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Two At tempts at Gro un ding So cial 

Cri ti que in „Or di nary“ Ac tors’ Per spec ti ves: 

The Cri ti cal The o ri es of Nancy Fra ser and Axel Hon neth

Ab stract   This pa per analyzes two con tem po rary, „third-ge ne ra tion“ per spec ti ves 
wit hin cri ti cal the ory – Nancy Fra ser’s and Axel Hon neth’s – with the aim of 
exa mi ning the de gree to which the two aut hors suc ceed in gro un ding the 
nor ma ti ve cri te ria of so cial cri ti que in the per spec ti ves of ’or di nary’ so cial 
ac tors, as op po sed to spe cu la ti ve so cial the ory. To that end, the aut hor fo cu ses 
on the in flu en tial de ba te bet we en Fra ser and Hon neth Re di stri bu tion or Re-
cog ni tion? which con cerns the ap pro pri a te nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons of a „post-
me taphysi cal“ cri ti cal the ory, and at tempts to re con struct the fun da men tal 
di sa gre e ments bet we en Fra ser and Hon neth over the me a ning and tasks of 
cri ti cal the ory. The aut hor con clu des that both cri ti cal the o rists ul ti ma tely 
se cu re the nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons of cri ti que thro ugh sub stan ti ve the o ri za ti ons 
of the so cial, which fra me the two aut hors’ „re con struc ti ons“ of the nor ma ti vity 
of everyday so cial ac tion, but ar gu es that post-me taphysi cal cri ti cal the ory 
do es not ha ve to aban don com pre hen si ve so cial the ory in or der to be epist mo-
lo gi cally „non-aut ho ri ta rian“.

Keywords: Hon neth, Fra ser, cri ti cal the ory, post-me taphysi cal, cri ti que, do-
mi na tion, nor ma ti vity, re con struc tion

One de fi ning cha rac te ri stic of the tra di tion of cri ti cal the ory ever sin ce 
its fo un ding in the 1930s has been a per si stent fo cus on the phe no me non 
of so cial do mi na tion.ͱ As a si mul ta ne o usly ex pla na tory and nor ma ti ve 
per spec ti ve on so cial re a lity, cri ti cal the ory aims to ar ti cu la te an eva lu a tion 
of a gi ven so cial or der by the o ri zing a „gap“ bet we en the nor ma ti ve „po-
ten ti a lity“ that this or der har bo urs and the still de fi ci ent „ac tu a lity“ of 
its cur rent sta te of de ve lop ment. In that sen se, cri ti cal the ory an chors 
its nor ma ti ve per spec ti ve on so cial re a lity in a the o ri za tion of the „hi sto-
ri cally ef fec ti ve ra ti o na lity“.Ͳ Wit hin a cri ti cal-the o re tic per spec ti ve on 

1  The pa per is part of the re se arch un der ta ken wit hin the pro ject „Et hics and Po-
li tics of En vi ron ment: In sti tu ti ons, Tec hni qu es and Norms Fa cing the Chal len ge of 
En vi ron men tal Chan ge“ („Eti ka i po li ti ka ži vot ne sre di ne: in sti tu ci je, teh ni ke i nor me 
pred iza zo vom pro me na pri rod nog okru že nja“), (evi den tial num ber 43007), fi nan ced 
by the Ser bian Mi ni stry of Edu ca tion, Sci en ce and Tec hno lo gi cal De ve lop ment.
2  Ac cor ding to An ton Le ist, who, in my opi nion, gi ves an ex cel lent de fi ni tion of cri ti-
cal the ory, the dif fe ren tia spe ci fi ca of cri ti cal the ory is a con cept of a „ba sic struc tu re“ 
(he bor rows the term from John Rawls out of con text). As Le ist ex pla ins: „for cri ti cal 
the ory, a struc tu re is ba sic in so far as it me ets two re qu i re ments, one fun cti o nal and 
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so cial re a lity, cer tain so cial phe no me na are the o ri zed as „unjust“ or „pat ho-
lo gi cal“ – i.e. as in stan ces of so cial do mi na tion – sin ce they con tri bu te to 
ke e ping the abo ve men ti o ned po ten ti a lity of a gi ven so cial or der (e.g. to 
pro vi de „re a so na ble con di ti ons of li fe“ to all so cial ac tors) from be ing 
re a li zed (Ador no 2006). The cri ti que of so cial do mi na tion de fi ned in 
such broad terms, as the re pres sion of a so cial or der’s nor ma ti ve po ten-
ti a lity of „re a son“ can be seen as a thread that runs thro ugh the „three 
ge ne ra ti ons“ of cri ti cal the ory, de spi te the fact that the con tents of such 
cri ti que ha ve been pro fo undly tran sfor med over ti me.

In this pa per I fo cus on the „third ge ne ra tion“ of cri ti cal the ory that has 
been evol ving sin ce the la te 1980s, and has for the most part evol ved 
as a re spon se to (or con ti nu a tion of) the the o re ti cal work of Jürgen Ha-
ber mas.ͳ Two among the most in f lu en tial re pre sen ta ti ves of the third 
ge ne ra tion – the Ger man so cial phi lo sop her Axel Hon neth and the 
Ame ri can po li ti cal the o rist and fe mi nist Nancy Fra ser – will be in the 
fo cus of this pa per. The pa per aims to exa mi ne the de gree to which 
con tem po rary cri ti cal the ory, as re pre sen ted by Fra ser’s and Hon neth’s 
per spec ti ves, has ma na ged to over co me the le gacy of „epi ste mo lo gi cal 
aut ho ri ta ri a nism“ (Co o ke 2006) that, de spi te all the ir dif fe ren ces, cha-
rac te ri zes both the first-ge ne ra tion Frank furt School’s and Jürgen Ha-
ber mas’ so cial cri ti que. By „epi ste mo lo gi cal aut ho ri ta ri a nism“ in cri-
ti cal the ory I mean the ten dency to se cu re the nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons 
of cri ti que thro ugh a the o ri za tion of so cial re a lity that ta kes lit tle, if 
any, ac co unt of the per spec ti ves of „or di nary“ so cial ac tors, mo re pre-
ci sely the ir ex pla na tory and nor ma ti ve ef forts to ma ke sen se of the ir 
so ci e tal sur ro un dings.

anot her nor ma ti ve. First, a struc tu re is fun cti o nally ba sic if it is sup por ti ve of, and 
ca u sally re spon si ve to, a re pre sen ta ti ve part of so ci ety. Se cond, a ba sic struc tu re is to be 
re la ted, in ter nally or ex ter nally, to a form of ra ti o na lity which not only plays a con sti-
tu ti ve ro le for the fun cti o nal si de of the ba sic struc tu re, but al so pro vi des stan dards 
to jud ge this fun cti o nal si de“ (Le ist 2008: 335).
3  The ima ge of „three ge ne ra ti ons“ wit hin cri ti cal the ory is, of co ur se, far from 
be ing un pro ble ma tic. The re is an un derlying am bi gu ity re gar ding the term „ge ne-
ra tion“ – sho uld we un der stand it in the sen se of chro no logy (and in sti tu ti o nal af fi-
li a tion) or qu a li ta ti ve chan ge? Joel An der son, for exam ple, ac cen tu a tes the dif fi culty 
of iden tifying a co he rent third ge ne ra tion of cri ti cal the ory in both a the ma tic and 
an in sti tu ti o nal sen se, as the aut hors as so ci a ted with this la bel are ne it her ne ces-
sa rily re la ted to the Frank furt In sti tu te of So cial Re se arch, nor de a ling with a ran ge 
of the mes that can easily be iden ti fied in terms of a com mon agen da (An der son 2000, 
2011). One the o re ti cal con stant wit hin this com plex and me an de ring hi story of cri-
ti cal the ory, as I in di ca ted abo ve, co uld be fo und in a cri ti que of do mi na tion – in my 
vi ew, this thread that runs both thro ugh the hi story of cri ti cal the ory and the works 
of con tem po rary aut hors iden ti fied with the tra di tion ju sti fi es the use of the „three 
ge ne ra ti ons“ term.
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I  Cri ti cal the ory and the chal len ge 

of post-me taphysi cal thin king

The is sue of epi ste mo lo gi cal aut ho ri ta ri a nism in cri ti cal the ory is clo sely 
re la ted to the the ma tic fi eld of „post-me taphysi cal“ thin king, i.e. the pro-
blem of gro un ding so cial cri ti que in a the o re ti cal ba sis free of es sen ti a list 
spe cu la tion abo ut hu man na tu re, cla ims of in sights in to „trans-hi sto ri cal“ 
facts abo ut so cial re a lity such as a hi sto ri cal te le o logy, or a „tran scen den-
ta list“ un der stan ding of hu man re a son (see Ha ber mas 1990, Rorty 1989). 
The pro blem of post-me taphysi cal thin king, as one can ob ser ve, is de eply 
in tert wi ned with the most fun da men tal de ba te in so cial epi ste mo logy 
– that bet we en „no mi na lism“ and „re a lism“. A „me taphysi cal“ gro un ding 
of cri ti que in es sen ti a list ex pla na tory and nor ma ti ve cla ims se ems to 
re qu i re a firmly re a list gro un ding, whe re as a post-me taphysi cal one wo uld 
only be com pa ti ble with a no mi na list one. Upon a clo ser lo ok, ho we ver, 
the qu e sti on of com pa ti bi lity hin ges upon a mo re pre ci se de fi ni tion of 
the term „post-me taphysi cal“.

