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Abstract

Contemporary political philosophers often take for granted that

for political purposes all humans are to be considered of equal

worth. The difficulty, as Bernard Williams observed, is to find

an interpretation of this claim that does not collapse into absur-

dity or triviality. I show that the principal attempts to solve this

problem all beg the question against an Aristotelian proponent

of natural hierarchy. I then explore existing proposals for dis-

solving the problem of basic equality, whether by denying the

need for justification altogether or by reframing justification in

either ostensive or coherentist fashion, showing that each fails

to account for our sense that basic equality is objectively true.

In response, I outline a Hegelian approach that treats the com-

mitment to basic equality as a social fact that constrains philo-

sophical reasoning in contemporary liberal democracies. By

itself that might suggest complacent conservatism or cultural

relativism, but I argue that practices and institutions that reflect

and foster a commitment to basic equality have a distinct value

in permitting reciprocal recognition and thereby enabling us to

make a distinct class of normative claims on one another. This

Hegelian resolution of the problem is dialectically superior to its

rivals and thereforewarrants further development.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Contemporary political philosophers often take for granted that humans are all to be considered equals in some

fundamental way—that there is some sense in which we are all of equal worth.1 The disagreement between
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philosophers has generally been over what that foundational proposition regarding equal worth implies substantively

for the kinds of actions individuals and states can permissibly take and the kinds of institutions and practices we

ought to develop. This might seem odd. For as Jeremy Waldron points out, the topics egalitarians have debated seem

to be “surface-level issues” relative to “deeper” questions concerning what makes us of equal worth in the first

place.2 Waldron's point is not that the former are less important than the latter. The hierarchy he sees lies rather in

the structure of our arguments; it concerns a grounding relation. The premise of basic equality seems to underpin

“the entitlement of each of us to justice,” “the basic rights we have,” and “some sense of our equal authority.”3 If we

did not believe in basic equality, in other words, we would seem to have no principled (as opposed to prudential) rea-

son to care that each of us be justly treated, entitled to basic rights, or given some say in political decisions. But if

principled theories of justice, rights, and democracy all seem downstream in the order of justification from the pre-

mise of basic equality, what justifies that premise itself? If we cannot say why all humans are to be considered of

equal worth then our substantively egalitarian theories would appear to rest on shaky foundations. They might even

be fundamentally misguided.

As the first half of this article will show, however, it turns out to be extremely hard to justify basic equality as a

self-standing premise. The most obvious approach is to seek out properties shared by all humans equally and then

say that those properties ground the relevant normative status. The problem is that it is hard to find a sense in which

we are in fact equal to one another, at least a way that could ground treating us as political equals. As Bernard Wil-

liams observed, it looks as though any normatively important capacity we can point to is going to be distributed

unequally, while the fact that we are all equally human seems like a normatively inert platitude.4 Kant's attempt to

ground human worth in our capacity for rational agency is hardly platitudinous, but even he finds it impossible to

abstract away from empirical capacities when allotting basic political rights.5 The best contemporary attempts at

directly resolving Williams's dilemma—those of Williams himself, the early John Rawls, Waldron and Ian Carter, each

of which depends on the notion of a “range property” to get around the unequal distribution of normatively impor-

tant capacities— all beg the question against a hypothetical Aristotelian who believes that social and political treat-

ment should track our worth as measured by important empirical capacities.6 It might seem, then, that we are left

with what we might call, by analogy with Kant's remarks on external-world skepticism, a scandal of political philoso-

phy: that the equal worth of humans must be accepted merely on faith and that if anyone thinks good to doubt it,

we are unable to counter their doubt by any satisfactory proof.7

As with external-world skepticism, however, we might ask whether the problem of basic equality is better dis-

solved than solved. We might be tempted to treat basic equality as a foundational commitment with no further basis,

for instance. But an approach of that kind raises an obvious problem: have we nothing whatsoever to say in favor of

the commitment? A more convincing dissolution might be found by moving away from Waldron's framing of basic

equality as the ground for equal basic entitlements, rights and authority, and instead viewing it as consisting in those

things. (From here on I will mostly speak of equal basic rights; this is to be understood as a shorthand.) That would

allow us to expand our understanding of what justification might involve. Following Hannah Arendt and G. A. Cohen,

we might try to justify basic equality by constructing an attractive vision of a society characterized by equal basic

rights. The question remains, though, whether we can specify what is attractive about this vision without simply say-

ing that we owe it to people to treat them as equals, which would take us back to square one. The way out of this

dead end might be to say, in the spirit of the later Rawls, that there is no such thing as “basic” equality: the very con-

cept obscures the character of genuine political philosophy, in which what we assess is never single (“metaphysical”)
propositions taken by themselves but rather whole political projects whose overall coherence with our considered

judgments in reflective equilibrium, once spelled out, constitutes justification enough. But there remains something

disquieting about reflective equilibrium as a criterion for philosophical success—it fails to explain why our commit-

ment to equal basic rights appears as a non-negotiable fixed point in our deliberations.

The second half of the article suggests a way of building on the Rawlsian approach while doing justice to the

apparently objective character of our commitment to basic equality. The general strategy is to draw on Hegel in

order to argue that our commitment to basic equality is neither voluntaristic nor subjective, but rather social. To the
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extent that the commitment exists, it does so in the realm of what Hegel calls “objective spirit,” which is constituted

by the practices and institutions that govern our interactions. This explains our sense that basic equality is objective,

in that the individual is confronted by a social world that embeds, expresses and engenders a commitment to basic

equality.

