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Abstract
The article is focused on Honneth’s teleology of history, presented as a historical process of
gradual realization of an immanent normative ‘telos’, and not only as a form of axiological eva-
luation of events and social institutions. The author aims to show that this teleology implies a series
of problems both on the level of historical analysis and with respect to the theoretical-political and
critical-social outcomes of the new Hegelian critical theory. Particularly, it seems to marginalize
the contingent character of historical-political conflicts and the related possibility of regressive
implications and consequences of such conflicts, leading to a de-politicization of the immanent
theoretical framework at stake.
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Bridging the gap between the moral and normative dimension and historical and social

analysis: this is one of the key constituents of the approach Honneth adopts to introduce

the theme of struggles for recognition. Philosophical research has thus acquired greater

currency with social reality: the normative principles being interrogated do not play out

as something to identify, to justify and then to ‘apply from above’ to society, as happens

in the Kant-inspired tradition. Rather, it’s more to do with letting the intrinsic moral

character in social struggles emerge, to reconstruct the immanent moral grammar of the

dynamics that determine social progress. It is exactly in this direction that Struggle for

Recognition was moving. It is not by chance that the subheading reads The Moral

Grammar of Social Conflicts (Zur moralischen Grammatik sozialer Konflikte). The
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critical theory was thus understood as an undertaking to discover those instances, those

energies and those motivational bases capable of leading to emancipation. The frame-

work of reference now adopted, however, decisively rehearses the legacy of Hegel,

defining itself as a methodological alternative to Kantian-inspired proceduralism: it was

aiming to bind itself structurally to social struggles; and affix that bond to the basis, also

Hegelian, of the model of the struggle for recognition.

Over time, Honneth has gradually radicalized the Hegelian slant that has impressed

itself on new critical theory, as is clearly evident from one of his other great works

Freedom’s Right and from his other recent works devoted to normativity. The ever-

increasing closeness to Hegel in fact goes well beyond the assumption of the model of

the struggles for recognition set out in the early Jena writings; now actualized in the

general immanentist vision of normativity outlined in Elements of the Philosophy of

Rights: from the methodology described therein and reinterpreted in terms of ‘normative

reconstruction’, to the notion of ‘objective spirit’, to the correlated conception of

Sittlichkeit. A proximity such that it leads Honneth to confront a series of theoretical

dangers attributable especially to the Hegelian circularity between history and norma-

tivity, reality and rationality; starting with the risk of falling into line with a mere

description of the existing reality, and also to that ‘historical dissolution of morality in

ethical life’ that Habermas in his Remarks on Discourse Ethics ascribes to Hegelian

Sittlichkeit; or maybe even worse to offer a legitimization of it. Furthermore, the assump-

tion of the Hegelian model could lead to the risk of also structurally inhibiting the

emancipatory and revolutionary impulse of the undertakings originally attributed to

critical theory, limiting it to terse reformist posturing.1

The problematic element of the actualization of the Hegelian model which I would

like to focus attention on here, however, concerns primarily the theoretical-political

consequences of the particular teleology of the immanent methodology of normative

reconstruction itself. Even if Honneth puts forward an attempt at the liberation of the

Hegelian model from the metaphysical ‘objective teleology’ linked to the theory of the

absolute spirit, as he himself recognizes it must (and wants to) maintain a certain degree

(rather high) of teleology on the methodological level. The main theoretical problem is

that this teleology of history seems to be understood in several respects as an almost

inevitable historical process of gradual realization of an immanent normative ‘telos’,

and not only as a (in my view, legitimate) form of axiological evaluation of events and

social institutions. More specifically, this teleology, after all clearly evident in the aspect

of retrospective-type historical-social analysis, literally then reconstructive, implies a

series of problems both on the level of historical analysis and with respect to the

theoretical-political and critical-social outcomes of the new Hegelian critical theory.