Wit hin the con tem po rary de ba te re gar ding the pro per fo un da ti ons of 
the o re ti cal so cial cri ti que, two in flu en tial con cep ti ons of post-me ta-
physi cal thin king ha ve emer ged: Jürgen Ha ber mas’ (we a ker) and Ric hard 
Rorty’s (stron ger). The first con cep tion has been ar ti cu la ted wit hin the 
con text of Jürgen Ha ber mas’ „lin gu i stic turn“ in cri ti cal the ory, mo re 
pre ci sely his at tempt to nor ma ti vely gro und cri ti cal the ory in a hi sto ri-
cally „im ma nent“ con cept of re a son de fi ned as the pro perty of hu man 
lin gu i stic in ter ac tion, as op po sed to the first-ge ne ra tion Frank furt 
School’s re li an ce on a „tran scen den tal“ re a son un der stood as a pro perty 
of hu man con sci o u sness (Ha ber mas 1990, 1987, 1984). Ha ber mas’ „post-
-me taphysi cal“ cri ti cal the ory is free of sub stan ti ve phi lo sop hi cal spe cu-
la tion re gar ding the uni ver sal cha rac te ri stics of hu man na tu re that had 
still in for med the He ge lian-Mar xist ba sis of the first-ge ne ra tion cri ti cal 
the ory. Ho we ver, Ha ber mas do es not gi ve up on the task of iden tifying 
uni ver sal, trans-hi sto ri cal pro per ti es of so cial re a lity (com mu ni ca ti ve 
re a son or „in stru men tal ac tion“) and the cor re spon ding uni ver sal ca u sal 
mec ha nisms in hi story (com mu ni ca ti ve ra ti o na li za tion, or the emer gen ce 
of the „syste mic“ lo gic of ac tion-in te gra tion). Ha ber mas in that sen se 
re ma ins to a con si de ra ble ex tent wit hin the „epi ste mo lo gi cally aut ho ri-
ta rian“ cri ti cal-the o re tic tra di tion, de spi te his aims of for mu la ting an 
„im ma nently“ gro un ded post-me taphysi cal cri ti cal the ory.

A stron ger ver sion of the term „post-me taphysi cal“ can be fo und in the 
neo-prag ma tist per spec ti ve of Ric hard Rorty (Rorty 1989), and is de fi ned 
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by three main im pe ra ti ves: that so cial cri ti que be fully com pa ti ble with 
epi ste mo lo gi cal no mi na lism; that it fully ac know led ge the con tin gency of 
hi story and aban don any form of hi sto ri cal te le o logy; and that the nor-
ma ti ve gro unds of cri ti que be free of any sub stan ti ve phi lo sop hi cal spe cu-
la tion (re gar ding hu man na tu re, the on to logy of the so cial, or any „trans-
-con tex tu al“ cha rac te ri stics of so cial re a lity in ge ne ral). Wit hin the Ror tian 
per spec ti ve, Ha ber mas’ gro un ding of cri ti que in a „grand“ so cial the ory 
with uni ver sa list ex pla na tory and nor ma ti ve am bi ti ons wo uld still be an 
exam ple of me taphysi cal thin king, de spi te the hi sto ri cal „im ma nen ce“ of 
the con cept of com mu ni ca ti ve re a son. It is only this mo re de man ding 
de fi ni tion of a post-me taphysi cal so cial cri ti que that re qu i res the cri ti cal 
the o rist to over co me the rem nants of epi ste mo lo gi cal aut ho ri ta ri a nism.

One de fi ning cha rac te ri stic of the „third ge ne ra tion“ of cri ti cal the ory, 
I wo uld ar gue, can be fo und in the fact that cri ti cal the o rists as so ci a ted 
with the la test, post-Ha ber ma sian ge ne ra tion are strongly ani ma ted by 
an am bi tion to li ve up to the mo re de man ding, Ror tian cri te ria of a post-
me taphysi cal gro un ding of cri ti que. This be co mes par ti cu larly evi dent 
when one ta kes a lo ok at the pre do mi nant trend wit hin con tem po rary 
cri ti cal the ory – the qu i et aban don ment of so cial the ory as the me ans to 
se cu ring the nor ma ti ve gro un ding of cri ti que in fa vo ur of a pu rely po li-
ti cal-the o re tic one. The ma jo rity of the con tem po rary cri ti cal the o rists, 
such as Seyla Ben ha bib, Ma e ve Co o ke, Ra i ner Forst, Jean Co hen and 
An drew Ara to, ha ve pri ma rily en ga ged in ela bo ra ting the po li ti cal-the o-
re tic di men sion of Ha ber ma sian cri ti cal the ory, whi le the so cial-the o re-
tic si de has lar gely slid in to the bac kgro und (e.g. Ben ha bib 2004; Forst 
2002, 2003; Co hen 2012; Co hen and Ara to 1994). The re a son for this 
trend, I wo uld ar gue, sho uld be lo o ked for in the gro wing con tem po rary 
dis trust of so cial the ory as in trin si cally epi ste mo lo gi cally aut ho ri ta rian 
due to its pre do mi nantly po si ti vist ori en ta tion (Co o ke 2006).

The the o re ti cal per spec ti ves of Nancy Fra ser and Axel Hon neth, which 
I cho se to fo cus on in this pa per, de fi ni tely sha re the third-ge ne ra tion 
the o rists’ con cern with esta blis hing mo re de man ding cri te ria for a post-
-me taphysi cal so cial cri ti que than Ha ber mas’ (Fra ser is fo re mostly a po-
li ti cal the o rist her self). Ho we ver, with re spect to this very con cern, the 
two aut hors are rat her uni que wit hin pre sent-day cri ti cal the ory: na mely, 
in stead of fol lo wing the stra tegy of „cle an sing“ cri ti cal the ory from the 
pro ble ma tic so cial-the o re ti cal fo un da ti ons of cri ti que, Fra ser and Hon-
neth both openly en ga ge in com pre hen si ve so cial the ory. The ir stra tegy 
of ar ti cu la ting a post-me taphysi cal so cial cri ti que, in op po si tion to the 
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ex clu si vely po li ti cal-the o re tic aut hors men ti o ned abo ve, con sists in an 
at tempt to an chor the ir pre do mi nantly so cial-the o re ti cal fo un da ti ons 
of cri ti que in the per spec ti ves of or di nary so cial ac tors. In that sen se, 
one cru cial mo ti ve for my fo cu sing on Fra ser’s and Hon neth’s the o re-
ti cal pro jects in this pa per is to en ga ge with the qu e sti on whet her post-
-me taphysi cal cri ti que can at all be an cho red in a so cial-the o re ti cal nor-
ma ti ve fo un da tion.

As I will ar gue be low, both Fra ser’s the ory of so cial do mi na tion and Hon-
neth’s the ory of „re cog ni tion“ are me ant to pre sent com plex and nu an ced 
„re con struc ti ons“ of the ac tors’ ex pla na tory and nor ma ti ve per spec ti ves 
on so cial re a lity. The the o re ti cal re con struc tion in both Fra ser and Hon-
neth aims at tran sfor ming the al ready „em pi ri cally ef fec ti ve nor ma ti vity“ 
of everyday so cial ac tion in to a syste ma tic and (as a gu a ran tee of post-
me taphysi cal pla u si bi lity) phi lo sop hi cally „im ma nent“ fo un da tion of 
so cial cri ti que. In Nancy Fra ser’s works the lat ter ta kes the sha pe of a 
„du a list“ the ory of ju sti ce gro un ded in two „folk pa ra digms“ of ju sti ce, 
re di stri bu tion and re cog ni tion, whi le in Hon neth’s it as su mes the form 
of a the o re ti cal ac co unt of the „nor ma ti ve sur plus“ʹ wit hin the em pi ri cally 
ob ser va ble mo ral cla ims of so cial ac tors in for med by in sti tu ti o na li zed 
pat terns of eva lu a tion (see e.g. Fra ser 1997; Hon neth 1996).

The two aut hor’s stra te gi es of gro un ding cri ti que in or di nary ac tors’ per-
spec ti ves, ho we ver, di ver ge with re spect to so me cen tral epi ste mo lo gi cal 
is su es, and thus un co ver the ir de e per the o re ti cal di sa gre e ment re gar ding 
the very me a ning and tasks of cri ti cal the ory – this di ver gen ce is the cen-
tral mo tif of the in flu en tial de ba te bet we en Fra ser and Hon neth, Re di-
stri bu tion or Re cog ni tion?, which will be in the fo cus of my analysis in 
the fol lo wing sec ti ons. In or der to exa mi ne the re la ti ve suc cess of Fra ser’s 
and Hon neth’s at tempts at gro un ding so cial cri ti que in or di nary ac tors’ 
per spec ti ves, and grasp the es sen tial di sa gre e ment bet we en the two aut hors 
re gar ding the me a ning of such „gro un ding“, we will ha ve to ta ke a clo ser 
lo ok at the de ba te.

4  The He ge lian con cept of „nor ma ti ve sur plus“ wit hin Hon neth’s the ory po ints to the 
fact that in sti tu ti o na li zed hi sto ri cal pat terns of in ter su bjec ti ve eva lu a tion (re cog ni tion) 
that so cial ac tors use to ori ent them sel ves in everyday ac tion, no mat ter how ine ga-
li te rian, al ways har bo ur a po ten ti a lity of full equ a lity un der stood as com ple men tary 
re ci pro city (komplementäre Wec hsel se i tig ke it), sin ce only an equ ally va lued in ter ac ti ve 
part ner can lo gi cally ha ve the aut ho rity to „re cog ni ze“ the ot her’s so ci ally su per i or 
sta tus (this is why hi sto ri cal pat terns of in ter su bjec ti ve re cog ni tion ha ve al ways been 
un sta ble and fra gi le). This „sur plus“ of eva lu a ti ve pat terns has hi sto ri cally been ar ti-
cu la ted and re a li zed thro ugh ac tors’ ex pe ri en ces of inju sti ce in everyday in ter ac ti ve 
si tu a ti ons and the ir col lec ti ve strug gles to re in ter pret the se pat terns.
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II  The Fra ser-Hon neth de ba te: cri ti cal the ory bet we en 

de on to lo gi cal du a lism and so cial-phi lo sop hi cal mo nism

Re di stri bu tion or Re cog ni tion? pre sents an im por tant de ve lop ment wit hin 
con tem po rary, third-ge ne ra tion cri ti cal the ory (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003). 
Alt ho ugh the de ba te has the sub ti tle A Po li ti cal-Phi lo sop hi cal Ex chan ge, 
it is in fact a de ba te abo ut the very me a ning of cri ti cal the ory, its epi ste mo-
lo gi cal and nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons, its di ag no stic tasks and its po li ti cal 
re le van ce. In or der to grasp the lo gic of the de ba te and the cen tral di sa gre-
e ment bet we en Fra ser and Hon neth re gar ding the pro per „post-me taphy-
si cal“ gro un ding of so cial cri ti que, we will ha ve to first ta ke a glan ce at 
the two aut hors’ fun da men tal the o re ti cal pre mi ses.