The Hegelian view as thus stated might seem to embody a form of cultural relativism, and hence be either objec-

tionably conservative or philosophically vacuous. It might also seem impossibly complacent about the extent to

which basic equality really is actual in contemporary liberal democracies. Hegel's own response to such objections

would no doubt involve his philosophy of history, but there is no need to follow him down that path. For one thing,

this article aims to outline a position in contemporary political philosophy rather than contribute to Hegel scholar-

ship. For another, a different strategy is possible. By thinking through Hegel's master–slave dialectic, I argue, we can

understand the value of practices that embody basic equality, which is that they permit reciprocal recognition and

thereby enable us to make a distinct class of normative claims on one another. This points toward the type of con-

texts in which such practices are most obviously apt, namely those where basic rights are at issue, while also

suggesting the possibility of immanent critique on the basis of that foothold.

As this preview suggests, the article is loosely Hegelian not only in content, but also in form. It follows a “dialec-
tical” structure in which the eventual resolution of the problem of basic equality is reached via a process of learning

from failed solutions, preserving some of their core elements while reframing them in a new context constituted by

different assumptions about the shape that a good answer to the question would take. The article therefore makes

an implicit meta-level claim regarding justification in political philosophy—that one way to justify a given position is

to show that it incorporates the insights embedded in unsuccessful theories without inheriting their failings, so that

it is dialectically superior to them. The reader need not accept this claim in order to evaluate any of the individual

arguments within the article; I mention it only to explain why so much attention is paid to views that will ultimately

be seen to fail and relatively little to the view that seems most promising.

The article proceeds in five sections. In Section 2, I introduce Williams's dilemma, illustrating it with reference to

Kant's attempt to find a philosophical ground for basic equality in moral and political life. In Section 3, I show that

the principal contemporary attempts to escape Williams' dilemma all beg the question against an Aristotelian propo-

nent of natural hierarchy. In Section 4, I explore existing proposals for dissolving the problem of basic equality,

whether by denying the need for justification altogether or by reframing justification in either ostensive or

coherentist fashion, showing that each fails to account for our sense that basic equality is objectively true. In

Section 5, I propose a Hegelian approach to dissolving the problem of basic equality that views our commitment to it

as a social fact which constrains philosophical reasoning in contemporary liberal democracies. That might suggest

complacent conservatism or cultural relativism, but in Section 6, I supplement it with an account of why we should

value those of our practices and institutions that reflect and foster a commitment to basic equality. Roughly speak-

ing, the idea is that such practices and institutions permit reciprocal recognition and thereby enable us to make a dis-

tinct class of normative claims on one another. This Hegelian resolution of the problem needs to be filled out in

various ways, I concede, but there is reason to believe that it is dialectically superior to its rivals and therefore war-

rants development.

2 | WILLIAMS'S DILEMMA

The contemporary Anglo-American debate over basic equality was initiated by Bernard Williams and it has proven

exceedingly hard to escape the dilemma he diagnosed. It seems natural to explain our status as political equals with

reference to properties that we all share equally. But it is hard to list properties that we all share equally without fall-

ing into either absurdity or triviality.8 It is clearly false that people are equal in all characteristics, or even all the char-

acteristics relevant for ascriptions of worth. People differ in strength and intelligence, but also in wisdom and

kindness. It would therefore be absurd to claim that we are equal in empirical characteristics. This is one horn of the
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dilemma. The other horn is triviality. It is true that we are all equally human, but then again it is also true that we are

equally spatiotemporal and all equally animal. So, we have to say something about the characteristics in virtue of

which all humans (as against, say, all spatiotemporal entities or all animals) warrant being treated as political equals,

on pain of triviality. But that pushes us back to the first horn of the dilemma. If a given capacity generates reasons to

treat its bearer a certain way, and that capacity is differentially distributed across the human population, that capac-

ity cannot ground an ascription of equal worth.

Are there any capacities that are equally distributed, Williams asks, while also generating reasons to treat their

bearers a certain way in political life? We might be tempted to point to moral capacities, such as the ability to engage

in certain kinds of reasoning with others, but moral capacities will inevitably vary across a population given that they

depend on non-moral capacities, such as intelligence and empathy, that are distributed unequally.9 We might posit

an ineliminable, transcendent moral worth that attaches equally to all humans irrespective of their empirical endow-

ments, but this postulate is merely an article of faith and in any case it is not clear how it could resolve anything from

a political point of view, since different people will have different interpretations of what it amounts to or

implies—historically speaking opinions have differed as to whether it even rules out slavery, which suggests that it is

empty of determinate content and so normatively trivial.10 In sum, the mere fact that we are all equally human does

not seem to provide a reason to treat us as equals, while every capacity relevant to political life seems to be distrib-

uted unequally. This is Williams's dilemma.11

The force of the dilemma is perhaps best illustrated by Kant's account of human equality, whose conclusions

hover in the background of so much egalitarian political philosophy. For Kant, human beings are ends in themselves

and therefore have an absolute worth, or dignity.12 In the face of such “unconditional, incomparable worth … the

word respect alone makes a befitting expression of the estimation a rational being is to give of it.”13 This respect

commands us to relate to one another on reciprocal terms, acting only in ways that others could rationally endorse

given their own legitimate ends.14 Turning to politics, Kant thinks this requirement generates “the only original right

belonging to every man by virtue of his humanity,” namely the equal right to freedom from “being bound by others

to more than one can in turn bind them,” which in turn entails the equal entitlement of each to justice, rights and

authority within a system of right that deploys coercion only reciprocally.15 It seems, then, that the mere fact that

we are all equally human does provide us a reason to treat us as political equals, contra Williams, since our humanity

brings with it a property, dignity, that is at once equally shared and deserving of a distinctive normative response,

respect.