Since, in fact, normative reconstruction moves basically from positive results, from

ethical conquests and achieved morals, it comes to delineate ‘upward progresses’,

although also ‘discontinuous’, that seem to me to constitutively marginalize the

contingent character of historical-political conflicts and the related possibility of

regressive implications and consequences of such conflicts.

With regard to the task of critical theory and Honneth’s previous use of the Hegelian

model of struggles for recognition, the normative reconstruction strategy and the con-

nected relaunch of Sittlichkeit seem to come to a halt just at the point where critical
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theory would have the greatest need of theoretical assistance: where instead of declaring

more or less discontinuous progress, the analysis has to deal with a stasis or directly a

regression of the particular normative orders. In other words, in all those situations in

which struggles for recognition come to an end, or still worse when there is a process of

cultural and political involution on a wide scale (like, e.g. in the current situation). In this

sense, the normative reconstructive model seems to function best in its aspect as a

celebration of conquests obtained gradually, and thus of their legitimization; and on the

other hand, it seems to abdicate from criticism and political analysis where it has to deal

with the waywardness of the real, remaining entangled in a web of a rationality that can

no longer be sustained by an objective immanent teleology. In this way, however, there

seems to be a sort of fracture between the level of normative reconstruction, which aims

to identify its own criteria in an immanent way, and the critical-political level, on which

normative criteria are instead applied ‘from above’, or ‘from outside’, recalling simul-

taneously the contingent and conflicted dimension of socio-political dynamics. A frac-

ture that would therefore undermine the objective of an immanent foundation of

normativity, at the same time putting its teleological character in crisis on the metho-

dological level; thus it would seem to demand the necessity to work out a critical strategy

that goes beyond the level of the immanence of adoptable criteria, forcing them to the

level of the political positioning of the critic: of their proximity to certain groups and

social actors.

1. Immanent normative teleologies

Reinforcing the link with Hegel, here, means again ‘to follow the model of Hegel’s

Philosophy of Right and develop the principles of social justice by means of an analysis

of society’, as we read on the first page of Freedom’s Right.2 Going in this direction

means at the same time getting back to the notion that an ‘objective Spirit is realized in

social institutions’, which Honneth now needs to provide with a new ‘footing’, different

from dialectical metaphysics.3 In other words, it can certainly be said that Hegel

sought to derive the aims that subjects freely determine directly and immediately from the

concept of an historically unfolding sprit. Nevertheless, we can use an independent descrip-

tive language to show the validity of Hegel’s method even if we detach it from his spiritual

metaphysics.4

More precisely, the normative immanentist conception actualized here moves from the

premise for which, because Hegel ‘seeks to equate a just order with the sum of social

institutions necessary for realizing intersubjective freedom, he must determine in

advance the aims (vorweg diejenigen Zwecke festlegen) that individuals can achieve

together solely through reciprocity’5; it follows that ‘Hegel employs a method that is

meant to create an equilibrium between historical and social circumstances and rational

considerations’6; and it is precisely for this reason that ‘we could label this search for a

balance between a theoretical concept and the historical reality (einem Ausgleich

zwischen Begriff und historischer Wirklichkeit) a “normative reconstruction”‘.7
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With regard to Kantian models, Honneth thus can observe that ‘Hegel’s conception is

more historical’,8 and so reintroduce the historical objection to Kant’s moral conception:

Hegel ‘sought to prove that the Kantian procedure of examining one’s maxims can take

place only when certain rules of social life have already been accepted. Whenever we

apply the categorical imperative, at some point we will run up against the constitutive

norms (konstitutive Normen) of our form of society, which we cannot grasp as being

authorized by ourselves, because we must in the first place accept them as institutional

facts’9; actually what this means is institutional facts with normative substance of a

determinate age.10 The reconstructive method would thus have the advantage of being

anchored to history, unlike the Kantian orientation introduced in discourse theory11;

given that in this aspect Habermas since 1991 maintained however that ‘discourse ethics

takes its orientation for an intersubjective interpretation of the categorical imperative

from Hegel’s theory of recognition but without incurring the cost of a historical dissolu-

tion of morality in ethical life (ohne dafür den Preis einer historischen Auflösung von