Axel Hon neth’s The ory of Re cog ni tion

In his ma tu re works, Axel Hon neth ar ti cu la tes the nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons 
of so cial cri ti que in the form of a the ory of „re cog ni tion“. The task Hon-
neth sets him self is an am bi ti o us one – to over co me what he per ce i ves 
as the li mi ta ti ons of Ha ber mas’ per spec ti ve by me ans of a new in ter-
su bjec ti vist ap pro ach to cri ti cal the ory. His the ory of re cog ni tion is sup-
po sed to pre sent a mo re em pi ri cally ade qu a te ac co unt of so cial ac tion, 
gro un ded in the nor ma ti ve ex pe ri en ces of or di nary so cial ac tors in ev-
eryday in ter ac ti ve si tu a ti ons (the ir „ex pec ta ti ons of re cog ni tion“) and to 
the ro le of so cial con flicts („strug gles for re cog ni tion“) in the hi sto ri cal 
pro cess of mo ral growth. The so cial-on to lo gi cal co re of Hon neth’s the ory 
of re cog ni tion is the „ac tion-the o re tic“ and „con flict-the o re tic“ pre mi se 
that the pro duc tion and ma in ta i ning of the so cial or der ta kes pla ce thro ugh 
the in ter ac tion bet we en asyme tri cally po si ti o ned so cial gro ups, whe reby 
the gro ups them sel ves are con sti tu ted thro ugh the col lec ti ve ar ti cu la tion 
of the so cial ac tors’ nor ma ti ve ex pe ri en ces of so cial re a lity. In de ve lo ping 
his so cial-the o re ti cal per spec ti ve, Hon neth re li es on an in ter pre ta tion 
of the early He gel’s ac co unt of the „strug gle for re cog ni tion“ (Kampf um 
Aner ken nung) (Hon neth 1996).

Hon neth’s the ory of so cial chan ge con cep tu a li zes hi story as a con tin gent, 
non-te le o lo gi cal pro cess of mo ral growth, bro ught abo ut by the hi sto ri cal 
strug gles of so cial ac tors for the re cog ni tion of the ir cla ims to the gre a ter 
mo ral re spect and cul tu ral este em of the ir per so na li ti es. „It is in di vi du als’ 
cla im to the in ter su bjec ti ve re cog ni tion of the ir iden tity“, Hon neth ar-
gu es, „that is bu ilt in to so cial li fe from the very be gin ning as a mo ral 
ten sion, tran scends the le vel of so cial pro gress in sti tu ti o na li zed thus far, 
and so gra du ally le ads via the ne ga ti ve path of re cur ring sta ges of con flict 
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to a sta te of com mu ni ca ti vely li ved fre e dom“ (Hon neth 1996: 5). For Hon-
neth, in con trast to Ha ber mas, so cial ac tors do not me rely in ter pret lin-
gu i stic sta te ments as true or fal se, right or wrong, truth ful or in sin ce re. 
Much mo re im por tantly, they ex pe ri en ce the ot hers’ symbo lic ac ti ons in 
a nor ma ti ve way, which in vol ves the ir cog ni ti ve ca pa ci ti es, the ir emo ti o nal 
ap pa ra tus and the ir so ma tic re ac ti ons, fu sed wit hin Hon neth’s per spec ti ve 
in the con cept of an in di vi dual’s „prac ti cal self-re la tion“.

Hon neth ar gu es that so cial ac tors en ga ged in symbo lic in ter ac tion do not 
me rely stri ve to wards an un der stan ding free of co er cion, but that, mo re 
fun da men tally, they ex pect a cer tain po si ti ve dis po si tion (at ti tu de) from 
the ir in ter ac ti ve part ners that Hon neth terms „re cog ni tion“ (Hon neth 
1996). Re cog ni tion is de fi ned wit hin Hon neth’s per spec ti ve as „a re ac tion 
with which we re spond ra ti o nally to eva lu a ti ve qu a li ti es we ha ve le ar ned 
to per ce i ve in hu man su bjects to the de gree that we ha ve been in te gra ted 
in to the se cond na tu re of our li fe-world“ (Hon neth 2002: 510). The re are 
three ba sic di men si ons of in ter pre so nal re cog ni tion in Hon neth’s the o-
re ti cal system: emo ti o nal ca re (pri mary re la ti on ships), le gal re spect (the 
ac tors’ re ci pro cal re cog ni tion of the equ al va lue of the ir per son hood) and 
cul tu ral este em (the ac tors’ re ci pro cal rec go ni tion of the va lue of the ir 
par ti cu lar abi li ti es to con tri bu te to the com mon good). The ac tors’ ex pec-
ta ti ons of re cog ni tion (lo ve, re spect and este em) are fra med by a hi sto ri-
cal nor ma ti ve or der of in ter ac tion (an in sti tu ti o nal system), which it self 
re pre sents a tem po rary re so lu tion of con flicts bet we en so cial gro ups over 
the in sti tu ti o na li za tion of eva lu a ti ve pat terns (pat terns of re cog ni tion). 
In Hon neth’s the ory of re cog ni tion, the so cial or der ap pe ars as a fra gi le 
in sti tu ti o na li zed com pro mi se – an out co me of the strug gle bet we en so cial 
gro ups with une qu al symbo lic and ma te rial po wer – re gar ding the sco pe 
and con tent of the eva lu a ti ve pat terns that struc tu re so cial ac tion.

On the one si de, in sti tu ti o na li zed re la ti ons of re cog ni tion fol low a hi sto-
ri cal path of le gal uni ver sa li za tion and the ex pan si on of the con tents of 
le gal rights – a gra dual pro gress in our un der stan ding of what it me ans 
to be a le gal su bject, bro ught abo ut thro ugh so cial strug gles. Re la ti ons of 
so cial este em, on the ot her hand, ha ve been gro wing in in clu si vity due to 
so cial strug gles, which al lows for ever mo re ac tion-ori en ta ti ons, li fe pro-
jects and vi si ons of the good to be so ci ally ap pre ci a ted as va lu a ble – or, 
mo re pre ci sely, as equ ally va lu a ble, which me ans that re la ti ons of este em 
are al so be co ming ever mo re ega li ta rian (non-hi e rar chi cal). Hon neth ar-
gu es that the ever mo re symme tri cal re la ti ons of re cog ni tion in mo der nity 
are not a con se qu en ce of the so cial ac tors’ abi lity to di rectly „tran scend“ 
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the ho ri zon of un sa tis fac tory, asymme tri cal re la ti ons and en vi sion a mo re 
ful fil ling or der of et hi cal li fe. In stead, Hon neth cla ims that the ne ga ti ve 
ex pe ri en ce of dis re spect is the pri mary mo ti va ti o nal fac tor for the gro up 
ar ti cu la tion of cla ims to re cog ni tion (in ca se the gro up pos ses ses the ne-
ces sary „sha red se man tics“), and that the sub se qu ent so cial strug gle is 
fo ught to eli mi na te the in sti tu ti o nal ar ran ge ments that are seen as the 
ca u ses of the se ex pe ri en ces. In sti tu ti o na li zed pat terns of re cog ni tion (le gal 
norms and so ci ally do mi nant cul tu ral pat terns) do not of them sel ves pro-
du ce so me kind of nor ma ti ve sur plus, po in ting to wards the still un re a li-
zed pos si bi li ti es of in di vi dual flo u ris hing or vi si ons of uto pia; it is rat her 
the ir con stant in suf fi ci ency with re gard to ba sic hu man ne eds that sparks 
off an open-en ded and un pre dic ta ble strug gle.

Nancy Fra ser’s „du a list“ cri ti cal the ory

As I ha ve tried to show, Axel Hon neth’s cri ti cal the ory is cen tred aro und 
the co re idea of the „nor ma ti ve sur plus“ of the hi sto ri cally evol ving in-
sti tu ti o na li zed pat terns of emo ti o nal ca re, le gal re spect and cul tu ral 
este em that struc tu re everyday so cial in ter ac tion and in form the mo ral 
ex pe ri en ces of so cial ac tors. The task of cri ti cal the ory is to „re con struct“ 
the ac tors’ ex pe ri en ces of dis re spect in such a way as to ma ke ex pli cit 
and ar ti cu la te syste ma ti cally the „nor ma ti ve su pr lus“ of a gi ven pat tern 
of re cog ni tion upon which the ac tors are dra wing in the ir cri ti que of an 
exi sting in sti tu ti o nal or der (e.g. a re cog ni tion pat tern of uni ver sal le gal 
re spect in a We stern co un try who se eman ci pa tory po ten tial is „re stric ted“ 
at the cur rent sta te of de ve lop ment by be ing re ser ved for the ci ti zens 
of a gi ven po li ti cal com mu nity, and do es not apply to the im mi grants). 
Alt ho ugh Hon neth thus par ti ally se cu res an „im ma nent“ nor ma ti ve 
fo un da tion of cri ti que, his per spec ti ve is in for med by an ex pli cit (ne-
ces sa rily spe cu la ti ve) so cial on to logy – on to logy of re cog ni tion – and a 
the ory of the hu man su bject, which re in tro du ces a de gree of epi ste mo-
lo gi cal aut ho ri ta ri a nism in to Hon neth’s per spec ti ve and do es not fit 
com for tably with the abo ve men ti o ned „de man ding“ con cep tion of post-
-me taphysi cal thin king.