Egalitarian political philosophers tend to help themselves to Kant's claim that humans are all equally ends in

themselves without explicitly endorsing the arguments he gives for it. But for Kant, the property that grounds our

claim to equal moral worth is our rational nature: “a rational nature exists as an end in itself.”16 We are persons insofar

as we are rational. And we are rational insofar as we act on reasons. To act on reasons is to act such that our actions

can be described in terms of maxims that have a lawlike structure in the sense that they invoke principles that would

apply to all rational agents facing the same situation.17 Insofar as we take ourselves to be acting on reasons, we

therefore implicitly picture ourselves, Kant suggests, as non-specific rational agents rather than particular human

beings. This allows him to say that the maxims we generate when acting rationally are necessarily conceived under

the aspect of universal legislation for a “kingdom of ends” constituted by every rational being acting under the same

aspect, each equally legislating and subject to the law.18 It is this “autonomy” of moral beings “legislating in the king-

dom of ends,” obeying only laws that we give to ourselves, free from our own particularities and so “free with

respect to all laws of nature,” that Kant calls “the ground of the dignity of a human and of every rational agent.”19

This is why we “picture a certain sublimity and dignity in the person who fulfils all his duties”—for “morality is the

condition under which alone a rational being can be an end in itself.”20

Kant's account of practical reason is extremely controversial.21 But even if we were to accept that account, we

would still be forced to reckon with Williams's dilemma. For as Kant's own example of the sublime man shows,

human autonomy appears to be an achievement; some people act on universalizable maxims more than others, and

the person who fulfills all his duties has a special dignity. But if morality is the only condition under which a rational
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being can be an end in itself, our absolute worth would seem to depend on our individual virtue rather than being

equally distributed.

That position calls to mind Aristotle's theory of natural aristocracy, according to which equal things are owed to

equal people but some people are more valuable than others for political purposes because they are more virtuous.

Like Kant and contemporary egalitarians, Aristotle claims that genuine political rule, as opposed to the despotic rule

that masters exercise over slaves, is necessarily exercised between citizens conceived as free and equal; in fact he

seems to have invented that expression.22 But if anyone rejects basic equality in the sense of equal fundamental

rights, entitlements and authority, it is surely Aristotle, whose ideal city would exclude most people from the protec-

tions and advantages of citizenship.23 The reason is simply that he restricts the class of free and equal citizens to

those who are virtuous.24

Kant's way of avoiding this conclusion is of course to locate human dignity in our capacity for moral action rather

than our achievement of it.25 This is peculiar, however, since we might think—along with Aristotle—that the value of

a capability necessarily derives from the value of its actualization, in which case the mere capacity for moral agency

cannot itself be of absolute worth; and indeed Kant himself famously opens the Groundwork by saying that the only

thing good without limitation—that is, of absolute worth—is an actually good will (rather than the mere capacity to

form one).26 In any case, there is little reason to believe that humans are all capable of moral agency to an exactly

equal degree, for the reasons Williams mentions. Kant claims human agency transcends the empirical realm, since it

involves acting on reasons and so acting “under the idea of freedom.”27 But even if this were true, it would not entail

that our capacity for such agency is also non-empirical. Clearly children have to mature in order to achieve the status

of persons, for example, while the degree to which we hold adults responsible for particular actions will necessarily

depend on empirical considerations.28 Once we admit that the underlying capacity is empirical, however, we also

have to admit that it can vary across a population. So, the first horn of Williams's dilemma, with its Aristotelian impli-

cations, seems hard to escape.

Kant would presumably respond that these differences are irrelevant once we hit a certain threshold

whereby we are minimally capable of acting on reasons and thereby transcending the domain of empirical

causation.29 But here we begin to skirt the second horn of Williams's dilemma, namely triviality relative to

the task of justifying what he calls “the political notion of equality.”30 For even if the bare capacity to act on

reasons serves to distinguish humans from other animals and thereby imposes a floor on the way we ought

to treat one other people, such that we should never vitiate their capacity for rational agency, it is not clear

why it should ground political equality, understood in Kantian fashion as the right to be bound only as part of

a reciprocal scheme in which each person gives the law to themselves.31 The claim would have to be that

respecting people's minimal rational capacities necessarily requires treating them as equal partners in political

action. But Kant himself seems to deny this at points, as when he infamously licenses men's mastery over

their wives, the “passive citizenship” of women and wage-workers, and the servile status of “Americans and

Negroes [who] cannot govern themselves.”32 In his view such arrangements are perfectly compatible with

whatever freedom and equality of humankind flows from the mere capacity to act on reasons as noumenal

beings.33 Indeed they seem to be justified precisely in terms of that capacity insofar as they involve the dom-

inant party using their superior wisdom to act on reasons the subordinate party would be able to endorse

were they to live up to their own rational nature.34 This calls to mind Aristotle's infamous defense of slavery,

which he takes to be fully compatible with the (proto-Kantian) thought that there is “justice of some kind

between any human and any other capable of community in law and agreement,” including slaves.35 So the

Kantian notion of respect for humanity's capacity to escape the causal order by setting ends and acting on

reasons does not by itself suffice to ground basic equality in the sense required by contemporary egalitarian

philosophers.36 To derive equal basic rights, entitlements and authority from the nature of rational agency,

we seem to need a substantive proposition regarding human equality in the domain of actual, rather than

merely potential, practical reason. But that only sends us back to the first horn of Williams's dilemma, namely

empirical absurdity. Is there any way out?
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3 | QUESTION-BEGGING SOLUTIONS

Various attempts have been made to solve the problem that Williams posed in his 1962 article on political equality.