Moralität in Sittlichkeit zu entrichten)’.12

Beyond this risk of an historical dissolution of (Kantian) morality into (Hegelian)

Sittlichkeit, or rather in the marked difficulty of identifying the criteria of normative

validity operating exclusively on the immanent level of historical becoming, I believe

that the same Hegelian conception of history outlined here, may pose a series of prob-

lems, beginning with its teleological character. Honneth is certainly well aware of the

fact that ‘this methodological procedure is also marked by Hegel’s teleological notion

that the present always stands on the forefront of an historical process in which rational

freedom is gradually realized’,13 and that ‘he is convinced of such inevitable historical

progress’.14 It is thus to be remarked that ‘even if we strip this historical confidence of its

metaphysical foundations and objective teleology, enough of it will still remain’.15

Getting away from such metaphysics, Honneth thus reinterprets this immanent teleology

in terms of degrees of historical-normative development:

we should follow Hegel in abstaining from presenting a free-standing, constructive justi-

fication of norms of justice prior to immanent analysis; such an additional justification

becomes superfluous once we can prove that the prevailing values are normatively super-

ior to historically antecedents ideals or ‘ultimate values’. Of course, such an immanent

procedure ultimately entails an element of historical-teleological thinking (Element

geschichtsteleologischen Denkens), but this type of teleology of history (diese Art von

Geschichtsteleologie) is ultimately inevitable – just as it is for theories of justice that

assume a congruence (einer Kongruenz) between practical reason and existing social

relations.16

However, the type of teleology inherited from Hegel seems to me actually different from

that peculiar ‘congruence’ between normativity and modernity put forth by Habermas,17

exactly because it recalls an immanent teleological historical process that does not need

of a ‘constructive justification of norms of justice’. Assuming, furthermore, that the

author of Between Facts and Norms in his masterpiece emphasized from the beginning

that: ‘The philosophy of history can only glean from historical processes the reason it has

already put into them with the help of teleological concepts’.18

658 Philosophy and Social Criticism 45(6)



2. Historical regressions

The reconstructive-teleological method is set up structurally, according to the Hegelian

model, on the preliminary selection of outcomes and historical products of a positive

type; it therefore has a retrospective propensity, as clearly emerges for example in the

analysis of the public sphere:

To judge by the result (von seinem Ergebnis aus betrachtet) of this protracted and conflict-

laden process leading to the establishment of the basic constitutional framework of the

political public sphere in the nineteenth century, either by revolutionary struggle or by

concessions from above, we could view this process as the institutional preparation (als

institutionelle Wegbereitung) for a third sphere of social freedom.19

Operating on this retrospective-teleological level, the normative reconstruction thus

constantly holds true to a theoretical model which goes in search of what ‘has not yet’

been achieved, or of what ‘is already present’, or of ‘what would have led’ to a certain

objective, to an immanent telos. It is a configuration reinforced by the ample use of the

intrinsically finalistic theoretical instruments of the Hegelian-Aristotelian type, such as

the analysis of ‘normative promise’20 immanent in the various social spheres that aspire

to the achievement and the correlated concept of ‘normative potentials’ more or less

unexpressed.21

The retrospective-reconstructive slant adopted thus constantly forces concentration of

attention almost unilaterally on ‘conquests’ obtained, on objectives achieved; the ‘idea-

lizing reconstruction’ adopted assumes an ‘upward progress’ (aufsteigende Linie).22 The

literally teleological character of this configuration may emerge in even clearer form

once compared with Foucault’s genealogical method, almost a perfect mirror image:

genealogy ‘rejects the metahistorical deployment of ideal significations and indefinite

teleologies [indéfinies téléologies]’,23 concentrating instead on ‘details and accidents

