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Authority and the Struggle for Recognition

Eleonora Piromalli

Abstract

In this essay I examine authority from the viewpoint of the paradigm of recognition: this theoretical
framework, as I wish to demonstrate, is particularly suitable for both a clear definition and a consistent
practical-normative analysis of authority. In section (I) I propose a definition of authority which, resting
on the normative meaning intrinsic to the concept of recognition, allows to systematically differentiate
between legitimate and illegitimate forms of authority. After delineating the characteristics of a
legitimate political authority, I focus on authority as a means of domination, on the one hand, and of
emancipation, on the other. Firstly, I consider the long-standing question of why social groups
sometimes support an authority oppressing them, and I determine what, instead, can cause a struggle for
recognition to occur. Then (III) I discuss hegemony, understood as an intra-group leadership aimed at
fostering struggles against domination: can it constitute a legitimate, emancipatory authority, and in
what conditions?

Keywords: authority; recognition; conflict; hegemony; legitimacy; leadership

The word ‘authority’, in everyday language and sometimes also in academic
discourse, is used to indicate a wide spectrum of relationships whose characteristics
differ quite markedly: they range from the extremes of a per se oppressive,
unjustified and multifaceted power (as in the famous slogan of the 1968
counterculture ‘Question authority’), to a recognized, respected and personally
embodied source of knowledge, advice or norms. The first aim of this essay is to
trace a workable definition of authority: such a definition, while referring to a clearly
delimited phenomenon, should preserve as much as possible the original polysemy of
the term, in order to maintain an adequate connection between theoretical
elaborations and the actual locus of practical social action: namely, collective
everyday life. The philosophical-political paradigm of recognition, in my opinion,
constitutes an excellent candidate for this purpose: in section (I) I aim at showing that
recognition is a necessary component of authority relations, capable of differentiating
these from similar forms of social interaction. Subsequently, by elaborating on such a
definition of authority, I wish to propose a systematic answer to the question on
whether and how it is possible to
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differentiate, in principle, between legitimate and illegitimate forms of authority, be
they either personal or non-personal (i.e., institutional).

The distinction between legitimate and illegitimate authority is particularly rich in
implications for political rule. By drawing upon the conclusions reached in the first
paragraph, and with reference to Jürgen Habermas’ discourse ethics and to Michael
Mann’s theory of power, in section (II) I attempt to identify both the minimal and
ideal-typical characteristics that a legitimate political authority should possess. Then I
go on to consider a problem which has troubled political philosophy over the
centuries: why do people sometimes fail to recognize that the authority they are
subjected to is illegitimate and goes against their justified interests, and they often
even go so far as to grant their explicit support to it? And what, instead, makes them
able to identify illegitimate authority and drives them to struggle for the recognition
of their rights? Here I present a synthetic overview of the – in my opinion – most
convincing explanations that, in the theoretical fields of political philosophy and
sociology, a number of authors have developed over the years with regards to this
problem.

As the German philosopher Axel Honneth states in his 1992 work The Struggle for
Recognition, ‘the injustice of disrespect does not inevitably have to reveal itself, but
merely can’ (Honneth, 1995a, p. 138): there is no certainty that a disrespected
individual (or group of individuals) will become aware of his state of oppression, and,
even then, that he will find the inner motivation to struggle against it, the skills to
adequately identify the targets of his normative action, or even the capacity to give a
clear normative meaning to the latter. As I intend to demonstrate ‒ also through
recourse to practical examples ‒ in section (III), the paradigm of recognition permits
to account for the processes of consciousness-raising through which groups and
individuals can achieve an oppositional identity and collectively organize their
struggle. Hegemony, understood as an intra-group authority aimed at fostering an
oppressed group’s struggles against domination, usually plays a relevant role in these
courses of action. My purpose, in the final part of this essay, is to evaluate whether
hegemony can constitute a form of legitimate, emancipatory authority (as opposed to
a paternalistic and oppressive one), and in what conditions. The results of this and the
other sections of the present work should be considered both in their own right as
contributions to the study of authority from the perspective of a theory of recognition,
and as building blocks to the overall aim of this essay: an evaluation of the
potentialities of the concept of recognition with respect to the theoretical definition,
the normative analysis and the practical phenomenology of authority.

I.