The most prominent are probably those of Williams himself, who tries to ground basic equality in empirical features

shared by all humans; John Rawls, who introduces the notion of a “range property”; Jeremy Waldron, who suggests

that empirical propositions make normative propositions intelligible without determining them; and Ian Carter, who

defends “opacity respect” as a requirement of political liberalism. The purpose of this section is to show, as briefly as

possible, that these attempts to solve the problem of basic equality all beg the question from the point of view of an

Aristotelian critic. In the following section, we will then ask whether and in what sense that matters.

Williams's strategy was to argue that there are empirical features that are shared equally by all humans without

being politically trivial or normatively inert. We share three “negative” characteristics, Williams claimed: (i) the capac-

ity to feel pain; (ii) the capacity to feel affection for others; (iii) and a desire for self-respect.37 We also share one

“positive” characteristic, namely (iv) the first-personal consciousness of our own activities as intentional and as fitting

into a social whole.38 These capacities warrant certain kinds of response, Williams claimed, and since they are equally

shared among humans, they warrant an equal response.

Valid as this argument is, both premises are questionable. Most obviously, it is not clear that humans are in fact

equal with respect to (i)–(iv), as opposed to merely similar. The properties in question would appear to supervene on

characteristics that will vary across the species.39 Even if we grant that premise, though, it is not clear that these

characteristics warrant particular forms of treatment by themselves, by which I mean in the absence of other pre-

mises or principles.40 Williams points out that even 20th-century racists must have been committed to the thought

that equal capacities warrant equal responses, because otherwise they would not have tried so hard to deny that cer-

tain groups have the relevant capacities.41 But an Egyptian pharaoh might not have felt the need to deny any such

thing in justifying the human cost of his pyramid. It seems perfectly possible, in other words, to recognize the univer-

sality of (i)-(iv) while thinking that the normative importance of those capacities will depend on the value of the per-

son whose capacities they are, just as it is possible to recognize the universality of the human interest in eating while

believing that some have a greater claim to food than others. All Williams's example shows, if anything, is that 20th-

century racists were, unlike the Egyptian pharaohs, already committed to a certain kind of basic equality despite

themselves.42

One could argue that the Egyptian pharaohs were not making any claims about the differential value of humans

since they thought they were gods. Aristotle is perhaps a better interlocutor, then, given his theory of natural aristoc-

racy, according to which equal things are owed to equal people but virtue ought to serve as the criterion for which

people count as equal. The precise detail of Aristotle's position does not matter here; since we will be using it as a

skeptical foil, we can be content with the bare formulation just given, which is compatible with understandings of

political purposes and their corresponding virtues that Aristotle himself would have rejected. For we can already see

that even if Aristotle were to agree with Williams that (i)–(iv) are present equally across humans—and recall that we

have only granted this premise for the sake of argument—he would still insist that the treatment they trigger ought

to depend on the value of the humans in question, as determined by the degree to which they manifest the capacity

for virtuous action. Williams has no way to block such an argument. The considerations he brings to bear on the

problem of basic equality will therefore only be satisfying to someone who is already committed to it—which is to

say that they beg the question.43

The early Rawls might seem to resolve this problem by developing a down-to-earth version of the Kantian posi-

tion in §77 of A Theory of Justice. What sorts of beings, he asks, are owed the “guarantees of justice” (and so equal

basic rights)?44 His answer is that moral personhood is a sufficient condition for such status, and that it consists in

two capacities, namely the capacity to have a conception of the good, as expressed in a rational plan of life, and the

capacity to have a sense of justice, which is a normally effective desire to apply and to act upon the principles of jus-

tice.45 This account might seem vulnerable to Williams's objection regarding moral capacities, namely that different

people will have them to different degrees and so their mere presence cannot explain why people should be treated

6 THAKKAR
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as equals. Rawls's solution to this problem has two parts. The first consists in a conceptual innovation. Rawls calls

moral capacity a “range property,” a binary that is insensitive as to degree within a certain range.46 Either a point is

inside a circle or it is not; it does not get more inside by getting closer to the center. As a range property, moral per-

sonhood is therefore sensitive only to the question of whether someone meets a given threshold of the relevant

capacities; after that, it is blind. The second move is to argue that virtually all humans meet the described threshold.