that accompany every beginning’, on ‘the events of history, its jolts, its surprise, its

unsteady victories and unpalatable defeats’.24 Conversely, in Honneth’s neo-Hegelian

configuration the contingent historical dimension is deliberately marginalized, some-

times even thrown out, as happens when, given that the ‘fusion between conceptions of

justice and the idea of autonomy represents an achievement of modernity that can only

be reversed at the price of cognitive barbarism. And wherever such a regression (eine

derartige Regression) actually occurs, it inevitably provokes moral outrage ‘in the hearts

of all its spectators’ (who themselves are not involved in the show)’,25 Honneth

emphasizes: ‘This teleological perspective, an inevitable element of modernity’s

self-understanding, strips the above-described fact of its contingent historical character

(verliert das bislang umrissene Faktum seinen historisch-kontingenten Charakter)’.26

With such an inclination towards conquests and progressive ascendant processes, the

teleological-reconstructive framework adopted necessarily seems to encounter serious

methodological difficulties in the treatment of regressive historical processes; when the

path towards reaching the (almost predetermined) normative telos seems not only to

come to a stop, but to turn back. This is clear in the stark recourse to moral outrage in the

presence of serious regressions, and even better from the way in which Honneth, caught
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up in ‘the decline of the consumer cooperative movement’27 after the Second World

War, puts it:

This sobering situation – which almost forces us to capitulate in our attempt at a normative

reconstruction of market-mediated forms of social freedom (für den Versuch einer norma-

tiven Rekonstruktion von marktvermittelten Gestalten sozialer Freiheit nahezu der Punkt

des Eingeständnisses eines endgültigen Scheiterns) – would begin to change again over the

course of the 1960s.28

The normative reconstruction method seems therefore to find itself trapped at the

moment at which it encounters and clashes with regressive dynamics. Moreover it could

not but be so, considering the teleological-retrospective slant adopted: the framework

becomes functional only with regard to the reading of progressive processes, to the

celebration of conquests obtained over time. This sort of theoretical block, however,

implies a series of problems at the level of the articulation of the relationship between the

strategy of normative reconstruction and the analysis of the forms of social and political

struggles that submit to this same reconstruction, representing its driving force.

3. Political struggles

At the moment at which normative reconstruction must come to terms with an analysis of

regressive processes, as happens for example in the sphere of consumption, Honneth

redefines his strategy of ‘normative reconstruction’ giving it a slant that in truth is no

longer reconstructive, nor retrospective, nor even diagnostic, but rather political-ther-

apeutic. Although mostly tacitly, it seems to me that the strategy basically is reoriented,

transforming itself from immanent analysis to semi-transcendent criticism: rather than

describing what happened, Honneth here seems even to attribute to reconstruction the

duty to indicate those instances and social movements that in future could or should

bring about the fulfilment of particular processes, that is, pursue the achievement of

certain objectives and not of others.

It is a passage full of theoretical consequences, which begins to flourish when it is

emphasized that, within the context of the analysis of regressive processes encountered

in the sphere of consumption ‘as much as it would be desirable (so wünschenswert es

wäre) and as much as it would accommodate the intention of a normative reconstruction,

we cannot speak of a “moralization of the markets” from below’29; where already a

discussion of ‘normative reconstruction’ of a proactive nature (so no longer re-construc-

tive) is taking shape, in the context of a sphere about which it is claimed that ‘even

though it could have normative potential’ (Auch wenn sie . . . das normative Potential

hätte), even it currently disregards it.30

This passage is even more evident where Honneth writes that the ‘misdevelopment’

inherent in the interpretation of the market, ‘poses a problem for our normative recon-

struction’: ‘we cannot rely on normative countermoves’.31 The transition from a

diagnostic-retrospective vision to a proactive-therapeutic one of ‘our normative recon-

struction’ is taken further in the detail: ‘It seems that an alternative to these regressive

developments (rückschrittlichen Entwicklungen) can only be found wherever there are
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organized struggles to impose constraints on the labour market at the transnational level’,

to then immediately clarify that ‘only an internalization of oppositional movements can

revive the original intentions’32 then disregarded and retracted.