In con trast to Hon neth, Nancy Fra ser is no mi nally far mo re dis trust ful 
of a spe cu la ti ve so cial-the o re tic gro un ding of cri ti que: she se es lit tle need 
for an cho ring the nor ma ti ve cri te ria of post-me taphysi cal cri ti que in a 
so cial on to logy and a the ory of the su bject. Any such at tempt wo uld ne-
ces sa rily fail to do ju sti ce to the com ple xity of so cial re a lity and sub se-
qu ently ma ke us blind to the ope ra ti ons of po wer and di men si ons of 
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ine qu a lity wit hin the em pi ri cal world. For Fra ser, the most im por tant 
task is to avoid the o re ti cal re duc ti o nism in con cep tu a li zing ju sti ce and 
so cial do mi na tion. From her po int of vi ew, an overly am bi ti o us so cial-
-phi lo sop hi cal at tempt to ar ti cu la te a the o re ti cal „suc ces sor“ to Ha ber-
mas’s work such as Hon neth’s the ory of re cog ni tion is in trin si cally in cli ned 
to ward such re duc ti o nism. At a first glan ce, it ap pe ars as if Fra ser en ga ges 
in so cial-the o re ti cal con si de ra ti ons only to re in for ce and com ple ment 
her mo re fun da men tal po li ti cal-the o re tic ar gu ments – as I will ar gue, 
ho we ver, this no mi nally „mo dest“ ro le of so cial the ory wit hin Fra ser’s per-
spec ti ve is tran sfor med in to a mo re fo un da ti o nal one as Fra ser at tempts 
to sol ve so me in ter nal pro blems re gar ding the nor ma ti ve ju sti fi ca tion of 
her „du a list“ ap pro ach.

In Ju sti ce In ter rup tus: Re flec ti ons on the Post-So ci a list Con di tion, Fra ser 
tends, in a man ner re mi ni scent of aut hors such as Ric hard Rorty, to di smiss 
the qu e sti on of phi lo sop hi cally gra sping the „es sen ce“ of con cepts such 
as „ju sti ce“ or „auto nomy“: „I shall le a ve to one si de qu e sti ons such as, 
do re di stri bu tion and re cog ni tion con sti tu te two dis tinct, ir re du ci ble, 
sui ge ne ris con cepts of ju sti ce, or al ter na ti vely, can eit her one of them be 
re du ced to the ot her? Rat her, I shall as su me that ho we ver we ac co unt for 
it me tat he o re ti cally, it will be use ful to ma in tain a wor king, first-or der 
dis tin ction bet we en so ci o e co no mic inju sti ces and the ir re me di es, on one 
hand, and cul tu ral inju sti ces and the ir re me di es, on the ot her“ (Fra ser 
1997: 16). As I see it, Fra ser mostly en dor ses the prag ma tist/la te-Wit tgen-
ste i ni an epi ste mo lo gi cal ori en ta tion, which de fi nes the con cept of „truth“ 
in con sen sual terms, and jud ges the truth ful ness of a the o re ti cal sta te ment 
by asking whet her the lat ter pos ses ses any po ten tial for pro vi ding a bet ter 
ori en ta tion to so cial ac tors in the ir co ping with em pi ri cal re a lity. Ac cor ding 
to such per spec ti ve, the ade qu acy of ex pla na tory ar gu ments in cri ti cal 
the ory sho uld be jud ged aga inst the bac kgro und of the ur gent prac ti cal 
need of tac kling inju sti ce and do mi na tion.

In Re di stri bu tion or Re cog ni tion? Fra ser furt her ela bo ra tes this ar gu ment, 
cla i ming that her cen tral nor ma ti ve con cepts of re di stri bu tion and re-
cog ni tion „re fer not to phi lo sop hi cal pa ra digms but rat her to folk pa ra-
digms of ju sti ce, which in form pre sent-day strug gles in ci vil so ci ety“ 
(Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 11). „Folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce“, ac cor ding to 
Fra ser, „are tran sper so nal nor ma ti ve di sco ur ses that are wi dely dif fu sed 
thro ug ho ut de moc ra tic so ci e ti es, per me a ting not only po li ti cal pu blic 
sphe res, but al so wor kpla ces, ho u se holds, and ci vil-so ci ety as so ci a ti ons“ 
(Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 207–208). In or der to grasp Fra ser’s stra tegy 
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of gro un ding cri ti que in or di nary so cial ac tors’ per spec ti ves, it is thus 
im por tant to un der stand that her con cep tual ap pa ra tus for ar ti cu la ting 
so cial cri ti que is ob ta i ned thro ugh a re con struc tion, not of the con cre te 
so cial ac tors’ nor ma ti ve cla ims, but of the di scur si ve prac ti ces that are 
used by ac tors for ju stifying and cri ti ci zing the so cial or der in everyday 
in ter ac ti ons. Fra ser spe aks, for exam ple, of „the fund of in ter pre ti ve pos si-
bi li tes ava i la ble to agents in spe ci fic so ci e ti es“ (Fra ser 1997: 152).

Fra ser ar gu es in Ju sti ce In ter rup tus that the con tem po rary world is cha-
rac te ri zed by a po li ti cal-ide o lo gi cal cli ma te which she terms „the post-
so ci a list con di tion“ (Fra ser 1997). This con di tion com pri ses the fol lo wing 
cha rac te ri stics: 1) ab sen ce of a cre di ble al ter na ti ve vi sion to the exi sting 
(ca pi ta list) or der; 2) a chan ged „gram mar of po li ti cal cla ims-ma king“ – 
from strug gles for ma te rial re di stri bu tion wit hin the wel fa re-sta te pa ra-
digm to the pre oc cu pa tion with „iden tity po li tics“ in the post-1989 world; 
and 3) „re sur gent eco no mic li be ra lism“ (Fra ser 1997: 1–4). The con ver-
gen ce of the se three ten den ci es has led to ward a „ge ne ral de co u pling of 
the cul tu ral po li tics of re cog ni tion from the so cial po li tics of re di stri bu-
tion“, which is re flec ted in the world of the ory, as Mar xist so cial cri ti que 
is mar gi na li zed and re pla ced by va ri o us „cul tu ra list“ per spec ti ves (Fra ser 
1997: 3). Char les Taylor is the pa ra dig ma tic exam ple of such shift for Fra ser, 
fol lo wed by Axel Hon neth.

Fra ser’s per spec ti val du a lism of „re di stri bu tion“ and „re cog ni tion“ is 
analyti cal in na tu re. She tre ats this dis tin ction as le gi ti ma te sin ce the 
two forms of inju sti ce per ta i ning to the se ca te go ri es – so cio-eco no mic 
and cul tu ral – ha ve pro ven mu tu ally ir re du ci ble in the real world. Fra ser 
de mon stra tes this qu i te per su a si vely with exam ples such as „the ca se of 
a whi te, ma le, skil led la bo u rer who lo ses his job due to a cor po ra te mer ger“, 
on the one hand, and that of „an Afri can-Ame ri can Wall Stre et ban ker 
who can’t get a ta xi to pick him up af ter work“, on the ot her (Fra ser and 
Hon neth 2003: 34–35).The cri ti cal-the o re tic en ter pri se be gins with the 
at tempt to di sen tan gle the em pi ri cal in ter im bri ca tion of the „eco no mic“ 
and „cul tu ral“ or ders which si mul ta ne o usly struc tu re any par ti cu lar so cial 
phe no me non. It is thro ugh a pro cess of ab strac tion from em pi ri cal com-
ple xity that the the o rist re ac hes a „con cep tual sche ma“ that can „il lu mi-
na te“ the em pi ri cal world (Fra ser 1997: 12–13). Not only is it un ne ces sary, 
in Fra ser’s vi ew, to pro vi de ul ti ma te phi lo sop hi cal „de fi ni ti ons“ of the 
eco no mic and the cul tu ral, it is al so of se con dary im por tan ce how far the 
prac ti cally use ful analyti cal ca te go ri es are „ac tu ally“ em pri ci ally ade qu a te: 
„and let us brac ket whet her this vi ew of class fits the ac tual hi sto ri cal 
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col lec ti vi ti es that ha ve strug gled for ju sti ce in the real world in the na me 
of the wor king class“ (1997: 17).

For Fra ser, class is one fun da men tal mo de of so cial dif fe ren ti a tion, ro o ted 
in the po li ti cal-eco no mic struc tu re of so ci ety, whi le the sta tus gro up is 
anot her such mo de ro o ted in the cul tu ral (symbo lic) or der, i.e. in „so cial 
pat terns of re pre sen ta tion, in ter pre ta tion and com mu ni ca tion“ (Fra ser 
1997: 14). Every so cial ac tor has a par ti cu lar lo ca tion wit hin both axes of 
dif fe ren ti a tion, so that her ove rall stan ding wit hin the so cial hi e rarchy is 
the com po si te of the two po si ti ons. The „ac tu ally exi sting“ so cial gro ups 
are of ten su bjec ted to both eco no mic and cul tu ral inju sti ces si mul ta-
ne o usly. The idea of „mul ti ple cross-cut ting axes of sub or di na tion“ is 
cen tral to Fra ser’s plu ra list ap pro ach to do mi na tion: most so cial ac tors 
will be pri vi le ged along cer tain axes and do mi na ted along ot hers. On the 
ba sis of her „per spec ti val du a lism“, Fra ser the o ri zes inju sti ce as a phe no-
me non that is furt her dif fe ren ti a ted wit hin both its so cio-eco no mic and 
its cul tu ral di men sion.