Since it refers to potential rather than actuality, children are covered.47 And where adults are concerned, “[o]nly
scattered individuals are without this capacity, or its realization to the minimum degree, and the failure to realize it is

the consequence of unjust and impoverished social circumstances, or fortuitous contingencies.”48 What follows,

Rawls thinks, is basic equality: “Equality is supported by the general facts of nature … Those who can give justice are

owed justice.”49

The problem with Rawls's argument is that it is not really an argument at all, as he himself concedes—“of course
none of this is literally argument.”50 To begin with, the invocation of range properties is suspect. Take Rawls's own

example, a circle. A point is either inside or outside a circle, he says, and it is not more inside to the degree that it is

closer to the center. This may be true for some purposes, but for others it will be false: soldiers forming a defensive

circle such as a schiltron would no doubt feel that those in the middle are more inside the circle than those on the

perimeter. The question is therefore whether our purposes license us to ignore the differences between people

within a certain range. Rawls gives no argument for doing so; he simply does it. This obviously begs the question

against an Aristotelian who thinks every degree of moral capacity matters for the ascription of rights—and the Aristo-

telian can even offer an internal critique of Rawls on the basis that whatever reasons lead Rawls to think moral

capacity is important for the ascription of certain rights should also give him reason to think those rights should vary

according to moral capacity.51 The feeling that Rawls's theory of basic equality is gerrymandered to produce a pre-

determined result is bolstered by his suggestion that even people who do not fall within the relevant range ought

nevertheless to be treated as equals, since by his own lights this ought to constitute an injustice of sorts, even if a

pragmatically necessary one.52 In sum, taken as a self-standing answer to the problem of basic equality—an interpre-

tation that we will reconsider in §2–Rawls's theory seems to rest on assertion rather than argument.53

Jeremy Waldron offers a subtle and illuminating discussion of basic equality in One Another's Equals, but ulti-

mately his account fares little better than Rawls's, on which it tries to build. Waldron claims that basic equality is

grounded in facts about what humans are like empirically—in their shared possession, within a certain range, of the

capacities for personal autonomy, reason, moral thought and action, and love.54 He illustrates the notion of a range

property with the example of states rather than geometrical constructions: “from a jurisdictional point of view,

Columbus and Cincinnati are equally in Ohio.”55 But the fact that legal or institutional examples of range properties

are more intuitive than geometrical ones only highlights the fact that range properties are human constructions

whose application must be justified in terms of particular purposes. As with Rawls, then, Waldron needs to provide

an account of why, if certain capacities are relevant to the ascription of moral worth, we should ignore their differen-

tial distribution once we reach a certain range. Waldron's response is that we are more similar with respect to them

than we are different.56 This is probably true, and for practical purposes it is surely crucial: in its pure form the Aris-

totelian view would be extremely difficult to implement, given the epistemic challenge of establishing the precise

level of people's capacities, and it might therefore itself be forced to invoke the notion of range properties—certainly

Aristotle himself seems to think in terms of broad peer groups rather than anything more exacting. But this is hardly

a response to the Aristotelian at the level of principle, as Waldron acknowledges: “At best we will have what appears

to be the question-begging presentation of a principle.”57 The most philosophy can achieve, Waldron thinks, is sim-

ply to show how the empirical facts regarding humans make endorsement of basic equality as a normative principle

intelligible: “Justification in morality starts somewhere. And in accounting for the appeal of foundational principles,

we are not in a position to invoke anything more rigorous than the idea of such a principle making sense and what-

ever follows from the fact that many of those to whom it does make sense do actually adopt it.”58

Ian Carter's approach to the problem is more promising, but ultimately also begs the question against the Aristo-

telian. Carter rightly argues that Rawls's range property strategy can only work if we supply an independent reason
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for assessing persons in terms of the range property rather than the scalar properties on which it is based.59 But he

claims to have found such a reason: in certain contexts, he proposes, respecting others as moral agents requires

abstaining from evaluating the precise level of their various empirical capacities, so long as they meet a threshold

such that we can plausibly perceive them as moral agents in the first place.60 Insofar as such “opacity respect” can

be shown to be an independent moral requirement in a particular context, we have a reason for adopting the

Rawlsian range-property approach to natural capacities in that context. Carter then claims that opacity respect is an

appropriate attitude for the state to take toward its citizens, and for citizens to take toward each other, under politi-

cal liberalism.61 This is a clever strategy for justifying basic equality, but it is vulnerable to an obvious objection,

namely that political liberalism is itself only justified insofar as basic equality is justified. Carter claims that the state's

commitment to view citizens simply as agents, without reference to their variable capacities, does not build in the

idea of the equality of citizens, but only the need to respect them as agents.62 But the Aristotelian will say that

respecting people as agents requires us to assess all of their relevant capacities, since we should (as Carter himself

puts it when characterizing the position earlier in his article) “share moral authority equally with our equals and

unequally with our inferiors or superiors.”63 To avoid begging the question against the Aristotelian, Carter would

therefore need to show why the state should adopt the one form of respect rather than the other—and this seems

impossible to do without invoking the notion of equal worth.64

In sum, the claim that for political purposes we are all to be considered equal at some basic level, such as in our

fundamental moral worth, seems to be a necessary premise in many arguments for substantively egalitarian conclu-

sions regarding justice, rights, and authority. But it appears impossible to justify the premise of basic equality without

begging the question against someone who believes that basic human worth is distributed unequally.