Now, I believe that Honneth tends to interpret this strictly therapeutic-prescriptive

dimension in his analysis in terms of a ‘reconstructive criticism’, for which ‘the proce-

dure of normative reconstruction always offers room for criticizing social reality’:33 the

‘criteria’ inferred from the normative reconstruction can be used ‘to criticize insufficient,

still imperfect embodiments of universally accepted values’,34 and therefore have force

because they are fulfilled in an ever wider way. In this sense Honneth proceeds moreover

not only in the preface to Freedom’s Right, but also in his other writings dedicated in fact

to immanent criticism, centring on the question of the type of criteria adopted and

adoptable.35

However, the focus of the discourse on the question of the immanent (or rather

transcendent) level of the criteria of criticism seems to me to obfuscate the unavoidable

question of the political positioning of the critic, a dimension which is central also to the

original discussion of the internal or immanent criticism introduced in its time by

Michael Walzer.36 Aside from the immanent character of the criteria adopted, these

same criteria are in fact plural, multiple and especially between themselves alternative

and conflicting: social critics of different (political) orientation, in fact, have a propensity

for divergent normative interpretations and readings, often mutually contradictory, even

though of an immanent slant. This conflict reflects moreover the fundamentally open and

plural dimension of political and social struggles. On this level, the normative teleology

of the reconstructive set up seems to tend to make social struggles, recognized as the

‘engine’ of normative development, appear almost as if they had pre-arranged goals:

deducible from a grid of predetermined moral principles, which have to rest on their

‘appropriate understanding’.37 In this sense, also the theoretical model of social ‘mis-

developments’ and ‘pathologies’ seems to rest on a teleological structure which indeed

undermines the possibility of seizing the open and plural, as well as the historically

contingent, character of the dynamics of social and political struggles.

The tendency to rely on a teleological propulsive force such as to marginalize regres-

sive processes and the open and contingent character of the political seems moreover to

have been a part of Honneth’s research from the beginning of his original introduction of

the theme for the struggles for recognition. In Struggle for Recognition, and later in the

debate with Nancy Fraser, the determining role of emotive reactions to the experience of

disrespect (Missachtung), was insisted on, being considered as ‘the engine of social

change’38 this time from the ‘social-ontological and social-anthropological’39 perspec-

tive. Certainly in these cases too the necessary ‘translation’ of these experiences of

disrespect into social and political terms was considered,40 or, in other words, the fact

that ‘feelings of social injustice are always shaped by public discourses, and hence do not

appear uninfluenced by the semantic space provided by a society’41; also in these cases

however a certain propensity to be led by a teleological and progressive afflatus of

Hegelian ancestry seems to prevail.42 The subsequent radicalization of the Hegelian

moment, with the resumption of the reconstructive model of the Philosophy of Right,

seems to me to have intensified this effect of de-politicization and of marginalization of
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the contingency of historical processes in spite of the expected greater adherence to and

assumption of the normative model at play in social-historical reality.
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38. Honneth, “The Point of Recognition”: A Rejoinder to the Rejoinder,” in Redistribution or

Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange, eds. Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth (New

York: Verso, 2003), 245 [Umverteilung oder Anerkennung? Eine politisch-philosophische

Kontroverse, Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2003, 282: ‘als Antriebsquelle gesellschaftlicher

Veränderungen’].

39. Honneth, “The Point of Recognition,” 245.

40. See Axel Honneth, Kampf um Anerkennung. Zur moralischen Grammatik sozialer Konflikte

(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1992), 265; English translation by Joel Anderson: The Strug-

gle for Recognition. The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995),

259 ff.

41. Honneth, “The Point of Recognition,” 250.

42. I have attempted to develop this point in Marco Solinas, “Emotionen als Motivationsbasis der
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