So cio-eco no mic inju sti ce, ac cor ding to Fra ser, en com pas ses ex plo i ta ti on, 
eco no mic mar gi na li za tion, and de pri va tion, whe re as cul tu ral, or symbo lic 
inju sti ce, in clu des „cul tu ral do mi na tion (be ing su bjec ted to pat terns of 
in ter pre ta tion and com mu ni ca tion that are as so ci a ted with anot her cul-
tu re and are alien and/or ho sti le to one’s own)“, „non re cog ni tion (be ing 
ren de red in vi si ble by me ans of the aut ho ri ta ti ve re pre sen ta ti o nal, com-
mu ni ca ti ve and in ter pre ta ti ve prac ti ces of one’s cul tu re)“, and „dis re spect 
(be ing ro u ti nely ma lig ned or dis pa ra ged in ste re otypic pu blic cul tu ral 
re pre sen ta ti ons and/or in everyday li fe in ter ac ti ons)“ (Fra ser 1997: 14). 
A per spec ti val-du a list ap pro ach tre ats so cial re a lity as shot thro ugh with 
both forms of in ter nally dif fe ren ti a ted inju sti ces. The two di men si ons of 
inju sti ce, ho we ver, al ways ha ve to be analyti cally di sen tan gled, sin ce they 
re qu i re two dis tinct kinds of „re me di es“ – ma te rial re di stri bu tion and 
cul tu ral re cog ni tion – and it is up to em pi ri cal so cial re se arch to de ter-
mi ne which par ti cu lar (in di vi dual or col lec ti ve) ac tors need which kind 
of re medy in which si tu a ti ons.

III  Nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons of cri ti que bet we en the ac tors’ 

mo ral ex pe ri en ces and the folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce

As I wo uld ar gue, the qu e sti on that li es at the he art of the de ba te bet we en 
Nancy Fra ser and Axel Hon neth as su mes the fol lo wing form: can cri ti cal 
the ory de ve lop an „im ma nent“ nor ma ti ve gro un ding of cri ti que in its 
ap pro ach to the con tem po rary forms of so cial do mi na tion (both Fra ser 
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and Hon neth agree that this has to re main the de fi ning tra it of cri ti cal 
the ory to day) wit ho ut re sor ting to phi lo sop hi cally sub stan ti ve spe cu la tion 
abo ut hu man na tu re or the go als of so cial ac tion? Both Fra ser and Hon neth 
subscri be to the pre mi se that so cial cri ti que has to be an cho red in an in-
stan ce of the „em pi ri cally ef fec ti ve nor ma ti vity“ – the so cial ac tors’ cla ims 
to re cog ni tion in Hon neth’s ca se and the „folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce“ (re di-
stri bu tion and re cog ni tion) in Fra ser’s. Ho we ver, Fra ser de fends an ar gu-
ment that a re fi ned de on to lo gi cal re con struc tion, that pro vi des a con cep-
tual ap pa ra tus for an em pi ri cally sen si ti ve the o ri za tion of so cial do mi na tion 
in all its com ple xity, is the only le gi ti ma te ba sis of so cial cri ti que. Hon neth, 
on the ot her hand, de fends his fun da men tal the o re ti cal in tu i tion that so me 
form of phi lo sop hi cal anthro po logy and a cor re spon ding the ory of self-
-for ma tion, cor ro bo ra ted by so cial-sci en ti fic fin dings, are in di spen sa ble 
for any nor ma ti ve eva lu a tion of so cial ar ran ge ments.

The „me tat he o re ti cal“ di sa gre e ment bet we en Fra ser and Hon neth re gar ding 
the ir ba sic vi si ons of cri ti cal the ory is re flec ted in a num ber of the o re ti cal 
op po si ti ons that emer ge as the two aut hors mo ve bet we en dif fe rent le vels 
of di scus sion: met ho do lo gi cal, mo ral-phi lo sop hi cal, so cial-the o re ti cal, 
and po li ti cal. Met ho do lo gi cally, Fra ser re li es on a „per spec ti val du a lism“ 
which ena bles her to dif fe ren ti a te bet we en the so cial ac tors’ cla ims to 
„re di stri bu tion“ and „re cog ni tion“ in her mo ral-phi lo sop hi cal re con struc-
tion of everyday nor ma ti vity; and to dif fe ren ti a te bet we en the syste mi-
cally and cul tu rally in te gra ted so ci e tal do ma ins at the le vel of so cial 
the ory. Hon neth, in con trast, de fends a met ho do lo gi cal „mo nism“, which, 
at the le vel of the nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons, tre ats all types of the so cial 
ac tors’ nor ma ti ve cla ims as va ri ants of the fun da men tal hu man need for 
re cog ni tion, and un der stands all do ma ins of so cial re a lity as „nor ma ti-
vely“ in te gra ted in so cial-the o re ti cal terms͵.

When it co mes to so cial cri ti que and the po li ti cal im pli ca ti ons of cri ti cal 
the ory, Fra ser de fends a two-di men si o nal ap pro ach to the cri ti que of 
so cial do mi na tion in con tem po rary ca pi ta list so ci e ti es: a cri ti que of the 
di stri bu tion of ma te rial re so ur ces in ca pi ta lism in for med by po li ti cal eco-
nomy, and a cri ti que of sta tus sub or di na tion gro un ded in hi e rar chi cal 
cul tu ral pat terns of eva lu a tion. Hon neth, on the ot her hand, ar gu es that 
all po li ti cal ac tion sho uld be di rec ted to wards ex pan ding the „ho ri zons 

5  Sin ce Hon neth com bi nes a strong (sub stan ti ve) nor ma ti ve ap pro ach to so cial 
cri ti que with an ex pla na ti on of so ci e ti es as tho ro ughly „nor ma ti vely in te gra ted“, his 
po si tion has been de fi ned by aut hors such as Ra i ner Forst and Nic ho las Smith as 
„an ti an ti-nor ma ti vist“ (Forst 2011; Smith 2011). 
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of in ter pre ta tion“ of the in sti tu ti o na li zed pat terns of in ter su bjec ti ve re-
cog ni tion (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003). As Ma e ve Co o ke po ints out with 
re gard to the al ready men ti o ned idea of the „nor ma ti ve sur plus“ in Hon-
neth’s the ory, „Hon neth at tri bu tes a se man tic sur plus (Über schuss) to 
the idea of so cial equ a lity, which may gra du ally be ope ned up by way of 
in no va ti ve in ter pre ta ti ons wit ho ut ever be ing com ple tely or fi nally de-
ter mi na te“ (Co o ke 2006: 65).

The Fra ser–Hon neth de ba te is thus fra med by the qu e sti on whet her post-
-me taphysi cal cri ti cal the ory sho uld be nor ma ti vely gro un ded in a re con-
struc tion of the „mo ral ex pe ri en ces“ of so cial ac tors com ple men ted by 
sub stan ti ve so cial-the o re ti cal spe cu la tion (Hon neth’s po si tion); or in a 
re con struc tion of the de per so na li zed „folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce“, which can 
il lu mi na te the com plex re a lity of so cial do mi na tion and pro vi de gu i dan ce 
for po li ti cal ac tion wit ho ut ha ving to re flect on the „es sen ce“ of con cepts 
such as ju sti ce and par ti ci pa tion (Fra ser’s stand po int).

Nancy Fra ser’s most fun da men tal cri ti cism char ges Hon neth with nor-
ma ti ve „sec ta ri a nism“ (par ti cu la rism), as she ar gu es that Hon neth uses 
a spe cu la ti ve mo ral-psycho lo gi cal con cept of hu man „flo u ris hing“ (ade-
qu a te emo ti o nal, le gal and cul tu ral re cog ni tion) to gro und his so cial 
cri ti que. Anot her cen tral li ne of cri ti que, strongly re la ted to the pre vi o us 
one, ad dres ses the qu e sti on of Hon neth’s the o re ti cal re duc ti o nism. Fra ser 
fo cu ses on one of Hon neth’s cen tral ar gu ments: that all types of the so cial 
ac tors’ nor ma ti ve cla ims, and all forms of inju sti ce in con tem po rary ca-
pi ta lism, can be tra ced back to the anthro po lo gi cally gro un ded hu man 
need for in ter su bjec ti ve re cog ni tion. Fra ser cri ti ci zes this con cep tion as 
nor ma ti vely „es sen ti a list“, em pi ri cally re duc ti o nist vis-a-vis the plu ra lity 
of the so cial ac tors’ mo ti va ti ons for dis sent, and so cial-the o re ti cally re-
duc ti o nist with re spect to the eco nomy/cul tu re dis tin ction.

In Hon neth’s per spec ti ve, re cog ni tion per ta ins to the fun da men tal hu man 
need for de ve lo ping an un di stor ted prac ti cal self-re la tion, which, as we 
saw, tran sla tes in to three ba sic nor ma ti ve cla ims (cla ims to af fec ti ve ca re, 
re spect for one’s mo ral auto nomy and este em of one’s con tri bu tion to 
the com mon good). Fra ser di smis ses this the o ri za tion as a form of psycho-
lo gism, and warns aga inst the „re duc tion of po li ti cal so ci o logy to mo ral 
psycho logy“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 201), ar gu ing that Hon neth has 
„equ a ted im ma nen ce with su bjec ti ve ex pe ri en ce“, sin ce he tre ats the ac tors’ 
mo ral ex pe ri en ces of de nied re cog ni tion as an ade qu a te em pi ri cal ba sis 
for a nor ma ti vely uni ver sa list so cial cri ti que (2003: 202). Hon neth’s re-
li an ce on so cial-sci en ti fic evi den ce in the re con struc tion of the nor ma ti vity 
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of everyday ac tion is „du bi o us“, in Fra ser’s vi ew, as Hon neth ne glects the 
em pi ri cal va ri ety of the ac tors’ ex pe ri en ces of suf fe ring and di scon tent. In 
li ne with her plu ra list ap pro ach, Fra ser ar gu es aga inst the gro un ding of 
nor ma ti ve the ory in one type of su bjec ti ve hu man ex pe ri en ce.

