter of moral requirements outweighing other 
considerations in deliberation. It may be that our reason to do what is morally required excludes otherwise relevant 
considerations from functioning as reasons in deliberation. That the drowning child will die if I don’t help, we might 
think, makes other facts—such as the fact that entering the pond will muddy my boots—inappropriate to consider in 
deliberation, though these facts might be relevant in other contexts. On the idea of an “exclusionary reason,” see 
Raz, Practical Reason and Norms. Compare McDowell on “silencing reasons” in “Virtue and Reason.” 

 
7 Scanlon, 160. Such conflicts are a major theme in the work of Bernard Williams—see, for instance, the 

essays in Moral Luck. See also Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity. 
 
8 Scanlon, 149-50. The dilemma is named after H.A. Prichard, who argues in “Does Moral Philosophy Rest 

on a Mistake?” that we cannot give an informative, general account of our reasons to do what we are morally 
required to do. 
 

9 Scanlon, 150. This objection is one species of a genus of objections that has come to be known as the 
“wrong kind of reason” problem. The general form of the objection is this: Some account of our reason for a 
particular action (or attitude) A provides a consideration C that indeed counts in favor of A, but such that doing (or 
holding) A on the basis of consideration C is in some way perverse. See, for instance, Rabinowicz & 
Rønnow-Rasmussen, “Strike of the Demon,” and Hieronymi, “Wrong Kind of Reason.” 
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compliance with moral requirements, such as to identify the reasons for which a moral person 
acts “first and foremost.”  
  
1.2 Scanlon’s Answer: The Value of Mutual Recognition  
 
Scanlon claims that our reasons to do what morality requires are explained by the value of 
relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. What is mutual recognition, and how does its 
value explain our reasons for acting morally? Here is what Scanlon says:  
 

The contractualist ideal of acting in accord with principles that others (similarly 
motivated) could not reasonably reject is meant to characterize the relation with others 
the value and appeal of which underlies our reasons to do what morality requires. This 
relation…might be called a relation of mutual recognition. Standing in this relation to 
others is appealing in itself—worth seeking for its own sake. A moral person will refrain 
from lying to others, cheating, harming, or exploiting them, “because these things are 
wrong.” But for such a person these requirements are not just formal imperatives; they 
are aspects of the positive value of a way of living with others.   10

 
Though his remarks here are somewhat obscure, it is natural to read Scanlon as saying 

that compliance with moral obligations is constitutive of a valuable way of relating to one 
another.  In other words, for each of us to comply with moral requirements just is for us to stand 11

in relations of mutual recognition. This reading provides a straightforward interpretation of the 
claim that “the value and appeal” of mutual recognition “underlies” our reasons to be moral: the 
value and appeal of mutual recognition underlies our reasons to do what morality requires in that 
our doing what morality requires is constitutive of standing in this relationship.  

What, exactly, is valuable about mutual recognition? Mutual recognition, for Scanlon, is 
a matter of reciprocal respect for each other’s value as human beings; this respect is manifested 
in our acting in ways that we could justify to those affected by our actions. It is worth quoting 
Scanlon again here:  

 
[R]especting the value of human life is … very different from respecting the value of 
objects and other creatures. Human beings are capable of assessing reasons and 

10 Scanlon, 162. 
 
11 This is how Southwood reads Scanlon, in Contractualism and the Foundation of Morals. Hieronymi 

implies that compliance with moral requirements is necessary for mutual recognition: “[A]ccording to Scanlon, 
wrongdoing has its own distinctive significance…[In wronging someone] [y]ou have, as Scanlon sometimes puts it, 
violated the terms of a relationship of mutual regard, the terms on which a kind of mutual recognition is possible” 
(“Of Metaethics and Motivation,” 108). Kumar, “Wronging Future People,” implies that compliance is sufficient for 
mutual recognition: “Living in conformity with the requirements of principles no one can reasonably reject puts one 
in a relation of ‘mutual recognition’ with others.” Darwall, Second-Person Standpoint, 301, also reads Scanlon as 
holding that compliance is sufficient. It is unclear whether Hieronymi, Kumar, or Darwall would accept a stronger 
biconditional or constitution claim. In fact, as I argue below, compliance with moral recognition is neither necessary 
nor sufficient for relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. 
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justifications, and proper respect for their distinctive value involves treating them only in 
ways that they could, by proper exercise of this capacity, recognize as justifiable.   12

 
Mutual recognition is valuable, then, because it is a way of relating to each other in which we 
respect each other’s value as human beings, by acting in ways we can justify to one another.  

Scanlon uses an analogy with friendship to help explain the value of mutual recognition 
and its connection to our reasons to be moral. It is plausible that friendship involves a distinctive 
set of requirements or obligations. And being a good friend involves doing certain things 
“because loyalty requires it,” even when that involves sacrificing other things of value (missing 
an important job interview to help a friend who is in trouble, for example). At the same time, “a 
real friend” will “regard friendship as a good to him”; he will “enjoy it and see it as an important 
ingredient in a good life.”  Friendship imposes certain obligations on one, but it also contributes 13

to one’s living a good life. And a good friend will see the requirements of loyalty as part of a 
valuable relationship with others. Likewise, a moral person will do certain things simply 
“because they are required,” and avoid other things “because they are wrong.” But they will view 
moral requirements “as aspects of the positive value of a way of living with others”—the value 
of mutual recognition. Just as the requirements of friendship derive their normative significance 
from the value of friendship, Scanlon suggests, so moral requirements derive their normative 
significance from the value of mutual recognition.  

Before evaluating this account, we need to situate it in relation to Scanlon’s broader 
project in What We Owe to Each Other. The project is to defend a contractualist theory of moral 
obligation. According to Scanlon’s contractualism, an action is morally permissible just in case it 
is permitted by principles for the regulation of behavior that no one could reasonably reject as the 
basis for informed, unforced general agreement. (An action is wrong in virtue of being forbidden 
by such principles, and required or obligatory in virtue of being uniquely permitted by such 
principles.)  

This formula requires some unpacking. An individual can reasonably reject some 
principle just in case they have an objection to the general acceptance of the principle that is at 
least as strong as any objection had by any other individual to the general acceptance of 
alternative principles.  Deciding whether a certain action is right therefore requires comparing 14

the objections that each individual potentially affected by the action would have to principles 
permitting or forbidding that action. (Note that we are evaluating objections individuals have to 
the general acceptance of principles, rather than to individual acts. In this respect the account 
resembles Kantian and rule-consequentialist theories of right action.)  

Objections to principles are restricted to the generic and the personal. An objection is 
generic just in case it could be raised by anyone who finds themselves in the general role or 
circumstances in which the objecting individual finds themselves (in, e.g., the role of promisee or 
promissor, or the circumstance of needing or being able to give medical assistance). An objection 
is personal just in case it is an objection that an individual might raise to a principle on their own 

12 Scanlon, 169. 
 
13 Scanlon, 161-62. 
 
14 Scanlon, ch. 5. 
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behalf. This restriction bars individuals from objecting to principles on grounds of aggregative 
or impersonal value. It would rule out, for example, the objection that acceptance of a certain 
principle would fail to maximize overall happiness, or the objection that acceptance of a certain 
principle would lead to the destruction of a beautiful object.  These objections are ruled out 15

because they are not objections individuals could raise on their own behalf—they represent 
claims on behalf of impersonal value, which the contractualist regards as fundamentally 
irrelevant in determining our obligations to others. These restrictions aside, however, 
contractualism is expansive in the variety of considerations it allows to ground objections. That 
acceptance of a principle would cause an agent great pain is grounds to object to a principle. But 
that acceptance of a certain principle would be unfair to me, or severely limit my options, could 
also ground an objection.  

To illustrate application of the contractualist formula, consider the following scenario. 
Suppose, on my way to a party I’ve been eagerly anticipating, I encounter a severely injured 
stranger on the side of the road. Suppose I could help him, but at the cost of missing the party. 
To decide whether I am morally permitted to neglect the stranger, contractualism directs us to 
compare the (personal and generic) objections that each person potentially affected by my action 
has to principles permitting and principles forbidding my leaving the stranger on the side of the 
road. To a principle permitting me to neglect him, the stranger can object that doing so could 
lead to his death, permanent disability, or other severe harms; to a principle prohibiting my 
neglecting him, I can object that being forbidden from leaving will cause me to miss a 
pleasurable social occasion. Deciding which of these objections is stronger is a matter of 
substantive judgment, but it is readily apparent that the injured stranger’s objection defeats mine. 
So, we get the result that it would be morally wrong for me to neglect the stranger; I have a 
moral obligation to help him.  

The contractualist formula is supposed to describe a particular way in which right actions 
are justifiable to other individuals. It is this kind of justifiability that is involved in relating to 
others on terms of mutual recognition. Relations of mutual recognition, then, are constituted by 
our acting in ways permitted by principles that neither of us could reasonably reject.  

We can now turn to evaluating Scanlon’s account of morality’s reason-giving force, in 
light of the constraints outlined in section 1.1. First, does the appeal to mutual recognition 
explain the priority of moral requirements? Scanlon offers a three-part explanation of priority.  16

The first part of the answer is that mutual recognition makes room for other central values, such 
as friendship. As just noted, we relate to each other on terms of mutual recognition when we act 
in ways permitted by principles that no one could reasonably reject. But, Scanlon claims, that 
general acceptance of a principle would severely interfere with the demands of friendship (or the 
creation of art, or scientific inquiry, and so on) is often a sufficient reason to reject such a 
principle. So moral principles will not be so demanding as to rule out the possibility of close 
relationships and personal projects. In this way, contractualism is supposed to avoid some of the 

15 Scanlon, 218-23. One could object that acceptance of a certain principle would prevent my enjoying a 
beautiful object, however. In that case I would be raising an objection on my own behalf, rather than one based 
directly on an impersonal value. 

 
16 Scanlon, 166. 
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objections to impartial moral theories raised by Bernard Williams, to the effect that such theories 
do not allow for the possibility of personal projects and intimate relationships.   17

That said, Scanlon admits that, in some circumstances, the demands of mutual 
recognition will conflict with other things of great importance. The second part of his 
explanation is that, in cases of conflict, the great value of relating to others on terms of mutual 
recognition justifies our giving priority to moral obligations. Being able to justify ourselves to 
one another is of such great importance to us, the thought goes, that it makes sense to sacrifice 
other things of value for the sake of acting morally. Scanlon points to social and political 
transformations in the United States in the late 1960s and early 1970s to support this claim.  In 18

the 1950s, Scanlon says, many U.S. residents naively regarded their nation and its way of life as 
exceedingly fair and just. This conviction was radically undermined by the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Vietnam War, leading to a deep change in the way many Americans viewed 
their nation. Some came to see the U.S. as deeply unjust, and advocated for changes to its 
policies and institutions; others reacted with strong denials that charges of injustice were 
warranted. Both reactions, Scanlon says, demonstrated the deep concern that people have with 
relating to each other on terms of mutual recognition.  

The third part of the explanation of priority is that other values include a sensitivity to the 
demands of mutual recognition. To take the case of friendship again, Scanlon claims that being a 
good friend requires treating your friend—and others—in ways that are justifiable to them, qua 
fellow human beings. “There would, for example, be something unnerving about a ‘friend’ who 
would steal a kidney for you if you needed one,” he writes.  Likewise, Scanlon argues that a 19

proper appreciation of the value of scientific inquiry already includes an appreciation of the 
value of mutual recognition. He suggests that similar arguments can be made regarding other 
important components of the good life, such as familial relationships or artistic projects. If that is 
correct, then compliance with moral requirements, far from conflicting with the realization of 
other human goods, is often necessary for realizing them.  

These three lines of response offer a prima facie plausible explanation of why moral 
requirements take priority over other considerations in cases of conflict. The first part of the 
response contends that other values place limits on the demandingness of moral requirements; 
the second part says that the significance of mutual recognition justifies giving priority to moral 
demands in cases of genuine conflict; and the third part tells us that other values often 
themselves require compliance with moral requirements. So, the first and third parts of the 
answer say that the conflict between morality and other goods is minimal, while the second part 
is supposed to explain why we ought to do what morality requires when conflict does arise. 
There are questions to be raised here, to be sure, but the general thrust of Scanlon’s explanation 
of priority is clear enough.  

The second question to ask here is whether the appeal to mutual recognition indeed 
avoids Prichard’s dilemma. The dilemma, recall, is that an account of our reasons to be moral 
will either identify the wrong kind of reason for doing what morality requires, or else it will be 
trivial. It does seem informative to say that, in acting morally, we achieve a valuable kind of 

17 See note 7 above. 
 
18 Scanlon, 163. 
 
19 Scanlon, 164. 
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relation with others—a relation in which we respect each other’s humanity by acting in ways we 
can justify to each other. So, the answer avoids the triviality horn of Prichard’s dilemma. Does it 
also avoid the “wrong kind of reason” horn? If the moral person desires to stand in relations of 
mutual recognition “for its own sake,” and such relations are constituted by compliance with 
moral requirements, then it seems that this account provides the right kind of reason for doing 
what morality requires. I raise questions about this latter claim below. But, at least at first glance, 
Scanlon’s answer to the problem of reason-giving force seems to satisfy our constraints.   20

  
1.3 Right Action, Attitudes, and Mutual Recognition  
 
Despite its prima facie appeal, however, Scanlon’s answer to the problem of reason-giving force 
cannot be accepted as stated. The problem is that compliance with moral requirements is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. So, contrary to 
what Scanlon and other contractualists suggest, realizing relations of mutual recognition is not a 
matter of conformity to moral requirements.  Mutual recognition is, rather, a matter of our 21

having certain attitudes toward each other.   22

To see why compliance with moral requirements is neither necessary nor sufficient for 
recognition, recall that mutual recognition is supposed to be a valuable form of relationship. It 
needs to be a form of relationship worth caring about deeply, such that it can explain the priority 
of moral requirements. In realizing relations of mutual recognition, we act in ways we can justify 
to each other, and thereby respect each other’s value as human beings. But relating to others in 
this way seems to require not that we act in ways that are in fact morally permissible, but that we 
treat each other’s interests appropriately in deliberation. When and only when we treat the 
interests of others appropriately in deliberation can we justify ourselves to them in the sense 
relevant to respect, in any ordinary sense of that term. But we can treat the interests of others 
appropriately without acting in ways that are morally permissible, and we can act permissibly 
without treating the interests of others appropriately. That is what I hope to show with a number 
of examples I describe in what follows. I contend that these cases show that the intuitively 
valuable way of relating to others embodied in moral requirements involves people having the 
right attitudes toward each other, not their performing (objectively) right actions.  

  
1.3.1 Compliance Not Necessary for Mutual Recognition  
 
Consider, first, the claim that we can treat others’ concerns appropriately in deliberation even 
when we fail to act permissibly. Innocent moral errors are possible: an agent may act wrongly, 
despite taking others’ interests seriously and sincerely trying to do the right thing. One might fail 
to comply with an obligation through a simple mistake. Suppose I promise to meet with a student 

20 Scanlon, What We Owe, ch.4 also claims that an account of our reasons to be moral should explain the 
great significance to us of others’ failing to do what morality requires. He calls this “the problem of importance.” I 
set this aspect of the problem aside for now. 

 
21 See note 11 above. 
 
22 Wallace makes this point in “Rightness and Responsibility,” although he doesn’t offer a sustained 

argument for it. 
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on Thursday afternoon, but I accidentally enter the appointment in my calendar for Friday; I then 
miss the appointment. In missing the appointment, I seem to have violated an obligation to my 
student. I will likely feel some degree of guilt or remorse, and I will probably think I owe the 
student an apology. At the same time, however, I can perfectly justify myself to my student, by 
explaining that I accidentally marked the wrong date on my calendar.   And missing the 23

appointment was not the result of my failing to treat their interests seriously; it does not 
demonstrate any ill will or lack of respect. So, my failing to comply with a moral requirement 
seems perfectly compatible with relating to the other on terms of mutual recognition.  

Another example of this phenomenon, I think, can be found in certain extreme cases of 
weakness of will. Suppose I am driving at night, and I come across a badly injured stranger on 
the side of the road. It is very plausible that I have a moral obligation to stop and help this 
person, if I can do so at little cost to myself. But suppose my last interaction with a stranger on 
the road was particularly traumatic. (Suppose, for instance, that the last stranger I encountered 
robbed me at gunpoint.) This prior experience leads me to be extremely fearful of strangers, 
especially those I encounter on the road at night. Accordingly, I may be so overcome with fear 
that I decline to stop and help the injured stranger, even though I recognize that I have an 
obligation to do so.  I submit that, in this case, I violate a moral obligation, while still relating to 24

the stranger on terms of mutual recognition. That is because my failing to help does not 
necessarily express inadequate concern for their interests. It is merely a consequence of my own 
emotional state of being overpowered by intense fear.  Of course, most cases of weakness of 25

will are not like this. If I judge that I have a moral obligation to donate part of my paycheck to 
Oxfam, but refrain in order to indulge my expensive tastes in craft beer, my omission does seem 
to indicate a lack of adequate concern for others’ interests. It demonstrates that I care more about 
my own interest in enjoying tasty beverages than I do about the (more significant) interests of 
others in having adequate food, shelter, and medical care. The sort of case I am imagining, of 
being overpowered by intense fear, has a more pathological character, such that we should not 
attribute the agent’s failure to act rightly as due to a lack of appropriate consideration of the 
other’s interests. 

We should also admit that compliance with moral requirements is unnecessary for mutual 
recognition if we admit that our obligations to other persons can conflict. If we can have 
conflicting moral obligations, then it follows that acting wrongly is compatible with mutual 
recognition. If, whatever I do, I will violate either an obligation to A or to B, then my violating an 
obligation to B need not demonstrate lack of adequate regard for his interests, or any kind of 
disrespect. For, whatever I do, I must harm (or fail to adequately promote) someone’s interests; 

23 By ‘justify’ I here mean, “explain in a way compatible with respect.” Noting this heads off a potential 
objection: that I cannot genuinely justify myself to my student, in that I cannot give the student a normative reason 
for having missed the meeting. Rather, I can only give them an excuse. This conceptual distinction does not touch 
my main point, which is that I can explain my action in a way which is compatible with respect for the student and 
their interests. 

 
24 Thanks to Kirsten Pickering for this example. 
 
25 Cf. Scanlon, Moral Dimensions, 49 and 220, note 7. Although Scanlon thinks that impermissible actions 

generally do manifest a failure to treat others’ interests properly, he admits the existence of cases like the one 
mentioned here. 
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and my choosing to fulfill an obligation to A rather than B may reflect an anguished, arbitrary 
choice, rather than a failure to treat A’s interests seriously in deliberation.  

Of course, not everyone will agree with my descriptions of all of the above cases. But 
hopefully everyone acknowledges at least one of the sorts of cases described above. And the 
existence of any one of them is enough to establish that compliance with moral requirements is 
unnecessary for mutual recognition.  
  
1.3.2 Compliance Not Sufficient for Mutual Recognition  
 
I turn now to arguing that compliance with moral requirements is insufficient for mutual 
recognition. Two sorts of cases are relevant here. First, there are the familiar examples of people 
doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. A grocer charges his customers fairly, but only 
because doing so is best for his bottom line ; a volunteer at a soup kitchen helps others only in 26

order to feel morally superior to her peers; a philanthropist donates to charity just in order to gain 
public accolades. Plausibly, these agents do what is morally required of them. Yet they do not 
seem to treat the concerns of others appropriately in deliberation, because their actions are not at 
all motivated or guided by a concern to justify themselves to others.  They do not manifest 27

respect for others’ value as persons. So, they seem not to realize relations of mutual recognition.  
Now, some would deny that we can so easily separate the permissibility of an action from 

the reasons for which it is done. Some philosophers distinguish between mere acts (e.g., donating 
to charity) and actions, which are acts done for certain reasons (e.g., donating to charity in order 
to gain public accolades).  Some of those who make this distinction claim that we are morally 28

obligated to perform or not perform particular actions, rather than acts.  If the rightness of an 29

action depends on the reasons for which the agent acts, then we might claim that the agents 
above do not give us cases of right action for bad reasons—they are simply examples of agents 
acting wrongly. Therefore, they are not counterexamples to the view that compliance with moral 
requirements is sufficient for recognition.  

In evaluating this objection, we need to distinguish two questions. The first is: is it true 
that agents are generally required to perform or not perform certain actions (i.e., acts done for 
certain reasons)? The second is: do the agents in the above examples act wrongly? Note that the 
success of the response requires an affirmative answer to the second question. I doubt that it is 
true that agents are generally required to act or not act for certain reasons, though they may be in 
special cases.  I will not argue for that claim, however. It is enough to note that, however we 30

come down on this question, it is not plausible that (say) the prudent grocer or the selfish 

26 The example is from Kant, Groundwork, 13. Kant says that the grocer acts “in accordance with duty,” but 
not “from duty.” 

 
27 See Scanlon, 99-105 for discussion of such cases. 
 
28 See Prichard, and Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 8-14. 
 
29 See Korsgaard, and Herman, “Mismatch of Methods.” By contrast, Prichard claims that we only have 

obligations to perform certain acts. 
 

30 On this point I agree with Scanlon. 
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philanthropist act wrongly. Even if moral obligations do sometimes apply to actions rather than 
acts, it is not plausible that these agents violate any particular obligations. To maintain otherwise 
we would have to say (e.g.) that one is morally obligated to charge everyone the same prices 
because it is fair, or that one is morally obligated to donate to charity in order to help others. 
These claims are, on their face, excessively moralistic. Moreover, it is hard to believe that 
contractualism would imply that agents have obligations to charge everyone the same prices for 
the sake of fairness, or that agents have obligations to donate in order to help others. Recall that 
contractualism says an action is forbidden just in case an individual’s objections to a principle 
permitting an action are at least as strong as any other individual’s objections to principles 
forbidding the action. But it is hard to believe that (say) any individuals have objections to 
principles permitting people to donate for selfish reasons that are at least as strong as the 
objections people have to principles forbidding them to do so (mutatis mutandis for the other 
examples). Recipients of charity may have some reason to object to principles allowing others to 
donate from selfish motives: we generally don’t want our need to be the occasion of other 
people’s self-aggrandizement or self-enrichment. But there are much stronger reasons to object 
to principles which forbid people from donating for selfish motives. A recipient of charitable 
giving can object to such principles on the grounds that they would likely make donations less 
numerous; a donor could object that such principles, by demanding purity in one’s motivations, 
make it much harder to permissibly engage in a worthwhile enterprise. Either of these objections 
to principles forbidding selfish giving seems strong enough to defeat the objection to principles 
permitting it.  So, it looks like our counterexamples stand.  31

There is another way in which mere compliance with moral requirements can fall short of 
relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. In some situations we are not in a position to 
affect the interests of certain people; we then have no obligations to them, on a fairly 
uncontroversial application of the ‘ought implies can’ principle. Yet we could still fail to treat 
their interests appropriately in deliberation, if ‘deliberation’ is understood broadly to include 
reasoning about how others ought to treat them, or about how we should feel about certain things 
happening. Suppose I learn of a group of workers trapped in a mine thousands of miles away; 
suppose that the people will die before I can do anything to help rescue them. But I might still 
consider the plight of the trapped miners; I might decide that someone ought to make a serious 
attempt to save them, and that their employer ought to be investigated for possible negligence. 
And I might also feel indignation if no one does anything to help the miners. These responses on 
my part, I submit, manifest a proper concern for the interests of the trapped miners. But one 
might fail to respond to the miners’ plight in these ways, in which case they would not be 
manifesting proper concern for their interests. One might, for instance, judge that the miners 
should be left to die and that the employer should under no circumstances be held responsible; 
and one might feel complete indifference at the thought of the workers’ being left to suffer. 
These reactions clearly exhibit a lack of appropriate concern for the miners’ interests, although 
they need not involve a violation of moral obligations. That may be because, as some 
philosophers argue, moral requirements only apply to actions (and omitted actions), not to 

31  Suikkanen, “Intentions, Blame, and Contractualism,” discusses (but does not endorse) a similar rationale 
for rejecting the view that we are obligated to perform acts for certain reasons. 
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attitudes.  I take no stand on that issue. In any case, it is plausible that not every failure to 32

properly respect another’s interests is a failure to comply with moral requirements.  
  
1.3.3 Mutual Recognition as a Matter of Attitudes  
 
I conclude that compliance with moral requirements is neither necessary nor sufficient for 
relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. So, what is mutual recognition? The examples 
described above suggest that it is a matter of having certain attitudes toward other people: the 
attitudes constitutive of treating others’ interests appropriately in deliberation. Just when we treat 
others’ interests appropriately in deliberation are we capable of justifying ourselves to them, in 
the sense that involves respect for their value as persons.  

But what, exactly, is involved in treating the concerns of others’ appropriately in 
deliberation? Recall Scanlon’s remark that “[a] moral person will refrain from lying to others, 
cheating, harming, or exploiting them, ‘because these things are wrong.’”  This claim suggests 33

that relating to others on terms of mutual recognition involves treating certain considerations as 
reasons. It suggests, in particular, that mutual recognition involves treating facts about what is 
morally required and morally forbidden, as we see them, as decisive reasons for action. We 
realize relations of mutual recognition when we treat the (apparent) fact that an action is wrong 
as a decisive reason not to do it, and when we treat the (apparent) fact that an action is required 
as a decisive reason to do it. On this understanding of mutual recognition, an agent who 
appropriately treats (apparent) facts about what is morally required and forbidden as reasons 
thereby realizes relations of mutual recognition with others, regardless of whether they in fact act 
rightly.  34

This revised understanding of mutual recognition implies that we must revise the account 
of morality’s reason-giving force sketched in section II. It is not that we have reason to do what 
morality requires because acting morally is constitutive of valuable relations of mutual 
recognition. We have reason to do what morality requires because striving to comply with moral 
requirements for its own sake is constitutive of valuable relations of mutual recognition. I call 
this the Attitudinal Relationship View.  

Two points of clarification are necessary here. First, at this point I follow Scanlon in 
holding that for an act to be wrong just is for it to be forbidden by principles for the general 
regulation of behavior that no one could reasonably reject.  So, in claiming that the moral 35

32 For example, Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics; Taylor, Good and Evil; and Wallace, Responsibility and 
Moral Sentiments. 
 

33 Scanlon, What We Owe, 162. 
 
34 See Wallace, “Rightness and Responsibility.” 
 
35 See Scanlon, What We Owe. In “Wrongness and Reasons,” Scanlon suggests that the contractualist 

formula should be understood instead as an account of one way in which an action can be wrong. Parfit, On What 
Matters, vol. 1, 368-370, argues that contractualism should be understood as an account of the fundamental, 
highest-order property in virtue of which acts are wrong. Cf. Rosen, “Metaphysical Dependence”; and Southwood, 
928. For the opposing view, see Wallace, The Moral Nexus. I prefer Scanlon’s original formulation of 
contractualism as saying what it is for an act to be wrong, but I don’t believe much of substance hangs on what we 
say here. The important point is that, when the contractualist talks about an agent avoiding wrong acts “because they 
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person refrains from doing certain things “because they are wrong,” we mean to say they avoid 
doing these things because they are forbidden by non-reasonably-rejectable principles. Likewise, 
the person who does something “because it is required” does it because it is the act uniquely 
permitted by such principles. In guiding their actions by judgments about what is or is not 
permitted by non-reasonably-rejectable principles, the moral person acts in ways that they can 
justify to others.  

Second, the Attitudinal Relationship View does not imply that all of our reasons to be 
moral are grounded in the value of mutual recognition. Often doing the right thing is a means to 
an agent’s realizing other goods. More importantly, interests of the sort which give rise to moral 
requirements have normative force in their own right: that someone is in pain may be a reason to 
help them independently of its implications for my relations with them, and independently of 
whether I have a moral obligation to help them. (I will not have such an obligation if I could 
reasonably reject a principle requiring me to help them. But it does not follow, and it is not 
plausible, that their pain gives me no reason at all to help them.) The Attitudinal Relationship 
View seeks only to characterize the distinctive reason-giving force of moral obligations.   36

  
1.4 Four Puzzles about Mutual Recognition  
 
The Attitudinal Relationship View runs into four immediate difficulties: what I’ve called the 
Problems of Mismatch, Legalism, Self-regardingness, and Antecedence. In this section I develop 
responses to all four problems. In doing so I hope to clarify the Attitudinal Relationship View 
and its strengths.  
  
1.4.1 The Problem of Mismatch  
 
The value of mutual recognition, according to Scanlon, is supposed to explain why we ought to 
do what morality requires. But as I argued in section III, mutual recognition is a matter of having 
the right attitudes, and having the right attitudes is neither necessary nor sufficient for complying 
with moral requirements. So, it is puzzling how the value of relating to others on terms of mutual 
recognition could explain why we should comply with moral requirements. This is the Problem 
of Mismatch.  

The solution lies in appreciating the deliberative perspective of the agent who values 
mutual recognition. An agent who has the goal of relating to others on terms of mutual 
recognition can only attain this goal by trying to do what is actually morally required. Insofar as 
one cares about relating properly to others, one cannot focus simply on the quality of their 
attitudes; one must try to figure out what is truly right or wrong and strive to act accordingly. 
That is because I can only bring about my treating certain considerations as reasons for action by 
forming intentions to act on the relevant considerations. Therefore, from the agent's point of 
view, there is no daylight between trying to relate to others on terms of mutual recognition, and 
trying to comply with moral requirements (for its own sake). Of course, trying is no guarantee of 
success—one will sometimes get things wrong. In that case one will have acted in a way that 

are wrong,” the agent should be understood as responding to the property of being forbidden by principles no one 
could reasonably reject. 

 
36 I discuss this point further in chapter 2. 
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wrongs another, despite having taken their interests seriously in deliberation. A person who truly 
values mutual recognition, however, will take this failure seriously, and attempt to correct it, 
through apologies or other means of making amends.  

To be sure, there are deliberative contexts where striving to have the right attitudes and 
striving to do the right thing can pull apart. Suppose I keep an appointment with a student, not 
because I remembered the appointment or cared at all about keeping it, but because I sought 
refuge in my office from distractions at home and happened to be in my office at the scheduled 
time. Looking back on this episode later, I might judge that I did the right thing with the wrong 
attitudes. Does the Attitudinal Relationship View imply then that I shouldn’t have gone to my 
office after all, since doing so was not relevant to my having the right attitudes? No. I should 
conclude that I should have been conscientious about fulfilling my obligations and so keeping 
the appointment; and, if I had been, I would have had the right attitudes and done the right thing. 