Authority is often equated with power. Sometimes it indicates a form of power
perceived as legitimate by the ones who exercise it or are subjected to it: the authority
of tradition or of the law, the public authorities, the authority of a
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respected figure: a parent, a judge, a teacher. In this acceptation, the word ‘authority’
can even be used as a synonym of ‘justification’, ‘grounds’: e.g., ‘on what authority
do you do this?’ Other times, however, the very same concept is employed in a
critical and antagonistic way, to indicate a tyrannical, unjustified and often pervasive
power, against which people should learn to rebel and to ‘think with their own
heads’: see for example the above mentioned 1968 slogan ‘Question authority’, the
common popular culture trope of the anti-conformist ‘rebellious spirit’ who ‒ with
the sympathy of the audience defies every form of established authority, or the
etymologically derived terms ‘authoritarian’ and ‘authoritarianism’, which refer to a
‘blind submission to authority, as opposed to individual freedom of thought and
action’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, 2013). Just from these few examples, it is
clear that the boundaries, the normative implications and even the emotional
tonalities of the commonly used concept of authority appear rather blurry. The
strength of this catch-all tendency of the word ‘authority’ is revealed at best by
dictionary entries: for example, the Merriam-Webster defines authority as ‘the power
to give orders or make decisions; the power or right to direct or control someone or
something’ (Merriam-Webster Online, 2014).

In such an unclear scenario, a better defined distinction of ‘power’ and ‘authority’
seems required. My suggestion is to describe power as the relationship that takes
place when, through force or coercion, A gets B to do what he would not otherwise
do. To speak of power, there has necessarily (but not sufficiently) to be what Steven
Lukes (2005, p. 44) calls a ‘relevant counterfactual’: ‘If A and B are in conflict with
one another, A wanting a and B wanting b, then if A prevails over B, we can assume
that B would otherwise have done b’. A relationship of authority differs from power
on two crucial aspects. First of all, it can imply either the presence or the absence of a
conflict of interests between the parties: in a relationship of authority, as a medium or
long-term result of authority itself ‒ more rarely in the short term ‒ B’s interests can
coincide with A’s to the point that compliance is immediate and spontaneous.
Limitedly to their results, power and authority overlap when, and only when, in a
situation of conflict of interests, A brings B to do what he would not otherwise do.

Still, as to their intrinsic content, power and authority are two different
relationships. The second fundamental difference between them, in fact, is that
power, according to the definition here proposed, cannot do without force or
coercion. Authority does not need either one. When A exerts an authority on B, B is
not coerced into compliance. B complies because he recognizes A’s right of exerting
an authority over him. In a relation of authority, recognition must be implied.
Authority, thus, indicates a control exerted by A over B resting on B’s recognition of
A’s right to wield this kind of control on him, either because of determinate qualities
B recognizes in A that legitimize this relation, or because B is convinced of the
legitimacy of the procedure that brought to the establishing of the relation of
authority (Figure 1). This recognition-based
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definition of authority, while being sufficiently determined, at the same time is able
to account for all the main meanings that the concept of authority possesses in
everyday language, thereby avoiding to introduce too deep a split between theory and
concrete social experience1 At the same time, as we will see in what follows, it leaves
room for internal specifications, and constitutes an optimal starting point for
conceptually differentiating between legitimate and illegitimate authority.

The possibility of allowing a clear philosophical distinction between legitimate and
illegitimate authority is a definite advantage of a definition of authority based on the
concept of recognition. The very concept of intersubjective recognition, in fact,
entails an intrinsic logic of reciprocity and symmetry: it is a commonly experienced
fact of life that we passionately long for recognition by the people we respect or
whose qualities we value, while, on the contrary, the recognition coming from people
we do not recognize, or that we even despise, cannot be of any worth to us. In other
words, we can be effectively recognized only by someone we recognize in our turn.
The reciprocity of recognition is not necessarily referred to the very same qualities
one subject recognizes to the other (e.g., a doctor can appreciate the recognition for
his professional qualities coming from his patients, even though they are not
medically qualified). Recognition, however, necessarily implies at least a basic
attribution of human dignity and moral autonomy to the other subject. No-one can
value recognition coming from someone he considers devoid of moral freedom and
lacking the elementary attributes of human dignity: if this condition is not met, no
recognition between the two is possible. To recognition, therefore, is inherent an
essentially normative logic of reciprocity, mutuality, and non-domination. Hegel
highlights this peculiarity of recognition in delineating his lordship-bondage dialectic,
which he characterizes as ‘one-sided’ and ‘unequal’, since ‘for recognition proper the
moment is lacking, that what the lord does to the other he also does to himself, and
what the bondsman does to himself he should also do to the other’ (Hegel, 1977, p.
116). Recognition ‘is indivisibly the action of one as well as of the other’; ‘action by
one side would be useless because what is to happen can only be brought about by
both’ (p. 112).

By recourse to a theoretical model which, under many aspects, is similar to the
paradigm of recognition, namely the ethics of discourse elaborated by Apel and
Habermas, we can affirm that he who tries to establish a relationship based on the
instrumentalization, degradation or domination of the other, entangles himself in a
sort of performative contradiction with respect to the logic of reciprocity inscribed in
recognition. His desire of having his superiority recognized, without, at the same
time, recognizing the other as a morally autonomous and free human being, is in
principle self-delusive, because what he can obtain from people he himself perceives
or treats as less-than-human can in no way be considered recognition.