4 | DISSATISFYING DISSOLUTIONS

The previous section does not represent an exhaustive survey of the literature on basic equality. But it is surely strik-

ing that philosophers as capable as Williams, Rawls, Waldron, and Carter have each ended up begging the question

when seeking to justify the claim that humans are of equal moral worth.65 If Waldron is right that the premise of

basic equality grounds substantive equality, this failure would seem to leave political egalitarianism without a firm

foundation from a philosophical point of view.66 But we might also wonder whether we have been approaching the

question from the wrong angle. Perhaps the problem of basic equality is to be dissolved, rather than solved. After all,

it is notoriously hard to argue against an amoralist without begging the question, but that does not mean that we

should not be moral. In this section, I consider three ways of trying to dissolve the question.67 The first recasts basic

equality as a foundational proposition to which we simply commit without justification. The second treats basic

equality as consisting not in a foundational proposition that grounds equal basic rights but rather in a whole political

world characterized by such rights, and then offers an ostensive justification for our attraction to that world. The

third approach builds on the second by insisting in coherentist fashion that the proper object of justification ought to

be our whole nexus of beliefs rather than discrete propositions such as “humans are of equal worth.” Each of these

moves brings us closer to a more adequate position, I will argue, but ultimately the resulting dissolution remains

somewhat unsatisfying.

Suppose we think of basic equality as a proposition to which we simply commit without any justification. Anne

Phillips seems to suggest this when she says that “equality is not something that has to be justified” but rather

“a claim we make on those who have so far failed to acknowledge us as equals; and a commitment we make to our-

selves and others to treat all humans as equals.”68 The problem with the view as thus stated is evident. We want to

know whether our commitments and claims are justified, especially in the face of people who do not share them.

Otherwise, they will seem arbitrary and subjective, not only to others but also to ourselves.69

On closer inspection, however, it seems Phillips is using the term “justify” in a peculiar way, so that hers is not

the position just described. There are reasons for the claim and the commitment, on her view, it is just that these
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reasons do not involve reference to shared properties and are therefore orthogonal to the standard philosophical dis-

course aiming to justify basic equality.70 Phillips rejects justification in the typical mode because it “seems to

acknowledge that there might be some doubt [regarding whether we are all of equal worth], and seems then to lend

itself to gradations of equality.”71 Historically speaking, she points out, attempts to specify the basis of equality in

terms of capacities have often had as their flipside—non-accidentally, she thinks—criteria that license the exclusion

of many humans from the group who are taken as equal.72 Phillips prefers to say that what justifies claims of, and

commitments to, basic equality are “ideas and experiences and inspiring examples.”73 The problem, however, is that

this also leaves open the possibility of radical exclusion, since any given example of a marginalized group claiming it

should be treated with the same respect as the dominant group may be inspiring to some but not to others. Absent a

claim that the example ought to be inspiring, the notion of inspiration leaves us at the mercy of individual and group

psychology, which are often exclusionary. But to argue that a given claim to basic equality ought to be inspiring

would require invoking reasons for thinking that we ought to be treated as equals, which takes us back to

square one.

There may be a way out, however. What Phillips really wants to emphasize is the primacy of creative action:

basic equality is “something we make happen through our commitment and our claims.”74 In support of this view she

cites Hannah Arendt and G. A. Cohen, both of whom suggest that basic equality is to be understood as a kind of

gateway that makes possible a different kind of political world.75 As Arendt puts it, “We are not born equal, we

become equal as members of a group on the strength of our decision to guarantee ourselves mutually equal

rights.”76 On this view equality is made, not found; it is a matter of action, not belief. Arendt's formulation suggests,

moreover, that basic equality is not a foundational proposition of any kind, as Waldron would have it. It does not gro-

und equal basic rights; rather it consists in equal basic rights.77 This opens up the possibility of justifying basic equality

by justifying a world characterized by equal basic rights (where that includes equal basic entitlements and claims to

authority). As Cohen put it in an unfinished article, “If my wife and I treat each other as equals, that is not because of

some features common to us that we perceive, but rather it is because of the nature of the relationship that we seek,

and value.”78

This is a promising suggestion, but by itself it remains insufficient. For what is it that makes a political world

characterized by equal basic rights attractive? Arendt and Cohen might be read as suggesting what we might call an

ostensive justification: describing a world characterized by equal basic rights in the hope that the vision will speak

for itself or, to put it another way, that beholding it will itself be reason-giving. Two can play that game, though:

Aristotle's Politics offers a vision of a political world that also has its attractions. The point is not that a justification

of basic equality must be able to convince anyone and everyone, regardless of their existing beliefs and values. It is

simply that we need to say something about what makes one political world more attractive than another, if not to

convince a completely undecided party then at least to convince ourselves that we are right to prefer one to the

other—to quell our inner Aristotelian, so to speak. But as Richard Arneson points out, if our reason for preferring a

political world characterized by equal relationships is prudential—that they make us happy—then it is also contingent:

the argument will not apply to those whom unequal relationships make happy. If the value of relations of equality is

that they involve relating to one another appropriately, on the other hand, for example because we owe it to others

to treat them as equals, then we need to say why that is—and that seems to return us to the original problem of justi-

fying the foundational premise of basic equality.79

So far, we have been assuming that justification must take place from the outside of a given view, as it were, as

if basic equality is something that we must decide whether to buy into from some neutral territory. But if our goal is

to make sense of our own beliefs, as I suggested above, then we might instead adopt a coherentist approach to justi-

fication. On the coherentist view, there is no such thing as an isolated foundational belief that we opt into from the

outside—the object of justification can only ever be our whole network of beliefs, and since we can only assess it