In stead of Hon neth’s „mo ral-psycho lo gi cal“ ap pro ach to gro un ding cri-
ti que, Fra ser pro po ses that we un der stand re cog ni tion as per ta i ning to the 
so cial sta tus of ac tors. She ar gu es that cri ti cal the ory has to con cep tu a li ze 
symbo lic inju sti ces in terms of sta tus sub or di na tion, a pro duct of the in-
sti tu ti o na li zed va lue pat terns that de fi ne „the re la ti ve stan ding of so cial 
ac tors“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 29). The most im por tant qu e sti on is 
whet her such va lue pat terns in sti tu ti o na li ze sta tus equ a lity by „con struc ting“ 
so cial ac tors as pe ers – only in such ca se can we spe ak of ade qu a te mu tual 
re cog ni tion. In the ca se of mi sre cog ni tion, we are, ac cor ding to Fra ser, not 
de a ling with the dis tor tion of the ac tors’ iden ti ti es, but with sta tus sub or-
di na tion thro ugh in sti tu ti o na li zed pat terns of cul tu ral va lue.

The re is mo re than one re a son, in Fra ser’s vi ew, why we sho uld en dor se 
the sta tus mo del of re cog ni tion and the norm of par ti ci pa tory pa rity 
in stead of Hon neth’s „mo ral-psycho lo gi cal“, self-re a li za tion mo del and 
the norm of un di stor ted prac ti cal self-re la tion. Fra ser ar gu es that Hon-
neth’s mo ral-psycho lo gi cal fo un da ti ons of cri ti que, un li ke her own, are 
vul ne ra ble to sci en ti fic di scre di ta tion due to his re li an ce on so cial-sci en-
ti fic re se arch. She ar gu es as well that her „de on to lo gi cal“ ap pro ach ba sed on 
the re con struc tion of folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce is „mo rally bin ding un der 
mo dern con di ti ons of va lue plu ra lism“, whe re as Hon neth’s is una vo i dably 
sec ta rian for anyone who do es not sha re his own neo-He ge lian vi ew of 
self-con sti tu tion thro ugh re cog ni tion. With re spect to her cen tral norm 
of par ti ci pa tory pa rity, Fra ser po ints out that „a so ci ety who se in sti tu-
ti o na li zed norms im pe de pa rity of par ti ci pa tion is mo rally in de fen si ble 
whet her or not they dis tort the su bjec ti vity of the op pres sed“ (Fra ser and 
Hon neth 2003: 32). For Fra ser, par ti ci pa tory pa rity is not just a the o re ti cal 
norm, but „ser ves as an idi om of pu blic con te sta tion and de li be ra tion abo ut 
qu e sti ons of ju sti ce“ (2003: 43). Cri ti cal the ory must not get in the way of 
de li be ra tion, but the re is no need for a to tal re tre at in the Ror tian sen se 
eit her. A pro per ba lan ce has to be fo und, as the the o rist has to iden tify 
the right ra tio of the o re ti cal and „di a lo gi cal“ re a so ning in de a ling with 
a par ti cu lar ca se of inju sti ce.

The main thrust of Axel Hon neth’s re spon se to Fra ser’s cri ti que is the 
ar gu ment that the goal of „ar ti cu la ting“ and „mo rally ju stifying“ the nor-
ma ti ve cla ims of so cial ac tors sho uld be pur sued by re cog ni tion-the o re tic 
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me ans rat her than the de on to lo gi cal re con struc tion of the ac tors’ di scur-
si ve prac ti ces, as the for mer ap pro ach „esta blis hes a link bet we en the 
so cial ca u ses of wi de spre ad fe e lings of inju sti ce and the nor ma ti ve ob jec-
ti ves of eman ci pa tory mo ve ments“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 113). This 
link is sup po sedly mis sing in Fra ser’s pro ce du ra list per spec ti ve, be ca u se 
her „folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce“ are not con ce i ved in re la tion to su bjec ti ve 
ex pe ri en ce. Hon neth cri ti ci zes Fra ser’s „re con struc tion“ of the two folk 
pa ra digms of ju sti ce by ar gu ing that Fra ser ac tu ally gro unds so cial cri ti que 
in the nor ma ti ve cla ims of the pre sent-day so cial mo ve ments, thus af fir-
ming the „pre va i ling le vel of po li ti cal-mo ral con flict in a gi ven so ci ety“ 
(2003: 115). His cri ti que is cen tred aro und his the sis re gar ding the „pre-
di scur si ve mo ra lity“ of the wor king class and the cri ti que of Ha ber mas’ 
di sco ur se et hics de ve lo ped in the early ar tic le „Mo ral Con sci o u sness and 
Class Do mi na tion“ (Hon neth 1995). Hon neth ar gu es that Fra ser’s gro un-
ding of cri ti que in the nor ma ti ve cla ims of so cial mo ve ments ne glects the 
fact that the se cla ims are, so to say, only the „tip of the ice berg“, sin ce most 
ex pe ri en ces of inju sti ce do not re ach the le vel of di scur si ve ar ti cu la tion.

Hon neth in tro du ces the con cept of „pre-po li ti cal suf fe ring“ in to his per-
spec ti ve, dra wing on Pi er re Bo ur di eu’s The We ight of the World (Bo ur-
di eu et al. 2000), and ar gu es that „the over whel ming sha re of ca ses of 
everyday mi sery are still to be fo und beyond the per cep tual thres hold of the 
po li ti cal pu blic sphe re“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 118). For this re a son, 
mo ral-psycho lo gi cal con si de ra ti ons ha ve to be in tro du ced in to the nor-
ma ti ve fo un da ti ons of cri ti que in de pen dently of the lan gu a ge that is used 
by the so cial mo ve ments them sel ves. Hon neth thus ar gu es that his de fi-
ni tion of the em pi ri cally ef fec ti ve nor ma ti vity in terms of the pre-di scur-
si ve mo ral ex pe ri en ces of inju sti ce, as it we re, go es „de e per“ than Fra ser’s 
re con struc tion of folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce.

As a re spon se to Fra ser’s cen tral char ge of nor ma ti ve „sec ta ri a nism“, Hon-
neth tri es, in a mo re ex pli citly po li ti cal-the o re tic li ne of ar gu ment, to 
de fend a cla im that so cial cri ti que is im pos si ble wit ho ut „an ti ci pa ting a 
con cep tion of the good li fe“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 114). For Hon neth, 
the qu e sti on of how re si li ent Fra ser’s per spec ti ve ac tu ally is with re spect 
to nor ma ti ve „fo un da ti o na lism“ as su mes the fol lo wing form: whet her 
Fra ser can nor ma ti vely ju stify her con cept of par ti ci pa tory wit ho ut at all 
ha ving to draw upon an et hi cal idea of the good li fe (2003: 172). In Hon-
neth’s vi ew, Fra ser’s con cept of par ti ci pa tory pa rity has an „un cle ar in-
-bet we en po si tion“ with re gard to pro ce du ra list and te le o lo gi cal va ri ants 
of li be ra lism. If Fra ser wants to de fend a Ha ber ma sian un der stan ding of 
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„par ti ci pa tion“, Hon neth ar gu es, this wo uld re qu i re a „thin ner“ con cep-
tion of par ti ci pa tion thant Fra ser’s de man ding one, which, ac cor ding to 
Hon neth, can not do wit ho ut et hi cal con si de ra ti ons re gar ding the go als 
of so cial ac tion (2003: 178).

This ar gu ment ena bles Hon neth to pro po se that Fra ser’s dis tin ction 
bet we en her own „uni ver sa list“ and Hon neth’s „sec ta rian“ nor ma ti ve 
fo un da ti ons of cri ti que ob ta i ned thro ugh the re con struc tion of the ac tors’ 
nor ma ti ve per spec ti ves is an over sim pli fi ca tion and that de ter mi ning the 
re la ti ve de gree of „for ma lism“ with re spect to „sub stan ti vism“ in both 
the o re ti cal stand po ints is a qu e sti on of nu an ce. To that ex tent, both per-
spec ti ves sho uld ul ti ma tely be jud ged by so cial ac tors in terms of how 
con vin cing they find the ne ces sa rily sub stan ti ve the o re ti cal ar gu ments 
of the two aut hors.

In her fi nal re jo in der, Fra ser di smis ses Hon neth’s cla im that his nor ma-
ti ve fo un da ti ons lie „at a de e per le vel“ than her own. As she se es it, Hon-
neth „pro fes ses to find a body of pri sti ne ex pe ri en ce in in cho a te everyday 
suf fe ring that has not been po li ti ci zed“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 203). 
This is pro ble ma tic, in Fra ser’s vi ew, first be ca u se it re du ces the va ri ety 
of the ac tors’ mo ti ves for di scon tent, and, mo re im por tantly, be ca u se it 
ne glects the fact that cri ti cal the ory can not cap tu re the pre-di scur si ve 
su bjec ti ve ex pe ri en ce of inju sti ce wit hin so cial re a lity. By stres sing the 
„de cen tred“ na tu re of the folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce, Fra ser co un ters Hon-
neth’s ar gu ment that her so cial cri ti que is gro un ded in the cla ims of 
or ga ni zed po li ti cal mo ve ments. Fra ser in sists on the tho ro ughly di scur-
si ve na tu re of so cial re a lity: even the „re ac ti ve“ mo ral con sci o u sness of 
the less edu ca ted so cial stra ta has to be ex pres sed lin gu i sti cally by me ans 
of nor ma ti vely char ged terms, and it is pre ci sely such terms that con-
sti tu te the two „de cen tred“ pa ra digms of re di stri bu tion and re cog ni tion. 
Fra ser ar gu es that both her re con struc tion of the folk pa ra digms and 
Hon neth’s phe no me no logy of mo ral ex pe ri en ces must draw upon the 
everyday di scur si ve ar ti cu la ti ons of inju sti ce.