From the very logic of recognition, therefore, follows that authority can only be
legitimate when no-one is treated as a means, exploited, degraded or put in
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Figure 1. The relation between the concepts of ‘power’ and ‘authority’.

a state of minority by it. Legitimate authority is that authority which is recognized as
such by free and morally autonomous subjects. The same applies to institutions:
legitimate (and thus susceptible of recognition) are only those institutions that derive
from the subjects’ democratic activity, and that, in their functioning, contribute to the
flourishing of the individuals by recognizing, respecting and affirming their moral
autonomy and ensuring the conditions of democratic will-formation. Such a
distinction between legitimate and illegitimate authority, thanks to its reference to the
moral autonomy of every individual, not only allows to rule out paternalism, but,
moreover, it is safeguarded against the ‘happy slave’ objection: legitimate authority,
in fact, is defined on the basis of steady and universalistic normative criteria that,
though resonant with everyday and commonsense ideas of human worth and dignity,
are not dependent from the contingent and possibly erroneous evaluations that the
subjects make of their praxis.

II.

From here we can go on to consider political authority, in which the problems of
legitimacy and illegitimacy assume a collective dimension. In this paragraph I intend,
first of all, to trace both the minimal and the ideal-typical conditions of a legitimate
state authority; my aim, in this, is to delineate a range as wide as possible of
normatively admissible variables, limited at the bottom by the basic requisites
ensuring legitimacy, and determined at the top in ideal-typical fashion. I define
legitimate political authority as a recognized right to rule, built on democratic
legislation and respectful of every subject’s equal moral autonomy. A legitimate state
authority, thus, must be based on an inclusive democratic system encompassing
regular, free and fair elections; it must rest on legal and political equality, on the
separation of powers, on the rule of law and on a sufficiently
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comprehensive system of rights. In determining the minimal rights that all citizens
should mutually recognize one another, I refer to the system elaborated by Jürgen
Habermas in his 1992 volume Between Facts and Norms. By means of a normative
reconstruction from concrete democratic and pluralistic systems, Habermas delineates
the following five basic categories of rights:

(1) Basic rights that result from the politically autonomous elaboration of the right
to the greatest possible measure of equal individual liberties.

(2) Basic rights that result from the politically autonomous elaboration of the status
of a member in a voluntary association of consociates under law.

(3) Basic rights that result immediately from the actionability of rights and from
the politically autonomous elaboration of individual legal protection.

(4) Basic rights to equal opportunities to participate in processes of opinion- and
will-formation in which citizens exercise their political autonomy and through
which they generate legitimate law.

(5) Basic rights to the provision of living conditions that are socially,
technologically, and ecologically safeguarded, insofar as the current
circumstances make this necessary if citizens are to have equal opportunities to
utilize the civil rights listed in (1) through (4). (Habermas, 1996, pp. 122–3)

This schematic system contains ‘the basic rights that citizens must mutually grant one
another if they want to legitimately regulate their life in common by means of
positive law’ (1996, p. 118). These five basic rights are listed by Habermas as
nothing more than general categories, to be further developed by the citizens
themselves, as free and equal subjects, in their democratic legislative activity: the
idea underpinning this conception of legitimate political authority is self-legislation
by citizens, which ‘requires that those subject to law as its addressees can at the same
time understand themselves as authors of law’ (1996, p. 120). An ideal-typical and
more detailed schematization of legitimate political authority can be traced by
following the four-dimensional model of power elaborated by the sociologist Michael
Mann. In his work The Sources of Social Power (Mann, 1986) he differentiates four
basic ideal-typical forms of power, which in social reality are always entwined:
ideological, economic, political and military power. Every complex and durable
power structure, in human history, has made recourse to all these four sources in
order to secure its existence.

With reference to political power, we could say that a legitimate state authority
must pursue democratically determined objectives, characterized as inherently
respectful of the principles of equality and self-determination of every subject; it
should include a free, inclusive and lively public sphere and actively oppose every
form of negative discrimination, oppression and
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marginalization, as well as limiting the disproportionate possibilities of influencing
political outcomes that the most economically, ideologically and socially powerful
groups usually possess. For what concerns economic power, its policies should
therefore be oriented at redressing substantial material and social inequalities, since
no self-legislation and self-determination by free and equal individuals is possible
without a basic amount of social equality. A legitimate state authority, moreover,
should rest upon an inclusive, pluralist and democratic ideology, aiming to the
promotion of the individuals’ rationality and opposed to mystification and
manipulation, particularly for what concerns media and information. Military power,
finally, in consideration of its monopoly of a potential of deadly violence, should be
firmly in control of the civilian political leadership and mobilized according to
democratically determined purposes, rather than autonomized in the hands of military
officers.