Or, consider a science-fiction scenario: suppose I am forced to take one of two pills. Pill 
A would ensure that, going forward, I always comply with my moral obligations to others, but 
with the wrong attitudes; Pill B would ensure that I have the right attitudes, but end up doing the 
wrong thing.  Insofar as I strive to comply with moral requirements in order to manifest the right 
attitudes, it seems that I should take Pill B. But insofar as I actually want to comply with moral 
requirements, it seems that I should take Pill A. I am not sure we should put too much weight on 
intuitions about cases of this kind: it is hard to imagine how exactly the hypothetical pills would 
function to constrain our choices in the relevant ways without destroying our agency entirely, 
and that makes me somewhat skeptical that we can form reliable judgments about the scenario. 
Putting that worry aside, however, I think the case is probably best understood as one in which I 
must decide between relating to others on terms of mutual recognition right now in exchange for 
failing to relate to them on terms of mutual recognition later (Pill A), or failing to relate to others 
on terms of mutual recognition now in exchange for relating to them on terms of mutual 
recognition moving forward (Pill B). That is because, insofar as I am appropriately concerned 
about others’ interests now, I will want to actually do the right thing, and so choose Pill A. But 
insofar as I choose to make sure that I have appropriate attitudes toward them in the future, at the 
moment I choose to take Pill B I would be problematically disregarding their interests, and so 
failing to relate to them on terms of mutual recognition. The upshot is that the choice between 
Pill A and Pill B is not a choice between relating to others on terms of mutual recognition and 
complying with moral requirements. It is a choice between relating to the other on terms of 
mutual recognition now and relating to them on terms of mutual recognition later.   37

Finally, consider a version of Kant’s prudent shopkeeper.  The shopkeeper is motivated 38

to charge all of his customers the same price out of concern for future business and not because 

37 This fact might be traced to the agent-relative character of the reason to which one responds when one 
realizes relations of mutual recognition. These are reasons for me to (say) keep my promise or refrain from lying, but 
not necessarily for others to facilitate my keeping my promises or to prevent me from lying. Agent-relative reasons 
contrast with agent-neutral reasons, which give all agents reasons to bring about certain states of affairs (for 
instance, the state of affairs of my keeping my promises). If, as many think, agent-relative reasons are also relative 
to a time, then it follows that relating to others on terms of mutual recognition now requires doing what is now 
morally required of me. For the temporal relativity of agent-relative reasons, see Broome, Weighing Goods and 
Ridge, “Reasons for Action: Agent-Neutral vs. Agent-Relative.” 

 
38 See note 26 above. 
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doing so is morally required. Suppose that the shopkeeper is, in fact, incapable of being moved 
to charge his customers fairly by the thought that it is morally required.  The Attitudinal 39

Relationship View seems to imply that, since the shopkeeper is incapable of standing in relations 
of mutual recognition, he has no reason to do the right thing. But that might seem wrong. 
Shouldn’t we be able to say that the shopkeeper has a reason to do the right thing, even if he 
can’t do the right thing for the right reasons? 

To see why this worry is misplaced, recall that the Attitudinal Relationship View is 
meant to characterize the distinctive reason-giving force of moral requirements, in such a way 
that we can answer the problem of priority. Now, our amoral shopkeeper will certainly have 
some reason to comply with the moral requirement to charge his customers fairly—the hit his 
business’ reputation might take if he attempts to charge different prices, for instance, or the fear 
of hostile reactions if he is found out. But his inability to respond to the requirements themselves 
as reasons means that he is incapable of responding to the distinctive reasons provided by 
morality. And that incapacity means that the problem of priority—that is, the problem of seeing 
how moral reasons could take deliberative priority over other considerations of great 
importance—does not even arise for the shopkeeper.   40

One might think that we are evading the real problem. It may seem as though the 
Attitudinal Relationship Problem identifies a reason to try to do what morality requires, but not a 
reason to actually do it. It is true that one typically can do what is morally required by trying to 
do what is morally required. But that does not show that reasons to try to be moral are equivalent 
to reasons to actually be moral. Indeed, the arguments given in section 1.3 might seem to 
establish that they are not equivalent. One can try to be moral without actually being moral, and 
vice versa.  

This rejoinder relies on a misunderstanding of the notion of a normative reason. The 
concept of a normative reason is primarily a deliberative concept: we employ this idea in 
deciding what to do, think, or feel.  Of course, we can also use the concept psychologically, to 41

characterize the state of mind of another agent: we can say what considerations another agent 
takes or treats as reasons to do something. We use the concept in this way when we describe the 

39 In what sense is the shopkeeper incapable of being moved by the thought that the act is morally required? 
Perhaps he simply does not care at all about the justifiability of his actions to others, in which case he would be a 
kind of psychopath. If the shopkeeper’s supposed incapacity is more mundane — for example, if thoughts about the 
justifiability of his actions are simply much less motivating than thoughts about what will turn him a profit — it is 
less clear that he is truly incapable of being moved by the relevant thought, in a sense that would mean moral 
requirements don’t provide him with reasons for action. See note 40 below for further discussion. 

 
40 There is another way of responding to this objection. The objection seems to assume that, if an agent is 

incapable of acting for a certain reason, then they cannot be said to have that reason. However, the plausibility of 
this assumption depends on the kind of incapacity at issue. Suppose that the shopkeeper is fully capable of 
understanding that he is morally required to charge his customers equally, yet simply has no desire to do so (even 
after full consideration of all relevant non-moral facts). Following Williams in “Internal and External Reasons,” we 
might say that facts about what is morally required do not provide the shopkeeper with “internal reasons.” Still, we 
could plausibly insist that the moral requirement provides the agent with an “external” reason, in Williams’ 
terminology. Cf. McDowell, “Might There be External Reasons?” and Scanlon, What We Owe, 363-73. Or, we 
might hold that all (non-psychopathic) rational agents possess the capacity to guide themselves by moral reasons, 
regardless of their prior desires, as Wallace argues in “Three Conceptions of Rational Agency.” 

 
41 See Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity; Scanlon, ch. 1; and Wallace, “Normativity and the Will.” 
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reasons for which an agent actually acts (“The reason she quit was that her boss passed her over 
for a promotion.”)  When we employ the notion of a reason psychologically, we can see that one 42

may try and fail to do the thing one takes there to be reason to do. On the other hand, one may do 
what one has a reason to do without trying to act for the relevant reason. But none of this shows 
that there are two kinds of reasons here, reasons to try to do X and reasons to do X. Normative 
reasons are capable of guiding an agent’s deliberation, and of being acted upon.  But a reason to 43

do X cannot guide my deliberation unless it is also thereby a reason to try to do X; and a reason 
to try to do X cannot be acted upon unless I take it to be a reason to do X.  44

The value of mutual recognition, then, does not provide us merely with reasons to have 
certain attitudes, or with reasons to merely try to do what morality requires. It gives us reasons to 
do what morality requires (for the right reasons) full stop.  
  
1.4.2 The Problem of Legalism  
 
According to the Attitudinal Relationship View, our reasons to do what morality requires are 
grounded in the value of mutual recognition, which is realized when we take (apparent) facts 
about what is morally required and forbidden as decisive reasons for action. But, on an intuitive 
way of thinking about morality, this view may seem to fall afoul of the wrong kind of reason 
horn of Prichard’s dilemma. This objection says that the moral person is not “first and foremost 
moved by” facts about what is morally required but rather by the concrete considerations in 
virtue of which certain acts are required or prohibited. That is, the moral person is primarily 
moved by considerations like “that child is in danger of drowning,” or “I promised her.” The 
Attitudinal Relationship View, by contrast, presents an objectionably legalistic picture of the 
moral person’s reasons for acting. This is the Problem of Legalism.   (Note that this is an 45

instance of a more general problem, which will be faced by any view which holds that the 
rightness or wrongness of an action is itself a reason to act, or a reason by which the morally 

42 On the connection between these different uses of the idea of a reason, see Hieronymi, “Reasons for 
Action.” 

 
43 This view is almost a commonplace in discussions of reasons and rationality. See, for instance, Kolodny, 

“Why be Rational?”; Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 1, 51; and Raz, From Normativity to Responsibility, 28. For the 
contrary view, see Schroeder, Slaves of the Passions, ch. 9. 

 
44 I believe the latter claim is one lesson of Kavka, “The Toxin Puzzle.” One cannot have a reason to intend 

to drink a poison that is not also a reason to drink the poison. 
Niko Kolodny suggested to me that there may be cases in which one ought to do X (because it would be 

good if one succeeded) but where it is not the case that one ought to try to do X (because one is likely to try and fail 
at great cost). For instance, maybe an alcoholic ought [to attend an important social gathering and refrain from 
drinking], though it’s not the case that the alcoholic ought to try [to attend the important social gathering and refrain 
from drinking], since they are extremely likely to fall off the wagon. Even if there is a sense of “ought” on which 
that is true, however, it does not seem that the alcoholic has a reason [to attend the important social gathering and 
refrain from drinking]. That is because there is no consideration in favor of [attending the social gathering and 
refraining from drinking] that could properly guide the alcoholic’s deliberation, given what they know about the 
likelihood of their falling off the wagon. 

  
45 Compare with Smith, The Moral Problem, who objects to the view that the morally good person is 

motivated by a desire to do the right thing de dicto on the grounds that such a motivation is fetishistic. 
 



17 

good person is moved. People often raise a similar objection to Kant’s motive of duty thesis, for 
example.  As should become clear, however, the response to this problem that I outline below 46

will not necessarily be available to non-contractualist views.)  
We can distinguish two different versions of this objection. One version objects to the 

idea that a moral person does the morally required thing because it’s required, rather than 
because of concrete considerations of harm or fairness or the like. This version of the objection, 
however, rests on a false dichotomy. In characterizing our reasons to be moral, we need not 
choose between the concrete considerations in virtue of which acts are right or wrong, on the one 
hand, and the requirements themselves, on the other. I submit that the moral agent is moved by 
both sorts of considerations—often at once. The consciousness of moral requirements involved 
in moral agency is usually inseparable from a consciousness of the particular features of a 
situation that give rise to those requirements.  

To see this, return to the example I introduced at the start of the chapter. I am on the way 
to a party and encounter an injured stranger on the side of the road. If I am a moral person, I will 
of course be moved by the stranger's plight, and the harms that may befall him if I don’t help. 
But these features of the situation should strike me as having a particular normative force. I 
register the stranger’s potential complaints to my neglecting to help as complaints; and I am 
aware that these complaints outweigh or override my interest in attending the party. In this way I 
recognize certain concrete considerations as giving rise to moral requirements.  

But there is another version of the objection which does not depend on the false 
dichotomy just described. This version of the objection says that the recognition of moral 
requirements as requirements is unnecessary or even at odds with appropriate moral motivation. 
What motivates a moral person, one might think, is the plight of the injured stranger. That I 
recognize a moral requirement to help the stranger is irrelevant , or perhaps even inappropriate.47

  48

I think that this version of the objection derives most of its plausibility from an overly 
intellectualized conception of what it is to recognize a moral requirement. To recognize 
something as morally required does not require that I explicitly think to myself “This act is 
morally required,” or even that I am disposed to utter something to that effect. What it does 
require is that my thinking about what to do takes a certain form. When I recognize the stranger’s 
complaint as giving rise to a moral requirement, that complaint obtrudes on my deliberation, so 
to speak; it presses itself on me insistently as a reason for action, in a way that other 
considerations (e.g., the pleasures of the party I’m heading to) do not. Indeed, the stranger’s 

46 For discussion of this objection, see Herman, “Motive of Duty,” and Korsgaard, “From Duty and for the 
Sake of the Noble.” 

 
47 Cf. Arpaly, Unprincipled Virtue and Markovits, “Acting for the Right Reasons.” For the contrary view, 

see Sliwa, ”Moral Knowledge and Moral Worth” and Johnson King, “Accidentally Doing the Right Thing.” 
 
48 Cf. Williams’s famous remarks about a man who is faced with the choice of saving his drowning wife or 

a drowning stranger. If the man is moved by the thought that it is morally permissible to save his drowning wife in 
the circumstances, he would have “one thought too many: it might have been hoped by some (for instance, by his 
wife) that his motivating thought, fully spelled out, would be that it is his wife, not that it was his wife and in 
circumstances of this kind it is permissible to save one’s wife.” See Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality,” 
18. 
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complaint will outweigh or even exclude other potential reasons.  The perception of the 49

stranger’s having grounds for complaint also manifests in a disposition to recognize certain 
responses as appropriate if I disregard the stranger’s complaint: resentment on the part of the 
stranger, for instance, and guilt on my own part.  An agent who deliberates in these ways can 50

truly be said to think of themselves as standing under a moral requirement, whether or not they 
would be inclined to describe themselves as thinking that. 

Of course, my deliberation might take a different form. I might judge that the stranger’s 
plight gives me a reason to help him, without registering that reason as having special 
significance for deliberation. Perhaps the reason provided by the stranger’s situation strikes me 
somewhat like a reason to attend an interesting play: presenting the option as enticing or 
attractive but non-mandatory, and on a par with the reasons I have to spend my evening in other 
ways. I submit that, if I viewed things this way, I would be missing something morally crucial. 
The morally good person registers the stranger’s complaint as giving rise to a requirement or 
obligation. And that is what is involved in realizing relations of mutual recognition: one takes 
(apparent) facts about what is morally required as reasons for action.  

It’s worth pausing here to compare my view with that of Jay Wallace, who discusses a 
related worry. Wallace writes:  

 
[O]ne would expect [an account of morality’s reason-giving force] to make transparent 
the concrete considerations that count in favor of doing the right thing in specific 
situations of action and decision, considerations which in turn motivate the agent to do 
what morality requires when they are grasped... What typically ‘motivates’ us to do the 
right thing are not thoughts about rightness or wrongness themselves...but, rather, 
thoughts about the kinds of consideration that render particular options right or wrong: 
that a given action would hurt someone’s feelings, say, or be demeaning or cruel or 
helpful.   51

 
The problem, in short, is that moral agents are usually motivated by concrete considerations of 
harm, cruelty, and the like, rather than thoughts about rightness or wrongness per se. Wallace 
attempts to answer this worry by holding that the reason-giving force of considerations of harm, 
etc. are “derivative of” the basic idea of justifiability to others:  
 

The contractualist could maintain that our responsiveness to these concrete moral 
categories is guided by our internalized understanding of the ways in which they provide 
grounds for reasonable rejection in particular cases... The content and focus of actual 
moral thought...can...be explained in terms of our implicit understanding of the ways in 
which familiar categories of action ordinarily provide people with a reasonable basis for 
complaint.   52

49 See note 6 above. 
 
50 I discuss the connection of moral obligations to the reactive attitudes in chapter 3. 
 
51 Wallace, “Scanlon’s Contractualism,” 286-87. 
 
52 Wallace, 288. 
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This proposal is very much in line with mine. We should add, as Wallace emphasizes in his later 
work, that morally good agency involves an (at least implicit) apprehension that the other has a 
reasonable basis for complaint about certain actions.  This apprehension manifests in the way 53

certain reasons press themselves on one in deliberation, overpowering or excluding 
countervailing considerations, and a disposition to recognize the appropriateness of certain 
emotional responses to one’s disregarding the relevant reasons. The moral person is motivated to 
do the right thing by an (apparent) awareness of the other’s having grounds to complain about 
certain things, and not merely by responsiveness to the considerations which happen to provide 
grounds for complaint in a particular case.  
 
1.4.3 The Problem of Self-regardingness 
 
The Attitudinal Relationship View traces the reason-giving force of moral requirements to the 
value of having a certain kind of relationship with other people. But this account of 
reason-giving force might be thought to be self-absorbed or even egoistic. Shouldn’t our reasons 
for doing the right thing have to do with the effects of our actions on other people, and not (or at 
least not primarily) the effects of our actions on our relationships with others? To hold that our 
reasons for being moral derive from the value of the relationships we stand in with other people 
seems to give us weirdly self-regarding reasons for complying with moral requirements. Call this 
the Problem of Self-Regardingness.  This is another instance of the wrong kind of reason 54

problem. 
Like the Problem of Legalism, the Problem of Self-regardingness is not unique to 

contractualism. A similar problem will arise for any view which explains our reasons to be moral 
in terms of how moral or immoral action affects the agent. This kind of objection is often 
levelled at those forms of virtue ethics that ground our reasons to do the right thing in the 
desirability of possessing certain virtues. According to this kind of view, my reason to do the 
right thing is that doing so is necessary for my realizing the virtue of justice (or of temperance, or 
magnanimity, or whatever). But intuitively, our reasons for doing the right thing have something 
to do with the welfare or interests of other people.  55

Before defending the Attitudinal Relationship View against the Problem of 
Self-regardingness, it will be instructive to consider how virtue ethicists typically respond to this 
kind of objection. It is true, virtue ethicists admit, that people should strive to possess the virtues. 
(Virtue ethicists in the eudaimonist tradition of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics take a step further 
and claim that possession of the virtues is necessary for a person’s flourishing.) But someone 

53 See Wallace, The Moral Nexus, especially section 2.4. 
 
54 Wallace raises this worry in “Scanlon’s Contractualism,” 287: “To attempt to extract from the value of 

mutual recognition a general account of the reason-giving force of moral considerations thus seems false to the 
phenomenology of moral deliberation and action, ascribing to it a self-directed focus that it does not ordinarily seem 
to exhibit.” 

 
55 Scheffler, 116-17, among others, raises this objection against virtue-ethical theories. See also Hurka, 

Virtue, Vice, and Value, 219-55. For responses on behalf of virtue ethics, see Annas, “Virtue Ethics and the Charge 
of Egoism” and LeBar, “Virtue Ethics and Deontic Constraints.”  
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who possesses the virtues does not typically do the right thing in order to be virtuous in general, 
nor do they do it to realize some particular virtue (e.g., justice). A person who possesses the 
virtue of kindness, for instance, will do the right thing because it will relieve the other’s pain. 
The virtuous agent, then, will typically be motivated by other-regarding rather than 
self-regarding considerations.  The virtue ethicist can maintain that these other-regarding 56

considerations are our reasons to act morally. 
I think the defender of the Attitudinal Relationship View should say something 

structurally similar in response to the Problem of Self-Regardingness. Recall Scanlon’s analogy 
between friendship and mutual recognition. Scanlon writes: 
 

A person who was loyal to a friend simply to have the benefits of friendship would not be 
a true friend. A true friend has to see loyalty as in itself sufficient reason to bear a burden. 
On the other hand, a person who did not regard friendship as a good to him, did not enjoy 
it and see it as an important ingredient in a good life, would not be a real friend either, but 
only following a strangely cold imperative… A moral person will refrain from lying to 
others, cheating, harming, or exploiting them, “because these things are wrong.” But for 
such a person these requirements are not just formal imperatives; they are aspects of the 
positive value of a way of living with others.  57

 
A true friend, Scanlon claims, will treat loyalty as a sufficient reason to do certain things for their 
friend, but they will also see friendship as valuable, as something which contributes to their 
living a good life. Likewise, the moral person treats the wrongness of certain actions as a 
sufficient reason to avoid them, while thinking of responsiveness to moral requirements as 
constitutive of valuable relationships of mutual recognition—relationships which, again, 
contribute to my own life going well.  58

56 Depending on the details of the case, an agent who is motivated by thoughts about their own virtue might 
be open to the charge of moral self-indulgence. See Williams, “Utilitarianism and Moral Self-Indulgence.” Williams 
makes a number of illuminating observations about this sort of reflexive motivation. One observation is that being 
motivated by thoughts about virtue is not sufficient for moral self-indulgence —for example, one might be 
motivated by the thought this is what a kind person would do. Self-indulgence requires that one be motivated by 
something like a desire to take pleasure in one’s own kindness. In many (but not all) cases, acting so as to bask in 
one’s possessing a certain virtue seems incompatible with actually possessing that virtue. Note also Williams’s 
claim that an agent’s having the thought that they are manifesting a certain virtue does not amount to 
self-indulgence, since “that is not the same as [their] motivation being provided by that thought” (46). 
 

57 Scanlon, What We Owe, 162. 
 
58 Actually, Scanlon’s description here seems to distort the deliberative attitude of the good friend. It may 

be right that a true friend must “regard friendship as a good”; but it is also important that they regard their 
particular friendship as a good. That is, a good friend will not just value friendship in the abstract, but will see their 
friendship with Sarah as contributing to their living well. This point does not undermine the response to the Problem 
of Self-Regardingness given in the main text. 

The idea that a true friend sees loyalty as their reason to bear burdens for their friend also needs to be 
handled with care. To think that a certain act would show one to be a loyal person might in fact be a weirdly 
self-regarding reason for helping one’s friend. Acting out of loyalty is unobjectionable, however, if that is 
understood as recognizing that their friend has a claim on them for help, in virtue of their relationship. See note 57 
above. 
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These remarks suggest the following response to the Problem of Self-Regardingness. 
That acting in a certain way allows one to relate to others on terms of mutual recognition is not 
one’s reason for doing the right thing. One’s reason for doing the right thing is provided by the 
moral requirements themselves. These are the considerations to which the moral person responds 
in deliberation (as described in section section 1.4.2 above). Just as the virtue ethicist need not 
hold that our reasons for right action are provided by self-regarding considerations about the 
virtues, so the proponent of the Attitudinal Relationship View need not be saddled with an 
objectionably self-regarding account of our reason for doing the right thing.  59

  
1.4.4 The Problem of Antecedence 
 
Our answers to the Problems of Legalism and Self-regardingness, however, raise a new problem. 
The problem is that the value of mutual recognition now seems explanatorily otiose as an 
account of morality’s reason-giving force. For if we admit that our reasons to do what morality 
requires are provided by moral requirements themselves, there seems not to be any explanatory 
work left for the value of mutual recognition to do. This is the Problem of Antecedence.   60

Like the Problems of Mismatch, Legalism, and Self-regardingness, the Problem of 
Antecedence is merely apparent. Although we can truly say that our reasons to comply with 
moral requirements are provided by the requirements themselves, the appeal to the value of 
mutual recognition can still shed light on the normative significance of these requirements. 
Consider, once again, the example concerning the injured stranger. I noted above that the 
stranger’s potential complaint against my refusing to help him strikes me with a particular 
normative significance—it strikes me as giving rise to a moral requirement. But we may want to 
know, as we may want to know of any putative requirement, why this is required of us, and what 
is at stake in violating this requirement.  

We can approach the point I want to make by returning to the analogy between mutual 
recognition and friendship. Why are duties of friendship required of us, and what is at stake in 
violating them? These questions are not much discussed in contemporary philosophical 
literature, and I will not attempt a full answer to them here. But it seems indisputable that an 
answer to these questions will begin with an account of the value of friendship, that is, an 
account of the nature of friendship and why it is worth caring about. Friends recognize certain 
duties to one another, and strive to fulfill those duties even when it involves sacrifices of other 
goods. And we think friendship is valuable precisely because it involves the recognition of such 

59 Cf. Wallace, “Scanlon’s Contractualism,” 287-88. 
 

60 The Problem of Antecedence should be distinguished from two other objections to Scanlon’s 
contractualism with which it might be confused. One is the redundancy objection. This objection holds that 
Scanlon’s account of right and wrong in terms of what is permitted by non-reasonably-rejectable principles is 
redundant, because we cannot determine whether an action is permitted by non-reasonably-rejectable principles 
without already knowing whether it is wrong. See, e.g., Ashford and Mulgan, “Contractualism.” Another objection 
is the non-fundamentality objection. According to this objection, contractualism does not provide a fundamental 
account of right and wrong, since it presupposes a substantive understanding of people’s reasons for rejecting certain 
principles. See Southwood. Both of these objections are worries for Scanlon’s account of what it is for an action to 
be right or wrong. The Problem of Antecedence is a worry for a different aspect of Scanlon’s view: the claim that 
our reasons to be moral are provided by the value of mutual recognition. 
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duties. Failure to take the obligations seriously involves a failure as a friend. A sufficiently 
egregious lapse (or series of lapses) makes one a bad friend, and at the limit a failure to live up to 
one’s duties of friendship threatens the very relationship itself. 

The preceding claims identify abstract, structural connections between the value of a 
certain kind of relationship, and the obligations arising from relationships of that kind. They 
thereby give us some insight into the normative significance of duties of friendship.  Of course, 61

given that we’ve said very little about what friendship is or why it is valuable, the above claims 
do not offer much insight. They are not trivial, however. These claims might be offered to a 
visitor from an alien culture that doesn’t recognize friendships, for instance, in order to explain 
what a duty of friendship is, and why we take such duties seriously. It illuminates these duties by 
placing such duties in the context of a valuable way of relating to others.  

Similarly, we might attempt to illuminate the normative significance of moral obligations 
by appeal to the value of a certain kind of relationship: namely, the relationship of mutual 
recognition. We can make claims about the connection between mutual recognition and moral 
obligations at least roughly parallel to those we’ve made about the connection between 
friendship and duties of friendship. Mutual recognition, as we’ve seen, involves recognizing 
moral obligations to one another, and striving to fulfill those obligations even when it involves 
the sacrifice of other goods. And the value of mutual recognition lies, precisely, in the 
recognition of these obligations. Failure to take these obligations seriously involves a failure, not 
as a friend, but simply as a fellow creature. A sufficiently egregious lapse (or series of lapses), 
we might say, makes one a bad person, since it manifests insufficient respect for others’ 
personhood.  

Of course, mutual recognition differs from friendship in two fundamental respects, which 
makes the analogy less than straightforward. For one thing, friendships involve a causal history 
of interaction between people, and the reasons a friendship gives me seem dependent on my 
shared history with my friend.  My reasons to do what morality requires, on the other hand, are 62

not dependent on any shared history of interaction. In addition, relations of mutual recognition 
are much less emotionally rich than friendships, such that it may be hard to see how the former 
could be a source of significant reasons in the way that the latter is.  63

Nevertheless, there is a central point of analogy that seems to me to be sound. The point 
is that the ideal of mutual recognition can be a source of normative requirements for us in much 
the way friendship is: it provides our lives with meaning and “substance” (to use a term of 

61 When I talk about the normative significance of an obligation, I do not mean to suggest that one could 
establish that one has an obligation and then reasonably ask whether the obligation is normatively significant. 
Obligations are by their nature normatively significant, that is, they imply the existence of reasons for action. My 
reason for talking about normative significance is that, even if we are fairly certain that we have obligations of a 
certain kind, it may not be transparent what our reasons for complying with these obligations are, or why they have 
priority in deliberation. To ask about the nature of our reasons for complying with an obligation is to ask about the 
normative significance of the obligation. 

 
62 See Kolodny, “Love as Valuing a Relationship.” 
 
63 Cf. Wallace, 286: “The idealized value of mutual recognition that [Scanlon] ascribes to morality is rather 

bloodless, detached as it is from such tangible benefits as warmth and understanding and human emotional support.” 
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Bernard Williams’s ), providing structure to our interactions with others and to our lives as a 64

whole. We can recognize that our lives go better when we realize relations of mutual recognition, 
just as they go better when we enjoy healthy friendships.  65

The recognition that mutual recognition and friendship contribute to the goodness of our 
lives does not preclude, and is not precluded by, our recognition that moral requirements, or 
duties of friendship, provide reasons for action. On the contrary, the recognition of moral 
requirements and duties of friendship as significant reasons is inseparable from our recognition 
of the value of the relevant relationships. Scanlon’s claim that “a true friend” will “regard 
friendship as a good to [them]” and “see it as an important ingredient in a good life” suggests a 
way of understanding the connection between recognition of moral requirements and our 
appreciation of the value of mutual recognition. Good friends make sacrifices for one another 
because they’re friends. But their responsiveness to that kind of reason depends on their valuing 
their friendship, of that relationship being important to them. 

Of course, in ordinary deliberation about what to do, we do not reflect on the value of our 
friendship; we simply respond to our friends’ needs. Nor do we typically reflect on the value of 
mutual recognition; we simply do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do. As Jay 
Wallace notes, though, reflection on the values of friendship or mutual recognition may play a 
different role. In deliberative contexts where the question of priority comes to the fore (that is, in 
contexts where duties of friendship or moral obligations require us to sacrifice other things of 
great importance), reflection on the value of friendship or mutual recognition can help us see 
why sacrificing or de-prioritizing other values is worth it. Helping a friend in need or complying 
with a moral requirement might require me to jeopardize my career. Attending to the importance 
of the relationships made possible by striving to live up to duties of friendship or moral 
obligations may make clear why the sacrifice is a reasonable one.   66

That said, we should be careful not to too sharply separate this kind of reflection on the 
value of mutual recognition from more mundane deliberation, in which we are typically focused 
on moral requirements themselves. Wallace claims that the contractualist “ideal of justifiability 
to others” has two different “aspects,” one other-regarding (thinking about what we owe to 
others) and one self-regarding (reflection on mutual recognition and what it contributes to our 
lives).  The other-regarding aspect is most prominent in ordinary deliberation, Wallace says, and 67

provides “a plausible treatment of the general reason-giving force of moral considerations.” The 
self-regarding aspect, on the other hand, is prominent “in those specialized deliberative contexts 
in which the question of priority is at issue.” These points are well-taken, although we should 
resist the possible (perhaps unintended) suggestion that an account of morality’s reason-giving 
force can be separated from a response to the question of priority. A complete account of 
reason-giving force should make clear why moral obligations have the kind of deliberative 
priority that they seem to have. 

64 Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality.” 
 
65 I discuss this analogy further in chapter 2. 

 
66 Wallace, “Scanlon’s Contractualism,” 287-89. For further discussion of this point, see Wallace, “The 

Rightness of Acts.” Wallace calls this sort of reasoning “eudaimonistic reflection.” 
 
67 Wallace, “Scanlon’s Contractualism.” 
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Reference to discussion of virtue ethics may again be helpful. As discussed in section 
1.4.3, virtue ethicists often respond to the Problem of Self-regardingness by denying that the 
virtuous person’s reason for acting rightly is that doing so would help you realize your own 
virtue (either some particular virtue, e.g., courage or virtue in general). But that does not mean 
that reflection on the virtues plays no role in moral thought. In eudaimonistic versions of virtue 
ethics, reflection on the virtues can lead us to see why it is important that we cultivate and 
maintain certain dispositions of practical thought. It is important because those dispositions are 
necessary to one’s own flourishing. On a eudaimonist view, reflection on the connection between 
possession of the virtues and one’s flourishing is required for a complete understanding of our 
reasons for doing the right thing. The reasons themselves, however, are provided by (say) facts 
about how certain actions would affect others. 

This general picture provides a promising framework for thinking about the connection 
between the other-regarding and self-regarding aspects of mutual recognition on the Attitudinal 
Relationship View. On this view, our reasons for acting rightly are provided by moral 
requirements. But a full understanding of those reasons and their importance for us requires 
seeing how responsiveness to those reasons fits into a flourishing human life. 

To clarify, I do not mean to take traditional eudaimonism onboard here. The traditional 
eudaimonist holds that all reasons for action must ultimately be explained in terms of flourishing, 
which is taken to be the ultimate human good.  Certain considerations count as reasons for us 68

just in case, and because, responsiveness to those reasons is constitutive of the virtues, and 
possession of the virtues is necessary (or necessary and sufficient) for flourishing. The 
Attitudinal Relationship View is more modest in two important respects. First, unlike traditional 
eudaimonism, my view does not involve the claim that all reasons for action can be explained in 
terms of the virtues.  The Attitudinal Relationship View aims only to explain a particular class 69

of reasons (those provided by moral requirements). Second, my view does not attempt to ground 
practical reasons in some ultimate or master value as eudaimonism does. So, the value of mutual 
recognition on the Attitudinal Relationship View does not play a role analogous to that played by 
flourishing on traditional eudaimonism. The proponent of the Attitudinal Relationship View 
holds that mutual recognition is merely one value among many. In fact, the value of mutual 
recognition is precisely supposed to explain how we could have reason to comply with moral 
requirements when compliance involves conflicts with other values (that is, to answer the 
problem of priority). 