Fra ser agre es with Hon neth that her prin ci ple of par ti ci pa tory pa rity is 
„thic ker“ than the clas si cal li be ral norm of equ a lity of op por tu nity, be-
ca u se en su ring that all ac tors can fully par ti ci pa te in so cial in ter ac tion 
re qu i res that all of them be pro vi ded with the ne ces sary me ans – both 
the eco no mic re so ur ces and the ade qu a te re cog ni tion of the ir cul tu ral 
iden tity. Ho we ver, she in sists that her con cep tion is gro un ded in the 
„cen tral mo ral idea of mo dern li be ra lism: the equ al auto nomy and mo ral 
worth of hu man be ings“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 228). Par ti ci pa tory 
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pa rity then ap pe ars in Fra ser’s per spec ti ve as a hi sto ri cally dyna mic norm, 
gro wing in sub stan ce over ti me and gra du ally fil ling the empty fra me work 
of the li be ral prin ci ple of equ al auto nomy.

An ti-fo un da ti o na list cri ti que and epi ste mo lo gi cal 
re a lism: the ten sion wit hin Fra ser’s stand po int

The re is one im por tant am bi gu ity in Fra ser’s per spec ti ve which I wo uld 
li ke to draw at ten tion to and which ul ti ma tely le a ves the „so cial-on to lo gi cal 
per su a si ve ness“ (i.e. em pi ri cal ade qu acy) of her so cial cri ti que, rat her than 
the fact that it is gro un ded in „folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce“, as the most im-
por tant cri te rion for com pa ri son with Hon neth’s work. Hon neth’s qu e sti-
o ning of Fra ser’s „de on to logy“ in his re spon se im pli es that Fra ser’s con cept 
of par ti ci pa tory pa rity is not free of nor ma ti vely sub stan ti ve com po nents. 
In her re jo in der, Fra ser tri es to de fend par ti ci pa tory pa rity as a „de on to lo-
gi cal and sub stan ti ve“ con cept at the sa me ti me, ar gu ing in op po si tion to 
Hon neth that the two are not in trin si cally an tit he ti cal (Fra ser and Hon neth 
2003: 230). In light of Fra ser’s self-po si ti o ning, I wo uld ar gue that a con si-
de ra ble ten sion can be iden ti fied wit hin her stand po int which is re la ted to 
her stern de fen se of the „ma te rial-symbo lic“ dic ho tomy at the le vel of so cial 
the ory and her tre at ment of syste mic (eco no mic) ra ti o na lity as ca te go ri ally 
dis tinct from the symbo lic (cul tu ral) or der of a so ci ety. As I wo uld ar gue, 
Fra ser’s in si sten ce on the dic ho tomy re sults in a con tra dic tion bet we en her 
so cial-the o re ti cal con si de ra ti ons, on one hand, and her an ti-fo un da ti o na list 
epi ste mo logy and met ho do lo gi cal ap pro ach, on the ot her.

The ten sion be co mes par ti cu larly evi dent with Fra ser’s de ci sion to re la-
ti vi ze the im por tan ce of the folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce for gro un ding so cial 
cri ti que. Sin ce the „post-so ci a list con di tion“ of the con tem po rary world 
has re sul ted in a mar gi na li za tion of the strug gles for re di stri bu tion, Fra ser 
finds it ne ces sary to in tro du ce a se cond ba sis for her nor ma ti ve-the o re-
ti cal ap pro ach, ar gu ing that the folk pa ra digms of ju sti ce do not pre sent an 
„in cor ri gi ble fo un da tion from which to de ri ve the nor ma ti ve fra me work 
of Cri ti cal The ory“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 208).

One in de pen dent way in which a the o rist can cri ti cally in ter ro ga te the 
ac tors’ nor ma ti ve cla ims, ac cor ding to Fra ser’s per spec ti ve, is to „eva lu a te 
the ir ade qu acy“ by de ter mi ning „whet her a so ci ety’s he ge mo nic gram mars 
of con te sta tion are ade qu a te to its so cial struc tu re“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 
2003: 208). This, ac cor ding to Fra ser, has not been the ca se wit hin the po-
li ti cal-ide o lo gi cal con stel la tion of „post-so ci a lism“, whe re one gram mar 
of con te sta tion, na mely re cog ni tion, be co mes ab so lu ti zed. Con fron ted 
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with such si tu a tion, the the o rist who fol lows Fra ser sho uld bring forth a 
mo re „ade qu a te“ con cep tion of so cial re a lity than the one used by the 
ac tors them sel ves in the ir po li ti cal strug gles aga inst do mi na tion. The 
so cial-the o re ti cal ar gu ment re gar ding the mu tual ir re du ci bi lity of the 
two di men si ons of so cial re a lity (syste mic and cul tu ral) is put for ward 
by the the o rist in or der to cor rect the ina de qu acy of the em pi ri cally ef fec-
ti ve gram mars of con te sta tion – it is no lon ger it self ro o ted in the lat ter. 
In ot her words, the so cial-the o re ti cal ar gu ment now rests on a firmly 
epi ste mo lo gi cally re a list gro un ding.

This the o re ti cal mo ve, in my vi ew, in tro du ces a sig ni fi cant de gree of 
ten sion in to Fra ser’s per spec ti ve sin ce the so cial-the o re ti cal dic ho tomy 
of the syste mic and cul tu ral lo gics of in te gra tion sho uld not nor mally 
be un der stood in re a list terms in Fra ser, as „cor re spon ding“ to em pi ri-
cally se pa ra te do ma ins of so cial re a lity, but as a so cial-the o re ti cal „tool“ 
that best com ple ments the mo ral-phi lo sop hi cal con cep tual pa ir of re di-
stri bu tion and re cog ni tion, which is un der stood in a prag ma tist (no mi-
na list) spi rit.Ͷ Ho we ver, in Fra ser’s ac co unt of the cor rec ti ve ro le of an 
in de pen dent so cial-the o re ti cal per spec ti ve as op po sed to the two folk 
pa ra digms, the „truth“ of con cepts such as the „syste mic ra ti o na lity“ of 
the eco no mic sphe re can no lon ger be un der stood in con sen sual terms, 
but rat her in the sen se of „cor re spon den ce“.

In my un der stan ding, Fra ser com bi nes a con sen sual (no mi na list) the ory 
of truth in her epi ste mo logy with a pre do mi nantly re pre sen ta ti o nal-re a-
list ap pro ach in her so cial the ory in or der to sa fe gu ard her nor ma ti ve 
fo un da ti ons of cri ti que from what Hon neth had de fi ned as the dan ger 
of „af fir ming the pre va i ling le vel of po li ti cal-mo ral con flict in a gi ven 
so ci ety“ (Fra ser and Hon neth 2003: 115). Ho we ver, if cri ti cal the ory sho uld 
fall back on a „su per i or in sight“ in to the so cial struc tu re on ce the folk 
pa ra digms of ju sti ce ha ve be co me in suf fi ci ent, the ma te rial/symbo lic 
dic ho tomy can no lon ger be the o re ti cally de fen ded as „per spec ti val“, in 
the sen se that it only re flects a mo re fun da men tal nor ma ti ve dic ho tomy 
of re di stri bu tion and re cog ni tion. This is be ca u se the lat ter it self sho uld 
de pend on the exi sten ce of two dis tinct „gram mars of con te sta tion“ in 
Fra ser – if one of the se has all but di sap pe a red, the her me ne u ti cal cir cle 

6  This ten sion in Fra ser is iden ti fied con ci sely by Ra i ner Forst: „what are the gro unds 
of Fra ser’s dis tin cti ons? For the most part, they are prag ma tic. That is, they are use ful 
for both di rec ting and ke e ping fluid the prac ti ce of nor ma ti ve cri ti cism ... At the sa me 
ti me, ho we ver, Fra ser ap pe als to so cial-the o re tic con si de ra ti ons not di rectly tied to 
prag ma tic cri te ria to back up the par ti cu lar dis tin cti ons she em ploys. This be co mes 
cle ar when we con si der what Fra ser me ans by ’the eco nomy’“ (Forst 2011: 331).
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is bro ken. In ot her words, the so cial-the o re ti cal dic ho tomy of the ma te rial 
and the symbo lic now as su mes pri macy in the nor ma ti ve gro un ding of 
cri ti que. Con se qu ently, the most im por tant cri te rion for jud ging the nor-
ma ti ve va li dity of Fra ser’s so cial cri ti que be co mes the em pi ri cal ade qu acy 
of her du a list so cial the ory – the „so cial-on to lo gi cal per su a si ve ness“ of 
her per spec ti ve, as Hon neth wo uld put it.

IV Con clu sion

On the gro unds of the abo ve con si de ra ti ons, I wo uld fi nally li ke to re vi sit 
the qu e sti on of the post-me taphysi cal pla u si bi lity of Fra ser’s and Hon-
neth’s per spec ti ves, in light of Fra ser’s po wer ful cri ti que of Hon neth’s 
„mo ral-pyscho lo gi cal“ re duc ti o nism. The cen tral po int of my „de fen se“ of 
Hon neth is that Fra ser mi sin ter prets one cru cial aspect of Hon neth’s nor-
ma ti ve per spec ti ve – his con cep tu a li za tion of so cial inju sti ce (and do mi-
na tion). Fra ser con si ders Hon neth to be a „psycho lo gi cal re duc ti o nist“, 
as she ar gu es that Hon neth re du ces struc tu ral inju sti ces to „in di vi dual 
psycho lo gi cal harm“, con cep tu a li zed in terms of mi sre cog ni tion.