with reference to those same beliefs the method of justification is simply to describe the view in such a way that its

structure and comprehensiveness become evident.80
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In political philosophy this notion will evoke Rawlsian reflective equilibrium, which is a coherentist procedure in

the sense that it denies that general principles and particular judgments can be usefully assessed by themselves and

instead requires that they be modified in light of one another.81 Perhaps this is why the early Rawls said of his

range-property solution that “none of this is literally argument”—there is no attempt to draw conclusions from inde-

pendent premises, he acknowledges.82 If we can reach reflective equilibrium in considering the package of arrange-

ments that embed the assumption of basic equality, the whole picture of “justice as fairness” would provide

sufficient reason to endorse the principle itself. This style of reasoning is even clearer in Rawls's later work, where he

comes to treat basic equality as part of a “political conception of the person” that makes no claim to correspond to

empirical or metaphysical facts available to us independently of our political projects.83 For Rawls, as for Carter, basic

equality goes along with a liberal-democratic political project. But as against Carter, the later Rawls is willing to own

the relative groundlessness that results from this claim: rival political projects will simply entail different conceptions

of the person.84 Like Arendt and Cohen, then, the later Rawls is willing to say that to buy into basic equality is to buy

into the relationships that basic equality makes possible. What his notion of reflective equilibrium gives him, though,

is a way of resisting the demand to explain the value of those relationships in terms of the truth of a single proposi-

tion regarding the equal moral worth of humans.

Although this may leave the egalitarian and the Aristotelian in a stalemate, each convinced that wide reflective

equilibrium has been reached, that need no longer be taken as implying that the egalitarian position as a whole is

unjustified. For on the coherentist view, propositions regarding moral worth need be no more “basic” than proposi-

tions regarding liberal-democratic rights. It follows that every single piece of philosophical work in the relational-

egalitarian vein, to the degree that we find it compelling, would count as adding to the justification of our commit-

ment to (so-called) basic equality, even if it does not officially take up the question.85 So we seem to have worked

our way out of Waldron's puzzle regarding the strange silence on this topic in contemporary political philosophy. As

Wittgenstein put it in On Certainty, “I have arrived at the rock bottom of my convictions. And one might almost say

that these foundation-walls are carried by the whole house.”86

Although this way of dissolving the problem of basic equality represents an important step forward, it does not

seem fully satisfying. For as Waldron writes, Rawlsian “objectivity” remains in an important sense subjective—it is “a
label we paste on to the product of our rethinking, on to the product of our endeavor to find a position we are com-

fortable with.”87 In some cases that might be perfectly sufficient for moral or political theory. But Waldron's point is

that certain principles appear to us as objective in the sense of being independent of our subjective reflections—and

that our commitment to the basic equality of human beings is one of them. It seems to have a special status as a non-

negotiable fixture in our normative landscape. Rawls does have a place for such “fixed points” in his account of deliber-

ation, of course, the injustice of racial discrimination being one of his prime examples, and his insistence that such con-

victions are in principle always liable to revision is perfectly compatible with the recognition that they will not always

feel liable to revision.88 But it would be a mistake to conclude that Waldron must have grasped the wrong end of the

stick. By way of analogy, think of Susan Haack's notion of “foundherentism,” according to which among our mutually

dependent beliefs some are more basic than others even though they still draw support from the system as a whole.89

Haack has an account of why that might be, in terms of the relative priority of experiential evidence in justifying our

beliefs. Is there no parallel account to be given in our own case? What is it, in other words, that makes the belief in

equal basic rights so immovable within our nexus of beliefs? That is the question on which the later Rawls might plausi-

bly appear silent. In the remainder of this article, I want to suggest that we can answer it by taking seriously the

Arendtian thought that basic equality is something we make rather than something we discover.

5 | SKETCH OF A HEGELIAN DISSOLUTION

A familiar fact about social phenomena such as money is that they are ontologically subjective relative to humans as

a whole, in the sense that their existence depends on human society, yet ontologically objective relative to any given
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individual, in the sense that their existence does not depend on that individual.90 It follows that individuals go wrong

epistemically insofar as they fail to believe in the objective existence of such phenomena, at least insofar as

objectivity is understood in the right sense. For it is an empirical fact that money exists, even if this is not a fact

about the natural world. It does exist, but only because we made it exist. This calls to mind the Arendtian thought

that equal moral worth is something we institute or enact rather than something we discover. What if the reason

that basic equality appears to us as an objective fact about the world, something we recognize as making non-

negotiable demands rather than merely reflecting the contingent conclusion of our reflections, is that in some sense

and to some degree the social and political arrangements that collectively constitute it have already been instituted?

That would be a Hegelian approach to the question, it seems to me, at least in the loose sense of treating the move-

ment of history as prior to philosophical argument. If we can make good on it then we might be able to see why basic

equality is a fixed point around which coherentist justification in a liberal democracy will always settle.