Note too that the Attitudinal Relationship View does not commit one to the controversial 
metaethical positions defended by some proponents of eudaimonistic virtue ethics. To hold that a 
complete understanding of our reasons for acting rightly involves an understanding of how 
responsiveness to moral reasons contributes to our flourishing does not imply, for instance, a 
subjectivist account of normative truth, on which the practical reasons an agent has is determined 
by their existing desires and evaluative commitments.  Nor does it imply an attempt to reduce 70

68 See, for example, Annas, Intelligent Virtue; Foot, Natural Goodness; and LeBar, Value of Living Well. 
 
69 For the best: the claim strikes me as false. The pleasures of a good cocktail give me reasons to drink it, 

even if responsiveness to those reasons is not constitutive of any virtue. 
 
70 LeBar, Value of Living Well, for instance, argues for a subjectivist version of eudaimonism. 
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moral truths to facts about what leads to human flourishing, or to analyze moral requirements in 
terms of facts about flourishing.  I am making a less ambitious claim: that reflection on the 71

value of mutual recognition helps us better understand the significance of our reasons for 
complying with moral requirements. 

 

71 As Foot attempts to do. 
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2 
 

Mutual Recognition, Bipolar Obligation, and Reciprocity 
 
In chapter 1, I explored Scanlon’s view  that our reasons to care about our moral obligations 1

to others are grounded in the value of the relationship of mutual recognition.  I claim that, while 2

Scanlon’s view has promise, it cannot be accepted as stated. Relations of mutual recognition are 
constituted by our attitudes toward one another. We relate to each other on terms of mutual 
recognition just when we treat our obligations to each other (as we see them) as decisive reasons 
for action. I’ve called this the Attitudinal Relationship View. I have addressed several worries 
about this view, and explained how the value of mutual recognition, understood in attitudinal 
terms, can shed light on our reasons to comply with our moral obligations to one another. 

But there is a significant worry for the Attitudinal Relationship View I have not yet 
addressed. It seems we have obligations to those who do not treat their obligations to us as 
important. Indeed, it seems that we have obligations to many creatures who lack even the 
capacity to grasp and guide themselves by moral requirements. And it seems that these 
obligations are as normatively significant as those we have to beings who can and do reciprocate 
our moral concern. Therefore, the idea that our reasons to be moral are grounded in the value of 
mutual recognition seems like a non-starter.  It appears unable to account for our reasons to 3

comply with obligations to those who do not acknowledge obligations to us. I call this the 
Problem of Moral Reciprocity. In this chapter I describe and present a solution to the Problem of 
Moral Reciprocity, helping to further clarify the Attitudinal Relationship View in the process. 

My discussion proceeds as follows. In section 2.1, I present the Problem of Moral 
Reciprocity, describing the different kinds of cases that give rise to the problem and 
distinguishing the problem from two related worries discussed in the literature on contractualism. 

In section 2.2, I consider and reject one potential response to the Problem of Moral 
Reciprocity. That response is to retreat from the Attitudinal Relationship View by giving up the 
idea that our reasons to be moral depend on the value of genuinely mutual recognition. I argue 
against this response, on the grounds that there is a powerful positive argument for thinking that 
our reasons to comply with obligations to others depend on the possibility of others reciprocating 
our moral concern. Here I clarify that the Attitudinal Relationship View is meant to account for 
bipolar obligations or directed duties, which imply certain capacities to hold one another 
accountable. Possession of those capacities, I argue, in turn implies the ability to respond to 
moral reasons, precisely the ability necessary for a person to reciprocate moral concern. 

1 Scanlon, What We Owe, ch. 4. 

2 As noted in chapter 1, the Attitudinal Relationship View is meant to account for our obligations to one 
another, considered merely as fellow creatures. There may be other kinds of moral obligations, which are either (a) 
not owed to anyone (a point I return to below) or (b) owed to others only in virtue of our standing in some special 
relationship to them (for example, our being friends or siblings). The Attitudinal Relationship View is not meant to 
explain the normative force of these obligations. 

 
3 See Wallace, The Moral Nexus, 139-40. 
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This argument, however, may not be sufficient to dispel the doubts raised by the problem 
cases. In section 2.3, I lay out a piecemeal response to the putative problem cases, drawing on 
the argument of section 2.2. The response has six parts, each of which accommodates certain 
apparent counterexamples to the Attitudinal Relationship View. Section 2.3.1 clarifies that it is 
only the potential for future reciprocity, rather than its actuality, which is essential to mutual 
recognition. We ought to do what we can to make possible relations of mutual recognition with 
others going forward, even when such relations have not obtained in the past or do not currently 
obtain. Section 2.3.2 points out that we care about reciprocating others’ moral concern for us 
even when others will not have the opportunity to reciprocate our concern in the future. Section 
2.3.3 notes that some initial judgments about which agents are capable of reciprocating our moral 
concern are likely to be mistaken, such that certain seeming problem cases are not really 
counterexamples to the Attitudinal Relationship View. Section 2.3.4 argues that some apparent 
obligations to one agent A should actually be understood as obligations to another agent B 
concerning A. This move allows us to accommodate some apparent problem cases by 
identifying, for agents who cannot reciprocate moral behavior, agents who can reciprocate and to 
whom we have obligations that govern how we may treat the non-reciprocating agents. Section 
2.3.5 extends this line of thought further, arguing that some apparent obligations to other agents 
are not really obligations to anyone. Here I suggest that some obligations governing our relations 
to our fellow creatures are monadic rather than bipolar. The reason-giving force of these 
obligations is not to be accounted for by appeal to mutual recognition. Section 2.3.6 defends the 
idea that some apparent  obligations to others are not really obligations at all. 

In section 2.4, I consider a potential objection to my response to the Problem of Moral 
Reciprocity: that it involves conceding that the Attitudinal Relationship View is unable to 
explain large parts of the moral domain, and thereby deprives the view of interest. I argue that 
the explanatory limits to the Attitudinal Relationship View do not pose a problem. Although the 
view does not explain all the reasons that we might intuitively regard as falling within the 
domain of morality, broadly construed, a systematic account of that kind is probably not 
possible. Moreover, the Attitudinal Recognition View does have significant explanatory power, 
in that it accounts for many of our firmest and deepest moral convictions, and illuminates the 
distinctive reason-giving force of a particularly significant part of the moral realm 
 
2.1 The Problem of Moral Reciprocity 
 
Various sorts of cases give rise to the Problem of Moral Reciprocity. The simplest case is 
that of agents who, although fully capable of grasping and complying with moral requirements, 
simply do not. This category includes garden-variety wrongdoers—people who generally try to 
comply with moral requirements, but who wrong us in some way—as well as committed 
evildoers—agents who have resolved to disregard or harm our interests. Call these agents 
morally defective. 

There are also agents who are incapable of grasping or guiding themselves by moral 
requirements. Call these agents morally incompetent. The class of morally incompetent agents is 
itself diverse: it includes non-human animals, young children, and the severely cognitively or 
emotionally impaired (including psychopaths). 

A third category of troublesome cases is provided by agents whom we can affect, but 
who cannot affect us. This category includes deceased persons, people who will live after we die, 
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and agents with whom we have one-off encounters (that is, people whom we causally impact, but 
whom cannot causally impact us because we will not interact with them in 
the future). Call such agents causally distant. 

The problem posed by agents in all these categories is that we seem to have moral 
obligations to them, even though they do not or cannot reciprocate our attempts to treat them 
morally. For ease of reference, the different categories and subcategories of problem case are 
listed below: 
 

1. Morally defective 
a. Garden-variety wrongdoers 
b. Committed evildoers 

2. Morally incompetent 
a. Non-human animals 
b. Young children 
c. Severely mentally/emotionally impaired persons (including psychopaths) 

3. Causally distant 
a. Deceased persons 
b. Far-off future persons (people who will live after we die) 
c. Agents with whom we have one-off encounters 

 
The Problem of Moral Reciprocity needs to be distinguished from two related problems 

discussed in the philosophical literature. One such worry, discussed by Scanlon, concerns how 
we represent morally incompetent agents in contractualist reasoning.  Scanlon’s contractualism 4

holds that an act is morally wrong just in case it is forbidden by principles for the general 
regulation of behavior that no one could reasonably reject. But, some creatures to whom we 
seem to have obligations (for instance, non-human animals and humans with severe cognitive 
impairments) do not have the capacities to assess reasons and justifications. They are therefore 
incapable of accepting or rejecting principles. (Scanlon attempts to address this problem by 
appeal to the idea of a hypothetical trustee, whom we can imagine accepting or rejecting 
candidate principles on behalf of agents who lack the capacities to consider principles 
themselves.) This worry is not my present concern. The Problem of Moral Reciprocity is not a 
problem about how to represent certain agents in contractualist reasoning. The problem is this: 
it appears we have moral obligations even to agents who do not or cannot reciprocate our moral 
concern for them. But then it is mysterious, on the Attitudinal Recognition View, why we have 
any reason to care about obligations to those agents. This problem arises even if we grant that 
these agents can be adequately represented in contractualist reasoning. 

There is another, closely related worry about the ability of social contract theories of 
morality or justice to account for obligations to persons with certain kinds of disabilities.  This 5

worry arises for theories that attempt to derive obligations from a hypothetical contract among 
parties seeking to cooperate for mutual advantage. Since persons with severe disabilities are 
unable to contribute to the relevant cooperative scheme (for example, by performing productive 

4 Scanlon, 182-83. 

5 For discussion, see Becker, “Reciprocity, Justice, and Disability”; Hartley, “Disability and Justice”; and 
Stark, “Contractarianism and Cooperation.” 
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labor), these persons are excluded from the social contract. Therefore, the objection goes, these 
theories must implausibly deny that we have obligations to these persons. As far as I can see, the 
form of contractualism I am endorsing does not have this consequence. The relevant hypothetical 
contract is not one entered into for the sake of mutual advantage, but in order to establish 
principles for governing our shared existence on terms of equal respect.  So, the inability of an 6

agent to contribute to mutually advantageous cooperative schemes does not preclude their being 
a party to the social contract. In any case this objection is not my concern. 

For my purposes, we can suppose that the contractualist has good responses to both 
worries just raised. The Problem of Moral Reciprocity still arises: how can we have reasons to 
fulfill obligations to agents who do not or cannot respect obligations to us, if our reasons to be 
moral are grounded in the value of mutual recognition? 
 
2.2 Should We Give Up on Mutuality? 
 
Before presenting my preferred response to the problem, I want to consider another possible 
reaction. This response is to retreat from the idea that our obligations to others are grounded in 
the value of genuinely mutual recognition. We could say, instead, that we value relating to others 
in a certain way—treating moral obligations as decisive reasons for action—whether or not these 
others reciprocate our moral concern.  This maneuver easily dispenses with the Problem of 7

Moral Reciprocity. If our reasons to be moral are not explained by appeal to a valuable 
relationship of reciprocal moral concern, but instead by a valuable way of relating to others—a 
way of relating to others that is worth pursuing even when it is not or cannot be 
reciprocated—then there are no longer any problem cases to accommodate. 

I reject this response, because there is a powerful argument for the claim that our 
obligations to others presuppose the potential for reciprocity. This argument starts by identifying 
the essential features of our obligations to one another. An obligation owed to a particular person 
(or group of persons) is what philosophers call a bipolar obligation or a directed duty.  When 8

person A has a bipolar obligation to person B to do X, B has a claim against A. That claim means 
that A’s failing to do X would wrong B, and so B has a special standing to complain about A’s 
failing to do X. B’s claim in turn implies a warrant to resent A for not doing X, and a secondary 
duty of A to apologize or compensate B in some way for their failure to do X. In addition, B has a 
unique standing to forgive  A for doing X. Bipolar obligations, then, bring us into a particular web 
of accountability relations with the persons to whom the obligations are owed. 

Bipolar obligations should be contrasted with non-directed duties, or monadic 
obligations. Monadic obligations are not owed to anyone, and so do not involve the claims or 
corresponding accountability relations associated with bipolar obligations. If A has a monadic 
obligation to do X but no bipolar obligations to anyone to do X, then nobody has a claim against 

6 See chapter 1 of this manuscript. 
 
7 Wallace, 140-45, proposes a response along these lines. 
 
8 On the idea of a directed duty or bipolar obligation, see Thompson, “What is it to Wrong Someone?” See 

also Wallace, 176-89. Wallace argues that Scanlon’s contractualist account of “what we owe to each other” should 
be understood as an account of the content of the bipolar obligations we stand under in virtue of our common 
humanity. 
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A to do X. Consequently, A’s failing to do  X will not wrong anyone. It follows that no one will 
have special standing to complain about A’s failing to do X or warrant to resent A for not doing 
X. Nor does the monadic obligation entail any secondary duties to apologize or compensate 
anyone. ,  The Attitudinal Relationship View is meant to explain the reason-giving force of the 9 10

bipolar obligations we have to one another simply as fellow creatures. It is concerned with 
“what we owe to each other,” in Scanlon’s words.  11

It would seem, then, that A’s  standing under a bipolar obligation to B implies that B 
possesses certain capacities (or that B can be expected to develop these capacities in the 
future—if B is a young child, for instance ). These include the capacities to appreciate moral 12

requirements and to respond to them emotionally and practically, since only a person who can 
understand the requirements and what is at stake in their being disregarded can experience 
resentment, demand an apology or reparations, or forgive the violation.  But the capacities to 13

appreciate and respond to moral requirements are precisely the capacities a person needs to 
respect moral obligations to others. So, if A has an obligation to B, then B is capable of 
recognizing obligations to A. It follows that, in treating my obligations to you as decisive 
reasons, I must regard you as capable of taking the same attitude toward me. This implies that 
my having reasons to comply with obligations to you presupposes your being able to recognize 
corresponding reasons in your own case. 

Recognition in one direction, then, seems to imply the possibility of recognition in both 
directions—the possibility of mutual recognition. Consequently, the view that our reasons for 

9 Monadic obligations may entail certain accountability relations. That I violated a monadic obligation may 
open me up to impersonal forms of blame by others (for instance, indignation), or guilt on my own part. But the 
violation will not warrant personal forms of blame (for instance, resentment), or generate duties of apology or 
reparation. For the distinction between personal and impersonal blame, see Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.” 
See also Wallace, Responsibility and Moral Sentiments, 33-37, for a slightly different account. 

 
10 I am not taking a stand on whether there are, in fact, monadic obligations, or whether, if there are, they 

have implications for interpersonal accountability (by, for example, providing warrant for impersonal reactive 
attitudes when violated). I just want to conceptually distinguish monadic from bipolar obligations, to bring out the 
distinctive features of the latter. For an argument to the effect that there are monadic obligations and that they are 
bound up with our accountability practices, see Darwall, Second-Person Standpoint and “Bipolar Obligation.” For 
further discussion, see section 2.3.5 of this chapter and chapter 3 of the present manuscript. 

 
11 Scanlon, What We Owe. 
 
12 Cf. Wallace, The Moral Nexus, 150-51. Note that, in admitting that we can ascribe claims to young 

children, we are admitting that we can ascribe claims to individuals who are not capable of asserting such claims on 
their own behalf. Is it equally plausible to ascribe claims to other beings who are incapable of asserting claims (such 
as adults suffering from advanced Alzheimer’s disease, or non-human animals)? I do not think so. That young 
children can typically be expected to develop capacities for moral agency makes a difference: it is reasonable to 
attribute claims to them, because we can reasonably expect them to be able to press those claims on their own behalf 
in the future. The same is not true of the other cases just mentioned. Thanks to Jay Wallace for pressing me on this 
point. 
 

13 These are what Gary Watson calls “conditions of moral address”: conditions under which an agent is 
eligible to be held accountable for moral wrongs. See Watson, “Responsibility and Evil” and “Trouble with 
Psychopaths.” Watson does not claim, as I do, that a person’s satisfying (or being likely at some point to satisfy) 
these conditions of moral address is necessary for us to have obligations to them. 
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being moral are grounded in the value of unidirectional recognition is unstable. Acknowledging 
the value of treating obligations to others as decisive reasons for action commits us to 
acknowledging the value of others’ respecting their obligations to us, and vice versa. The value 
of recognition in one direction is fully intelligible only as one side of a valuable relationship of 
reciprocal recognition. 

One might resist this conclusion by denying that A’s having an obligation to B implies 
that B possesses the capacities required to hold A accountable for respecting the obligation. After 
all, this claim seems objectionable for much the same reason that the Attitudinal Relationship 
View does: it precludes our having obligations to agents who lack the ability to feel resentment 
or demand reparations, when we intuitively do have such obligations. Again, we ordinarily take 
ourselves to have obligations to young children and people with severe cognitive impairments. 
To insist that someone must have the capacity to appreciate moral requirements in order for us to 
have obligations to them seems wildly revisionary to ordinary moral thought.  

Furthermore, even if bipolar obligations in general depend on the existence of resentment 
and other accountability-seeking reactions, it does not follow that A’s having an obligation to B 
depends on B’s being able to hold A accountable. It could be that, once the social practices of 
resentment, apology, and forgiveness are in place, we have the resources to attribute claims to 
agents (and so recognize the existence of bipolar obligations) even when the obligee is unable to 
press these claims on their own behalf. This is Jay Wallace’s position.  Wallace holds that we 14

can make sense of these obligations because we have available “vicarious reactive thoughts.”  15

When a creature is unable to “assert their moral claims on their own behalf… it is open to the 
rest of us, acting on behalf of the bearer of the claim, to assert it for them, subjecting the 
wrongdoer to indignation and other forms of blame.” Our ability to vicariously assert such 
claims makes it intelligible for us to hold that A may have an obligation to B even though B is 
unable to hold A accountable for compliance. 

To be clear, I believe that this is a perfectly coherent position. But I contend that it 
obscures the social significance of bipolar obligations. To assess whether we do in fact have 
obligations to beings who lack the ability to hold us accountable, we need to get clearer on the 
implications of having a claim. One implication is that claimholders find themselves in a nexus 
of accountability relations, with the person whom they have a claim against, regarding 
performance or forbearance of  a certain action. Another implication is that the claimholder’s 
interests typically give claimees a decisive reason to perform or forbear the action.  These two 16

aspects of claims go hand-in-hand when we have an obligation to a particular person. When A 
has an obligation to B to do X, B’s interests provide A with a (typically) decisive reason to do X, 
and A’s failing to do X would warrant certain accountability-seeking reactions on B’s part (such 
as resentment). 

The two aspects can come apart, however. As Wallace himself acknowledges, a 
creature’s interests can give us decisive reasons to perform or forbear particular actions even 

14 Wallace, 150-55. 
 
15 Wallace, 151. 
 
16 This feature of moral obligations is what Scanlon calls the priority of moral obligations. See chapter 1 of 

the present manuscript for more discussion. 
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when they cannot hold us accountable for doing so.  Is it still right to say that the creature has a 17

claim against us, even though the element of accountability is lacking? Wallace observes that 
third parties may be warranted in holding us accountable for compliance with these obligations. 
That fact may make it reasonable for us to hold that we have obligations to the creature. But why 
say that, as opposed to saying that we have an obligation to the agent who is positioned to hold 
us accountable? 

Two preliminary observations are relevant to answering this question. On the one hand, 
we do often have obligations to one agent, A, concerning another agent, B, where A accordingly 
has a claim against us, and so standing to hold us accountable for complying with that obligation. 
We have obligations to parents concerning their children, for instance, and to pet owners 
concerning their pets. In recklessly harming a child or pet, we may wrong not only the child or 
pet, but their parent or owner as well.  There is nothing strange or unfamiliar, then, in the idea 18

that we might have obligations to one agent concerning the interests of a third party. On the other 
hand, it is clear that people often have standing to hold us accountable for obligations which are 
owed to a third party, via the vicarious reactive thoughts Wallace discusses. A may be warranted 
in getting indignant with me, for instance, because of the way I wronged her friend, B (where we 
suppose that B is a morally competent adult, to whom I have obligations uncontroversially). So, 
the fact that a certain person may appropriately hold us accountable for complying with a 
particular obligation does not show that the obligation is owed  to that person. 

Note that vicarious accountability-seeking reactions play a very different role, however, 
in cases where a person presses a claim on behalf of a victim who can in principle assert the 
claim on their own behalf , as opposed to cases where a person presses a claim on behalf of a 
victim who is incapable of asserting such a claim. In the former sort of case, a third party’s 
indignation typically serves to direct the wrongdoer’s attention to the victim and the victim’s 
(potential) accountability-seeking response, with the aim of getting the wrongdoer to make an 
apology or reparations to the victim.  It would be inappropriate for the indignant third party to 19

attempt to “stand in” for the victim by, say, receiving an apology or offering forgiveness on the 
victim’s behalf. 

Things are different when it comes to cases where the victim is incapable of pressing 
claims. In this sort of case, a third party’s accountability-seeking response may play the role of 
directing the wrongdoer’s attention to the interests of the person whom they have harmed. But 
the third party will not be trying to direct the wrongdoer’s attention to the victim’s accountability 
response, nor trying to encourage an apology or reparations to the victim. The third party may, in 
fact, stand in for the victim as the one to whom some kind of apology or effort at making 
reparations is owed: a pet owner will rightly demand an apology from someone who abuses their 
dog, and may be entitled to compensation for the harm done. It is true that, in the first instance, it 
is not the interests of the dog’s owner that are harmed, but those of the dog. Still, the dog owner 

17 Wallace, section 6.4. I discuss this possibility further in sections 2.3.4 and 2.3.5 below. 
 
18 Note that, if the Attitudinal Recognition View is correct, we cannot in fact have obligations to 

non-human animals, insofar as they lack moral competence. 
 
19 In referring to certain creatures as victims, I mean only to indicate that their interests have been harmed 

by a certain action, and not necessarily that they have been wronged by the action. (If being a victim meant being 
wronged, then many of the claims in the main text would of course be incoherent.) 
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may have a derivative interest in the dog’s not being subject to certain kinds of treatment, which 
generates claims.  And in asserting a claim that the dog not be treated in certain ways, the owner 20

makes an issue of the wrongdoer’s relationship to themselves, not to the dog.   21

That is why I say that insisting we have obligations even to creatures that lack the ability 
to appreciate or to hold us accountable to those duties distorts the social significance of moral 
obligations. Although it is perfectly coherent to attribute claims to creatures who cannot press 
those claims on their own behalf, the attribution of such claims has little or no explanatory value. 
When our obligation to do X concerns the interests of, say, a non-human animal, it is not the 
animal itself who holds us accountable for doing X. Nor do our reasons to do X, in this case, have 
the same character as our reasons to do X when there is an agent on the other end who can hold 
us accountable for performance. This can be seen in the sorts of thoughts that might enter into 
the deliberation of an agent who considers violating an obligation—the agent will consider, say, 
how a dog’s owner  might react with resentment to an act of wrongdoing. Violating the obligation 
would fundamentally change our relationship with the dog’s owner in a way it would not change 
our relationship with the dog. Wronging a person justifies a suite of reactions on the part of the 
victim which the dog is simply incapable of, and which we may respond to in ways that are 
simply out of place when it comes to animals (with genuine apology, for instance). How we treat 
the dog may of course change our feelings toward the animal. But that is different from our 
behavior changing our relationship with the dog, which is a two-sided affair.  (The dog, for 22

instance, cannot understand us as having wronged it.)  
Admittedly, the claim that we cannot have obligations to creatures who cannot 

acknowledge such obligations themselves is revisionary. But reflection on the social significance 
of bipolar moral obligations leads us to this conclusion. To expand the scope of “what we owe 
each other” beyond creatures who are capable of holding us accountable (and so, of honoring 
obligations to us) would cause us to overlook what is distinctive about moral obligations: their 
connection to particular possibilities of interpersonal interaction. 

It might be, however, that the implications of the Attitudinal Relationship View are 
simply too revisionary to accept. If the above line of thought implies claims that run so contrary 
to ordinary moral judgments, we might think, then something in this line of thought must be 
wrong. The rest of the chapter is dedicated to showing that the implications of the Attitudinal 
Relationship View with respect to the question of reciprocity are not as counterintuitive as they 
might at first seem. 
 
2.3 Defusing the Problem of Moral Reciprocity 

20 I discuss this sort of case further in section 2.3.4. 
 
21 As I will argue in chapter 3, communication of the reactive attitudes often function to correct 

relationships in the wake of wrongdoing, by getting the wrongdoer to acknowledge claims that they have 
disregarded. 

 
22 An objector might note that I have focused on a special case here: one in which agent A has an obligation 

to person B to treat creature C a certain way, in virtue of B’s having a special relationship with C. But it seems that 
we often hold people accountable for their treatment of beings who are incapable of moral reciprocity and to whom 
we have no special relationship. For instance, I might be morally outraged at people who club seals. However, my 
moral outrage cannot plausibly be understood as holding these people accountable for complying with an obligation 
to me. See sections 2.3.5 and 2.3.6 below for two potential lines of response.  
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I advance six central claims in this section, each of which defuses some apparent problem cases 
for the Attitudinal Relationship View. 
 
2.3.1 What Matters is the Potential for Reciprocity 
 
The first central claim is that it is the potential for reciprocity that is important for determining 
whether we have reasons to care about obligations to another person. Whether or not an agent 
actually reciprocates our moral concern for them, we have reason to comply with 
moral requirements because doing so is necessary to establish or maintain relations of mutual 
recognition with that person going forward. Note that the claim that our reasons for being moral 
depend on the potential rather than the actuality of reciprocity is all that is implied by the 
argument of section II. That argument connects being under an obligation to someone with that 
person’s possessing moral competence, and so that person’s being capable of respecting their 
obligations to us. 

In saying that we have reason to comply with moral requirements because compliance is 
necessary for relations of mutual recognition going forward, I am  not saying that we have reason 
to be moral insofar as compliance makes it more probable that we will relate to others on terms 
of mutual recognition in the future (by, say, making it more likely that others will respect their 
obligations to us). The claim is not that doing the right thing is instrumentally valuable in this 
way. The idea, rather, is that compliance with moral requirements is valuable for its own sake  in 
virtue of the fact that treating these requirements seriously in deliberation is partly constitutive of 
mutual recognition. By taking my obligation to you as a decisive reason for action, I do my part 
in establishing a relation of mutual recognition between us.  23

The analogy with friendship may help clarify this point. If I am friends with someone, my 
reasons to take duties of friendship seriously do not depend on the thought that compliance with 
these duties will make it more probable that we will keep being friends. Fulfilling requirements 
of friendship may or may not make continuation of a friendship more likely. On the one hand, I 
might violate such a requirement (betraying your secret to someone else, for instance) without 
you ever knowing. On the other hand, doing right by my friend might amount to the end of our 
relationship (if, say, I have to tell them a hard truth they are not ready to hear). My reasons to 
fulfill my duties of friendship come instead from the fact that being subject to such duties is 
constitutive of friendship, and compliance with these duties is constitutive of being a good friend.

 That is why we have reasons to fulfill duties of friendship even when fulfilling the duties may 24

not make the friendship’s survival any more likely. Likewise, we have reason to comply with 
moral requirements even when doing so does not make standing in relations of mutual 

23 Thanks to Niko Kolodny, Jay Wallace, and Daniel Warren for pressing me on this point. 
 
24 For more on the normative significance of friendship, see Kolodny, “Love as Valuing a Relationship” 

and Wallace, “Duties of Love.”  
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recognition more likely.  That is, again, because doing the right thing is constitutive of relations 25

of mutual recognition. 
Of course, there is an important disanalogy between friendship and mutual recognition 

here. Friends have duties to one another in virtue of our already being friends, and we are friends 
in virtue of our actually reciprocating one another’s concern for the other (to some extent). But 
my moral obligations to you do not depend on our already standing in relations of mutual 
recognition ; in fact, they do not depend on our actually standing in relations of mutual 26

recognition at any point in time. This difference might be thought to undermine friendship’s use 
as a model for thinking about how mutual recognition explains our reasons to be moral. Our 
already being friends with someone, we might think, explains why we should take duties of 
friendship seriously even if doing so does not help the friendship continue. But how could the 
possibility of mutual recognition explain our taking moral obligations seriously, if we don’t 
already stand in relations of mutual recognition with a person and if doing the right thing doesn’t 
make it more likely that we will stand in such relations going forward? In Wallace’s 
terminology, duties of friendship are both relationship-based and relationship-constituting. But 
moral obligations seem only to be relationship-constituting with respect to relations of mutual 
recognition.  This fact makes it hard to see how relationships of mutual recognition could 27

explain our reasons to be moral, when acting morally does not make mutual recognition more 
likely.   

What this objection ignores is that even merely prospective relationships may give us 
non-instrumental reasons for action. Consider, for example, a person who is tempted to deceive a 
new acquaintance about their past or their intentions in order to initiate a romantic liaison. They 
might decide against the deception because they hope to have a meaningful friendship with this 
person in the future. The motivation here might be deeper than the worry that the deception will 
make such a friendship less likely (because, say, the acquaintance will find out about it). A 
person might imaginatively project themselves into a future potential friendship and think about 
how the action they are considering would look from that vantage point. They might be 
motivated to avoid dishonesty by the thought that it is incompatible with the relationship they 
would like to have with that person—that they would deeply (and rightly) regret the action as the 
person’s friend.  (Of course, one may have basic moral duties to be truthful to another, 28

25 Would a low probability of reciprocity weaken one’s reasons to act rightly? After all, that a person is 
unlikely to reciprocate one’s romantic or friendly concern for them does undermine one’s reasons for trying to 
cultivate a friendship or romantic relationship with the person. This may be true, but only to a limited extent. Two 
considerations limit the extent to which a low probability of reciprocity will tend to weaken one’s reasons of mutual 
recognition. First, as I argue below, even the very unlikely prospect of a future friendship can give rise to 
relationship-based duties (see footnote 29 and associated discussion). Reflection on that sort of case leads me to 
think that the probability of reciprocity needs to be extremely low in order to begin to undermine one’s reasons to 
behave morally. Second, because it will often be hard to tell what the probability of an agent’s reciprocating is with 
any degree of certainty, it will often make sense to proceed as if the other will reciprocate. See pages 37-38 below. 

 
26 See Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium.” 
 
27 Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium.” 

 
28 The future friendship might not even have to be very likely. Maybe one party is about to go off to the 

front lines of a war from which they don’t expect to return. But the thought of what could be may still be a powerful 
source of motivation. 



36 

regardless of any interest one might have in becoming that person’s friend. But in the case I’m 
imagining, the agent has an additional reason for honesty based on their desire for friendship.) 

One worry about this example is that, whether or not we think the agent in this example 
has some kind of reason to act deriving from the potential friendship, surely it is a stretch to say 
that they have a duty grounded in this merely possible relationship. I think it seems weird to say 
that the agent has a duty in this case because there is a way in which it is up to the agent whether 
or not they have that duty, where that is not typically the case with duties of friendship. Friends 
have obligations to each other based on their shared history with one another, duties which 
outrun the feelings or desires of each party at the particular moments when they find themselves 
subject to these duties. For this reason duties of friendship typically have a non-optional 
character. In the present example, however, whether the agent regards their prospective 
friendship with the other as having normative force depends only on whether the agent takes that 
friendship to have normative force. That makes it a conditional duty, akin to the duties we 
voluntarily undertake by making promises to others or (more controversially) by making 
commitments to ourselves. 