To be gin with, and con trary to Fra ser, I wo uld ar gue that nor ma ti ve „im-
ma nen ce“ is not equ a ted with su bjec ti ve ex pe ri en ce in Hon neth’s per spec-
ti ve, sin ce the con cept of re cog ni tion (the three-di men si o nal nor ma ti ve 
one, not the „ele men tary“ one) is hi sto ri cally and in sti tu ti o nally me di a ted 
in Hon neth, not pu rely „psycho lo gi cal“, and his so cial cri ti que is pri ma rily 
gro un ded in the nor ma ti ve „sur plus“ of the exi sting re cog ni ti ve pat terns, 
rat her than the ex pe ri en ce of dis re spect. Furt her mo re, Fra ser re ads Hon-
neth’s per spec ti ve as sug ge sting that „everyone al ways ne eds the ir dis tin-
cti ve ness re cog ni zed“, and ar gu es that „such an ap pro ach“ – in com pa ri son 
to the sta tus mo del – „can not ex pla in why tho se oc cupying advan ta ged 
po si ti ons in the sta tus or der, such as men and he te ro se xu als, usu ally shun 
re cog ni tion of the ir (gen der and se xu al) dis tin cti ve ness“ (Fra ser and Hon-
neth 2003: 46). Ho we ver, Hon neth’s con cept of the strug gle for re cog ni tion 
do es not per tain to the cul tu ral iden tity or „dis tin cti ve ness“ of so cial ac tors.

In Hon neth’s the ory, an ac tor’s le gi ti ma te „cla im to re cog ni tion“ per ta ins 
eit her to the uni ver sal pro per ti es of hu man be ings (the need for emo ti o nal 
ca re and for re spect of per so nal auto nomy) or to par ti cu lar abi li ti es of 
con tri bu ting to the com mon good (the need for cul tu ral este em), but not 
to one’s par ti cu lar „iden tity“ in terms of mem ber ship in a so cial gro up or 
cul tu ral com mu nity. Mo re im por tantly, not every cla im to re cog ni tion in 
the abo ve sen se is ju sti fied wit hin Hon neth’s per spec ti ve simply be ca u se it 
ex pres ses a fun da men tal hu man need. In or der to be en dor sed by cri ti cal 
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the ory, a cla im to re cog ni tion has to pass the test of com pa ti bi lity with the 
two (on go ing) pro ces ses of eman ci pa tion that Hon neth iden ti fi es in hi-
story: the pro cess of le gal uni ver sa li za tion and equ a li za ti on and the one of 
pro gres si ve cul tu ral in di vi du a li za tion and in clu sion.

In that sen se, the mo ral „growth“ of re cog ni ti ve re la ti ons over the co ur se of 
hi story do es not tran sla te in Hon neth’s the ory in to a nor ma ti ve im pe ra ti ve 
that everyone sho uld be „equ ally re cog ni zed“. As Si mon Thomp son ar gu es 
in The Po li ti cal The ory of Re cog ni tion, Hon neth’s ideal of the „good so ci ety“ 
im pli es that the in sti tu ti o na li zed re la ti ons of re cog ni tion sho uld be co me 
„symme tri cal“ rat her than „equ al“, i.e. that no so cial ac tor sho uld be „con-
sti tu ted“ as less worthy of par ti cu lar kinds of af fec ti ve, le gal or cul tu ral re-
cog ni tion than anyone el se (Thomp son 2006). I wo uld agree with Thomp son 
that Hon neth’s per spec ti ve on so cial inju sti ce and do mi na tion is much 
clo ser to Fra ser’s than it might se em, sin ce Hon neth ar gu es that the in sti-
tu ti o na li zed pat terns of asymme tri cal re cog ni tion are re spon si ble for „con-
sti tu ting“ so cial ac tors as une qu al in the sa me way as the „in sti tu ti o na li zed 
va lue pat terns“ gi ve ri se to sta tus sub or di na tion in Fra ser’s per spec ti ve. An 
asymme tri cal pat tern of re cog ni tion can thus ac tu ally be cri ti ci zed as unjust 
wit hin Hon neth’s per spec ti ve wit ho ut ne ces sa rily ta king in to con si de ra tion 
the psycho lo gi cal harm it in flicts on the di scri mi na ted su bjects. This, I wo uld 
ar gue, is the co re of Hon neth’s per spec ti ve on so cial do mi na tion, which re-
so na tes con si de rably with Fra ser’s con cept of „sta tus sub or di na tion“.

On the ot her hand, Hon neth’s con cept of re cog ni tion, un li ke Fra ser’s norm 
of par ti ci pa tory pa rity, is so cial-on to lo gi cal as well as po li ti cal-the o re tic, 
which sup po sedly ren ders Hon neth’s per spec ti ve nor ma ti vely „sec ta rian“ 
in com pa ri son to Fra ser’s, sin ce its nor ma ti ve con clu si ons can not be bin ding 
for anyone who re jects Hon neth’s so cial on to logy as em pi ri cally ina de qu a te. 
Ho we ver, I ha ve ar gued that Fra ser al so in tro du ces so cial-on to lo gi cal ar gu-
ments in to her the ory „thro ugh the back do or“, so to say, as she (ul ti ma tely) 
gro unds her ma te rial/symbo lic dic ho tomy in epi ste mo lo gi cal re a lism. In 
the end, Fra ser finds her self in the sa me si tu a tion as Hon neth – her so cial 
cri ti que is not nor ma ti vely bin ding for anyone who re jects her du a list so cial 
on to logy of the „eco nomy“ and „cul tu re“ as em pi ri cally ina de qu a te. I ha ve 
tried to show that, de spi te the ir sha red ef fort of gro un ding cri ti que in the 
per spec ti ves of or di nary ac tors and thus ar ti cu la ting an epi ste mo lo gi cally 
non-aut ho ri ta rian post-me taphysi cal cri ti cal the ory, it is af ter all the em-
pi ri cal ade qu acy of Fra ser’s and Hon neth’s so cial the o ri es that pre sents the 
most im por tant (if im pli cit) cri te rion for jud ging the nor ma ti ve va li dity 
of the two aut hors’ so cial cri ti qu es.
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The ul ti ma te gro un ding of Fra ser’s and Hon neth’s nor ma ti ve per spec ti ves 
in so cial the ory po ints to the li mits of cri ti cal the ory’s ca pa city to re spond 
to the de man ding, Ror tian cri te ria of post-me taphysi cal thin king – cri ti cal 
the ory can not fully en dor se a com ple tely no mi na list and an ti-po si ti vist epi-
ste mo lo gi cal po si tion. The aban don ment of the co re cri ti cal-the o re tic aim 
of se cu ring the nor ma ti ve fo un da ti ons of cri ti que thro ugh an ex pla na tory 
the o ri za tion of the so cial re a lity wo uld, in my vi ew, re sult in the re duc tion 
of cri ti cal the ory to mo ral-phi lo sop hi cal so cial cri ti que. Ho we ver, if the 
nor ma ti ve cri te ria of cri ti que can not be fully gro un ded in the re con struc tion 
of the or di nary ac tors’ per spec ti ves, the most im por tant gu a ran tee of „an ti-
-aut ho ri ta ri a nism“ in cri ti cal the ory con sists pre ci sely in its re a di ness to 
sub mit its ar gu ments to the test of „per su a si ve ness“ with re spect to the se 
very ac tors: as Ma e ve Co o ke has ar gued per su a si vely, the „cla ims to va li dity“ 
of cri ti cal the ory sho uld not be tre a ted as „em pi ri cally ve ri fi a ble sci en ti fic 
facts; rat her they are con te sta ble cla ims that are su bject to as ses sment in 
pu blic pro ces ses of in clu si ve, open-en ded, and fa ir ar gu men ta tion in a su i-
tably hi sto ri cist, com pa ra ti ve, and con cre te man ner“ (Co o ke 2006: 196).

Pri mlje no: 12. sep tem bra 2014.
Pri hva će no: 29. sep tem bra 2014.
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Mar jan Iv ko vić
Dva po ku ša ja ute me lje nja dru štve ne kri ti ke u per spek ti va ma 
„obič nih“ dru štve nih ak te ra: kri tič ka te o ri ja Nen si Frej zer i Ak se la Ho ne ta

Ap strakt
U ra du se ana li zi ra ju dve sa vre me ne per spek ti ve unu tar „tre će ge ne ra ci je“ 
kri tič ke te o ri je – per spek ti ve Nen si Frej zer (Nancy Fra ser) i Ak se la Ho ne ta 
(Axel Hon neth) – sa ci ljem da se is pi ta me ra u ko joj po me nu ti auto ri uspe-
va ju da nor ma tiv ne osno ve svo je dru štve ne kri ti ke ute me lje u sta no vi šti ma tzv. 
obič nih dru štve nih ak te ra, ume sto u spe ku la tiv noj dru štve noj te o ri ji. S tim 
ci ljem na umu, autor se fo ku si ra na uti caj nu de ba tu Frej ze ro ve i Ho ne ta Re di-
stri bu tion or Re cog ni tion?, ko ja raz ma tra pi ta nje od go va ra ju ćih nor ma tiv nih 
osno va „post me ta fi zič ke“ kri tič ke te o ri je, i na sto ji da re kon stru i še te melj na 
raz mi mo i la že nja iz me đu dva auto ra u po gle du sa mog zna če nja i osnov nih 
za da ta ka kri tič ke te o ri je. Autor za klju ču je da i Frej ze ro va i Ho net u kraj njoj 
li ni ji raz vi ja ju nor ma tiv ne te me lje kri ti ke pu tem sup stan tiv nih te o ri za ci ja 
dru štve ne stvar no sti, ko je u stva ri de fi ni šu okvi re nji ho vih „re kon struk ci ja“ 
nor ma tiv no sti sva ko dnev nog dru štve nog de la nja. Ipak, autor na kra ju ar gu-
men tu je da post me ta fi zič ka kri tič ka te o ri ja ne mo ra nu žno da od u sta ne od 
po ku ša ja sve o bu hvat ne te o ri za ci je dru štve ne stvar no sti ka ko bi iz be gla epi-
ste mo lo ški „auto ri tar no“ po zi ci o ni ra nje.

Ključ ne re či: Ho net, Frej ze ro va, kri tič ka te o ri ja, post me ta fi zič ko, kri ti ka, do-
mi na ci ja, nor ma tiv nost, re kon struk ci ja