Legitimate political authority, though, at whatever point situated on this
minimal‒ideal-typical range, is not the constant case. The ‘fact of domination’,
especially when coupled with the lack of durable or visible signs of opposition on the
part of the oppressed, has brought many political and social theorists to wonder about
its motivations. As Charles Tilly writes: ‘if ordinary domination so consistently hurts
the well-defined interests of subordinate groups, why do subordinates comply? Why
don’t they rebel continuously, or at least resist all along the way?’ (Tilly, 1991, p.
594). ‘Available answers’, Tilly continues, ‘include the following’:

(1) The premise is incorrect: subordinates are actually rebelling continuously, but
in covert ways.

(2) Subordinates actually get something in return for their subordination,
something that is sufficient to make them acquiesce most of the time.

(3) Through the pursuit of other valued ends such as esteem or identity,
subordinates become implicated in systems that exploit or oppress them. (In
some versions, no. 3 becomes identical to no. 2.)

(4) As a result of mystification, repression, or the sheer unavailability of alternative
ideological frames, subordinates remain unaware of their true interests.

(5) Force and inertia hold subordinates in place.
(6) Resistance and rebellion are costly; most subordinates lack the necessary

means.
(7) All of the above.

In the first case we are in the presence of a relationship of power, not of authority: the
element of recognition is lacking, as pointed out by the continuous, though
surreptitious, rebellion of the subordinates. As Lukes observes in his Power: A
Radical View, this hypothesis ‘captures an important aspect of everyday covert and
coded resistance (explored, for instance, in the work of James Scott) but it is highly
unlikely (contrary to what Scott suggests) ever to
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be the whole story’ (Lukes, 2005, p. 11): the works monolithically based on it (as
Scott 1990), are not able to demonstrate the invalidity of concurrent hypotheses based
on the oppressed group’s resignation or consent to domination. The second
alternative constitutes one of the chief arguments used by Marxist theorists to explain
the persistence of capitalism. ‘Measured against conditions in England a century ago
as were evident to the authors of The Communist Manifesto’, writes Theodor W.
Adorno in 1942, the standard of living of the working classes ‘has not deteriorated
but improved. Shorter working hours, better nutrition, housing and clothing,
protection of family members and for the worker in his old age, and an average
increase in life expectancy’ ensure that, by now, ‘the proletariat does have more to
lose than its chains (Adorno, 2003, p. 103). In late capitalism, therefore, the workers
are still exploited and the relations of production have become obsolete, creating the
conditions for a revolutionary subversion of the current mode of production; the
proletariat, though, is consumeristically integrated, while the faltering relations of
production are kept alive by the capitalist class through ad hoc interventional
measures. This hypothesis has proved itself all the more relevant since the
development, in the 1960s, of the mass-consumption society, which has revealed the
‒ still unexhausted ‒ capacities of capitalism of creating new needs in order to
support the economic demand and ensure material compensations for the
subordinated classes.

The compensations provided by political authority do not necessarily have to be
material; they, as in the third hypothesis of the list, can also be psychological. In both
cases, under the appearance of a spontaneous conformity of interests between
dominant and dominated subjects, such a relationship denies the essential prerequisite
of mutual recognition between equally free and autonomous subjects. An authority
based on compensations configures itself as doubly illegitimate: not only it conceals a
relation of domination which, in itself, stands in contrast with the equal moral
autonomy of every human subject, but also contradicts this same basic normative
condition by being grounded on deception and mystification. Authority based on
psychological or material compensations rests in fact on a form of ideological,
inferiorizing ‘recognition’ (which, thus, cannot even be properly defined as
recognition): the subordinated subjects are manipulated into recognizing the authority
of the dominant groups on the basis of a seemingly equal, but actually asymmetrical
exchange, and unconsciously forced into obedience by their need of preserving what
they define as ‘their’ identity or ‘their’ material assets – whose availability is actually
administered by those who control the relevant social goods, and who hand them out
only to complacent subordinates. An example of compensation by means of
‘inferiorizing recognition’ is the ‘cult of True Womanhood’ (Welter, 1966) which in
the Victorian age asserted itself as the dominant code of behavior for the Western
middle-class, and whose influence, still nowadays, is far from being exhausted.
Though relegated in an extremely restricted sphere of activity, allowed to nurture
only very limited personal aspirations, denied a
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say in substantial matters and exploited through their non-stop household and
childrearing work, women were praised as the ‘queens of the home’ and the ‘angels
of the Earth’ (Harris, 1978, p. 33). Kept in a position of intellectual and social
subordination, they were induced to willingly accept this hetero-determined role by
being glorified for their domestic virtues, as well as for their religious piety, modesty,
submissiveness and patience. These traits, in turn, were understood as the purest
expressions of femininity and as the most characterizing qualities of women’s
‘natural temperament’. Through such a system of psychological compensations,
therefore, a continuous and enduring state of subjugation could be willingly
internalized by its very victims, as John Stuart Mill wrote in his classical 1869 essay
On the Subjection of Women:

The natural desire of consideration from our fellow creatures is as strong in a
woman as in a man; but society has so ordered things that public consideration is,
in all ordinary cases, only attainable by her through the consideration of her
husband or of her male relations, while her private consideration is forfeited by
making herself individually prominent, or appearing in any other character than
that of an appendage to men. (Mill, 1984, p. 320)

Individuals, however, can end up supporting an authority that contradicts their well-
defined interests even in the apparent absence of expectations of recognition on their
part. This dynamic has been classically studied by the Frankfurt School, and
particularly by the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, in the 1936 volume Studies on
Authority and the Family: there, by drawing on Freud’s Group Psychology and the
Analysis of the Ego (Freud, 1949), Fromm explains how the collective enthusiasm
for charismatic leaders who wield destructive, anti-egalitarian and undemocratic
objectives finds its ultimate roots in the psychological processes taking place in the
family. These, in turn, reflect the antagonisms of society at large. During his
childhood, Fromm writes, the individual learns to admire and fear his father’s
authority, exerted all the more harshly the more the father, outside his home, has to
subject to authority himself (Fromm, 1980, pp. 149–51). The child, thus, in a
hierarchic and irreconciled society, forms his superego on the model of this idealized
and authoritarian paternal figure (pp. 161–2): he, thereby, interiorizes the social norm
which requires compliance with the strong, compensated through oppression towards
the weak. If opportunely reinforced by authoritarian institutions and social praxes,
this tendency to a spontaneous subordination to authority will characterize also the
adult subject: on the one hand, the adult individual will project on every new external
authority the powerfulness, the morality and the effectiveness he attributes to his
superego, shaped on the model of his idealized father figure; on the other hand, he
will unconsciously experience authority as repressive, since his superego imposes on
him a significant amount of instinctual frustration. This hostility, however, is
neutralized (and directed
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on other subjects, despised for their weakness) by the individual’s tendency at
projecting his superego on every new external authority, instantaneously endowed
with the attributes of power and strength, in order to compensate for the frustrations
he experiences in his everyday social life (Fromm, 1980, 147). From here, according
to Fromm (1980, pp. 173–4), derives the diffused tendency at the idolization of
charismatic leaders, seen as all-powerful figures which the individual cannot but
obey, and the sadistic inclination towards the aggression of minority groups
perceived as weak, alien or not conforming.

The type of illegitimate authority that Tilly lists as (4) takes place because ‘as a
result of mystification, repression, or the sheer unavailability of alternative
ideological frames, subordinates remain unaware of their true interests’ (Tilly, 1991,
p. 594); therefore they go on recognizing, at least on a ‘this is the way the world is’
basis, the authority of those who are already exerting a domination on them. In
Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt, the sociologist Barrington
Moore maintains that the lack of rebellion and opposition to subordination, especially
in pre-modern societies, is often due to a perception of ‘unavoidability’ (Moore,
1978). The current, oppressive social order is seen by those subjected to it as the only
possible one, since it constitutes the only form of society they have ever known: it is
cloaked in immutability and perceived as immune to any attempt at subversion.
Repression of dissent, as well as censorship and manipulation of information,
constitute common means through which the dominant groups hinder or prevent the
diffusion of emancipatory ideologies, thereby securing their own against any critical
perspective and keeping the subordinates from recognizing their true interests. Here
we should note that, although in many cases authority does not need to resort to
violence in order to enforce its prescriptions, it does not have to abstain from it:
authority can either be accompanied and reinforced by violence, or violence can be
employed for repressing alternative ideologies that could endanger the dominant one
‒ functioning, therefore, as a condition enabling the exercise of that particular
authority.

In still other cases, writes Tilly at (5), ‘force and inertia hold subordinates in place’
(Tilly, 1991, p. 594). When the subversive intentions of the dominated groups are
rendered vain only by means of a superior force exerted by the dominants (whatever
its kind), we have to do with power: the recourse to force, here, is the only means
through which the ruling groups can secure their command, as there is no recognition,
or simulacrum thereof, to keep the dominated tied to their oppressors. In many other
instances, however, inertia concurs with the lack of the necessary means of rebellion
in ensuring a state of apparent social harmony. The phenomenon of ‘pragmatic
acceptance’ often falls within this scope: the individual, as Michael Mann puts it in
his 1970 essay The Social Cohesion of Liberal Democracy, ‘complies because he
perceives no realistic alternative’ (Mann, 1970, p. 425): this can either mean that the
subject attributes no recognition whatsoever to the social system dominating him, so
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that only the awareness of the superior force of the ruling group keeps him from
contesting the given situation (and, again, here we can only speak of power); or this
can signify that, though the individual does not attribute any legitimacy to the
specific social instances he blames for his state of domination (e.g., the economic
system, the ruling parties, determinate members of the dominant group), he
nonetheless recognizes a basic acceptability to the general social order; to the extent,
at least, of not wishing to exchange his everyday routine with the unpredictable
outcomes of a rebellion (Mann, 1970, p. 435). Here inertia is a substantial factor of
compliance.