In cases like the one described above, as well as cases where one is moved by the 
prospect of mutual recognition, the value of a potential future relationship can cast a normative 
shadow in the present. That is because, I contend, there is an analogy between prospective 
personal relationships (like friendships) and prospective relations of mutual recognition. In each 
case, it makes sense to think that there are reasons for action which depend on the value of a 
relationship which does not yet exist. Moreover, in each case these reasons may take the form of 
obligations. (Putting the point in Wallace’s framework, we could say that neither duties of 
friendship nor general moral obligations need be relationship-based, if we think of that as 
requiring that the relationship already exist.) When we are concerned with a prospective 
friendship (or other special relationship), the potential future relationship may give rise to special 
relationship-based duties; when the prospect of mutual recognition is at issue, the potential 
relationship grounds general moral obligations. 

These remarks support the claim, argued for in chapter 1, that there is an illuminating 
analogy between friendship and mutual recognition despite differences between the two types of 
relationships. The central point of the analogy is that the ideal of mutual recognition can be a 
source of normative requirements for us in much the way friendship is: it provides our lives with 
meaning, structuring our interactions with others and our lives as a whole through sets of shared 
expectations. We can recognize that our lives go better when we realize relations of mutual 
recognition, just as they go better when we enjoy good friendships.  

Understanding this analogy requires appreciating that duties of friendship constitute an 
ideal of reciprocity between friends that they can fall short of (or, as the example of the would-be 
seducer shows, never realize at all). It is true that you and I are friends only if we have a certain 
history of interaction. But our friendship, and hence our duties to each other as friends, do not 
lapse simply if we fail to live up to those duties; my “letting you down” as a friend need not 
destroy our friendship. It is in this sense that duties of friendship constitute an ideal of 
reciprocity, one which survives failures of actual reciprocity. Likewise, we can say that moral 
obligations constitute an ideal of reciprocity between persons, the ideal of mutual recognition, 
that they can fall short of. 
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 The claim that our reasons to be moral depend on the potential for mutual recognition 
deals with a number of problem cases. First, it allows us to address concerns about morally 
defective agents (both garden-variety wrongdoers and committed evildoers). Even 
if another has wronged us—even if they have intentionally committed themselves to wronging 
us—there still may be a real possibility of establishing relations of mutual recognition with them. 
Our recognition of obligations to those who wrong us rests on our reasonable hope that they will 
(or can be brought to) reciprocate our moral concern in the future.  This point also allows us to 29

explain our obligations to young children, and to those with temporary impairments of their 
capacities to grasp and be moved by moral reasons (for example, a person suffering from 
temporary brain damage). We can also now see why we have reason to care about obligations to 
many of those with whom we have one-off encounters, since, if there is some non-negligible 
chance of future interaction, we have reason to be concerned about the nature of our relations to 
the person going forward. 

What about one-off encounters where we can be (almost) certain that we won’t interact 
with them again? Depending on the particulars of the case, one of the responses I give in sections 
2.3.2 through 2.3.6 below may apply. There is one potential counterexample that is worth 
disposing of here, however: the case where person A will not interact with person B again 
because A is killing B. The reason-giving force of mutual recognition, in this case, is explained 
by the fact A’s killing B would itself preclude relations of mutual recognition. 

Noting that it is potential reciprocity that matters for whether we have reasons to be 
moral also opens up the possibility of an epistemic treatment of certain morally incompetent 
agents. It may be impossible to determine, with any degree of certainty, the extent or permanence 
of certain agents’ incompetence. Suppose, for instance, we strongly suspect that someone is a 
psychopath, and so incapable of grasping or being moved by moral reasons. It seems likely that 
there is no way of telling whether the person is in fact a psychopath. As Stephen Darwall says, 
“[T]here may simply be no publicly reliable way of distinguishing cases where there is literal 
[moral] incapacity from those where people are still capable of moral redemption, but freely 
choose not to redeem themselves.”  We are then faced with a problem: do we treat this person as 30

if they are morally competent or not? If we choose the former course, then we should proceed as 
though we have moral obligations to them; if the latter, we should proceed as though we do not.  31

29 In “Creating the Kingdom of Ends,” Korsgaard says, “The willingness to take a chance on some form of 
reciprocity is the essence of holding someone responsible,” 188. I want to claim that the willingness to take a chance 
on some form of reciprocity is the essence of holding ourselves responsible to someone else, in the sense that it is a 
necessary condition on our recognizing obligations to the other. 

 
30 Darwall, Second-Person Standpoint, 90. 
 
31 The Attitudinal Relationship View is meant to account for the reason-giving force of our moral 

obligations. As I say in chapter 1, following Scanlon, an adequate account of morality’s reason-giving force must 
explain the priority of moral requirements: the way in which such requirements show up as presumptive constraints 
on deliberation. I take it as essential to obligations that they have this priority. Since the Attitudinal Relationship 
View implies that our reasons to comply with moral requirements rest on the possibility of mutual recognition, and 
these reasons explain the priority of moral requirements, the Attitudinal Relationship View implies that, where there 
is no potential for mutual recognition, there are no moral obligations. That is why I sometimes frame the Problem of 
Moral Reciprocity as one of accounting for the existence of certain obligations, rather than of accounting for those 
obligations having priority. 
 



38 

In this situation, it seems far better to err on the side of assuming that the other is morally 
competent, so that we do not end up mistakenly disregarding our real obligations to that person.  32

The possible error that this assumption opens us up to, that we treat ourselves as having 
obligations to someone when we do not in fact have such obligations, seems much less serious 
than the opposite error. The default assumption that the other is morally competent “may be a 
justified form of ‘practical faith’ which we may lack sufficient evidence to defeat.”  That we 33

have reason to treat many (apparently) morally incompetent agents as if they are morally 
competent should make this sort of problem case much less worrisome. 
 
2.3.2 There is Value in Reciprocating Those Who Have Treated Us Morally 
 
It might be thought that we have no reason to care about obligations to those who cannot affect 
us moving forward, according to the Attitudinal Relationship View. If others cannot reciprocate 
our moral concern—because they are deceased, or will for some other reason be unable to affect 
us in the future—then we should not care about our obligations to them. 

But this argument is too quick. My second central claim is that we do not only care about 
others reciprocating our moral concern for them; we also care about reciprocating the concern 
that others have shown us in the past. Our reasons to care about at least some obligations to the 
deceased, and to others who cannot causally affect us, may be grounded in the value of 
reciprocating the moral concern that these others have manifested in their conduct toward us.   34

Returning to the analogy of friendship once again, it is clear that our reasons to care about duties 
of friendship do not entirely depend on the expectation that our friends will reciprocate our 
behavior moving forward. That is because part of the value of friendship lies in reciprocating 
their past behavior.  35

This observation brings out an important feature of the kind of reciprocity involved in 
friendship and mutual recognition: the value of this reciprocity is not purely instrumental, in the 
way that a “tit-for-tat” strategy in a repeated game typically is. Such a strategy involves 
reciprocating another player’s behavior, welcome or unwelcome, with the intention of getting the 
other player to act in the way that one prefers. Our reasons to reciprocate a friend’s loyalty, or 
another person’s moral concern, outrun such strategic considerations. 

32 See Watson, “Trouble with Psychopaths.” Note that there are risks to treating the other as morally 
competent when they are not. One may waste one’s time trying to get them to appreciate reasons they can’t 
appreciate, or trust them with things they should not be trusted with. But one can treat someone as morally 
competent while also exercising prudence, say, by taking account of the likelihood that the other will actually 
comply with their moral obligations, based on their past behavior. Thanks to Tyler Haddow for raising this point. 
 

33 Darwall, 90. 
 
34 What if the others haven’t manifested that concern for us? In that case, we cannot explain our reasons to 

act rightly by reference to the value of reciprocity. Instead, one of the responses in sections 2.3.3 through 2.3.6 will 
be apt. 

 
35 It is worth noting that many cultures have recognized duties of ancestor worship. The belief in such 

duties presupposes that we can have obligations to the deceased, and (in some cultures at least) the belief that we can 
affect their interests. In the Confucian tradition, duties of ancestor worship seem to derive in part from a certain ideal 
of reciprocity—the view that descendants ought to feel a special sort of gratitude toward their parents. See, for 
instance, Wong, “Universalism versus Love with Distinctions.” 



39 

There is also room for an epistemic treatment of some cases involving agents who cannot 
affect us moving forward. We cannot know who, among all the people we can potentially affect, 
has strived to fulfill their obligations to us. In light of this ignorance, it may make sense to adopt 
a policy of assuming the best, so to speak: treating others as though they had treated one morally, 
in the absence of evidence to the contrary. Such an attitude seems likely to foster an optimistic 
and charitable outlook towards other people, and for that reason may be practically valuable even 
when misdirected. 
 
2.3.3 Some Initial Judgments about the Possibility of Moral Reciprocity are Mistaken 
 
The third central claim is that some of our initial judgments about which agents are capable or 
incapable of moral reciprocity are mistaken. Some prima facie problem cases for the Attitudinal 
Relationship View are not really problematic, because (contrary to initial appearances) the agents 
in question are capable of reciprocating our moral concern. 

Far-off future persons fall into the first category. It is tempting to think that people who 
live long after we die cannot reciprocate our moral concern. Once we are dead, one might think, 
we are not capable of being benefited or harmed; therefore, there is no question of others doing 
right or wrong by us. This argument is specious. Aristotle famously claims, in the Nicomachean 
Ethics, that whether a person lives a happy or flourishing [ eudaimon] life can depend on what 
happens after he dies. He contends, for instance, that a person’s life can be made worse by their 
descendants living bad lives.  Whatever we think of Aristotle’s claims, I think most can agree 36

that he was onto something in this passage. What happens after a person dies can affect their 
interests positively or negatively. Consequently, it is possible for others to affect our interests in 
ways that harm us after we have passed away.  Others can violate obligations to us, for instance, 37

by disrespecting our memory: through defacing our graves, for instance, or spreading slanderous 
gossip about us. And if others can wrong us by seriously harming our loved ones, as seems 
plausible, then they can wrong us in this way after we have died. 

Note that this line of thought can be extended to show that some apparent cases of 
one-off encounters are not truly one-off. It may be that I will not interact with a certain person 
ever again. But the present argument shows that this person can still affect my interests after I 
have died, and so they are capable of showing or failing to take their obligations toward me 
seriously. 

One might try to resist the claim that our interests can be affected after we die by 
advocating an experiential view of harm and benefit. On such a view, only things a person 
consciously experiences can harm or benefit them. Hedonism, which holds that the only good 
thing is a pleasurable state of consciousness, and the only bad thing a painful state of 
consciousness, is a historically prominent example of such a view. The classical utilitarians were 
hedonists. But, like other elements of classical utilitarian doctrine, hedonism and experiential 
views more generally are wildly implausible.  An objection to the view that we can be wronged 38

36 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book I, sections 10 and 11. 
 
37  See footnote 35 above. 

 
38 For a classic argument against hedonism, see discussion of the experience machine in Nozick, Anarchy, 

State, and Utopia, 42-45. 
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after death based on an experiential view of harm and benefit, then, should not worry us. 
Another possible objection concedes that others may affect our interests after we die, but 

notes that people’s ability to affect our interests is attenuated, the greater the distance in time 
between them and us who have died. So, it looks like agents who live long after we die may not 
be able to affect our interests, and would therefore be incapable of reciprocating the moral 
concern that we show them (by, say, doing our best to leave them a livable planet). Against this, 
I would say that there can be reciprocity between us and far-off future people so long as the 
future persons acknowledge that our interests matter, and are prepared to honor any obligations 
to us which they might have. Such an attitude would still count as recognition, since it amounts 
to taking facts about what can be justified to others seriously in deliberation. Reciprocity of 
moral concern does not require that future people live up to specific duties they might owe to us 
(since, as a matter of fact, they might not have any).  39

 
2.3.4 Some Apparent Obligations to Agent A are Actually Obligations to Agent B 
 
The third central claim is that some obligations, which we might at first take to be obligations to 
one agent, are properly understood as obligations  to a different agent. In particular, some 
obligations that we might initially think are owed to a morally incompetent or causally distant 
agent A are actually owed to morally competent and/or causally “close” agent B, where the 
obligation to B is nevertheless an obligation to treat A in certain ways.  40

To illustrate this idea, consider its application to the case of a psychopath, who is 
incapable of grasping or being moved by moral concerns. The Attitudinal Relationship View 
holds that we do not have any obligations to the psychopath, strictly speaking. But we may very 
well have obligations to treat the psychopath in certain ways, obligations which are owed to 
other, morally competent agents. 

Why might we have such obligations? Intuitively, we have obligations to other people to 
refrain from doing things that significantly harm or set back their interests. But among a person’s 
interests are the interests of other people with whom they have special connections: the interests 
of their close friends and family members, for instance. It follows that I can have an obligation to 
you to refrain from doing things that would harm your friends or family members, all other 
things being equal. 

Scanlon-style contractualism easily accommodates obligations of this sort. According 
to this theory, an action is morally wrong just in case it is forbidden by principles of the general 
regulation for behavior that no one could reasonably reject. As discussed in chapter 1, an 
individual can reasonably reject some principle just in case they have an objection to the general 
acceptance of the principle that is at least as strong as any objection had by any other individual 
to the general acceptance of alternative principles. Objections to principles must be personal. An 
objection is personal just in case it is an objection which an individual might raise to a principle 
on their own behalf. This restriction bars individuals from objecting to principles on grounds of 
aggregative or impersonal value. It would rule out, for example, the objection that acceptance of 
a certain principle would fail to maximize overall happiness, or the objection that acceptance of a 
certain principle would lead to the destruction of a beautiful object. 

39 Thanks to Jay Wallace for this suggestion. 
 
40 As discussed in section 2.2 above. 
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Contractualism does allow, however, that I can have personal objections based in my 
special relationships with others. I have an objection, on my own behalf, to a principle permitting 
you to harm my child or my spouse, for instance. (Of course, they also have their own objections 
to such principles.) Returning to the psychopath example, a person could have an objection to 
principles which do not offer sufficient protection of the psychopath’s interests, if they have a 
special relationship to the psychopath. The psychopath’s parents, for instance, might have such 
objections. And if a parent’s objection to principles permitting certain ways of treating the 
psychopath are stronger than any other individual’s objection to principles forbidding those ways 
of treating the psychopath, then contractualism will imply that we have obligations to the parents 
to refrain from treating the psychopath in those ways. 

This line of thought extends to non-human animals, as well. Since non-human animals 
are morally incompetent, the Attitudinal Recognition View implies that we do not have 
obligations to them. But we can have obligations to treat the animals in certain ways that are 
owed to human agents with special relations to them: pet owners, or even just people in the area 
who have formed significant relations with them. Plausibly, we also have obligations to other 
people to refrain from doing things that would deprive them of the ability to appreciate natural 
beauty in all its diversity: obligations to refrain from destroying ecosystems, for instance, 
or from doing other things that would result in the extinction of entire populations or species. 

We can also have obligations, concerning future people with whom we will never 
interact, to the ancestors of those people. As just noted, a person can object on their own behalf 
to principles that allow others to treat their family members in certain ways; among these family 
members, plausibly, are people of future generations, including at least grandchildren and 
possibly great-grandchildren. So, contractualism implies that I can have an obligation to you not 
to do things that would significantly harm your grandchildren or great-grandchildren. For 
example, I may have obligations to you not to do things that would contribute to making the 
earth uninhabitable in the next few generations (for example, by exacerbating climate change). A 
related principle applies to the deceased: we can have obligations concerning them (for instance, 
obligations not to disrespect their legacy) which are owed to their descendants.  (As argued 41

above in section 2.3.3, we may also have obligations to the deceased, since it is possible to affect 
a person’s interests after they die.) 

The idea that what we initially thought were obligations to certain agents— 
psychopaths, non-human animals, future persons, etc.—are really obligations to other agents 

41 Our obligations with respect to morally incompetent agents, and agents with whom we will not interact, 
may differ in their content from our obligations to morally competent agents with whom we do interact. That is 
because only the latter sort of obligations are based on principles that must be justified to the person whose interests 
are at stake. If I have an obligation to you, as a morally competent agent, to not stomp on your toe, then that is 
because your objections to a principle permitting me to stomp on your toe are stronger than my objections to a 
principle requiring me to not stomp on your toe. By contrast, if I have an obligation to you to not stomp on your 
psychopath brother’s toe, then that is again because your objections to a principle permitting me to stomp on your 
brother’s toe are stronger than my objections to a principle requiring me to not stomp on your brother’s toe. Your 
brother’s objections are irrelevant. Consequently, my obligations to you regarding your brother’s interests might be 
less demanding than my obligations to you regarding your own interests. That is because your reasons to object to 
principles grounded in your own interests might be stronger, relative to my reasons to object to alternative 
principles, than your reasons to object to principles grounded in your brother’s interests. That said, it is not clear to 
me whether my obligations to you concerning your brother are in fact less demanding than my obligations to you 
concerning your own interests. 
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may appear to be an unacceptable revision to ordinary moral thought. One reason to think this is 
that it seems to assign the interests of morally incompetent and causally distant agents a merely 
derivative significance for deliberation, based on these agents’ relationships with morally 
competent and causally “close” agents. 

In response to this worry, I note that the present proposal is compatible with the view that 
the interests of morally incompetent and causally distant agents provide us with non-derivative 
reasons for action, independently of their relations to other people. As I note in chapter 1, the 
Attitudinal Relationship View is meant to explain only the distinctive reason-giving force of 
moral obligations; but it presupposes that we have reasons to care about the interests of others, 
independently of the value of our relating to them on terms of mutual recognition. We may call 
reasons given by moral obligations moral reasons, and the other sort of reasons non-moral.  42

These other reasons are non-moral in that they are independent of the reasons provided by 
obligations themselves. So, my view does not commit me to the idea that our reasons to care 
about the interests of psychopaths are wholly derivative of our reasons to care about other, 
morally competent agents. Getting clear on this point may remove some intuitive resistance to 
the view proposed here. 

Another possible objection is that my view implies that, in deliberation, we should be 
thinking about the interests of (for instance) the psychopath’s parent rather than the interests of 
the psychopath. However, what I have said is compatible with the idea that the interests of a 
morally incompetent or causally distant agent ought to be a focus of practical deliberation. (By a 
focus of deliberation, I mean a consideration on which attention is directed in deciding what to 
do.) Although we may not have obligations to psychopaths, it does not follow that we should 
overlook their interests in deliberation. Our obligations, after all, concern the interests of the 
psychopath, even if they are not obligations to the psychopath. The Attitudinal Relationship 
View does suggest that we should also be thinking about the person to whom the obligation is 
owed—for example, the psychopath’s parent—but that is not in tension with the present point. 

An objector might concede both of these points, and insist that denying we have 
obligations to morally incompetent or causally distant agents is still unacceptably revisionary. 
But it is not obviously central to commonsense moral thought that we have obligations to agents 
with whom moral reciprocity is impossible. Commonsense moral thought does clearly 
incorporate the elements that the Attitudinal Relationship View makes room for: that we have 
moral obligations with respect to these agents, and so we may not treat them however we like; 
that the interests of these agents have non-derivative normative significance; and that these 
interests are often the proper focus of deliberation. Once these claims are distinguished from the 
claim that we have moral obligations to the individuals in question, it seems much less obvious 
that the latter claim is a firm part of pre-theoretical moral thought. When combined with the 
argument of section 2.2—the argument that a person must be capable of holding us accountable 

42 The distinction between moral and non-moral reasons may be fruitfully compared to Scanlon’s 
distinction (in What We Owe) between “morality in the narrow sense” and morality in a broader sense. Morality in 
the narrow sense includes our obligations to other people, considered merely as fellow creatures. Morality in the 
broader sense encompasses all practical reasons which have the force of obligations or practical requirements. My 
suggestion in the main text is that we may have reasons to care about the interests of certain agents which do not 
directly provide us with obligations to those agents, and so fall outside the scope of morality in the narrow sense. 
Whether these reasons give rise to moral obligations or requirements in the broad sense is another question, which I 
explore in sections 2.3.5 and 2.3.6 below. 
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in order for us to have obligations to them—these observations make denying that we have 
obligations to morally incompetent or casually distant agents considerably more plausible. 
 
2.3.5 Some Apparently Bipolar Obligations are Really Monadic Obligations 
 
The fourth central claim is that some apparent obligations to certain agents are best understood 
as non-directed duties, or monadic obligations, to treat those agents in certain ways.  Even 43

though monadic obligations do not put us into the same nexus of accountability relations which 
bipolar obligations do, it still makes sense to call the former obligations because of their 
significance for practical deliberation.  When we decide that we have an obligation to do X, 44

deliberation is provisionally closed; other options have been taken off the table, such that reasons 
to do not- X are no longer relevant for my deciding what to do. Both monadic and bipolar 
obligations have this kind of significance for deliberation. 

What kinds of considerations might give rise to monadic obligations? There may be 
certain actions such that our reasons for performing them systematically dominate our reasons to 
act in other ways across a range of deliberative contexts—yet not because any individual has a 
claim on us to perform the action in question.  Perhaps we have such obligations not to 45

wantonly destroy beautiful works of art or natural wonders.  More controversially, we may have 46

obligations not to perform actions which would harm a greater rather than a smaller number of 
people, where no individual has a claim against our performing such an action. Maybe it is 
morally wrong to choose to save one person from drowning rather than a group of five, for 
instance, although none of the five have an objection to a principle permitting us to save the one.

 If that is right, then we would have a moral obligation to save the five which is not an 47

obligation to anyone. 
The present suggestion can be used to explain away cases of morally incompetent and 

causally distant agents where (i) we still feel strongly that we have obligations to treat these 
agents in certain ways, but (ii) there are no morally competent or causally close agents to whom 
such obligations might be owed. For example, we might feel that there are obligations governing 
our relations to non-human animals, even when there are no morally competent agents in a 
position to raise relevant objections to our treatment of those animals. (Perhaps it would be 
wrong to initiate a construction project that will destroy the habitat of a wild species with which 
no humans have meaningful relationships.) To take another example: we plausibly have 
obligations not to do things that would ruin the lives of people who live many generations from 

43 See section 2.2 above on the distinction between bipolar and monadic requirements. 
 

44 See Wallace, The Moral Nexus, ch. 2. See also footnote 42 of the present text, on Scanlon’s distinction 
between morality in the narrow sense and morality in the broad sense. 

 
45 This formulation is due to Wallace, 30. 

 
46 Cf. Scanlon, What We Owe, 171. 
 
47 This scenario was originally discussed by Taurek, “Should the Numbers Count?” There is an extensive 

literature on whether we ever have obligations to benefit or prevent harm to a greater rather than a lesser number of 
people, and on whether and how contractualism can explain such obligations. For a survey of some of the literature 
on contractualism’s treatment of this issue, see Ashford and Mulgan, “Contractualism.”  
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now, even though we will not interact with them, nor with anyone who has special relations with 
them. 

The claim that some apparently bipolar obligations are actually monadic obligations, like 
the claim defended in section 2.3.4, is likely to seem unacceptably revisionary to some. Against 
this objection, I would simply reiterate the responses made above. It is worth considering, 
however, why we might be tempted to think that our obligations concerning (say) non-human 
animals or psychopaths are bipolar. I think the inclination to classify all our obligations 
concerning fellow creatures as bipolar is the result of an understandable over-extension of the 
concept of bipolar obligation. It is an over-extension because it involves deploying the notion 
outside the network of social practices in which it makes sense. As I argued previously, the 
concept of an obligation to others is embedded in a web of other normative ideas and practices 
that does not get a grip in our relations with agents who are morally incompetent or causally 
distant. But the over-extension is understandable, I think, for two reasons. One is that only 
somewhat careful philosophical reflection can reveal the variations in different kinds of 
obligations, and the location of each kind in our moral practices; without such reflection, it is 
easy to attempt to apply the concepts in a way that obscures more than it reveals. 

Another reason the over-extension is understandable has to do with the richness and 
complexity of relations in which the notion of obligation does make sense. We find a special 
satisfaction in interacting with other morally competent beings, knowing that they can appreciate 
and reciprocate our moral concern. For that reason, it is sometimes tempting in our relations with 
the morally incompetent (our relations with our pets is a good example) to carry on as if the other 
being were morally competent and so suited to relations of mutual recognition. (Compare with 
the pretense that, for instance, our cats understand what we say to them.) We find satisfaction in 
the pretense that these beings are morally responsible, and in the context of this pretense it does 
make sense to think that we have obligations to them. 
 
2.3.6 Some Apparent Obligations to Others are Not Really Obligations at All 
 
Finally, I want to suggest that we may be tempted to identify obligations to certain morally 
incompetent agents where there really are no obligations of any kind. The central idea here is 
that, although certain agents’ interests may give rise to reasons for action, those reasons will not 
have the normative significance of obligations: they will not have the same import for 
forward-looking deliberation or for our accountability practices. 

Consider, for example, our reasons not to harm or kill sentient, non-human animals like 
rats or pigeons. Some may be tempted to claim that we have obligations to these creatures which 
forbid our harming or killing them, other things being equal. This claim conflicts with 
the Attitudinal Relationship View. But it is not a very plausible claim. That a certain 
action—clearing a field to plant crops, for instance—would kill some rats is not enough to 
establish, even prima facie, that one should not do it. The reasons against such a course of action 
do not systematically dominate alternatives, in the way discussed in section 2.3.5. However, that 
an action would kill some rats might provide some reason not to do it. If one thought it very 
likely that the crops would never bear fruit, then the rat deaths might provide sufficient reason to 
refrain from the project. 

Again, some might find this claim unacceptably revisionary. The considerations adduced 
to similar worries in sections 2.3.4 and 2.3.5 are relevant to answering this worry. 
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2.4 Does the Attitudinal Relationship View Explain All It Should? 
 
To conclude, I want to consider an objection that applies to the responses to the Problem of 
Moral Reciprocity I gave in sections 2.3.5 and 2.3.6. The objection is that my response concedes 
too much in admitting that the Attitudinal Relationship View cannot account for monadic 
obligations or for non-obligatory reasons to treat other creatures in certain ways. 

In sections 2.3.5 and and 2.3.6, I implied that the Attitudinal Relationship View fails to 
explain certain elements of our moral practice. Moreover, it fails to explain elements that we 
might have thought it should explain. One part of my response involves distinguishing between 
bipolar and monadic obligations, and concedes that the Attitudinal Relationship View only 
accounts for the former. Another part of the response claims that some of our reasons to treat 
other creatures well are not obligations at all, and that the Attitudinal Relationship View does not 
need to explain those reasons. But, one might object, an account of morality’s reason-giving 
force ought to be able to explain the full gamut of reasons to respect the interests of our fellow 
creatures, not only a narrow subset of them. 

It is not an objection to the Attitudinal Relationship View that it does not explain all 
reasons to respect our fellow creatures’ interests, even if we sometimes use the term ‘morality’ to 
refer to this broader set of reasons. There are many kinds of obligations, and many kinds of 
reasons, that we sometimes call ‘moral.’ It has been the ambition of some philosophy to provide 
an overarching, unified account of all of these, subsuming them under a single principle (or a 
small number of principles). My suspicion is that our moral lives are too complicated to admit of 
such systematization. 

That does not mean that there is nothing for moral philosophy to do. What it can do is try 
to identify and articulate the distinctive reason-giving force of different kinds of reasons and 
obligations. The Attitudinal Relationship View makes an important contribution to that project, 
by identifying a valuable sort of relationship that holds between moral agents as such, and which 
explains the significance of what we owe to one another. These obligations constitute a 
significant part of the moral realm, covering most of the prohibitions we take most 
seriously—including those against murder, theft, and deception, for instance. That these 
obligations don’t exhaust the moral realm doesn’t mean that explaining this part of the moral 
realm is a trivial achievement. 
 



46 

3 
 

Blame, Communication, and Mutual Recognition 
 
In chapter 1 I argued for a particular understanding of mutual recognition and on that basis began 
developing an account of the reason-giving force of our moral obligations to one another. 
According to that account, the Attitudinal Relationship View, our reasons to do what morality 
requires are grounded in the value of a certain form of relationship to other people, a relationship 
constituted by our having the proper attitudes toward one another. In chapter 2 I addressed a 
significant challenge for this account—the Problem of Moral Reciprocity—clarifying the 
Attitudinal Relationship View in the process.  

The Attitudinal Relationship View, as I emphasized in chapter 2, is meant to explain the 
normative significance of the bipolar obligations or directed duties we stand under as rational 
creatures. Bipolar obligations are obligations to one another, which are bound up with our 
susceptibility to resentment and related practices of apology, reparations, and forgiveness. Given 
the connection between bipolar obligations and mutual recognition, on the one hand, and 
between bipolar obligations and resentment, on the other, we should expect theoretically 
interesting connections between resentment and mutual recognition. In this chapter I explore 
these connections, demonstrating how the value of mutual recognition sheds light on our 
practices of moral accountability. My main thesis is that blame should be understood as an 
emotional response to deficiencies or failures in our relationships, which aims at correcting such 
deficiencies. Blame in response to moral violations, in particular, should be understood as an 
emotional response to the absence of relations of mutual recognition, a response which aims at 
establishing or restoring such relations. 

My discussion proceeds as follows. First, I present and provide a preliminary defense of a 
reactive attitudes account of blame.  The reactive attitudes, as I understand them, include the 1

emotions of resentment, indignation, and guilt. These emotions involve beliefs to the effect that 
practical requirements have been violated. Resentment involves a belief to the effect that a 
bipolar obligation owed to me has been violated; indignation and guilt, at least in paradigm 
instances, also involve the belief that a bipolar obligation has been violated. I present a prima 
facie case for favoring the reactive attitudes account of blame over competitors, although that 
case is developed further as I lay out the view in more detail. 

Second, I sketch an account of the relationship between blame (understood in terms of 
the reactive attitudes) and mutual recognition. I contend that resentment is a response to a certain 
sort of failure or deficiency in one’s relationship with another, which occurs when the other 
violates a directed duty owed to one. (The other reactive attitudes, indignation and guilt, can be 
understood as derivative responses to the violation of directed duties.) The kind of relationship in 
question depends on the nature of the duty that has been violated; the violation of a moral 
requirement constitutes a failure of mutual recognition. I compare and contrast this view of 
resentment with T.M. Scanlon’s closely related account of blame as a response to the impairment 

1 The notion of the reactive attitudes is due to Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.”  
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of a relationship , explaining how my position avoids certain objections that confront Scanlon’s 2

view. 
Third, I turn to arguing that blame plays an important role in correcting these failures of 

relationship through their role in certain communicative acts. Although there is a long 
philosophical tradition of thinking of blame generally and the reactive attitudes in particular as 
bound up with interpersonal communication, there has been little consensus on how exactly to 
understand the connection between blame and communication. I approach this topic by 
examining a recent proposal due to Miranda Fricker.  Fricker holds that blame should be 3

understood in terms of the function of its paradigm form, which she dubs Communicative Blame. 
Communicative Blame aims to inspire remorse or guilt in its target, with the ultimate goals of 
altering its target’s moral understanding and altering the motivational efficacy of certain reasons 
in the target’s psychology. I summarize Fricker’s view and discuss its shortcomings. 

Using Fricker’s view as an inspiration to refine my reactive attitudes account of blame, I 
then defend the idea that blame has important conceptual connections to certain communicative 
acts. On my view—the Relational Function Thesis—blame is essentially suited to be expressed 
to others via certain speech acts, which function to (re-)establish good relations between blamer 
and blamee. Where the violation of a moral obligation is concerned, blame functions to establish 
relations of mutual recognition. 
 
3.1 Blame, the Reactive Attitudes, and Directed Duties 
 
The concept of blame covers a variety of phenomena. There is a “causal, diagnostic” notion of 
blame, as Bernard Williams notes, which applies when we identify the cause of an unwanted 
occurrence ( e.g., the faulty brakes were responsible for the car crash).  More importantly for our 4

purposes, we use the term ‘blame’ to describe a diversity of attitudes and actions that we take 
toward agents for actions or omissions that we take to manifest some kind of ethical fault.  5

The large variety of attitudes and behaviors that we call ‘blame’ has led to a rich 
philosophical literature debating the nature of blame. Roughly speaking, philosophers have 
defended four different sorts of views about what blame is.  On cognitive theories of blame, 6

blame is identified with a judgment or belief to the effect that an agent has failed to live up to a 
certain standard of conduct.  Emotional theories understand blame in terms of certain emotions, 7

2 Scanlon, Moral Dimensions. 
 
3 Fricker, “The Point of Blame.” 
 
4 Williams, “Obscurity of Blame,” 40. 
 
5 Williams notes that blame need not involve attribution of a moral fault. By ‘moral’ I take it he means to 

invoke what he elsewhere calls “the morality system”—see Williams, Ethics and Limits of Philosophy, especially 
ch. 10. Discussion of Williams’s particular conception of morality would take me too far afield. It is enough to note 
here that Williams holds that blame need not presuppose violation of an obligation (let alone a moral obligation in 
the narrow sense). 

 
6 The following taxonomy is due to Tognazzini and Coates, “Blame.” 
 
7 For example, Smart, “Free Will, Praise, and Blame” and Hieronymi, “Force and Fairness of Blame.” 
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such as resentment or contempt.  According to conative theories of blame, blame is a matter of 8

having certain desires or engaging in certain behaviors.  Finally, functional theories hold that 9

blame should be understood in terms of a certain functional role, leaving open that different 
kinds of attitudes or behaviors can play this role.  10

 
3.1.1 The Reactive Attitudes Account of Blame 
 
I want to defend an emotional theory of blame—in particular, an account which identifies blame 
with the reactive attitudes of resentment, indignation, and guilt. Like many others in the literature 
on blame, I take P.F. Strawson’s account of moral responsibility as my point of departure.  11

Strawson claims that our practices of holding one another morally responsible are in large part 
constituted by our susceptibility to certain emotions, which Strawson calls the reactive attitudes. 
Although the boundaries of the category of reactive attitudes is not clear, Strawson emphasizes 
the emotions of resentment, indignation, and guilt as playing central roles. It is through our 
susceptibility to these attitudes that we hold one another (and ourselves) accountable for 
violating moral norms. In being prone to reactive attitudes, Strawson says, we press demands or 
expectations on one another to comply with moral requirements.  12

I do not follow Strawson in all the details of his view. But, like many other readers of 
Strawson, I find it fruitful to think of reactive attitudes as central to our practices of moral 
responsibility. Following Jay Wallace, I understand the reactive attitudes as emotions with a 
certain cognitive content. The reactive attitudes are the emotions which involve a belief that a 
practical requirement to which I hold myself or others has been violated: namely, resentment, 
indignation, and guilt.  The notion of holding someone to a requirement must itself be 13

understood in terms of the reactive attitudes. To hold someone to a requirement is to be 
susceptible to reactive attitudes when and because one believes the requirement has been 
violated, or to be disposed to judge that the reactive attitudes are warranted when and because 
the requirement has been violated.   14

8 For instance, Wallace, Responsibility and Moral Sentiments and Wolf, “Blame, Italian Style.” 
 
9 For example, Sher, In Praise of Blame and Scanlon, Moral Dimensions. 
 
10 For instance, McKenna, Conversation and Responsibility and Fricker, “The Point of Blame.” 
 
11 Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.” 
  
12 Actually, Strawson draws a distinction between moral requirements and other sorts of expectations or 

demands which we press through our susceptibility to the reactive attitudes; and he says that resentment, in contrast 
to indignation, is a response to violations of non-moral norms. I follow Wallace (Responsibility and Moral 
Sentiments, 33-36) in thinking that this aspect of Strawson’s view is implausible: one can feel resentful over the 
violation of moral norms, and indignant over the violation of non-moral norms. 

 
13 Wallace, 25-33. In this Wallace again departs from Strawson, who seems to allow that all interpersonal 

emotions count as reactive attitudes. 
 
14 Wallace, 20-25. 
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Note that the requirements in question need not be moral . I might feel resentment toward 
someone for violating a norm of etiquette, or for offending against a canon of personal taste.  15

Note too that we can hold people to requirements without believing we are justified in doing so. 
That is because I can feel resentment toward you for violating a requirement—say, that you give 
me a lavish gift on my birthday—without thinking that your failing to give me a lavish gift is 
wrong, or without thinking that I am justified in holding you to this requirement. My 
susceptibility to the reactive attitudes might be irrational. 

The belief that a requirement has been violated sets the reactive attitudes apart from other 
emotions, such as admiration and shame. These emotions very plausibly have cognitive contents, 
and involve evaluative beliefs. To feel admiration for someone, for instance, seems to involve 
thinking of them as excellent in some respect; to feel shame seems to involve thinking of oneself 
as falling short of an ideal. But neither admiration nor shame need involve beliefs about the 
violation of practical requirements.  16

 
3.1.2 Resentment, Indignation, and Guilt 
 
I turn now to characterizing the reactive attitudes in more detail. Resentment, indignation, and 
guilt all have different cognitive contents, and consequently different relations to moral 
requirements. 

Resentment is the reactive attitude which involves the thought that a requirement owed to 
me has been violated. That a requirement is owed to someone, of course, means that it is bipolar 
or directed. The violation of a directed requirement gives rise to a grievance or complaint of the 
party to whom the requirement was owed. This complaint typically manifests in the wronged 
party being owed an apology and/or some kind of compensation, with that party having the 
unique standing to forgive the violation. The obligations which constitute morality in the narrow 
sense—“what we owe to each other”—are one species of the broader genus of bipolar or directed 
practical requirements. That genus plausibly also includes, for example, duties owed to each 
other as family members, as friends, and as members of particular communities (like nations) or 
participants in certain institutions (like universities). 

Resentment has a distinctive relationship to directed duties, which we can make clear by 
situating resentment in relation to the other reactive attitudes. Guilt or remorse involves the 
thought that I have violated a practical requirement to which I hold myself. Guilt, then, is not 
other-directed in the way that resentment is. Indignation, like resentment, involves the thought 
that someone else has violated a requirement to which I hold them. But, unlike resentment, 
indignation can be felt for the violation of duties owed to persons other than myself. Indignation 
is an “impersonal” or “vicarious” analogue of resentment, as Strawson says.  17

15 Niko Kolodny suggested to me that we should say someone who experiences resentment over a violation 
of a norm of etiquette or personal taste would thereby be “moralizing” etiquette or personal taste. That might be 
right. The important point here is that there are no restrictions on the content or justification of the norms whose 
violation gives rise to resentment. 

 
16 Wallace, 33-38. See also Rawls, Theory of Justice, 432. 
 
17 Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.” This observation leads Strawson to say that indignation, unlike 

resentment, is a moral emotion. But the distinction between my anger over a wrong done to me, and my anger over a 
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In cases where they are responses to the violation of directed requirements, guilt and 
indignation bear important relationships to resentment. Although it is true that guilt involves 
judging that I have violated a practical requirement to which I hold myself, guilt over the 
violation of a directed requirement will involve an acknowledgment that I have wronged 
another. The requirement to which I hold myself is an obligation to someone else . So, while guilt 
may often involve a sense that I have “let myself down,” in the first instance my attention should 
be on the other whom I have wronged.  And the appropriateness of my feeling guilt generally 18

implies the appropriateness of the other’s feeling resentment toward me. In fact, guilt is normally 
the appropriate reaction to learning that another is (appropriately) resentful toward one. (I return 
to this point below, in section 3.3.) 

Indignation over the violation of a directed duty involves one person A judging that a 
second person B has violated a duty B owed to a third person C. A feels indignant on behalf of C, 
feeling anger toward B analogous to what C would be warranted in feeling on their own behalf. 
As with guilt, the appropriateness of one agent’s feeling indignation implies the appropriateness 
of another agent’s feeling resentment.  

So, resentment occupies a privileged position with respect to the other reactive attitudes 
insofar as directed duties are concerned. Resentment reflects a person’s own emotional 
investment in and appreciation of a wrong that has been done to them, while indignation and 
guilt reflect the derivative recognition of this wrong by other parties.  I shall argue in section 3.3 
that this point is important to understanding the value and purpose of blame. 
 
3.1.3 Reactive Attitudes and Non-directed Requirements? 
 
There is another possible distinction between guilt and indignation, on the one hand, and 
resentment on the other. It may be that I can feel indignant or guilty, but not resentful, over the 
violation of monadic  or non-directed  practical requirements.  These are requirements that are 19

not owed to anyone, and the violation of which does not give rise to a complaint or grievance of 
any individual. Consequently, no one is owed an apology or reparations in the event of a 
violation, and no individual has standing to forgive the violation. Since non-directed 
requirements are not owed to anyone, there is no room for resentment over the violation of such 
requirements. Supposing there are non-directed requirements, resentment is the only reactive 
attitude which necessarily involves the thought that a directed requirement was violated. 

Such a view is plausible only if there are non-directed requirements to which we might 
hold each other. Are there? Some have suggested that we might have non-directed obligations to 
(say) refrain from destroying natural beauty.  Others have argued that we need the notion of a 20

non-directed requirement to explain why we are obligated to save the lives of a larger group of 

wrong done to someone else, should not be understood as a distinction between non-moral and moral emotions. See 
note 12 above. 

 
18 Violations of duties to oneself, if there are any, would be an exception to this claim. 
 
19 Darwall advocates this view in Second-Person Standpoint, 28-29, and “Bipolar Obligation.” See chapter 

2 of the present manuscript for more discussion of the distinction between monadic and bipolar obligations. 
 
20 Darwall, Second-Person Standpoint. Cf. Scanlon, What We Owe, 172. 
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people rather than those of a smaller group, assuming that no individual would be wronged if we 
saved those in the smaller group.  Cases of both kinds belong to a broader category of (alleged) 21

practical requirements that have their source in impersonal value, rather than the interests of 
individuals. 

I am not convinced that there are non-directed practical requirements, but I will not take a 
stand on this issue. Two points should be kept in mind. First, the paradigmatic moral 
norms—prohibitions against murder, theft, and cheating, for instance, and duties of rescure—are 
most plausibly understood as directed duties. Violating these norms is not just wrong, but 
involves wronging particular individuals. Second, non-directed requirements would fall outside 
the scope of morality in the narrow sense, and so of what the Attitudinal Relationship View is 
intended to explain. For that reason I focus my discussion on blame for violation of directed 
duties in what follows. 

 
3.1.4 A Prima Facie  Case for the Reactive Attitudes Account 
 
I do not intend to offer a systematic argument for the reactive attitudes account of blame. That 
would require an extensive examination of its strengths and weaknesses relative to the most 
promising competing conceptions of blame, which I do not want to undertake here. I do hope to 
make clear some strengths of the reactive attitudes account, and to show how it avoids objections 
that afflict rival views. 

That said, it is worth briefly presenting at the outset what I take to be the main attractions 
of the reactive attitudes account over the other main approaches to blame. Episodes of being 
subject to the reactive attitudes are paradigm cases of blame—if anything deserves to be called 
‘blame,’ the emotions of resentment, indignation, and guilt do. Yet theories of blame that do not 
take the reactive attitudes as fundamental seem to have a hard time explaining why these 
emotions should be central to our ideas of blame. At the same time, cognitive, conative, and 
functional theories often seem to run into a problem of false positives: classifying as instances of 
blame many attitudes and behaviors that are not, intuitively, instances of blame. Finally, 
accounts of blame that do not make the reactive attitudes central will miss or distort blame’s role 
in our moral lives. I illustrate these claims with reference to specific theories of blame in what 
follows.  
 
3.2 The Reactive Attitudes, Relationships, and Mutual Recognition 
 
3.2.1 The Reactive Attitudes as Responses to Failures of Relationship 
 
Having sketched the connections between directed duties and blame (understood in terms of the 
reactive attitudes), I now turn to discussing the connection between blame and relationships. 
Given its unique relation to directed duties, we can start with discussion of resentment. 

The fact that resentment involves a belief that a directed duty has been violated means 
that there is an intimate link between resentment and relationships. That is because there is a 
close connection between bipolar obligations and relationships. Friendship, for instance, 

21 Cf. Frick, “Contractualism and Social Risk,” who argues that Scanlon’s contractualism cannot be 
understood as an account of moral wrongness in general because it disallows aggregative moral reasoning. See also 
the references in chapter 2, footnote 47 of this manuscript. 
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plausibly involves certain duties: to listen to your friend when they’re having a bad day, or to 
offer a level of emotional support that you wouldn’t be inclined to offer a stranger. Moreover, 
these duties are owed to our friends, whom we would wrong in failing to fulfill them. Other sorts 
of relationships, such as romantic partnerships and parent-child relationships, also seem to 
involve such directed duties. When we violate one of these directed duties, we damage the 
relevant relationship. We fail to be good friends, or lovers, or parents. Those failures, often rather 
minor, are nonetheless typically experienced by both parties to the relationship as calling for 
repair. 

For someone to rupture or damage a relationship, it is typically not enough that the agent 
fails to do as they ought in an objective sense, that is, where what the agent ought to do is totally 
independent of their epistemic situation or extenuating circumstances. Suppose, for instance, that 
my friend has just gone through a bad breakup. Plausibly, I have some kind of obligation to offer 
comfort or support; if I fail to do so, then there is a sense in which I have acted wrongly. If it 
would be unrealistic to expect me to know about my friend’s breakup—perhaps I am traveling in 
an area with unreliable cell phone or Internet service—then there is another perfectly good, 
subjective sense in which I haven’t done anything wrong.  For an act or omission to damage a 22

relationship, it must manifest something problematic about the agent’s attitudes toward the other. 
My failing to comfort my friend because I am too preoccupied with work to call them, or 
because I prefer to watch television instead, would plausibly damage the relationship.  

Resentment is warranted just when another wrongs one in a way that involves a failure of 
relationship, by revealing something objectionable about the other’s attitudes. In Wallace’s 
terminology, resentment is warranted only when another causes us a normative injury, by 
flouting or disregarding  a duty they owe to us.  It would be perfectly fitting for my friend to be 23

resentful of me for blowing them off to binge-watch a Netflix show, and it would make sense for 
them to feel that my behavior had opened a rift between us. It would not be fitting for them to be 
resentful for my failing to comfort them in their time of need because I never received their text 
message conveying the bad news. And it would be very strange to take my non-responsiveness to 
represent a failure as a friend.  

Resentment, then, is a response to a failure or deficiency of relationship, which happens 
when we fail to have the proper attitudes toward one another—as friends, or lovers, or whatever. 
In these cases, resentment is a response to the disregarding of a relationship-based duty, such as a 
duty of friendship. But it seems clear that we can appropriately feel resentment even when there 
is no special relationship between us to be damaged nor special relationship-based duties being 
flouted. In this sort of case, resentment may be a response to the violation of a general moral 
requirement. I argue that we can still make sense of resentment as a response to a failure of 
relationship in these cases, however. When such a requirement is violated, there is a failure of 
mutual recognition, the relationship that obtains when each of us takes facts about what is 
justifiable to the other (as we see them) as decisive reasons for action. Again, what matters is not 
just our behavior but our attitudes toward one another. Resentment is sometimes a response to 

22 For discussion of the distinction between subjective and objective senses of normative concepts, see 
Scanlon, Moral Dimensions, 42-50.  

 
23 Wallace, The Moral Nexus, 9-11. 
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another’s failure to take our interests seriously in deliberation, considering us just as fellow 
creatures. 

Let me pause to consider a potential worry here. Grant that resentment is warranted when 
someone flouts a moral requirement. It follows that, when resentment is warranted, relations of 
mutual recognition do not obtain. But why think that resentment is a response to the absence of 
relations of mutual recognition, as opposed to the flouting of the moral requirement? To make a 
crude analogy: if my spouse dies, then I will grieve. And I will no longer be married. But why 
think that my grief is a response to my no longer being married, as opposed to my spouse’s 
death?  In response, I would say, first, that resentment should be understood as a response to the 24

flouting of the requirement and (thereby) to the absence of relations of mutual recognition — we 
do not need to choose between the two. (Compare: I might grieve the death of my spouse and the 
end of our relationship, as many widows and widowers surely do.) Second, I hold that 
resentment is a response to failures or deficiencies in our relationships because it is relationships 
which make the flouting of requirements meaningful for us. We care about certain duties or 
obligations being disregarded because and insofar as we are invested in the relationships which 
ground those requirements. And to be exercised over the requirements’ being flouted is to be 
concerned with a particular way in which another is failing to live up to the standards of that 
relationship. I take this point to apply to resentment in response to moral requirements, as well as 
resentment in response to the disregarding of other relationship-based duties. 

With this understanding of resentment’s role in relationships in hand, it is relatively easy 
to characterize the roles of guilt and indignation. Guilt, like resentment, is a response to the 
breakdown of a relationship, but one in which the wrongdoer is emotionally disturbed by their 
violation of a directed duty to another.  Indignation is, in the first instance, a response to the 25

breakdown of another person’s relationship with someone else: A is indignant with B for a failure 
in their relations with C. However, indignation may derivatively reflect a breakdown in the 
indignant party’s relationship with the wrongdoer (insofar as A takes B’s wronging of C to 
impair A’s relations with B in some way). 

Blame in general, then, is an emotional response to failures of relationship. And blame 
for the violation of a moral requirement is an emotional response to a breakdown of mutual 
recognition. 
 
3.2.2 Comparison with Scanlon on Blame and the Moral Relationship 
 
We can clarify my position by contrasting it with Scanlon’s view of blame, which is similar to 
mine in important respects. Scanlon thinks that an action or omission is blameworthy just in case 
it impairs one’s relationship with another, such that it would be appropriate to modify one’s 
attitudes or behavior toward the other in response. To blame someone is to modify one’s 
attitudes or behavior in the way one regards as appropriate. If a friend tells me something in 
confidence and I gossip about what they said, my action is blameworthy on this account because 
it impairs my relationship with my friend. And my friend might blame me by modifying their 

24 Thanks to Niko Kolodny for this objection.  
 

25 Or to oneself, if one has violated a duty to oneself. For an interpretation of duties to self in relational 
terms, see Wallace, 155-56. 
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attitudes and behavior toward me accordingly (say, by no longer confiding in me and generally 
withdrawing trust). 

An action or omission may also render someone blameworthy by impairing our moral 
relationship with that person, according to Scanlon.  This relationship is one we stand in with 26

all rational creatures. It involves, most notably, the recognition of moral obligations to one 
another. But Scanlon thinks that the moral relationship also involves dispositions to have other, 
non-obligatory attitudes: 

 
These include, in general, being disposed to be pleased when we hear of things going 
well for other people. We are not morally obligated to have these feelings, just as we are 
not obligated to be pleased when things go well for a friend. But one is deficient as a 
friend if one does not have such feelings, and it is a moral deficiency to hope that things 
go badly for others, even strangers, or to be pleased when they do.  27

 
When a person does something to impair the moral relationship, our moral obligations to 

that person do not lapse. So, we are not warranted in suspending our basic concern to act in ways 
that are justifiable to them. However, Scanlon thinks, we may be warranted in modifying our 
attitudes and behavior toward the person in other ways. We might appropriately disapprove of 
the person or feel resentment toward them. But the range of potentially appropriate modifications 
to our attitudes and behavior is broader than this. If a person consistently appears unconcerned 
with the justifiability of their actions, “then it is quite appropriate to refuse to make agreements 
with that person or to enter into other specific relations that involve trust and reliance,” including 
personal relationships like friendship.  Blame may also involve ceasing to wish that things go 28

well for the other or being pleased when they do. In addition, blame might involve suspending 
our general readiness to help others with their projects (a part of “normal moral relations,” 
according to Scanlon) when doing so is not morally obligatory. 

I agree with Scanlon that relationships have an important role to play in explaining our 
obligations to one another. As emphasized in chapters 1 and 2, the Attitudinal Relationship View 
is in important respects a development of the account of morality’s reason-giving force that he 
presents in What We Owe to Each Other. I also follow Scanlon in thinking that blame should be 
understood as a response to deficiencies in our relationships with others. Furthermore, I agree 
that we can understand blame in relational terms even when the relevant wronging involves the 
violation of a general moral requirement, rather than a duty stemming from special personal 
relations like friendship. For these reasons it is particularly important to clarify where my views 
differ from his, and how I avoid the difficulties that confront his account. 

I have three worries about Scanlon’s view of blame. The first problem, alluded to above, 
is characteristic of non-emotional theories of blame. Scanlon’s view is such a theory: the view 
that blame consists in an appropriate modification of behavior or attitudes in response to the 
impairment of a relationship is a conative theory of blame. As such it runs into the problem of 
false positives. There are cases in which a person’s actions might impair their relationship with 

26 Scanlon, Moral Dimensions, 140. 
 

27 Scanlon, 141. 
 
28 Scanlon, 143. 
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me, and in which I might appropriately modify my attitudes and behavior in response, which are 
not, intuitively, cases of blame. Suppose I have a student who regularly fails to show up for 
scheduled meetings. That behavior plausibly damages our relationship as teacher and student; in 
response, I might decide not to go out of my way in scheduling meetings with the student in the 
future, or start asking the student to send a confirmation email shortly before our scheduled 
meeting time. Yet it would be rather strange to call these changes in my attitudes and behavior 
blame.  29

The problem of false positives points to a second, deeper worry, again characteristic of 
non-emotional theories of blame. Non-emotional theories seem to leave out a crucial feature 
paradigmatic cases of blame: they involve being emotionally exercised.  My reaction to my 
student in the above example is different in kind from paradigmatic cases of blame involving the 
reactive attitudes. As Susan Wolf and Jay Wallace urge, the paradigmatic cases of blame involve 
a quality of anger or opprobrium that is not captured by Scanlon’s account.  To blame someone 30

is not merely to note that one’s relationship with that person has been impaired, or to adjust one’s 
attitudes and behavior in the light of that impairment. Blame seems to involve being emotionally 
disturbed, in a way that manifests our investment in the requirements to which we hold one 
another. 

The third worry is that it is not plausible that we already have relationships with all 
fellow rational creatures, if those relationships are supposed to (a) give rise to moral 
requirements, (b) be impaired by the flouting of those requirements, and (c) involve our having 
certain attitudes toward and histories of interaction with one another, as personal relationships 
do. There is an important disanalogy between duties of friendship and moral requirements here. 
My friendship with another is the basis of our duties of friendship toward each other. I have 
special duties toward my friend because they are my friend—because we have a certain shared 
history of interaction, and particular emotional attachments and practical commitments arising 
out of that history. But we have moral obligations to each other as fellow persons even when we 
have no prior history of interaction or particular attitudes toward one another.   31

Scanlon recognizes this disanalogy with friendship, but insists that it still makes sense to 
talk of the moral relationship as a relationship that is impaired when we do not concern ourselves 
with justifiability to others. The moral relationship, however, cannot be impaired in the way that 
personal relationships like friendship can. When a friend violates a duty of friendship to me, that 
violation threatens the friendship. At the limit, a sufficiently serious violation (or series of 
violations) makes it reasonable for us to stop regarding each other as friends, in which case we 

29 See Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium,” 353-355, and Wolf, “Blame, Italian Style,” 332-34. Wolf 
argues, in addition, that Scanlon’s account generates false negatives, wrongly failing to classify certain cases of 
blame as such (334-37). That is because she does not think episodes of reactive attitudes necessarily involve the 
impairment of relationships. I do not find her arguments on this point convincing. If the arguments I present below 
are compelling, then we should think of blame as having a reparative function in the context of relationships, a 
function we can only make sense of if we see blame as indicating (at least temporary) relationship impairment. 

 
30 Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium” and Wolf, “Blame, Italian Style.” 
 
31 Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium,” 358-60. We should be careful not to overstate the disanalogy 

between friendship and mutual recognition, however; see chapter 2 of the present manuscript. 
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no longer have duties of friendship to one another.  As noted above, Scanlon himself 32

acknowledges that an “impairment” in the moral relationship with someone does not mean our 
moral obligations to that person lapse, or that we are warranted in ceasing to act in ways that 
could be justified to them. But other revisions of attitudes and behavior—including suspension of 
our desire that things go well for the person and our readiness to offer (supererogatory) help with 
their projects—are warranted. The problem is that suspending these attitudes of “mutual regard 
and forbearance” in response to blameworthy behavior doesn’t necessarily amount to a change in 
our relations with someone at all. My relationship with someone can come into existence with 
their act of wronging me (for instance, when I am robbed by a complete stranger). While this 
episode might result in my not wishing the other well, to put it mildly, this would not be a 
modification of my attitudes toward the person: I did not, prior to our first encounter, have any 
attitudes toward them. There seems to be little sense in these cases in thinking of blame as a 
modification of attitudes and behavior, or in thinking of the blameworthy behavior as impairing 
some prior relationship. 

My view avoids these difficulties. In identifying blame with the reactive attitudes, my 
account avoids the first and second problems mentioned above. The reactive attitudes account 
captures the emotional component in blame that goes missing on Scanlon’s view, and which 
generates the problem of false positives. 

In response to the third objection, note that I do not hold that blame is a response to the 
impairment of an antecedently existing relationship, or that it necessarily amounts to a change in 
one’s attitudes or behavior toward another. My view is that mutual recognition constitutes an 
ideal of relationship. We stand in relations of mutual recognition when we strive to act in ways 
we could justify to each other. Resentment results from the awareness that another’s attitudes are 
incompatible with or (at least temporarily) preclude our standing in relations of mutual 
recognition. It does not follow that failures of mutual recognition should be understood as 
impairments of a relationship which already existed, or that resentment amounts to a change in 
one’s attitudes toward another. (Of course, I might feel resentment toward someone with whom I 
have a prior relationship, in which case it would make sense to talk about the impairment of an 
existing relationship and a change of attitudes.) Resentment is a response to the fact that, because 
of the flouting of moral obligations, a relationship of mutual recognition does not currently exist 
— whether or not it did in the past. 

These criticisms of Scanlon’s view of blame should not obscure what I take to be his 
central insights: that moral obligations and blame must be understood in terms of the value of 
relationships. In defending the Attitudinal Recognition View, I take that insight more seriously in 
some respects than Scanlon himself does, holding that our reasons for complying with moral 
requirements depend on the potential for reciprocal recognition of each others’ moral claims. The 
view of blame I am proposing here is consistent with this relational understanding of our reasons 
for doing what morality requires. 

 
3.3 The Reparative Function of Blame 
 
I have identified blame with the reactive attitudes. I have argued in addition that these attitudes 
should be understood as responses to the impairment of relationships, and that when they are felt 

32 Wallace, 360. 
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in response to a moral violation they are responses to the absence of mutual recognition. I will 
now argue that blame plays a particularly important role in our moral lives: the role of 
establishing or repairing relationships. Understanding this role requires examining the 
communicative character of the reactive attitudes.  My account of blame’s communicative 33

character draws on Miranda Fricker’s view that the “paradigm” form of blame is Communicative 
Blame.  Fricker’s attempt to define blame in terms of a certain functional role, however, leads 34

the account into problems. These problems can be avoided by tying blame—and its 
communicative function—more closely to the reactive attitudes. 
 
3.3.1 Fricker on Communicative Blame 
 
Fricker eschews a conceptual analysis of blame, that is , an account of blame’s necessary and 
sufficient conditions. Instead, she attempts to explain blame’s purpose and value in our lives by 
looking at its functional role in paradigm cases. (Other forms or instances of blame can be 
understood derivatively, by reference to the paradigms.) As noted above, the paradigm form of 
blame for Fricker is what she calls Communicative Blame. This is a form of blame which gains 
verbal expression through a speech act, the illocutionary point of which is inspiring remorse in 
the blamed party. Here Fricker draws on a concept originally due to J.L. Austin.  The 35

illocutionary point or purpose of a speech act is the speaker’s goal in performing the speech act, 
which constitutes the speech act as the type of act it is. The illocutionary point of an assertion, 
for instance,  is to inform the listener about the world. 

The illocutionary purpose of a speech act of Communicative Blame, Fricker claims, is to 
inspire remorse, “a pained moral perception of the wrong one has done.”  Inspiring remorse in 36

the blamee has two important effects. One is “an increased alignment of the wrongdoer’s moral 
understanding with that of the blamer.”   Communicative Blame aims to get the blamee to adopt 37

the perspective of the blamer, coming to see that they did something wrong and to appreciate 
why it was wrong.  38

33 Watson emphasizes the communicative nature of the reactive attitudes in “Responsibility and Evil,” 127: 
“The reactive attitudes are incipiently forms of communication.” 
 

34 Fricker, “The Point of Blame.” 
 
35 Austin, Do Things with Words. 
 
36 Fricker, 167. 
 
37 Note that it is not clear what Fricker means by ‘moral.’ Since we can blame people for actions that are 

not morally wrong in the narrow sense, she is presumably not using the term ‘moral’ in the way that I am. I presume 
that the moral, for Fricker, encompasses practical requirements of all kinds for which blame is in principle 
appropriate. 
 

38 Fricker, 174 notes that Communicative Blame can increase alignment of moral understandings even 
when it fails to inspire remorse in the blamee. The blamee might react to blame by convincing the blamer that they 
did not, in fact, do anything wrong. “The Point of Blame,” 174. 
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 The other important effect of remorse, bound up with the first, is “an increased 
alignment...of [the blamer’s and blamee’s] motivationally live moral reasons.”  A 39

motivationally live moral reason, as I understand it, is a consideration which an agent takes to 
count for (or against) a certain action, and which an agent’s so taking could motivate them to 
perform (or refrain from performing) that action.  Remorse can alter the blamee’s 40

motivationally live reasons, by getting them to take certain considerations more seriously than 
they did before.  Suppose, for instance, that my friend blames me for not sticking up for them 41

when someone else made a joke at their expense. The resulting remorse may lead considerations 
of, say, loyalty to motivate me more strongly to stand up for my friends in the future. Fricker 
claims—following Bernard Williams—that remorse alters a person’s motivationally live reasons 
by mobilizing the desire to be respected by those we ourselves respect.  42

Increased alignment of moral understanding and increased alignment of motivating 
reasons are closely connected, in that a change in one’s moral understanding usually affects what 
reasons motivate one.  If I come to see failing to stick up for my friend as a serious moral fault, 43

then typically that will result in my being more motivated to stick up for my friends. However, 
moral understanding and moral motivation can pull apart. I may think an act is morally required 
but not be sufficiently motivated to perform it, either because I act against my own better 
judgment or because non-moral reasons win out in deliberation. For instance,  I might believe that 
traveling by plane is wrong because of its environmental impact, but I do so anyway because it is 
necessary to pursue my career. And moral reasons may motivate me to perform a certain action, 
although I don’t regard that action as morally required. For example, I might take the fact that a 
donation to Oxfam would help those suffering from extreme poverty as a very weighty reason to 
donate, without thinking that donating is morally obligatory. 
 