If, as we have seen, there are a variety of reasons that can explain why the
subordinates comply with the authority dominating them, what are the reasons that, in
other cases, motivate their rebellion and push forward the objective of emancipation
from oppression? According to Axel Honneth, recognition is a basic,
anthropologically determined human need.

The only way in which individuals are constituted as persons is by learning to
refer to themselves, from the perspective of an approving or encouraging other,
as beings with certain positive traits and abilities. The scope of such traits – and
hence the extent of one’s positive relation-to-self – increases with each new form
of recognition that individuals are able to apply to themselves as subjects.
(Honneth, 1995a, p. 173)

On the basis of empirical and moral-psychological studies on social conflict, as well
as through a social-theoretic inquiry into the formal and informal institutions that
structure our praxis, Honneth maintains that recognition plays an indispensable role
for the formation of the individual’s identity and for its flourishing: only through
recognition by the subjects he or she relates to, in fact, ‘a person can come to see
himself or herself, unconditionally, as both an autonomous and an individuated being
and to identify with his or her goals and desires’ (Honneth, 1995a, p. 169). This, both
in history and in the present time, has often led groups and individuals to struggle in
order to obtain recognition in society; conflicts for recognition are a form of
emancipatory and normative struggle, since they are aimed at ensuring, to every
subject and social group, the basic relational presuppositions for self-determination,
self-development and self-realization.

One of Honneth’s main authors of reference is the above-mentioned historian and
sociologist Barrington Moore. In his book Injustice, moving from a conception of
human nature according to which every subject is endowed with the psychological
necessity of ‘love and respect from other human beings’ (Moore, 1978, p. 6),
Barrington Moore maintains that all individuals are characterized by an ‘innate and
natural’ opposition to oppression and to the denial of recognition – unless it is
inhibited or distorted through forms of false consciousness, manipulation and
ideological compensation, which can bring
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the subjects to comply with an authority oppressing them (Moore, 1978, pp. 89–108,
458–505).

The problem of compliance with an illegitimate authority is addressed also by
Honneth. In The Struggle for Recognition (Honneth, 1995a) he writes that the
possibility of the individuals even becoming aware of their oppression and of
collectively struggling against it

depends above all on how the affected subject’s cultural-political environment is
constructed: only if the means of articulation of a social movement are available
can the experience of disrespect become a source of motivation for acts of
political resistance. (Honneth, 1995a, pp. 138–9)

For a collective opposition against illegitimate political authority to develop, thus,
forms of subcultural elaboration are needed: only in this context, through a process of
consciousness-raising and empowerment, can the individuals become aware of their
situation, overcome their beliefs of ‘unavoidability’ or their compensatory/pragmatic
acceptance, identify their normative demands and concretely organize their
opposition. Here Honneth seems to reason along the lines of Michael Mann’s
‘organizational materialism’: an emancipatory perspective can be of inspiration to
people experiencing oppression, but, as inspiring as they may be, ‘ideas cannot do
anything unless they are organized’, that is, concretely mobilized through forms and
networks of social action (Mann, 1993, p. xvi). A reference to universalistic
principles, such as equality or freedom, can surely help the oppressed subjects gain
awareness of being in a situation which blatantly violates these moral norms2 and can
facilitate the expression of their normative demands in a language capable of
resonating with the public opinion. At the same time, however, normative ideas are
never free-floating: to have an effect on social reality they need to be structured in an
organizational form, be it the one of a social movement or of an established
institution.

III.

The process leading from the acceptance of an illegitimate authority to the normative
reaction against it often implies the role of hegemony; that is, of an intra-group
intellectual and/or moral leadership which, resting on the recognition of its authority
by the members of the affected group, takes on the purpose of guiding them to
emancipation from the illegitimate authority they are subjected to. Usually the
hegemonic role is assumed by persons belonging to the dominated group (or by
sympathetic members of other groups), who possess superior knowledge, awareness
or skills relevant to the situation they aim at rectifying. For it to be normatively
legitimate, the members of the affected group must freely and autonomously
recognize hegemonic leadership on the



Articolo pubblicato in «International Journal of Philosophical Studies», 23 (2015), n. 2, pp. 205-222.
Autrice: Eleonora Piromalli. DOI:  10.1080/09672559.2015.1020829. Materiale soggetto a copyright.

Articolo pubblicato in «International Journal of Philosophical Studies», 23 (2015), n. 2, pp. 205-222.
Autrice: Eleonora Piromalli. DOI:  10.1080/09672559.2015.1020829. Materiale soggetto a copyright.