3.3.2 Worries for Fricker’s Account of Blame 

 
I believe that Fricker is right to emphasize the communicative dimension of blame. But her 
account is problematic as it stands. I have five worries. 

39 Fricker, 167. 
 
40  I take it, then, that what Fricker means by a “motivating” or “motivationally live” reason is what some 

philosophers refer to as “the agent’s reason.” This use of “motivating reason” should be distinguished from another 
use in the literature, where the term refers to the psychological states which cause action. An agent’s reason is a 
consideration which an agent takes to be a normative reason, that is, a consideration which the agent takes to 
actually count for or against a certain action; and, it is generally accepted, normative reasons are facts or 
propositions rather than mental states. Of course, the status of a consideration as a normative reason for an agent 
may depend on facts about the agent’s psychology. For discussion, see Alvarez, “Reasons for Action” and 
Hieronymi, “Reasons for Action.” My use of “motivating reason” follows Fricker’s. 

 
41 This could involve a consideration coming to having some motivating force where it had none before, or 

it could mean a consideration that already had some motivating force coming to weigh more heavily in the agent’s 
deliberations. 

 
42 Fricker, 167, 175-77; Williams, “Internal Reasons and Obscurity of Blame,” 41-44. 
 
43 Fricker, 175. 
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We can approach the first three worries by asking: what kind of thing is Communicative 
Blame, exactly? Fricker claims that Communicative Blame “is performed in” and “gains 
expression by” a certain kind of speech act, as described above; she also claims that 
Communicative Blame may be expressed nonverbally.  So, Communicative Blame is clearly not 44

identical to a speech act. At one point Fricker says that Communicative Blame is “a cognitively 
loaded moral emotion.”  The idea that Communicative Blame is an emotion offers a promising 45

answer to the question of what kind of thing Communicative Blame is, and it fits naturally with 
the view that Communicative Blame can be expressed either through a speech act or 
non-verbally. Compare with the emotion of sadness, which can be expressed, for instance, 
through assertion or through non-verbal behavior. 

Categorizing Communicative Blame as an emotion raises difficulties, however. Unlike 
(say) sadness or anger, Communicative Blame does not seem to have any characteristic 
phenomenological or physiological manifestations. In fact, it seems that Communicative Blame 
can take on the character of a wide range of emotions. Fricker herself notes that blame “might 
resonate in the key of anger, or of indignation…or of sorrow, or of bewildered hurt...or any 
complex, perhaps conflicted, mixture of these.”  So, it seems hard to straightforwardly identify 46

Communicative Blame with any particular emotion; consequently, the claim that Communicative 
Blame is an emotion remains obscure. This is my first worry. 

Second, being so inclusive in the kinds of emotions in which Communicative Blame 
might “resonate” means that the problem of false positives threatens. Intuitively, to experience 
sorrow or bewildered hurt over a wrong a person has done me—even to communicate that 
sorrow or hurt—need not amount to blaming that person for the wrong.  

Third, Fricker’s account leaves obscure the connection between the emotion of 
Communicative Blame and its expression. Fricker claims to reveal the point of blame by 
identifying the point of communicating blame to another. But one can be subject to an emotion 
without expressing or communicating the emotion. Furthermore, an emotion can be fitting or 
warranted even when one does not have sufficient reason to communicate or otherwise express 
the emotion. So, even if Fricker sheds light on what’s involved in expressing blame, it is not 
clear how this is supposed to illuminate blame itself.  

A fourth worry concerns Fricker’s justification for selecting Communicative Blame as 
the paradigm form of blame. For Fricker, Communicative Blame involves one party A blaming a 
second party B for a wrong that B has done to A. I think there is something to this; intuitively, 
these cases seem central to our practice of blame, and understanding them seems essential to 
understanding the point and value of blame.  But nothing in Fricker’s account explains why this 47

sort of case should be considered paradigmatic. It is entirely possible for A to direct 
Communicative Blame at B for a wrong B has done to a third person, C, with the aim of aligning 

44 Fricker, 171-72. 
45 Fricker, 173. 
 
46 Fricker, 167. 
 
47 If one does not share this intuition, then the problem I raise here for Fricker won’t seem troubling. In any 

case, I think what I go on to say vindicates the idea that cases where A blames B for B’s wronging A are particularly 
central to our practices of blame. 
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A and B’s moral understanding and motivationally live reasons.  In fact, A might blame B for a 48

wrong that C has done to a fourth party D, again with the aim of aligning A and B’s moral 
understanding and motivating reasons. 

Strangely, Fricker says nothing about the former stort of case. About the latter, she claims 
that it is a “derivative” case of blame because “there remains a significant residue of the basic 
communicative purpose” of Communicative Blame even though “the distinctive elements of the 
transformative purpose...have fallen away.”  These distinctive elements are “the 49

second-personal perspective, the emotional content, and the illocutionary point.”  However, 50

these claims do not explain why we should think of this kind of blame as derivative. For they do 
not explain why a second-personal perspective, a particular emotional content, or the 
illocutionary point of inspiring remorse should be essential to blame, given that the ultimate aims 
of aligning moral understanding and motivating reasons can be achieved without these elements. 

These considerations lead to my fifth worry for Fricker’s account. It is far from clear 
whether the aims of aligning moral understanding and motivating reasons really explain the point 
or value of blame. It is true that, in general, we care that those we interact with roughly share our 
views of what is right and wrong, at least when it comes to significant moral requirements; and 
that we care that people we deal with are generally motivated to act rightly, again at least as 
concerns matters of significance. And it is true that blame often functions to effect alignment of 
moral understanding and motivational reasons. We can effect this alignment in other ways, 
however: through dispassionately communicating reasons that the wrongdoer did not see or take 
seriously, for instance, or by trying to mobilize the wrongdoer’s feelings of compassion without 
dwelling on the past wrong or attempting to inspire remorse. This fact poses a potential problem 
for Fricker, insofar as she wants her account to vindicate blame against its critics.  These critics 51

often point to harmful features of blame as reasons for thinking the practice is one we’re better 
off without.  If Fricker’s defense of blame is that it performs a constructive function which is 52

performed equally well by other practices, then she seems to fall short of vindicating blame. 
I propose the following diagnosis of the problems just discussed. These problems stem 

from attempting to give a functional theory of blame, that is, to define blame in terms of its 
functional role. The status of Fricker’s account as a functional theory is what leads her to refrain 
from identifying blame with any particular emotion—since functional theories leave open which 
sorts of attitudes that may in principle play the relevant functional role—and hence to invite the 
problem of false positives. The functional nature of the account also prevents Fricker from doing 
justice to the distinction between blame and its expression. Finally, the focus on the function of 
blame and neglect of its particular emotional character leaves Fricker unable to explain why 
Communicative Blame (where A blames B for B’s wronging A) should be regarded as the 
paradigm, or to argue convincingly that the goals of aligning moral understanding and 
motivating reasons explain blame’s distinctive point or value. 

48 If there are non-monadic practical requirements, then A could also blame B for having done something 
wrong that did not wrong anyone. 

49 Fricker, 177. 
 
50 Fricker, 178. 
 
51 Fricker, 167-68. 
 
52 For instance, Flanagan, The Geography of Morals and Nussbaum, Anger and Forgiveness. 
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Nevertheless, I think that Fricker is correct that blame’s point or value in our lives must 
be (at least partly) understood in terms of certain communicative practices. I turn now to 
presenting my own account of blame’s communicative function. 
 
3.3.3 The Relational Function of the Reactive Attitudes 
 
I argue that the reactive attitudes account of blame can do justice to the central insight of 
Fricker’s account while avoiding the problems canvassed above. I contend that the reactive 
attitudes of resentment and indignation are essentially suited to be communicated via certain 
speech acts, which typically function to establish a certain relationship between the victim and 
the blamee; the reactive attitudes are responses to deficiencies in this relationship. Call this the 
Relational Function Thesis. I will break this claim into two parts for purposes of explanation. 
 

a. Resentment and indignation are essentially suited to be communicated via certain speech 
acts… 

Resentment and indignation, like other emotions, may be felt without being communicated or 
otherwise expressed. So identifying blame with these reactive attitudes does not, on its own, do 
much to illuminate the connection between blame and its expression. However, we can better 
understand that connection by examining the connection between the reactive attitudes and 
speech acts by which they are communicated. 

Recall Fricker’s claim that Communicative Blame gains expression by a speech act 
whose illocutionary point is to inspire guilt. I agree with Fricker that there is a distinctive kind of 
speech act through which blame is expressed. For ease of reference, call this the CB-act. On my 
view, other-directed blame takes the form of resentment or indignation. So, I hold that CB-acts 
express one of these reactive attitudes. 

More precisely, I submit that it is constitutive of CB-acts that they express the emotions 
of resentment and indignation, in much the same way that it is constitutive of acts of assertion 
that they express beliefs. Resentment and indignation are constitutive of CB-acts in two ways. 
First, the communication of resentment or indignation is part of the mode of achievement of the 
CB-act’s illocutionary point of inspiring guilt. In making a CB-act, a speaker intends to produce 
guilt in their target by way of communicating their resentment or indignation. A speech act that 
aimed to produce guilt in another way (say, by directing the blamee’s attention to the disapproval 
of a third party) would not be a CB-act. Second, being subject to resentment or indignation is a 
condition of sincerity of a CB-act. Just as an assertion that P will be sincere only if the speaker of 
the assertion believes that P, a CB-act aimed at inspiring remorse for a certain action is sincere 
only if the speaker is resentful of or indignant with the target for that action. ,  53 54

53 It is worth mentioning a closely related species of speech acts: acts which constitutively express the belief 
that resentment or indignation is warranted, in the absence of the emotions themselves. These speech acts have 
much the same point as CB-acts. However, these non-emotional speech acts are clearly parasitic on CB-acts, in that 
the non-emotional form must be understood in terms of the emotions and a social practice of communicating those 
emotions. 

 
54 The modes of achievement and sincerity conditions of speech acts are discussed by Searle and 

Vanderveken, Foundations of Illocutionary Logic. 
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Resentment and indignation are essentially suited to be communicated in certain speech 
acts, then, because these reactive attitudes figure constitutively in CB-acts in the ways just 
described. 
 

b.  ...which typically function to establish a certain relationship between blamer and blamee; 
the reactive attitudes are responses to deficiencies in this relationship. 

We can agree with Fricker that the illocutionary point of CB-acts is to inspire guilt, and that they 
promote the ultimate goal of aligning the moral understanding and motivating reasons of blamer 
and blamee. But analyzing CB-acts as expressing the emotions of resentment and indignation in 
particular allow us to better see how, exactly, CB-acts effect alignment, and why and how 
alignment matters. 

As discussed in sections I and II, the reactive attitudes essentially involve the belief that a 
directed requirement has been violated; as such, they are responses to failures or deficiencies in 
the relationship between blamer and blamee. When I express resentment via a CB-act, I thereby 
communicate my belief that an obligation to me has been violated, as well as my emotional 
investment in the obligation and the disturbance I feel about its being violated. 

Importantly, the nature of the emotional investment communicated is very different from 
what would be communicated by, for instance, the expression of sorrow or mere disappointment. 
As a species of anger, resentment tends to lead a person to confront those who have wronged 
them, to stand up for themselves and assert claims. The disposition to feel and express 
resentment is therefore an important component of a certain kind of self-respect.  That is 55

because resentment essentially involves the thought that a requirement has been violated; sorrow 
or disappointment need not involve any such thought.  In being subject to and expressing 56

resentment via a CB-act, I necessarily communicate to the other that they have violated an 
obligation to me and hold them accountable for doing so.  My communicating resentment to 
someone who I take to have wronged me will hopefully bring the other to see that they have 
wronged me and to appreciate the significance of the wrong, and it will motivate them to avoid 
similar behavior in the future. The CB-act accomplishes these things by getting the other to 
acknowledge their claims against me, the very claims that figure in the content of an episode of 
resentment. Parallel remarks apply, mutatis mutandis, to expression of indignation over another’s 
violation of an obligation to a third party.  

The hoped-for effects of CB-acts are closely related to the twin alignments Fricker 
discusses. We can now develop a richer understanding of those effects of blame. The importance 
of alignment lies in its role in repairing or establishing relationships of a certain kind in the wake 
of wrongdoing. What sort of relationship we are trying to establish depends on the nature of the 
requirement that was violated. For instance, when a friend lets me down by failing to fulfill a 
duty of friendship, alignment’s importance lies in allowing us to continue our friendship on good 

55 Cf. Boxill, “Self-Respect and Protest” and Feinberg, “Nature and Value of Rights.” Although neither 
Boxill nor Feinberg discuss the reactive attitudes specifically, they emphasize the connection between assertion of 
claims and self-respect. I explore the connections between the reactive attitudes, mutual recognition, and self-respect 
further in chapter 4. 

 
56 See section 3.1 above and the sources cited therein. 
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terms. When someone violates a moral obligation, we seek alignment as a way of 
re-establishing—or establishing for the first time—relations of mutual recognition.  57

 
3.3.4. Advantages over Fricker’s Account 
 
We can now briefly consider how the Relational Function Thesis above avoids the problems 
Fricker’s view encountered.  

First, the Relational Function Thesis answers the question of which emotions are 
communicated in speech acts aimed at inspiring remorse: resentment and indignation. 

Second, and consequently, my account is able to avoid the problem of false positives. By 
limiting the definition of blame to resentment and indignation—paradigmatic forms of blame if 
there are any—we steer clear of the implausible commitment that (for instance) sorrow over a 
perceived wrong counts as a case of blame. 

Third, my account explains the relationship between blaming emotions and the speech 
acts by which they are expressed. The reactive attitudes account of blame implies that blame 
should be identified with certain emotions, and not with the expression of those emotions. 
Nevertheless, the claim that resentment and indignation figure constitutively in certain speech 
acts reveals a theoretically significant connection between blame and its expression, one which 
Fricker herself leaves obscure. 

Fourth, the Relational Function Thesis explains why cases in which A blames B for B’s 
wronging of A are paradigm cases of blame, as Fricker says (but does not explain). That is 
because A’s blaming B for a wrong B has done to A, on my view, amounts to A’s feeling 
resentment toward B for the violation of a directed requirement  B owes A. As noted in section I, 
resentment reflects a person’s own emotional investment in and appreciation of one of their 
claims being violated. Third-party blame—which takes the form of indignation, on the reactive 
attitudes account—is derivative or secondary, insofar as it does not involve the victim’s own 
response to the injury they have suffered. Third-party blame is vicarious rather than direct, and 
so presupposes a practice of blame in which victims press their own claims against those who 
wrong them. Third-party blame does not directly bring about a repair of the damaged 
relationship, even when it produces remorse in its target. Indignation contrasts with resentment 
in this respect. Communication of indignation can help to bring about alignment in the moral 
understandings of the blamer and blamee, but it does not lead to repair of the relationship 
between blamee and victim. Communication of resentment, on the other hand, can lead to repair 
of the damaged relationship if the act of blame leads blamee to be remorseful.  (But indignation 
might indirectly serve a relationship-repairing function, by encouraging the wrongdoer to correct 
their relationships with the victim on whose behalf one is indignant.)  58

We are now in a position to see another important respect in which resentment has 
priority with respect to indignation. The expression of resentment plays a distinctive and 
important role in correcting deficiencies in relationships, such that indignation is not always an 
adequate substitute. If a friend lets me down, I will typically want them to come to feel remorse 
for their wrong and to be motivated to act differently in the future; I may also expect an apology 

57 One can, of course, blame someone else and communicate that blame without seeking to establish or 
re-establish relations of mutual recognition. In that case, blame would not be fulfilling the valuable role I am 
sketching here. I leave it open that there might be other good reasons to blame and express blame. 

58 Cf. Wallace, The Moral Nexus, 251 footnote 47. 
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or some other effort at making amends. As noted above, it may also be important how these 
consequences come about. It might matter, in particular, that my friend come to feel remorse 
because I communicated my resentment to them. Why should this matter? When I communicate 
resentment to another, I convey my emotional investment in our relationship and in the 
requirement that was violated. I thereby affirm the relationship as one I value while pointing out 
the need for repair, and it might be important for our relationship moving forward that both 
myself and the wrongdoer publicly acknowledge my emotional response to the violation.  My 59

communicating resentment also amounts to my making use of my own standing to press claims 
in the relationship, and so expresses self-respect. 

Fifth and finally, the Relational Function Thesis makes clear the value of aligning moral 
understanding and motivationally live reasons and their connection to blame. When we 
communicate resentment to someone who has wronged us, we do not seek alignment of moral 
understanding and motivating reasons with the other for its own sake, or merely because we care 
in the abstract that the other “do the right thing”. We care about alignment because we care about 
our relationship with the other person, and aligning our moral understanding and motivating 
reasons is necessary for correcting the relationship in the light of a perceived wrong. Again, 
similar claims apply to the value of indignation. 

Furthermore, we have now seen why the aims of alignment are not equally achieved by 
means other than blame. It is sometimes essential to correcting a relationship that the victim 
bring about alignment of understanding and motivation through communication of resentment to 
the wrongdoer. One might have a good relationship with someone after they have wronged you, 
although the wrong was not an occasion for resentment and apology. It is even possible that the 
wrongdoer will come to align their moral understanding and motivating reasons with those of the 
victim in the absence of communicative blame. But for reasons just described, something 
important seems to be missing when the victim does not press their claim through expression of 
resentment and thereby have the claim acknowledged by the wrongdoer. The practice of 
communicative blame allows for victim and wrongdoer to achieve alignment of moral 
understanding and reasons through a process by which both express respect for the relationship 
and the claim that has been violated. 

To be clear, this process may not be sufficient for correcting a relationship in the light of 
wrongdoing. The wrong might be so severe that the victim simply cannot forgive it; or, even if 
they do forgive, the relationship might be irreparably damaged. (The victim might be 
psychologically unable to enter into personal relationships like friendship with the wrongdoer, or 

59 What if a wrongdoer expresses remorse and apologizes before the victim has a chance to express blame? 
In a good case, this would involve the wrongdoer acknowledging that they have acted in a way which provides the 
victim with a warrant for resentment, and appreciating that the victim is in principle entitled to express that 
resentment. An apology leading to correction of the relationship in this sort of case, then, depends on the in principle 
appropriateness of the victim’s expressing resentment. 

In addition, it may still be important that the victim have a chance to express their resentment in the wake 
of the preemptive apology, in order to communicate their emotional investment in the relationship and the obligation 
that has been violated. A wrongdoer might also preemptively apologize in order to avoid an unpleasant 
confrontation, or to avoid the painful experience of being subject to resentment. If the wrongdoer does this without 
acknowledging that their action continues to provide the victim with some basis for resentment (and its expression), 
then I think the apology is not really sincere. It would be a kind of manipulation, which would not lead to a genuine 
repair of the relationship. 
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to engage in joint projects with them.) What I am arguing is that communicative blame is 
essential to a way of correcting relationships that is worth caring about. 

 
3.4 Further Implications 
 
In the preceding chapters, I have argued that our reasons to care about moral obligations are 
explained by the value of relating to others on terms of mutual recognition. In this chapter I have 
defended a reactive attitudes account of blame, on which blame should be understood as an 
emotional response to failures or deficiencies in relationships resulting from the violation of 
directed duties. I have argued further that, through its communication to wrongdoers, blame 
often functions to correct our relations with others. When our relations with others have been 
impaired as a result of the violation of moral obligations, blame can function to establish (or 
re-establish) relationships of mutual recognition. 

An important upshot of this discussion is that our reasons to blame others for moral 
failures are not really distinct from our reasons to care about fulfilling our moral obligations. 
Blame affirms our valuing and being emotionally invested in relationships of mutual recognition, 
the very relationships we seek to maintain in striving to comply with moral requirements.  

I believe that this internal relation between blame and moral obligation provides the basis 
for a powerful response to those who argue that our moral lives would be better off without 
blame, that blame is a pernicious practice whose good effects (if any) can be achieved by other 
means. On the view I have sketched, our practice of blame is not really distinct from our practice 
of recognizing obligations to one another. What I mean is not only that blame is warranted just in 
case bipolar obligations are flouted ; nor am I making the conceptual point that moral 60

obligations are intelligible only in terms of their relationship to the reactive attitudes.  My claim 61

here is that the value of mutual recognition, which explains our reasons to comply with moral 
requirements, is intimately connected with the value of blame, which works to establish and 
repair those relationships. 

So, one cannot simply give up on blame—or even just its “angry” aspects—while leaving 
the rest of our moral practice intact. Ceasing to blame would involve ceasing to have the same 
kind of investments in our relationships that we have now, and it would involve surrendering a 
distinctively valuable means of correcting those relationships.  
 

60 As Wallace argues in The Moral Nexus. 
 
61 Wallace, The Moral Nexus. See also Wallace, Responsibility and Moral Sentiments and Darwall, 

Second-Person Standpoint. The strongest versions of this sort of view, so-called “fitting attitudes theories” of moral 
obligation, hold that moral obligations can be analyzed in terms of warrant for the reactive attitudes. See for instance 
Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings. 
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4 
 

Shame, Resentment, and the Struggle for Recognition 
 
The notion of mutual recognition plays a fundamental role in the critical social theory of Axel 
Honneth. Drawing on the social philosophy of the young Hegel as well as George Herbert 
Mead’s reflections on the self, Honneth develops an account of emancipatory social movements 
as struggles to achieve mutual recognition.  On this view, a group of persons experiences 1

disrespect when they judge that their community does not grant them the same status accorded to 
others with the same needs and capacities. This experience injures the disrespected parties’ 
self-respect. The experience of this injury may set off a “struggle for recognition” in which 
members of the disrespected group demand to be accorded the same social status as others. 
Implicit in these demands, Honneth thinks, is the ideal of a society in which each person is 
accorded the interpersonal recognition necessary for full self-respect. 

This chapter explores the connections between Honneth’s recognition-based social theory 
and the notion of mutual recognition I have developed in previous chapters. I argue for a 
reconstruction of Honneth’s theory on which the desire for mutual recognition, as I understand 
it—the relationship in which persons properly acknowledge their (bipolar) moral obligations to 
one another in deliberation—plays a fundamental role in explaining emancipatory social 
struggles. I contend that Honneth is committed to this conclusion if he wants to give an adequate 
account of the emotional experiences of disrespect which give rise to struggles for recognition. 
Locating the role of mutual recognition in emancipatory social movements in turn illuminates 
important connections between mutual recognition, blame, and self-respect. 

My discussion proceeds as follows. After summarizing Honneth’s social theory, I 
consider an apparent puzzle for Honneth’s view. The puzzle is: how are injuries to one’s sense of 
self-respect supposed to motivate disrespected parties to demand recognition? The question 
seems to give rise to a dilemma. Either lack of recognition damages an agent’s sense of 
self-respect such that they no longer regard themselves as worthy of the denied recognition, and 
so would not be disposed to seek it; or lack of recognition does not damage the agent’s sense of 
self-respect. In neither case could damage to a group’s self-respect explain their struggling for 
recognition. 

Honneth suggests a way out of this dilemma. He holds that disrespected agents know 
themselves to be worthy of the denied respect, but that the lack of social recognition of their 
capacities prevents them from fully “identifying” with the qualities in virtue of which they are 
owed respect. Plausibly spelling out this line of thought, however, leads us into questions in 
moral psychology that Honneth himself does not explore in-depth. I argue that the experiences of 
disrespect which give rise to struggles for recognition should be understood as involving two 
fundamentally different kinds of emotional responses, which Honneth often runs together: shame 
and resentment. Shame is the emotional experience of feeling unworthy, of failing to be the kind 
of person one wants to be. Resentment is the emotional experience of being wronged, of having 
one’s rightful claims disregarded. The denial of social recognition plausibly gives rise to 

1 See especially Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition. See also Honneth, Disrespect; Honneth, 
“Recognition as Ideology”; Honneth, “Rejoinder”; and Fraser and Honneth, Recognition or Redistribution? 
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responses of both kinds. But it is only when people come to recognize that they are being 
wronged and are emotionally exercised by that fact—when they move from shame to 
resentment—that there is an emotional basis for a struggle for recognition. 

Given the arguments of earlier chapters, the claim that experiences of resentment drive 
struggles for recognition implies that denials of recognition involve the flouting of bipolar 
obligations. From this premise, I argue that emancipatory social struggles are struggles for 
mutual recognition, understood in terms of the account developed in prior chapters. I explain 
how Honneth’s theory should be modified to accommodate this insight, and in doing so I clarify 
the relations between different forms of recognition. A particularly important upshot of this 
discussion is that the recognition of rights plays a much more fundamental role in struggles for 
recognition than the other two forms of recognition discussed by Honneth (love and solidarity). 

Finally, I argue that my reconstructed version of Honneth’s recognition theory has 
important implications for our thinking about the value of mutual recognition and the value of 
blame. We should understand mutual recognition’s value as lying, in part, in the fact that it is 
necessary for full self-respect. And if resentment is a response to the absence of relations of 
mutual recognition, which motivates struggles for recognition on the part of socially disrespected 
groups, then expressions of blame are means by which disrespected agents can secure full 
self-respect for themselves. Furthermore, following some of Honneth’s suggestions, we can 
understand the act of expressing blame as itself helping an agent to gain self-respect, 
independently of its success in establishing relations of mutual recognition. 

 
4.1 Honneth on the Struggle for Recognition 
 
Honneth, working broadly within the tradition of the Frankfurt School, aims to construct a 
critical theory of society on the basis of uncovering the “moral grammar” of emancipatory social 
struggles.  Honneth claims that many such struggles cannot be understood as mere conflicts over 2

interests. Rather, these struggles must be understood as arising from one group’s sense that 
society has denied persons in that group a certain kind of recognition. This denial causes injury 
to the group’s sense of self-respect, which the group attempts to restore through demanding the 
recognition that it has been denied. 

Honneth identifies three forms of recognition, which correspond to three different types 
of self-respect or “practical relation-to-self,” each of which will be injured by the denial of the 
correlative form of recognition. The first form of recognition is love, as typified by parents’ 
caring concern for young children. Love, especially in young children, is necessary for the 
practical relation-to-self that Honneth calls basic self-confidence, the trust in oneself a person 
must have to confidently assert their own needs.  A person’s basic self-confidence is typically 3

damaged by experiencing abuse, torture, or rape. These experiences “[do] lasting damage to the 
basic self-confidence (learned through love) that one can autonomously coordinate one’s own 
body.”  4

2 Honneth situates his work in relation to prominent theorists of the Frankfurt School (Theodor Adorno, 
Max Horkheimer, and Jurgen Habermas) in the essays collected in Disrespect and in Critique of Power. 

 
3 See Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 92-107. 
 
4 Honneth, 132. 
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The second form of recognition is the recognition of rights. This form of recognition 
involves treating persons as morally responsible agents, as beings capable of self-government 
who bear rights and duties.  This form of recognition is made possible by a social practice of 5

asserting and recognizing claims on the conduct of others, embodied in formal legal 
relationships. Others’ recognition of us as morally responsible agents is necessary for the 
practical relation-to-self Honneth labels self-respect.  To possess self-respect is to see oneself as 6

capable of recognizing and respecting the claims of others as well as of asserting claims on one’s 
one behalf. To respect oneself in this sense, as Honneth puts it, is to “view oneself as a person 
who shares with all other members of one’s community the qualities that make participation in 
discursive will-participation possible.”  Self-respect is damaged by the experience of social 7

exclusion, the denial of one’s rights, or the denial of adequate means to make use of one’s rights 
(for example, denial of the basic economic security necessary to participate in political life).  8

These experiences result in “a crippling feeling of social shame.”  9

The third form of recognition is what Honneth calls solidarity. Solidarity is in place when 
individuals are socially esteemed for their distinctively valuable qualities as individuals. In 
contrast to the recognition of a person’s rights—which involves recognition of the qualities a 
person shares with all others as a morally responsible agent—the esteem constitutive of 
solidarity involves recognizing a person’s individual traits or abilities as promoting a valuable 
social goal.  The corresponding practical relation-to-self is self-esteem, which is damaged by 10

denigration of or insults to one’s way of life. 
There is a hierarchical ordering between the three forms of recognition and the 

correlative relations-to-self. Honneth claims that love and basic self-confidence are the most 
fundamental, as basic self-confidence is necessary for navigating the social world in any manner 
at all, and is therefore a precondition of the other two practical relations-to-self. 

Honneth argues that the existence of rights-recognition and solidarity as distinct forms of 
recognition was the result of a historical process by which prior conceptions of honor—which 
linked one’s social standing with the hierarchical esteem attributed to one’s estate or class—were 
transformed, breaking the connections between social standing, esteem, and class. To illustrate 
the idea crudely: the landed aristocracy was once seen as entitled to certain political privileges on 

5 Honneth, 107-21. 
 
6 This terminological choice is apt to lead to confusion. Honneth sometimes uses the terms ‘respect’ and 

‘self-respect’ to refer to the recognition of rights and its corresponding practical relation-to-self. But he also uses 
these terms to refer to recognition and an ideal practical relation-to-self generally (that is, as encompassing all three 
forms of recognition). See Bert van den Brink and David Owen, “Introduction,” Recognition and Power, 10, 
footnote 7. Where the context does not make my meaning clear, I will use the terms ‘moral respect’ and ‘moral 
self-respect’ to refer specifically to the recognition of rights and the corresponding practical relation-to-self. 
 

7 Honneth, 120. 
 

8 Honneth, 117-18. The idea that denial of the means to make use of one’s basic liberties (the “fair value” 
of the liberties) might undermine one’s sense of self-respect is also a theme in Rawls, Theory of Justice. 
 

9 Honneth, 121. 
 
10 Honneth, 121-30. 
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the basis of participating in a more estimable way of life as compared with other groups. At a 
certain point, however, the spread of “post-conventional ideas of philosophy and political 
theory” undermined this conception. Equal social standing was gradually expanded to all persons 
via recognition of rights; at the same time, as social esteem was decoupled from class, esteem 
became a function of one’s individual achievements or traits.  So, solidarity is something over 11

and above recognition of rights, which became possible historically only as a regime of 
rights-recognition took root. 

The misrecognition which injures people’s practical relations-to-self occurs when a 
society fails to accord individuals belonging to certain groups the same status accorded to other 
persons with the same needs and capacities. The regime of Jim Crow laws in the United States, 
for instance, involved denying Black Americans the rights that were accorded to other morally 
responsible agents. On Honneth’s view, Jim Crow (and other denials of rights to Black 
Americans) amounted to the denial of Black people’s capacities for morally responsible agency, 
which injured their (moral) self-respect. Note that what qualities agents are recognized as having, 
and what statuses they are granted on the basis of having those qualities, is a historically 
contingent matter.  So, it is also a historically contingent matter what counts as an instance of 12

misrecognition. Black Americans could experience Jim Crow as injurious misrecognition 
because it denied them rights that were at that time accorded to white Americans.  

Similar claims apply to the denigration of ways of life. A group can find its way of life 
denigrated only if there is a culturally available interpretation of their traits and abilities as 
valuable, which is not accepted by the dominant culture. Consider, for instance, the status of 
women in contemporary Western society, who historically have been charged with the unpaid 
and under-appreciated labor of social reproduction. On Honneth’s account, women can feel their 
way of life denigrated to the extent that they (however inchoately or inarticulately) understand 
their labor as contributing to a valuable social goal, while also seeing that contribution socially 
devalued or unappreciated.  13

This account of emancipatory social struggles serves as the basis for what Honneth dubs 
a formal conception of ethical life: a conception of a society in which universal human 
flourishing is enabled. Honneth extracts such a conception from the moral grammar or logic of 
emancipatory social struggles, which he sees as attempts by certain groups to establish the social 
practices of recognition that enable its members to achieve ideal practical relations-to-self of the 

11 Honneth (125) connects this transformation to the political rise of the bourgeoisie:  
 
The bourgeoisie's struggle against the compulsion to conduct oneself in a manner suitable to one's ‘estate’, 
to which they had been yoked by the old system of recognition relations, led to an individualization of the 
notion of who contributed to the realization of societal goals. 
 
12 In The Struggle for Recognition (133), Honneth holds that this is true of both recognition of rights and 

solidarity, but not of love. Honneth thinks that the kinds of emotional support necessary for an individual to develop 
basic self-confidence are largely historically and culturally invariant, and so claims to love are not subject to 
historical evolution in the way that claims to recognition of rights and solidarity are. However, Honneth revises his 
view in Recognition or Redistribution?, where he claims that “love itself possesses a surplus of normative validity 
that emerges through (interpretive) conflicts” (192-93, footnote 35). 

 
13 The implications of Honneth’s theory of recognition for the gendered division of labor are discussed by 

Rössler, “Work, Recognition, and Emancipation”; Young, “Recognition of Love’s Labor”; and Honneth, 
“Rejoinder.” 
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three kinds described above. A society in which universal human flourishing is possible, then, is 
one in which social practices of recognition enable everyone to achieve ideal practical 
relations-to-self. This conception of ethical life is formal in that it does not specify the content of 
the required recognition practices. It nevertheless provides a normative standard by which to 
criticize existing social practices and develop better ones. 

 
4.2 Disrespect, the Moral Emotions, and Social Struggle 
 
4.2.1 A Puzzle for Honneth’s Account 
 
With the broad outlines of Honneth’s theory on the table, I now turn to exploring one obscure 
element of the view. The element in question is the psychological connection between 
experiences of injury to a group’s practical relation-to-self and struggles for recognition. As 
discussed above, Honneth holds that experiences of disrespect injure agents’ practical 
relation-to-self in some regard; the emotional experience of this injury then motivates the 
disrespected groups to demand the social recognition that they have been denied. But what 
exactly is the connection between damage to self-respect and struggles to demand respect? 

At first glance, this question seems to present Honneth with a dilemma. Either the denial 
of recognition injures a group’s sense of self-respect, such that it no longer feels itself worthy of 
the recognition it has been denied. Or, the denial of recognition does not injure a group’s 
self-respect.  In neither case could damage to the group’s practical relations-to-self explain its 14

engaging in a struggle for recognition. 
The thought that there is a dilemma here is strengthened by reflection on the nature of 

shame, which Honneth identifies with the experience of injury to a person’s practical 
relation-to-self, and which is supposed to motivate struggles for recognition. Shame involves the 
thought that one fails to possess qualities that one thinks it desirable for one to have, given one’s 
conception of the good life.  It is associated with a desire to conceal oneself or withdraw from 15

others, and it often deprives people of the confidence to carry on with their projects.  In 16

addition, some experiences of shame (shame over lacking certain skills or physical beauty, say) 
do not obviously point towards lack of recognition as a problem to be addressed (as opposed to 

14 Julius discusses this puzzle as well, although without explicit reference to Honneth, in “Mutual 
Recognition” (195): 
 

You may balk at the suggestion that you suffer for the supposed pressure you face as a woman, for 
example, or as a colonial subject, to accept the demeaning or discounting conception of your person that 
animates your treatment by those who delight in putting you in your place… Their mistake can’t touch the 
self-knowledge on which you draw in struggling to wrest the conditions of a decent life from out of their 
control. 

 
Forst, “To Tolerate Means to Insult” and Markell, “The Potential and Actual” press similar worries against Honneth 
specifically. See also Wallace, “Recognition and the Moral Nexus.” 
 

15 See, for instance, Rawls, Theory of Justice, 386-91; Wallace, Responsibility and Moral Sentiments, 
18-50; Williams, Shame and Necessity. 

 
16 See Rawls, Theory of Justice, 386-91 and Williams, Shame and Necessity, especially 220-25. 
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lack of the relevant qualities, or inappropriate concern with lacking those qualities). How, then, 
could experiences of shame motivate people to engage in struggles for recognition? Shame might 
make intelligible certain kinds of behavior as a response to misrecognition, but it seems ill-suited 
to explain why people would be driven to fight for respect.  

Of course, shame does sometimes lead to aggressive or violent behavior. This sort of 
motivation is prominent in blood feuds, for instance, in which members of one clan or family are 
driven to erase a shameful “stain” on their tribe caused by violence to one of their own; the stain 
is removed by visiting violence on the other group. Yet the second act of violence does not press 
a claim for recognition denied in the original act of violence; rather, it seems better understood as 
a way of expunging the insult constituted by the original act of violence—an insult which will be 
shown to be warranted if it is not answered.  17

In discussing Hegel’s and Mead’s failures to provide an adequate theory of recognition, 
Honneth writes:  
 

Neither in Hegel nor in Mead did we find any indication as to how experiencing social 
disrespect can motivate a subject to enter a practical struggle or conflict. There was, as it 
were, a missing psychological link that would lead from mere suffering to action by 
cognitively informing the person in question of his or her social situation.   18

 
It seems, however, that Honneth has also failed to provide the missing psychological link. While 
shame might cognitively inform a person of their social situation in some sense—by making 
them aware that they lack a certain kind of self-respect—it is not at all clear how it would lead to 
action of the right kind. 

Perhaps sensing that shame does not do the explanatory work he wants it to, Honneth 
sometimes suggests a connection between shame and various kinds of anger.  In addition, he 19

often identifies some species of anger rather than shame as the emotion which motivates 
struggles for recognition.  Now, at least some forms of anger (for instance, resentment) do seem 20

better suited to explaining why people initiate struggles for recognition. These emotions often 
drive people precisely to confront those who they take to have wronged them. However, their 
connection to injuries to self-respect is obscure. That a person resents a wrong done to them, and 
that they are willing to confront those who have wronged them, seems to imply that the person 
possesses a sure sense of self-respect. So, if anger does better than shame in explaining why 
people engage in struggles for recognition, it makes it harder to see how those struggles are 
connected to injuries to a person’s practical relation-to-self. 

Setting that worry aside, Honneth’s appeals to anger raise a more immediate problem. 
Anger is simply a different type of emotion than shame. Without saying much more about the 

17 Gilligan, Violence, offers an argument linking shame and the loss of self-respect to violence. 
 

18 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 135. 
  
19 Honneth, 135-36. 
 
20 For instance, Honneth says at one point claims that “moral feelings of indignation” are at the root of 

struggles for recognition (161). 
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connections between shame and anger and their roles in the genesis of struggles for recognition, 
Honneth’s alternating appeals to shame and anger seem inconsistent or confused. 
 
4.2.2 A Way Out? Recognition and Identification 
 
In his responses to critics, Honneth suggests a response to the above dilemma.  A group’s being 21

denied recognition, Honneth maintains, is compatible with their being cognitively aware that 
they are being denied the respect they deserve. However, the lack of social recognition precludes 
disrespected persons from “wholly identifying” with their “evaluative qualities” (that is, the 
qualities in virtue of which people regard themselves owed certain modes of recognition).  22

Struggles for recognition, then, are “struggle[s] for the social articulation of preexistent 
knowledge”; the ultimate aim of these struggles is “the establishment of practices of recognition 
through which the persons concerned can in fact identify with their evaluative qualities.”  23

For this line of thought to offer a satisfying answer to our dilemma, we need to get clearer 
on what it is for someone to wholly identify with their evaluative qualities, and what it is to fail to 
so identify. Luckily, discussions of identification in moral psychology and the philosophy of 
action provide resources for making sense of this idea. 

In order to work up to an adequate conception of identification with one’s evaluative 
qualities, I begin with a discussion of Harry Frankfurt’s very influential work on identification 
with desires.  To identify with a desire, for Frankfurt, is to “validate it as eligible for 24

satisfaction...[acknowledging] that satisfying it is to be assigned some position—however 
inferior—in the order of his priorities.”  Identifying with a desire is the opposite of externalizing 25

the desire. To externalize a desire is “to dissociate [oneself] from it, treat it as categorically 
unacceptable, and try to suppress it or rid [oneself] of it entirely.” In other words, to identify with 
a desire is to give it an authority in one’s practical reasoning; to externalize a desire is to deny it 
any such authority. Importantly, a desire may motivate one even if it has been denied authority, 
in which case one will be alienated from one’s actions. 

Frankfurt understands identification with one’s desires in terms of the presence or 
absence of certain higher-order desires, that is, desires whose contents concern other desires. To 
use one of Frankfurt’s most famous examples: an unwilling addict may have a desire to take 
heroin, as well as a second-order desire to not have the first desire move him to take the drug.  26

For Frankfurt, to identify with a certain desire D1 is to have a higher-order desire D2 to have D1 

21 See Honneth, “Rejoinder,” 355-56 and 363-64. 
 
22 Honneth, 355-56. 
 
23 Honneth, 356. 
 
24 See especially Frankfurt, Taking Ourselves Seriously and the essays collected in Frankfurt, What We 

Care About. 
 
25 Frankfurt, Taking Ourselves Seriously, 11. 

 
26 See Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will.” Note that Frankfurt allows that one may have not only 

second-order desires, but desires of arbitrarily high orders (for example, third-, fourth-, and fifth-order desires). 
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determine one’s will (that is, to move one to act). ,  One will identify with one’s actions insofar 27 28

as they flow from a desire with which one identifies. 
This account of identification with one’s actions and desires is subject to two objections.

 First, it seems to distort the phenomenology of practical deliberation: in deciding what to do, 29

we are usually focused on the considerations for or against acting in certain ways, and only in 
rather atypical situations do we deliberate about the quality of our desires. For that reason, one 
can be alienated or estranged from a desire without having any higher-order desire concerning it. 
I may be alienated from my desire to make lots of money, not because I have any higher-order 
attitudes about the desire to make lots of money itself, but because I do not regard the object of 
the desire as worthy. Second, it is obscure how the presence or absence of a second-order desire 
could explain identification with a first-order desire. If desires are understood in non-cognitivist 
terms, as causally efficacious pushes and pulls—as Frankfurt often suggests —it is unclear why 30

having or not having certain higher-order desires should amount to identification with 
lower-order desires. After all, a higher-order desire is just another push or pull.  

For these reasons, some philosophers have argued for a cognitivist conception of 
identification.  On this kind of view, we identify with a desire when we make an evaluative 31

judgment about the object of our desire, to the effect that it is good or valuable.  Likewise, we 32

are alienated or estranged from a desire when we make an evaluative judgment to the effect that 
the object of our desire is bad or worthless. On this view, the unwilling addict is not alienated 
from his desire for the drug because he has a second-order desire not to be moved by his desire 
for the drug. Rather, he is alienated from his desire for the drug because he believes that taking 
the drug is bad. This kind of account allows us to make sense of the phenomena Frankfurt is 
interested in, and does justice to his insight that identification is essentially a matter of reflexive 
or self-conscious attitudes. At the same time, the cognitivist view avoids the objections 
canvassed above. The cognitivist account avoids the objection that Frankfurt’s view distorts the 
phenomenology of deliberation, because the cognitivist holds that identification or alienation are 
a matter of making evaluative judgments about the objects of our desire. And the cognitivist 
view avoids the worry that second-order desires (understood as brute motivational forces) are 

27 See Frankfurt, “The Faintest Passion.” Frankfurt’s position on this issue seems to have evolved over 
time. In “Freedom of the Will,” Frankfurt holds that identification may require desires of even higher orders (D3), 
up to the point at which a person “identifies decisively” with a certain desire (emphasis in original). In “The Faintest 
Passion,” Frankfurt holds that the absence of resistance to—a lack of ambivalence about—D2 suffices for 
identification with D1. 

  
28 Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Agency” defends a somewhat similar account of identification. On 

Bratman’s view, an agent identifies with a desire when they have a temporally extended plan or policy of treating 
that desire as reason-giving. Insofar as the account explains identification in terms of a higher-order conative state, I 
believe it is subject to much the same objections as Frankfurt’s proposal. 
 

29 See Watson, “Free Agency” and Wallace, “Caring, Reflexivity, and Volition.” 
 
30 For an argument that Frankfurt relies on a non-cognitivist conception of desire, see Wallace. 
 
31 See Wallace and Watson. See also Moran, “Frankfurt on Identification.” 
  
32 The basic idea can also be put in normative rather than evaluative terms: one identifies with a desire 

when one judges that one ought to act as one desires, or that one has sufficient reason to do as one desires. 
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unable to explain the phenomenon of identification, because cognitivists invoke an essentially 
different kind of attitude (an evaluative judgment) to explain identification. 

Can a cognitivist account of identification with desires shed light on Honneth’s claims 
about identification with evaluative qualities? I believe it can. Note, first, that Honneth accepts 
the view that moral emotions like shame and indignation have cognitive contents. He does not 
explain what it is, exactly, for an emotion to have cognitive content. I propose, however, that 
adopting the “quasi-evaluative” conception of moral emotions sketched in chapter 3 would allow 
Honneth to give a satisfying response to our dilemma. On this view, the reactive attitudes of 
resentment, indignation, and guilt involve thoughts to the effect that a practical requirement to 
which one holds oneself or others has been violated. But one can hold oneself or others to such a 
requirement without believing that doing so is justified, or that in violating the requirement 
anyone has done something genuinely wrong. In such cases being subject to the reactive attitudes 
is irrational.  33

Shame does not involve beliefs about practical requirements in the same way. It does, 
however, involve the thought that one lacks certain capacities or excellences that one takes to be 
valuable. As is true of the reactive attitudes, irrational shame is possible. One can accept that 
certain qualities are valuable without endorsing the belief that those qualities are genuinely 
valuable, or that in lacking these qualities there is truly anything for one to be ashamed about. 
For instance, one may feel shame about not living up to social ideals of beauty, while judging 
that these ideals are unreasonable and not really worth caring about. In this sense shame involves 
“quasi-evaluations” rather than considered evaluative judgments. 

These observations about the moral emotions, combined with the cognitivist account of 
identifying with desires sketched above, suggest a way of making sense of the idea that Honneth 
is getting at, when he says a person may be cognitively aware that they are being denied due 
recognition while being unable to wholly identify with their evaluative qualities. Recall that the 
cognitivist about identification holds that being alienated from one’s desires is a matter of 
making a judgment to the effect that the content of one’s desire is bad or worthless. Just as there 
can be a mismatch between the contents of one’s desires and one’s evaluative judgments about 
what to do, so too there can be a mismatch between the contents of one’s moral emotions and 
one’s considered evaluative judgments about oneself.  For example, one might feel shame about 34

33 This view of the emotions is due to Wallace, Responsibility and Moral Sentiments. See chapter 3 of this 
manuscript for further discussion. 

 
34 There is a potential disanalogy between estrangement from desires and estrangement from moral 

emotions, which may make the latter phenomenon seem more puzzling. When I am estranged from one of my 
desires, we might think, I do not literally endorse and reject the same mental content: the content of my desire is 
(say) that I take a certain drug, while my evaluative judgment is that taking the drug is bad. When I am estranged 
from an emotion (for instance, a feeling of shame), on the other hand, I am endorsing and rejecting the very same 
content: the content of my emotion is (say) that I am ugly, while my considered evaluative judgment is that it is not 
the case that I am ugly. 

Whether or not there is a disanalogy between desire and emotion here, we can lessen the air of paradox 
around the emotion case by noting that it is not true that, in cases of recalcitrant or irrational emotions, one both 
accepts and rejects a given mental content. My view is that one accepts or endorses the content of one’s considered 
beliefs; the moral emotions present certain contents to one for acceptance or rejection, by analogy with the way that 
perception presents the world as being a certain way (prior to our accepting, and so believing, that it is that way). 
For a similar analogy between moral emotions and perception, see Dancy, “Intuition and Emotion.”  
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one’s physical appearance, which involves the thought that one is ugly; at the same time, at the 
level of considered judgment, one might reject the thought that one is ugly.  In that case, one 35

will be estranged from, or fail to identify with, one’s feelings of shame. 
This result seems to be in tension with Honneth’s claims that shame can prevent us from 

fully identifying with our evaluative qualities. When we experience feelings of shame that 
involve quasi-evaluations at odds with our reflective judgments, we are not thereby estranged 
from our reflective judgments, nor from the qualities that we affirm ourselves to have in those 
judgments. (Feelings of shame over my physical appearance and the attendant thought that I am 
ugly, say, need not prevent me from “identifying with” my physical attractiveness, if my 
considered judgment is that I am beautiful.) 

That said, there is a different phenomenon in the neighborhood that may capture 
something close to what Honneth has in mind in talking about failures to identify with our 
evaluative qualities. Quasi-evaluations may undermine our confidence in our considered 
evaluative judgments, by internally representing oppressive social attitudes which need to be 
struggled against.  Even as I judge on reflection that I am not ugly, the persistence of shame 36

means that I will continue to be confronted with the contrary thought that I am ugly. Shame may 
also lead me to attend to things that could be taken as evidence for the claim that I am ugly. The 
persistence of these sorts of thoughts over time can make it harder to retain my reflective belief 
that I am not ugly.  In addition, shame may lead me to behave in ways that one would expect of 37

someone who endorsed the contrary judgment (for instance, dressing in extremely concealing 
clothing, or avoiding interactions with other people). Honneth appears to be referring to this 
phenomenon when he says that the difference between being cognitively aware of one’s 
evaluative qualities and identifying with those qualities amounts to “[understanding] something 
in an ‘intellectual’ sense” but not having “accepted it ‘affectively.’”  38

How, exactly, does the denial of recognition work to undermine someone’s confidence 
that they possess certain evaluative qualities? Consider the example of Jim Crow laws again. 
These laws denied Black Americans many of the rights granted to white Americans. On 
Honneth’s view, because Black people were denied rights they were entitled to in virtue of their 
capacities for morally responsible agency—capacities which they shared with white 

In any case, I don’t believe there is a deep disanalogy between desire and emotion here. On the conception 
of desire that I favor, desires also involve quasi-evaluations or “seemings,” to the effect that their objects are good or 
worth pursuing. For views of this kind, see Schafer, “Perception and Desire”; Scanlon, What We Owe, 37-41; and 
Wallace, “Caring, Reflexivity, and Volition.” Thanks to Niko Kolodny for raising this worry and suggesting the 
relevance of quasi-evaluative conceptions of desire. 
 

35 Or, one might, at the level of reflective judgment, reject the use of the concept entirely. That is because 
ugliness is plausibly what Bernard Williams calls a thick concept, a concept with both descriptive and evaluative 
elements. Insofar as one judges someone to be ugly, one may be taking (descriptive) facts about the person’s 
appearance to imply the appropriateness of negative evaluative attitudes. See Williams, Ethics and Limits of 
Philosophy, especially chapter 8. 

 
36 Thanks to Jay Wallace for helping me develop this suggestion. 
 
37 Cf. Scanlon’s discussion “desire in the directed-attention sense,” What We Owe, 37-41. 

 
38 Honneth, “Rejoinder,” 356. 
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Americans—Jim Crow effectively denied that Black Americans had equal capacities for morally 
responsible agency. The experience of having their capacities for moral agency denied resulted 
in a pervasive sense of social shame, involving thoughts to the effect that they were not capable 
or worthy of full participation in the social life of their communities.  By way of the dynamics 39

of recalcitrant moral emotions described above, this shame undermined Black Americans’ 
confidence that they had the same capacities for moral agency possessed by white people, 
despite the fact that many Black people reflectively believed that they were fully responsible 
moral agents, entitled to equal rights. 

Is this kind of story phenomenologically accurate to the experience of being denied 
recognition? A full defense of the theory of recognition would require extensive analysis of 
actual reports from those who have been misrecognized. However, using the US civil rights 
movement as an example, Honneth claims that historical accounts of the experiences of Black 
Americans supports his account.  One famous account, from W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of 40

Black Folk, seems to provide a description of the subjective experience of racism that fits nicely 
with the reconstruction of Honneth’s theory we have provided so far. Du Bois writes: 

 
[The] Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 
American world—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him 
see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this 
double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of 
others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 
and pity. One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder.  41

 
Interpretation of this and similar passages of Du Bois’s on the idea of “double 

consciousness” are the subject of intense scholarly debate.  Still, it is natural to read Du Bois 42

here as (at least in part) describing the phenomenon discussed above: being cognitively aware, 
on the one hand, of one’s actual evaluative qualities as a person and on the other hand, 
experiencing oneself through the “contempt and pity” of others—precisely the kind of 
experience constitutive of shame. 

This interpretation is supported by what Du Bois goes on to say. He writes: 
  

39 Why should the social denial of a group’s capacities for agency lead to shame of this kind? As far as I 
can tell, Honneth does not offer an explanation, although it may be that he means to endorse something like the 
Boxill-inspired account discussed later in this section. I am granting to Honneth, however, that denial of one’s 
capacities for moral agency can and does lead to this sort of shame. 

 
40 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 120-21. 
 
41 Du Bois, Souls of Black Folk, 38. Note that Honneth does not discuss this text himself. 

 
42 For an overview, see Pittman, “Double Consciousness.” 
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The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife—this longing to attain 
self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this 
merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost.  43

 
Again, there are many possible readings of this passage. But one way of understanding the 
desired “self-conscious manhood” and merging of the “double self” is in terms of closing the gap 
between cognitive awareness of one’s evaluative qualities (in this case, one’s status as a fully 
responsible moral agent) and the shame resulting from denial of recognition. The disrespected 
person “wishes neither of the older selves to be lost” in the sense that they do not merely want to 
rid themselves of painful shame feelings. Rather, they want the evaluative qualities of which they 
are cognitively aware to be reflected in their emotional self-understanding, which depends on the 
recognition of others.  That is, they wish to reconcile their emotional self-understanding—the 44

self as seen through the contempt and pity of (white) others’ eyes, experienced in shame—with 
their other self, the one which is reflectively aware of itself as a fully responsible moral agent, 
worthy of the same rights as their white peers. Reconciling these two selves would involve a 
“merging” in which nevertheless “neither of the older selves [would] be lost,” in that the person 
would not rid themselves either of their (socially dependent) emotional self-understanding or 
their reflective self-awareness, but instead bring the two into harmony. 

Honneth himself supports his account of recognition by reference to the work of the 
Black American philosopher Bernard Boxill.  Drawing on the writings of Du Bois, Frederick 45

Douglass, and others, Boxill argues that the denial of a person’s rights by others forces the 
disrespected party to choose between protesting the unjust treatment or acceding to it (servility). 
Servility, however, tends to undermine one’s confidence in their sense of self-respect, since 
servile behavior is evidence that one lacks self-respect. Consequently, in order to reassure 
oneself that one does possess self-respect, one must protest the unjust treatment. Boxill’s claims 
fit with (and provide a deeper explanation of) the model of estrangement from evaluative 
qualities described above. The denial of recognition by others tends to produce shame because 
servility is a tempting response to injustice, and because servility undermines one’s confidence 
that one has self-respect. Yet a person who has fallen into servility, and who engages in protest 
to reassure themselves of their self-respect, must want to continue to respect themselves; and that 
is only possible if the person judges that they are worthy of respect. So, Boxill’s account makes 

43 Du Bois, 38. 
 
44 See also Du Bois, Souls of Black Folk, 155-56: 
 
From the double life every American Negro must live, as a Negro and as an American, as swept on by the 
current of the nineteenth while yet struggling in the eddies of the fifteenth century—from this must arise a 
painful self-consciousness, an almost morbid sense of personality, and a moral hesitancy which is fatal to 
self-confidence...this must produce a peculiar wrenching of the soul, a peculiar sense of doubt and 
bewilderment. Such a double life, with double thoughts, double duties, and double social classes, must give 
rise to double words and double ideals, and tempt the mind to pretence or revolt, to hypocrisy or radicalism. 
 
45 Boxill, “Self-Respect and Protest,” cited in Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 194 footnote 56. 
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room for exactly the kind of gap described above, between considered judgments and feelings of 
shame.   46

The point of the preceding discussion is not to establish that Honneth provides a 
convincing account of Black freedom struggles in the US, or of emancipatory social struggles 
more generally. My aim is to show that Honneth’s distinction between cognitive awareness and 
identification, reworked in the way I have suggested, gives us conceptual resources for making 
sense of experiences of misrecognition. Once we have those conceptual resources, we can make 
good on Honneth’s response to the dilemma presented above. Because it gives rise to cognitively 
structured emotions of shame, misrecognition can damage someone’s practical relation-to-self by 
introducing psychic conflict between the person’s emotional self-conception and their reflective 
understanding of their evaluative qualities. Feelings of shame might involve the thought that one 
is inferior to others in one’s moral standing, or the thought that one’s chosen way of life is 
worthless.  Shame thereby constitutes damage to one’s sense of self-respect, which one 47

nevertheless recognizes as unwarranted and attempts to correct through engaging in struggle for 
the recognition one takes oneself to be owed. 

There is one final puzzle about Honneth’s presentation of his view to resolve. Recall that 
Honneth alternately identifies shame and anger (or species thereof) as the emotions that ignite 
struggles for recognition. As remarked above, however, these are very different emotions, with 
different cognitive contents and behavioral syndromes. How do we resolve this apparent 
inconsistency? 

Shame, as we saw above, is constitutive of damage to a person’s self-respect; it 
undermines a person’s confidence that they in fact possess the evaluative qualities they judge 
themselves to have. Struggles for recognition, then, can be understood as attempts by 
misrecognized groups to free themselves from debilitating feelings of shame. However, for 
reasons already discussed, shame on its own seems ill-suited to explain the genesis of these 
struggles. It characteristically results in deferential or withdrawing behaviors rather than 
confrontation. 

But if disrespected persons can maintain cognitive awareness that they are owed 
recognition while feeling shame as a result of being misrecognized, then there is room for other 
moral emotions as well. A person can come to feel a specific form of anger—resentment—over 
the denial of recognition that they take themselves to be owed. And resentment, unlike shame, 
does characteristically manifest in confronting those who have wronged us, in standing up for 
ourselves and demanding respect that has been denied. When members of misrecognized groups 
come to feel that they have been disrespected as a group, they may experience the more 

46 There is a potentially important point of difference between Honneth and Boxill on self-respect, however. 
Boxill, unlike Honneth, does not hold that the respect of others is itself necessary for complete self-respect. Rather, 
Boxill seems to hold that what is necessary for self-respect is that one protest and so demand the respect of 
others—not that the others actually give respect. 
 

47 Note that it is hard to see how a Frankfurt-style account of identification could be repurposed to make 
sense of the phenomena with which Honneth is concerned. According to the view presented in the main text, there 
can be a tension between reflective awareness of one’s evaluative qualities and one’s emotional self-understanding 
because shame has a certain cognitive content, which may be at odds with one’s considered judgments. On the most 
natural interpretation of Frankfurt’s view, however, desires do not have cognitive contents. So, attempting to 
construct an analogue of Frankfurt’s position here would involve treating shame as a non-cognitive attitude. But on 
such a view, it is not at all clear why shame would involve a tension with one’s considered evaluative judgments. 
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impersonal moral emotion of indignation. (The difference between the two emotions is that 
resentment essentially involves the thought that I have been wronged, while indignation involves 
the thought that someone else has been wronged. ) 48

We can now see how to read Honneth’s alternating appeals to shame and anger as the 
emotional origins of struggles for recognition. Shame and the reactive attitudes are different, 
compatible moments in the experience of misrecognition, each playing an indispensable role in 
disrespected subjects’ coming to press claims for recognition. 
 
4.3 Resentment, Bipolar Obligation, and Mutual Recognition 
 
Identifying resentment’s role in struggles for recognition makes clear something that Honneth 
himself does not: relations of recognition are fundamentally bound up with bipolar obligations or 
directed duties. If struggles for recognition are generally initiated by episodes in which persons 
feel resentment for being denied recognition, then we must construe the denial of recognition as 
the flouting or disregarding of a bipolar obligation. That is because resentment is essentially a 
reaction to the perceived flouting of an obligation owed to me in particular. 

This point is clearest in cases where the form of misrecognition at issue is the denial of 
(formal) rights. Rights have a bipolar structure: when my right is violated, I in particular am 
wronged, and I have a grievance or complaint against the person who wronged me. The 
wrongdoer, consequently, will owe me an apology or some form of reparations.  To return to an 49

earlier example: the denial of equal rights to Black Americans was not merely wrong, but 
wronged Black Americans in particular. And the Civil Rights Movement represented the 
assertion of complaints by the wronged parties. 

Somewhat less obviously, the denigration of ways of life also involves the flouting of 
bipolar obligations. This may sometimes be less clear, because what is at issue in these cases of 
misrecognition is often a community’s failure to sufficiently value a group’s commitment to a 
particular conception of the good. For instance, a religious minority might find their way of life 
devalued by the community (perhaps members of the minority religion are not allowed to take 
off work for their religious holidays, while the holidays of the religious majority are legally 
recognized). The minority may react to the denigration of their religious practices by asserting 
the value of those practices and demanding accommodation for them. At first glance, it may look 
as though what is happening is merely a struggle over which ways of life are publicly recognized 
as valuable. For Honneth, however, the denial of social validation of the minority’s way of life 
threatens the self-esteem of the minority group; and it is that threat to self-esteem—and the 
consequent experience of resentment—that motivates a struggle for recognition. So, we can 
understand struggles for social esteem as responses to the flouting of obligations to sufficiently 
value the disrespected group’s way of life.  50

48 See chapter 3 of the present manuscript. 
 
49 For a classic statement of the view that rights correspond to directed duties or obligations, see Hohfeld, 

Fundamental Legal Conceptions. 
 
50 On this point see Honneth, 195 footnote 3, where Honneth contrasts his account of struggles over social 

esteem with the account of Pierre Bourdieu. 
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The claim that struggles for recognition are set off by the flouting or disregarding of 
bipolar obligations suggests a way of linking up Honneth’s theory with the account of mutual 
recognition laid out in chapters 1 and 2, in the course of developing the Attitudinal Recognition 
View. Mutual recognition, as I understand it, is a relationship two agents stand in when each of 
them treats the other’s interests appropriately in deliberation, striving to act in ways that they can 
justify to the other. In doing so they are trying to comply with the obligations to one another that 
they stand under just as fellow creatures. My proposal is that experiences of misrecognition in 
Honneth’s sense can be identified with failures of mutual recognition in my sense—that is, with 
the failure of others to strive to act in ways they can justify to us. Struggles for recognition are 
attempts to establish relations in which each respects their moral obligations to others. 