217

basis of rational motivations, as opposed to manipulation or coercion. A legitimate
hegemonic leadership, moreover, must aim at the emancipation and the human
flourishing of all group members, without being lured into reproducing structural
forms of domination and oppression among its followers and towards other social
groups: both in the struggle against an illegitimate authority and in the subsequent
establishing of a new social order, a just hegemonic leadership must orient itself
according to the logic of normative reciprocity entailed by the concept of recognition.
Legitimate hegemony must unite the element of competence (be it of moral,
intellectual, strategic, charismatic nature), the universalistic purpose of emancipation,
and the requisite of recognition.

Intra-group hegemonic leadership, especially the one exerted by intellectuals on
socially oppressed classes, has been accused of being a paternalistic form of
authority,3 since, according to its critics, it perceives the supposedly oppressed
subjects as incapable of rational decisions; it aims at substituting itself to their free
judgments, amounting, therefore, to a form of domination over them. If, however, a
hegemonic leadership can only be deemed legitimate when subordinated to the
procedural requisite of recognition (only a democratically recognized leadership is
legitimate), as well as to the moral presupposition implied by the intrinsically
reciprocal logic of recognition (only a hegemonic leadership respecting every
subject’s moral autonomy is legitimate), legitimate hegemonic leadership must refuse
any paternalistic action. A would-be hegemonic group can express its judgments on
the current situation, trying thereby to make the other subjects aware of their
supposed subordination to an illegitimate authority; it can attempt at unveiling what it
perceives as ideological mystifications, as well as suggesting normative principles
and practical strategies of struggle; but in no way a legitimate hegemonic leadership
can impose itself through manipulation or coercion, nor exercise forms of paternalism
over the subjects whose emancipation it should foster. Hegemony, therefore, is per se
neither legitimate nor illegitimate, neither emancipatory nor paternalistic. Legitimate
hegemony, however, must renounce paternalism and appeal, instead, to the rational
autonomy of every subject.

Since his early writings and especially in the context of his analyses of the labor
movement, Michael Mann has often emphasized the role that hegemonic leadership
can play in social struggles. In his 1973 book Consciousness and Action among the
Western Working Class Mann contends that a revolutionary ideology

does not suddenly and spontaneously explode within the working class; rather, it
is the product of two factors, the continuous experience of the worker in his
productive life and the interpretation of this experience by organised groups over
a considerable period of time. (Mann, 1973, p. 71)
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On the one hand, this thesis seems to recall Lenin’s famous 1902 declaration
according to which the working class, solely by its own forces, is able to develop
merely trade-union consciousness (Lenin, 1970, p. 80). However, on the other hand,
in his historical work on social power, Mann convincingly demonstrates that,
contrarily to what Lenin maintained in 1902, a revolutionary ideology does not
necessarily have to be brought to the working class by outside intelligentsia (cf.
Mann, 1993, p. 28, pp. 629–30; 1973, p. 71). In particular, in documenting the
emergence of the British working class after the first Industrial Revolution, he
highlights the hegemonic role assumed by specific groups of workers inside the
working-class community, and the importance of the community itself in propagating
the new emancipatory ideas. From the better-organized artisanal trades (shoemakers,
watchmakers, tailors and printers), which at first took the lead of the protest,
‘economic, political, and literary leadership extended over other groups affected by
the [capitalistic] offensive, especially domestic outworkers like weavers’ (Mann,
1993, p. 519). Through the workers’ neighborhood, which ‘contributed a measure of
class solidarity across very different labor processes, generating close connections
among work, home, and community’ (1993, p. 518), this emergent oppositional
identity spread to more and more families and to different work sectors, both
dependent and autonomous. With the further development of such a class-
consciousness and the resulting strikes, lockouts and protests, faced with repression
by capitalists and governments, there came, from the worker militants themselves, the
elaboration of the first revolutionary, proto-socialistic visions (Mann, 1993, pp. 514,
521‒2, 599; cf. also Griessinger, 1981, for the German case). A hegemonic
leadership motivating the workers to struggle for emancipation and for a radically
different society, therefore, can also originate from the working class itself, just as an
activist movement for racial equality usually stems from the very ranks of a racially
discriminated minority.

An appropriate historical example of such a hegemonic leadership is the African-
American Civil Rights Movement. As, by drawing on a number of historical sources,
Mann maintains in The Sources of Social Power, African-Americans living under the
racial segregation laws enacted since the 1870s ‘knew they were exploited, but they
had usually seen this as a grim, unchangeable reality and so they had adapted
psychologically in order to make this reality minimally tolerable’ (Mann, 2013, p.
69). This protracted subordination, which, according to Barrington Moore’s
categories, was perceived by its victims as ‘unavoidable’, also led many African-
Americans to interiorize white standards of value, for example by publicly
dissociating themselves from the white stereotype of ‘niggahs [who] don’t know how
to talk or act at a decent dance’ (Bloom, 1987, pp. 122–6). Such a pervasive feeling
of inferiority, induced by segregation and domination, amounted to one of the most
powerful factors allowing oppression to be perpetuated. The social changes
accompanying and following the two World Wars produced a shift in the ideological
climate, but only with the birth of the civil rights movement was the progress
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towards emancipation really set in motion: an initially limited but ever-growing
number of activists organized themselves into a loose-knit federation of local
movement centers, engaging themselves in a hegemonic action of empowerment and
mobilization of the African-American communities for civil rights reform.
Fundamental, in this process of awareness-raising and struggle for recognition, was
the charismatic figure of Martin Luther King: with his inspirational speeches and
intelligent leadership, he ensured growing support and influence to the movement,
until the mass demonstrations of the 1960s, the mobilization of world public opinion,
and victory in 1965.