To see how this identification might go, first consider the specific form of recognition 
which Honneth dubs recognition of rights. Recall that recognition of rights is the recognition 
owed to each person simply in virtue of their capacities for morally responsible agency. As I 
have just argued, the recognition due to each person is recognition of certain bipolar obligations 
to them. Recognition of rights, then, is the recognition of the bipolar obligations which we each 
owe to each other in virtue of our capacities for morally responsible agency. As I discussed in 
chapter 2, however, the bipolar obligations we owe to each other as morally responsible agents 
just are the obligations we strive to comply with when we realize relations of mutual recognition. 

So, Honneth’s notion of recognition of rights seems to map on nicely to the notion of 
mutual recognition developed in earlier chapters. I would argue further that my notion of mutual 
recognition encompasses Honneth’s other forms of recognition (love and solidarity). This claim 
might appear puzzling, because Honneth defines these forms of recognition as distinct from the 
recognition of rights. If, as I have just argued, mutual recognition is identical to recognition of 
rights, how could we also identify mutual recognition with these other, distinct forms of 
recognition? 

My suggestion, pace Honneth, is that love, recognition of rights, and solidarity should not 
all be understood as forms of recognition in the same sense. Rather, recognition of rights 
occupies a different theoretical level than the other forms. Honneth seems to at least partly grasp 
this fact, although he does not draw out its implications. He writes:  
 

[R]ights (thus conceived) have a restricting effect on love relationships as well as on 
conditions of solidarity... Patterns of recognition based on law [that is, recognition of 
rights] extend into the inner sphere of primary relations, because individuals must be 
protected against the danger of physical violence that is structurally inherent in the 
precarious balance of every emotional bond… Modern legal relations have a different 
influence, however, on conditions of solidarity. Here, they establish normative limitations 
to which the formation of community-generating value-horizons must generally be 
subject.  51

In other words, the content of claims to love or solidarity are ultimately constrained by rights, 
which individuals possess in virtue of their status as morally responsible agents. 

51 Honneth, 177. 
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We can make this point clearer by putting it in the framework of contractualist reasoning.
 In pointing out the importance of relations of love and solidarity, we can understand Honneth 52

as drawing attention to substantive interests individuals have on the basis of which they can 
accept or reject certain principles for the general regulation of behavior. So, for example, the fact 
that general acceptance of a certain set of principles would allow others to denigrate my way of 
life, and so deny me adequate opportunities for self-esteem, would be a reason to reject that set 
of principles. On the other hand, not all ways of life which individuals might regard as valuable 
have a claim to be recognized. General acceptance of a set of principles demanding respect for a 
given way of life (for example, murderous religious cults) could be rejected because of the 
burdens acceptance of those principles would impose on others (say, the prospective victims of 
the murder cult). These observations, I take it, are in line with Honneth’s claim that rights 
“establish normative limitations to which the formation of community-generating value-horizons 
must generally be subject.”  53

We can go a step further. Since we must sometimes adjudicate competing claims to 
esteem, that respect for a certain way of life would involve the violation of others’ independent 
rights is not the only grounds for rejecting certain claims to esteem. If a certain way of life W 
rests on denigrating other ways of life (a highly intolerant religious sect, for example), or are 
otherwise incompatible with the recognition of other valuable ways of life, then people cannot 
justifiably demand esteem for W—or, at any rate, recognition of W must be limited in order to 
allow us to provide equal recognition to other groups seeking esteem for their ways of life. It 
seems to me that we must balance competing claims to esteem, again, by comparing the benefits 
and burdens that different regimes of recognition would impose on different individuals, and by 
adopting the regime to which all individual objections are weakest.  

I submit, then, that justifiability to others provides a framework in which claims to all 
forms of recognition must be adjudicated. This means, however, that an unjustifiable denial of 
love or solidarity to certain members of society is always also a denial of rights.  That is 54

because it is only once we have established that individuals have a moral right to be recognized 
in a certain way that we can regard their claim to be so recognized as valid (that is, a claim they 
can rightly demand be fulfilled). We might formulate this point by making a distinction 
analogous to one made by T.M. Scanlon. In laying out his contractualist theory of moral 
wrongness, Scanlon distinguishes between what makes an act wrong and what it is for an act to 
be wrong.  What makes an act wrong is whatever gives some individual a comparatively 55

sufficient objection to the principles permitting the act. What it is for an act to be wrong is that 

52 See chapter 1 of this dissertation. 
 
53 Honneth, 177. 
 
54 Does saying that an unjust denial of love is a denial of rights imply that individuals have a right to love? 

Yes, but not necessarily that individuals have a right against any particular individual (corresponding to an 
obligation) that the other love them. What I have in mind is that people have a right, against society as a whole, that 
they be provided with the care and concern in early life necessary for establishing the practical relation-to-self that 
Honneth calls basic self-confidence. I believe this suggestion is in the spirit of Honneth’s view. 

 
55 Scanlon, What We Owe. Note that Scanlon’s views on this point have shifted; for discussion, see chapter 

1 of this manuscript, 12 footnote 35. 
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the act is forbidden by principles for the regulation of behavior that no one could reasonably 
reject. Similarly, we can say that what makes a certain act (or set of social practices) such that 
they deny others adequate recognition could be that it denies some people adequate love or 
solidarity. But what it is for an act or set of social practices to deny people due recognition is for 
it to deny their rights, that is, to deny them moral respect. ,  56 57

A bit of clarification may be in order. To say that denial of due recognition amounts to 
the denial of rights may seem like a tautology. After all, if someone is due recognition of a 
certain kind, don’t they have a right to recognition of that kind? Yes. But I mean to be making a 
substantive point here in the context of Honneth’s theory of recognition. The point is that the 
patterns of recognition (love and solidarity) which underlie basic self-confidence and self-esteem 
are subordinate to the pattern of recognition (rights) which underlies moral respect. Love and 
solidarity are subordinate to rights in that the judgment that a group’s demands for recognition in 
the mode of love or solidarity are only justified if they have a right to be recognized in the way 
they are demanding. (This point is not one Honneth himself recognizes, as far as I can tell.) ,  58 59

  
4.4 Self-Respect, Mutual Recognition, and Blame 
 
Understanding the connections between emancipatory social struggles, resentment, and mutual 
recognition also helps us further illuminate the value of mutual recognition, as well as the value 
of blame. I conclude this chapter by suggesting two implications of the preceding discussion for 
our understanding of mutual recognition and blame. 

I have argued in previous chapters that mutual recognition is something we value for its 
own sake, as an ideal of relationship which contributes structure and meaning to our lives. I have 
also argued that the value of mutual recognition helps explain our reasons for complying with 
our obligations to others, as well as our reasons for blaming others when they fail to comply with 
their obligations to us. My reconstruction of Honneth’s critical theory points to a dimension of 
mutual recognition’s value not yet discussed. We care about relating to others on terms of mutual 
recognition because doing so is necessary for full self-respect. When others fail to relate to us on 

56 To be clear, not all failures to recognize rights are failures to recognize claims to love or solidarity. (The 
United States’ denial of the franchise to women and Black people, for instance, was not a matter of denying them 
either love or social esteem.) 

 
57 Cf. Laitinen, “Recognition, Needs and Wrongness,” who attempts to reconcile Honneth’s and Scanlon’s 

notions of mutual recognition. Laitinen holds that misrecognition, in Honneth’s sense, constitutes one species of 
wrong among many, and so one way in which Scanlonian mutual recognition can break down. I am arguing for a 
reconceptualization of both Scanlon’s and Honneth’s frameworks in which failures of mutual recognition always 
involve the disregarding of rights and so denial of moral respect, in Honneth’s sense. 
 

58 Thanks to Niko Kolodny for pressing me to clarify this point. 
 
59 Cf. Fraser, “Justice in the Age of Identity Politics,” who argues against Honneth that recognition is a 

matter of “justice” and not of “self-realization.” What Fraser means by this is that misrecognition is morally 
significant because and insofar as it involves the violation of rights, and not because it damages the practical 
relation-to-self of misrecognized persons. I agree with Fraser that misrecognition is morally significant because and 
insofar as it involves the violation of rights. But I side with Honneth in holding (1) that damage to a subject’s 
practical relation-to-self can itself be the basis for rights claims, and (2) that social struggles over rights must be 
understood as, in part, struggles to achieve the conditions for an ideal practical relation-to-self. 
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terms of mutual recognition, this damages our practical relation-to-self, undermining our 
confidence that we possess certain capacities for moral agency and/or worthwhile activity. Our 
ability to integrate the attitudinal basis of self-respect into a unified and coherent emotional 
self-conception is thereby undermined.  Consequently, as both Rawls and Honneth emphasize, 60

our ability to engage as full members of society is disrupted. 
Clearly, the relation between recognition and self-respect helps explain why we should 

care about others recognizing us. But I believe the relation between recognition and self-respect 
also helps explain the value of mutual recognition in the other direction, that is, why we should 
care about whether we recognize others. That is because recognition is essentially reciprocal. We 
demand recognition only from creatures who we take to be morally responsible subjects. To 
expect recognition from a person requires thinking of that person as capable of understanding 
and acting on moral reasons, precisely the capacities that entitle a person to recognition 
themselves; and these moral reasons are ones which obtain in virtue of our sharing the world as 
fellow moral agents. We are committed to acknowledging these very same reasons in our own 
deliberation about our conduct toward others. So, in demanding recognition from others, we 
rationally commit ourselves to acknowledging others’ valid claims for recognition from us. ,  61 62

Of course, that demanding recognition from others rationally commits us to recognizing 
them in turn does not mean that we will recognize them. There is plenty of room for irrationality 
on this front.  In fact, certain projects of demeaning or dominating others seem to require a 63

person to simultaneously acknowledge and deny others’ capacities for moral agency.  Hegel’s 64

famous discussion of the master-slave dialectic, on one popular interpretation, presupposes this 
possibility: the master’s attempt to reassure himself of his own power through domination of the 
other ends in frustration because the project requires the master, incoherently, to see the enslaved 

60 Thanks to Jay Wallace for this formulation. 
 

61 Cf. Wallace, “The Argument from Resentment.” 
 
62

 Honneth frequently refers to the reciprocal character of recognition relations, and comes close to offering 
the reasoning presented above. He writes: 

 
[W]e can only come to understand ourselves as the bearers of rights when we know, in tum, what various 
normative obligations we must keep vis-a-vis others: only once we have taken the perspective of the 
'generalized other', which teaches us to recognize the other members of the community as the bearers of 
rights, can we also understand ourselves to be legal persons, in the sense that we can be sure that certain of 
our claims will be met. (108) 

 
The last clause betrays a confusion, however. Understanding ourselves as legal persons does not require thinking 
that certain of our claims will be met. What it implies is that we understand that others have obligations to us, 
whether they fulfill those obligations or not. 
 

63 Thanks to Niko Kolodny for emphasizing this point. 
 
64 Cf. Manne, Down Girl, ch. 5. Contrary to views which say that misogyny involves failing to see women 

as fully human, Manne argues that misogyny actually requires men to recognize the humanity of the women they are 
degrading.  
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person both as mere appendage of his will and as capable of independent agency. ,  To say that 65 66

making demands for recognition of others rationally commits us to acknowledging others’ like 
demands of us is to point out that there is a kind of incoherence in claiming recognition while 
refusing to give it, an incoherence of the general kind illustrated by the master-slave dialectic. 
Achieving an integrated understanding of ourselves and our social world, then, requires that we 
see recognition as a two-way street.  

The claim that mutual recognition is necessary for full self-respect adds to our 
understanding of the value of blame, understood along the lines laid out in chapter 3. There I 
argued that blame should be understood in terms of the reactive attitudes of resentment, 
indignation, and guilt. I argued further that blame could be understood as a response to 
deficiencies in our relationships with others, one that often functions to repair those relationships 
in a certain way. When a moral obligation is violated, blame can work to establish relations of 
mutual recognition between victim and wrongdoer. Insofar as blame works to establish relations 
of mutual recognition, and insofar as such relations are necessary to an agent’s self-respect, we 
can say something further: blame may also function to re-establish the self-respect of the 
wronged party. 

Honneth’s account of struggles for recognition suggests yet another aspect of blame’s 
value, connected to blame’s distinctive communicative function. Following Miranda Fricker , I 67

identified a type of speech act (CB-acts) by which we communicate resentment to one who has 
wronged us and thereby seek to inspire remorse in them. I claimed that such acts play a special 
role in repairing relationships, because it is often important to the process of such repair that we 
publicly express our resentment to the wrongdoer. We are now in a position to explain why the 
public expression of resentment is important. Honneth argues that the act of demanding 
recognition itself may partly restore the self-respect damaged by the denial of recognition. In 
asserting that one has a right which has been denied, Honneth claims, one reassures oneself that 
one does in fact have rights and is entitled to a certain kind of recognition. ,  Blame, 68 69

understood in terms of the reactive attitudes, is an emotional response to being denied 

65 Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, B.IV.A, 111-19. 
 
66 Cf. Sartre’s treatment of the relationship between colonizer and colonized, in his preface to Fanon, 

Wretched of the Earth. Sartre claims that the colonizer imposes a “nervous condition” on colonized peoples, 
resulting in their “laying claim to and denying the human condition at the same time.” For helpful discussion, see 
Honneth, 156-58. 

 
67 Fricker, “The Point of Blame.” 
 
68 Honneth, 120-21. Honneth draws here on Boxill, “Self-Respect and Protest.” See pages 75-79 of this 

chapter. 
 
69 Why does reassuring oneself of one’s rights require communication of any kind? Recall Boxill’s account 

of the link between protest and self-respect, discussed in section 4.2.2 above. Continually acquiescing in the denial 
of my rights can threaten my knowledge that I have self-respect. So long as I want to be self-respecting, and to know 
myself to be self-respecting, I need evidence that I respect myself. While I may, up to a point, put on a pretense of 
servility for the sake of survival, I will eventually require evidence to assure myself that the pretense of servility is in 
fact a pretense; and that can only come through a public demonstration of my self-respect—through asserting my 
rights which have been denied. 
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recognition, one which can motivate disrespected groups to engage in struggles for recognition. 
The communication of blame is a way in which such struggles can gain expression and through 
which victimized groups can demand recognition. If Honneth is right, then public 
communication of blame is not important just because it might gain misrecognized persons the 
social recognition they have been denied. It is important because, in publicly communicating 
one’s blame, one thereby wins back some of one’s lost self-respect.   70

70 Cf. Hieronymi, “Articulating an Uncompromising Forgiveness.” Hieronymi claims that “resentment 
protests a past action that persists as a present threat,” a threat posed by the nature of the meaning of the past action 
(546-47). Resentment protests the threat posed by the act by affirming “[the act’s] wrongness and the victim’s 
worth.”  Hieronymi’s view represents one way of developing the idea that resentment presses a claim for 
recognition. It also suggests one way in which blame might help to restore a victim’s self-respect: by affirming their 
own worth and the wrongness of the act, the victim publicly repudiates the threat to their practical relation-to-self 
posed by the wrong. 
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Postscript 
 

Recognition and Black Lives Matter 
 
I aim to have shown the usefulness of the idea of mutual recognition to understanding our moral 
obligations to one another as individuals, as well as its importance to the foundations of critical 
social theory. To conclude, I want to make a case for mutual recognition’s utility in thinking 
through some issues raised by the ongoing wave of uprisings against racism and police brutality 
in the United States. Hopefully, these remarks can suggest directions for further study and 
application of the notion of recognition to political issues more broadly. 

Just after midnight on March 13, 2020, police in Louisville, Kentucky broke into the 
home of Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old Black woman, and fatally shot her eight times.  Taylor 1

was unarmed and did not receive medical attention for more than 20 minutes after she was shot. 
On May 25, Minneapolis police killed George Floyd, a 46-year-old Black man. Police were 
arresting Floyd (who was unarmed) for attempting to buy cigarettes with a counterfeit bill. Police 
officer Derek Chauvin pinned Floyd’s neck against the ground with his knee, eventually killing 
him. Chauvin kept his knee on Floyd for at least eight minutes and 15 seconds, after Floyd was 
unconscious and even after paramedics had arrived to treat him.  2

The killings ignited a massive wave of protests against police violence and racism. They 
began in Minneapolis on May 29 and quickly spread throughout the country, even in the face of 
violent police repression.  The New York Times reported on July 3 that “about 15 million to 26 3

million people in the United States have participated in demonstrations over the death of George 
Floyd and others.”  Protests continue in many cities at the time of this writing.   4 5

Like the demonstrations that erupted in 2014 after the police killings of Eric Garner and 
Michael Brown, the protests have embraced the slogan “Black Lives Matter.” Protesters, 
demonstrating against racially motivated police killings of Black people, have demanded 
punishment of the officers who killed Floyd and Taylor; greater oversight of and accountability 
for police in general; and defunding police in conjunction with increased investment in public 
services and other forms of emergency response.  6

1 Oppel and Taylor, “Breonna Taylor’s Death.” 
 
2 Hill et al., “George Floyd Killed.” 
 
3 Bouie, “Police are Rioting.”  

 
4 Buchanan, Bui, and Patel, “Black Lives Matter.” 
 
5 Sanchez, “Protests across America Continue.” 
 
6 Buchanan, Bui, and Patel, “Black Lives Matter.” 
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But some demands speak to concerns beyond police violence. Protesters have 
successfully called for the removal of Confederate statues and other racist monuments.  And 7

essential workers across the country walked out of work on July 20 as part of a “Strike for Black 
Lives,” protesting police brutality but also demanding higher wages and appropriate safety 
precautions in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic.  The expansion of protesters’ demands to 8

broader issues of racial and economic justice suggests that, although the killings of Floyd and 
Taylor may have sparked the uprisings, the demonstrations reflect deeper grievances with 
American society.  Consider, for instance, the policy platform of the Movement for Black Lives 9

(M4BL), whose plank on “Economic Justice” includes demands for “a progressive restructuring 
of tax codes at the local, state, and federal levels to ensure a radical and sustainable redistribution 
of wealth,” rights for workers to organize, and repeal of the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade 
agreement in favor of trade agreements that prioritize the interests of workers.  The Anti-Police 10

Terror Project, a group that has been heavily involved in protests in California’s East Bay where 
I live, is demanding that Oakland defund its police department and also “invest in housing, jobs, 
youth programs, restorative justice, mental health workers and other services that actually keep 
the community safe.”  11

I think it is fairly easy to make the case that these protests are voicing demands for 
recognition. This can be seen in protesters’ most frequently used slogans, especially “Black 
Lives Matter.” This is an unabashedly “value-based protest slogan,” as Myisha Cherry puts it, 
one which “affirm[s] black life; criticize[s] black disrespect; demand[s] that blacks be respected; 
and challenge[s] a racialized system of value.”  Another popular protest slogan, “White silence 12

is violence,” invokes a moral obligation of white people to speak out against racial oppression. 
These slogans draw attention to two poles of a possible relationship of mutual recognition: to the 
Black people whose lives are not being recognized, on the one hand, and to the white people who 
are (at least in part) responsible for dismantling systems of racial oppression and ensuring that 
Black lives come to be valued. 

7 Elliott, “Bringing Down Confederate Monuments.” 
 
8 Treisman, “Essential Workers Hold Walkouts.” 
 
9 Cf. Taylor, “The State Is Failing Black People,” who reads the protests as responses to both racist police 

violence and the state’s disastrous handling of the pandemic—which is disproportionately killing Black Americans. 
 

10 “Policy Platform: Economic Justice,” Movement for Black Lives. 
 
11 “Defund OPD,” Anti-Police Terror Project. 
 
12 Cherry, “Value-Based Protest Slogans.” Note that a slogan need not be an explicit evaluative judgment in 

order to be value-based. Consider the popular BLM protest slogan “I Can’t Breathe,” based on the last words uttered 
by Eric Garner as he was choked to death by New York City police in 2014, and reportedly by Floyd and many 
others involved in deadly encounters with police (Baker et al., “Three Words”). This slogan plausibly performs 
evaluative expressive functions similar to those Cherry attributes to “Black Lives Matter.” 
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Drawing on the modified version of Axel Honneth’s recognition theory developed in 
chapter 4, we can attempt to determine which modes of misrecognition are being protested, and 
(what comes to the same thing) which modes of recognition are being demanded. It seems clear 
that protesters are first and foremost decrying the violation of the equal rights of Black people, a 
denial of moral respect in Honneth’s framework.  What rights violations are being protested? 13

Most obviously and most seriously, the violation of Black people’s rights to life by police 
officers. But protesters’ demands reflect other concerns as well. We can plausibly read them as 
protesting the violation of civil liberties perpetrated by police and the penal system, as well as 
the social and economic conditions that lead to higher rates of crime and over-policing in 
(disproportionately Black and Latinx) working-class communities, and so deprive people of the 
resources needed to make use of their rights and liberties. Again, the policy platforms of groups 
associated with the Black Lives Matter movement demonstrate a concern with these other issues. 
As already noted, M4BL has issued demands for economic redistribution; they have also 
demanded an end to the War on Drugs, an end to surveillance, and an end to pretrial detention 
and money bail.  14

But some demands of protesters and supporters reflect a concern with another dimension 
of recognition: solidarity. As the protests exploded, many people circulated online calls to 
“amplify Black voices” and support Black-owned businesses.  These messages seem to indicate 15

a feeling that the cultural and economic contributions of Black people are not being adequately 
valued; they therefore represent a demand for greater esteem, as Honneth would put it. Note that 
some of M4BL’s economic policy proposals are probably best interpreted as reflecting demands 
for esteem—for example, demands for measures to support the creation and growth of 
Black-owned businesses and banks.  16

I submit, then, that the notion of mutual recognition provides a useful framework for 
interpreting protesters’ grievances and demands. I also think that the notion of mutual 
recognition provides a useful framework for morally evaluating such demands, through 
contractualist-style reasoning. But I will not attempt to demonstrate that here. Instead, I want to 
discuss and try to ward off a potential danger in thinking about Black Lives Matter (and similar 
social justice movements) in terms of recognition. The danger is that demands for the adequate 
recognition of particular minority groups be separated from or even counterposed to broader 

13 On my view, all misrecognition involves a failure of moral respect. In saying that the protesters are first 
and foremost responding to the denial of moral respect, I mean to indicate that the basis of the wrongs they are 
(primarily) protesting do not have to do with a denial of love or solidarity. See section 4.3 of this dissertation. 

 
14 “Policy Platform: End the War,” Movement for Black Lives. 
 
15 See, for instance, Shipin and Abbas, “39 Black-Owned Businesses.” 
 
16 “Policy Platform: Economic Justice,” Movement for Black Lives. 
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struggles over the distribution of wealth and economic power.  Unfortunately, when it comes to 17

racial injustice and issues of social justice associated with “identity politics” broadly (for 
instance, women’s equality), many on the liberal-left in the United States are wont to create a 
gulf between recognition and redistribution. I am aware that this is a very well-worn topic. But I 
hope to make a few comments, by way of illustrating the utility of an adequate understanding of 
recognition for political practice. 

The error in question leads to two unfortunate political tendencies. The first is what I will 
call neoliberal antiracism. Neoliberal antiracism interprets complaints about the misrecognition 
of Black persons as calling for remedy, more or less exclusively, through explicitly race-targeted 
interventions, whether at the level of individual conduct or corporate or state policy. Neoliberal 
antiracists’ proposed solutions run the gamut from individual antiracism trainings (for police 
officers or for individuals more broadly), to various kinds of symbolic acknowledgment of racial 
injustice, to corporate diversity initiatives and state welfare measures targeted specifically at 
Black people. 

Many of these interventions are no doubt good ideas. But it cannot be assumed that Black 
Americans’ experiences of misrecognition are best addressed by policies that attempt to tackle 
racial injustice in isolation from other forms of injustice. That is because there are various causes 
of the injustices experienced as instances of racialized misrecognition, not all of which are 
directly connected to race or racism. Consider, for example, police killings in the U.S. A recent 
study from the People’s Policy Project found that Black people were more than twice as likely as 
white people to be killed by police, and that only about 28 percent of this disparity could be 
explained by differences in the socioeconomic status of victims.  Yet focusing on racial 18

disparities threatens to obscure other important parts of the story of police violence. The same 
People’s Policy Project study found that, across all racial groups, poorer people are more likely 
to be killed by police than wealthier people, with people in the poorest fifth of U.S. census tracts 
more than three times as likely to be killed as people in the wealthiest fifth. In addition, race 
cannot explain why so many more people of all races are killed by the police in this country 

17 The relationship between struggles for recognition and struggles for redistribution, of course, is the 
subject of the debate between Honneth and Nancy Fraser, each of whom try in their own way to avoid counterposing 
the two categories. See Fraser and Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition? 

 
18 Feldman, “Police Killings in the U.S.” 
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compared to other majority-white countries , or why some of the whitest states in the U.S. have 19

the highest rates of police killing. ,  20 21

The picture that emerges from these statistics is of a nationwide crisis of police violence, 
one which disproportionately impacts Black people in particular but which affects people of all 
races, especially poorer people. Similar things can be said about patterns of mass incarceration , 22

as well as wealth distribution.  These facts suggest that many of the grievances expressed by 23

Black Lives Matter protesters could be redressed through non-race-specific policies (instead of 
or in addition to race-targeted policies) aimed at redistributing wealth and shrinking the police 
state. 

The case for race-neutral remedies to some of these problems is strengthened by the 
observation that a focus on addressing racism per se, in today’s political culture, often 
encourages policies which aim at diversifying executive boardrooms and country clubs while 
doing nothing to help the majority of Black people.  Worse, the attempt to combat racism often 24

leads to merely symbolic gestures at equality, which—however well-intentioned or even 
necessary—fail to address the causes of racialized police violence, mass incarceration, and 
poverty.  Reasons of political strategy may also speak in favor of race-neutral approaches to 25

addressing social ills that particularly harm Black people. Racially targeted interventions can 
backfire, leading to resentment from groups that do not benefit from the interventions and 
encouraging or exacerbating racist beliefs in non-Black people.  On the other hand, a strategy 26

built around race-neutral demands, with substantive redistributive content, is more likely to forge 
a sufficiently broad-based political coalition to tackle injustice.  27

19 Lartey, “US Police Kill More.” 
 

20 “State Comparison Tool,” Mapping Police Violence. The states with the five highest police killing rates 
are New Mexico, Alaska, Oklahoma, Arizona, and Colorado. In all of these states the proportion of Black people 
killed by police is higher than their proportion in the general population; yet killings of Black people make up a very 
small percentage of overall police killings (3% in New Mexico and 12% in Alaska, for instance). 
 

21 Guastella, “To End Police Violence,” also makes these points. 
 
22 Clegg and Usmani, “Economic Origins of Mass Incarceration.” 

 
23 Reed, “Saga of Modern Wealth Inequality.” 

 
24 Benn Michaels, “Against Diversity.” 

 
25 Cf. Fraser, “Social Justice in the Age of Identity Politics,” 65-66. 

 
26 Cf. Fraser’s discussion of the “unintended effects” of some types of redistributive measures, 64-65. 

Especially relevant are her observations on means-tested welfare programs: “[Such] benefits tend to stigmatize 
recipients, casting them as deviants and scroungers and invidiously distinguishing them from ‘wage-earners’ and 
‘taxpayers’ who ‘pay their own way.’ Welfare programs of this type ‘target’ the poor—not only for material aid but 
also for public hostility” (64-65).  

 
27 Cf. Rothman and Fields, “Death of Hannah Fizer.” 
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Considerations like these can be taken to support another problematic political 
perspective, one diametrically opposed to neoliberal antiracism. Call this, for lack of a better 
term, class reductionism. Class reductionists see the Black Lives Matter protests as more or less 
a symptom of neoliberal antiracism. And they are dismissive of the liberatory potential of 
explicitly antiracist politics generally. Cedric Johnson’s comments are representative of this 
view: 

 
Black Lives Matter sentiment is essentially a militant expression of racial liberalism. 
Such expressions are not a threat but rather a bulwark to the neoliberal project that has 
obliterated the social wage, gutted public sector employment and worker pensions, 
undermined collective bargaining and union power, and rolled out an expansive carceral 
apparatus, all developments that have adversely affected black workers and communities. 
Sure, some activists are calling for defunding police departments and de-carceration, but 
as a popular slogan, Black Lives Matter is a cry for full recognition within the established 
terms of liberal democratic capitalism. And the ruling class agrees.  (Emphasis mine) 28

 
Johnson holds that the race-specific discourse and demands of Black Lives Matter activists, for 
the most part, do not challenge the fundamental injustices of contemporary American society, 
and in fact are easily co-opted by the wealthy to morally legitimate the status quo. According to 
class reductionists, persisting racial inequalities should be addressed by programs of economic 
redistribution (“class politics”), rather than by efforts to fight racism or white supremacy per se.   29

However, this perspective effectively denies the significance of the powerful experiences 
of misrecognition to which Black Lives Matter protests have given voice. By advocating for a 
political program which subordinates racial injustice to economic inequality, class reductionists 
put themselves in the position of explaining away or ignoring the experiences of injustice 
motivating Black Lives Matter supporters. Yet these experiences reflect real inequalities in 
American society, and they have motivated what may be the largest wave of protests in U.S. 
history.  And as even Johnson is forced to acknowledge, many protesters have been raising 30

radical demands for reversing neoliberal policies of investing in police and prisons rather than 
public goods. The size and radicalism of the protests suggest that Black Lives Matter has a real 
transformative potential, which Johnson and other class reductionists wrongly dismiss.  31

Despite having opposed political programs, I believe that neoliberal antiracists and class 
reductionists go wrong because they share an inadequate approach to recognition. The neoliberal 

28 Johnson, “Triumph of Black Lives Matter.”  
 
29 See, for instance, Reed, “Racial Disparity Does Not Help.” 
 
30 Buchanan, Bui, and Patel, “Black Lives Matter.” 
 
31 Cf. Birch and Heideman, “Trouble with Anti-Antiracism.” 
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antiracist takes seriously (or at least pretends to take seriously) Black people’s experiences of 
racialized misrecognition, and assumes that ensuring adequate recognition for Black people 
means the use of race-targeted interventions. The class reductionist accepts that experiences of 
racialized misrecognition and resulting struggles for recognition point in the direction of the 
political program advocated by neoliberal antiracists. But seeing all too well the problems with 
that political approach, the class reductionist denies the importance of the experiences of 
misrecognition and resulting struggles for recognition. This leads to prescriptions for political 
practice that are out-of-sync with the actually existing movements for social change. 

Avoiding the shared error of neoliberal antiracism and class reductionism means 
developing a more flexible understanding of the connection between particular experiences of 
misrecognition and political practice aimed at establishing relations of mutual recognition. I have 
already suggested one important element of such an approach above. For reasons of principle as 
well as political strategy, some of the normative injuries which result in experiences of 
misrecognition qua member of a particular social category (e.g., Black people) are best corrected 
by interventions intended to benefit a broader group (e.g., poor and working-class people of all 
races). But these interventions need not preclude explicit acknowledgment of the misrecognition 
experienced by the narrower social groups, nor do they need to be opposed to more targeted 
interventions intended to address oppressions experienced by particular groups (such as 
anti-discrimination and affirmative action policies). 

Appreciating these points, I believe, opens up the possibility of a strategically sound 
political practice which does justice to the central insight of recognition-based critical theories: 
that experiences of misrecognition are the fundamental motives of emancipatory social change. 
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