In today’s France, a movement whose hegemonic and emancipatory activity is
directed at promoting both the self-determination and the political organization of
extremely disadvantaged groups is the MIB – Mouvement de l’immigration et des
banlieues. Widely known are the riots which cyclically take place in the French
banlieues (but, as the 2011 Greater London riots demonstrate, also England is not
immune from this phenomenon), at the hands of youths, mainly of immigrant
descent, living in a context of social marginalization, powerlessness and
stigmatization. These riots, at first glance, appear to be pointless explosions of
destructive rage, devoid of moral content and of a specific target. They, however, as a
number of sociologists and political philosophers have convincingly argued, are
actually manifestations of resentment towards a society perceived as inequitable and
discriminatory, and/or collective reactions against police violence.

The MIB, as the theorist of recognition Emmanuel Renault explains in his writings
devoted to the experience of social injustice, proposes itself as an intra-group
hegemonic mediator between the riot-inducing feelings of immediate rage
experienced by the affected subjects as a consequence of their situation, and the
structuring of an organized political contestation, with well-defined justice claims,
clear social objectives and a thought-out communication strategy. This role is
performed through local movement centers, aiming at a positive and politically
valuable re-appropriation of a territory conceived, by the economically, politically
and socially dominant groups, as a space for marginalizing the immigrant and the less
privileged subjects. The MIB ‘self-defines itself as a movement of resistance to the
reproduction of colonialism inside of the French territory’; its political function

inscribes itself inside a project of territorial (through the local movement offices)
and historical (by means of the reference to the history of French colonialism) re-
appropriation. The struggle for self-definition is part and parcel of the
movement’s political project. (Renault, 2009, p. 62)

The African-American movement for civil rights, the labor movement and the
Mouvement de l’immigration et des banlieues display all the main characteristics of a
legitimate intra-group hegemony: they constitute examples of recognized,
emancipatory authority, directed at enhancing the subjects’
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self-awareness, at promoting their self-determination and at expressing their protest
in a more incisive way. These positive examples demonstrate how, just like authority
(of which it is a specification), intra-group hegemony can be, and often is, a
legitimate form of leadership. As in the case of authority, the paradigm of recognition
allows to differentiate between just and unjust forms of hegemony by intrinsically
providing the necessary normative criterion: the essentially moral logic of reciprocity
inherent to the very concept of recognition. Only a freely and autonomously
recognized authority is a normatively justified one; and only a normatively legitimate
authority, which respects and promotes the equal moral autonomy of every subject, is
protecting itself, in the only truly effective way, against the future that the ascending
history of the acquisition of rights (Marshall, 1963) prefigures for illegitimate
authority: the brave and resolute opposition of equal and autonomous subjects, united
in a struggle for recognition.

University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’, Italy

Notes

1 On the theoretical value that the paradigm of recognition presents for a critical
social theory that does not want to rescind its bond with the subjects’ concrete
social experiences, see Honneth, 1995b, and Deranty, 2004: ‘Like no other social
theory, Honneth’s paradigm of recognition relies on the assumption that theory is
dependent, not simply on a level of moral concern, but on the very level of
theoretical construction, down to its very language, on the experience it takes as its
object […] The critical theorist speaks for the dominated: for them, not, as in
systemic theories, in their place, but on their behalf. The self-reflective critical
theorist is a mediating spokesperson’ (Deranty, 2004, p. 304).

2 Cf. the universalistic normative principles of love, equality and achievement that, in
Redistribution or Recognition?, Honneth associates to the three spheres of
recognition (Fraser and Honneth, 2003, pp. 144–5).

3 See for example E.P. Thompson, 1966, pp. 10‒11: ‘“It”, the working class, is
assumed to have a real existence, which can be defined almost mathematically ‒ so
many men who stand in a certain relation to the means of production. Once this is
assumed it becomes possible to deduce the class-consciousness which “it” ought to
have (but seldom does have) if “it” was properly aware of its own position and real
interests. There is a cultural superstructure, through which this recognition dawns in
inefficient ways. These cultural “lags” and distortions are a nuisance, so that it is
easy to pass from this to some theory of substitution: the party, sect, or theorist,
who disclose class-consciousness, not as it is, but as it ought to be. […] We cannot
think in this way, […], nor can we turn matters above their [the workers’] heads.’
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