For Hegel, subjective consciousness—the kind of thing that might be the subject of Rawlsian reflective

equilibrium—is always to be understood as mediated by what he calls “objective spirit,” the set of practices and insti-

tutions that structure our interactions with one another, both expressing and shaping human mindedness.91 Norma-

tive judgments only have determinate content insofar as they refer to the particulars of a given constellation of

objective spirit or “ethical life”; otherwise they are merely formal and so incapable of guiding action.92 Finally, objec-

tive spirit develops over time, passing through different forms in different societies, and its transformations are both

cause and consequence of changes in the way humans conceive of themselves.93

This is all very abstract and compressed, of course. But we can already see that the Hegelian picture, if true, has

important—if highly controversial—implications for political philosophy in general. First, the object of political philos-

ophy ought not to be particular beliefs, or even webs of beliefs, but rather a whole form of life or ethical world that

includes practices and institutions and the roles associated with them. Second, like all forms of thought and action,

philosophy must itself take place within the horizon given by a particular form of life, which it cannot get outside

without becoming “one-sided,” empty or indeterminate.94 Third, this means that philosophy's task cannot be to legis-

late to the world on what “ought to be” from an abstract point of view but only to grasp and express aspects of the

normative logic of the world within which it actually finds itself.95 Fourth, such rational reconstruction is necessarily

interpretive and historical; it teases out the inner logic of objective spirit as it currently is, both in terms of the rela-

tions between parts and whole and in terms of the developmental logic that produced both parts and whole.96 Fifth,

these rational reconstructions cannot depend too heavily upon transhistorical claims about human nature, since

objective spirit shapes subjective spirit and vice versa, which is to say that the character of human mindedness

changes (to some extent) over the course of history.97

I do not claim that this outline captures all that Hegel had to say regarding such matters, or that no other inter-

pretations are possible.98 Nor do I claim that Hegel is the only philosopher to have had such thoughts.99 My claim is

simply that this summary allows us to imagine a recognizably “Hegelian” point of view, from which our commitment

to basic equality might seem to derive neither from our endorsement of claims about transhistorical human capaci-

ties nor from the results of our subjective reflections, but rather from our participation in a given social world.100

Obviously the character of the “we” matters here. The thought is not that anyone and everyone across the

world is committed to basic equality, nor even that citizens of liberal democracies are all committed to it. It is simply

that insofar as citizens of liberal democracies are committed to it, their commitment is bound up with their participa-

tion in a form of ethical life whose practices and institutions, as well as the roles associated with them, involve the

ascription of certain rights to individuals on an equal basis and thereby shape the kinds of justifications they can

offer one another.

We might think here of Sally Haslanger's work on the relationship between material and institutional reality

(objective spirit, roughly speaking) and intersubjective patterns of perception, thought and behavior (subjective spirit,

roughly speaking). Drawing on the historian William Sewell, Haslanger divides these into “resources” and “schemas”
respectively. Sewell uses the term “schema” to refer to “the array of binary oppositions that make up a given

society's fundamental tools of thought” as well as an assortment of “conventions, recipes, scenarios, principles of
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action, and habits of speech and gesture built up with these fundamental tools.”101 In Haslanger's words, schemas

“encode knowledge and also provide scripts for interaction with each other and our environment.”102 What is crucial

for present purposes is the thought that these schemas can be embedded in the material and institutional

“resources” that enable certain actions and constrain others; when this occurs, resources serve to solidify the

schemas themselves; and this interplay between schemas and resources constitutes a self-reinforcing social struc-

ture. Haslanger points to toilet facilities as an example: the way they are designed and labeled obviously expresses

the schema of binary sex categories, but by embedding that schema in the material and institutional world and

thereby enabling certain actions and constraining others, these resources also reinforce it. As that example shows,

individuals are not always conscious or willing participants in a given schema, and they may be subject to different

schemas in different milieus.103 But the schemas in question are, as Haslanger puts it, “not ‘subjective’ in any of the

ordinary uses of that term.”104 They reside in the realm of objective spirit, we might say.

My suggestion is that the practices and institutions that constitute liberal democracy embed and transmit onto-

logical and normative schemas regarding human equality in much the same way as toilet facilities transmit ontologi-

cal and normative schemas regarding sexual differentiation. A society that grants each adult the vote by default, or

makes them eligible for jury service by default, can be said to embed, express and engender a commitment, however

partial or imperfect, to the equal worth of all. The same goes for a society that enforces everyone's property rights,

or one that understands economic activity as an attempt to satisfy everyone's needs.105 Individuals who grow up in

such societies may find that a commitment to basic equality comes to them as second nature. In avowing such a

commitment they are therefore at once reporting something about themselves as ethical subjects and picking up

something about objective reality.

Philosophers, by contrast, cannot legislate the assumption of basic equality into or out of existence by means of

argumentation, since the ideas that are “actual” or “at work” (wirklich) in a given society are bound up with the insti-

tutions and practices that are actual or at work in it.106 Which capacities are required for the ascription of equal basic

rights, entitlements and authority, and within what range, is therefore better understood as a practical question

rather than a theoretical one: it is a matter of finding norms we can coherently and sustainably live by. As Williams

put it in a late essay, quoting Goethe, “In the beginning was the deed.”107 By that point in his life, Williams had come

to think of the assumption of basic equality as “unhintergehbar”:

We know that most people in the past have not shared it; we know that there are others in the world

who do not share it now. But for us, it is simply there. This does not mean that we have the thought,

“for us, it is simply there.” It means that we have the thought: “it is simply there.” (That is what it is

for it to be, for us, simply there.)108

Like Hegel, in other words, the later Williams came to believe that philosophers could not answer the problem of

basic equality in their own terms: they needed to look to history, and in so doing they would end up dissolving the

problem rather than solving it.

From this loosely Hegelian perspective, then, Carter and Rawls are right that basic equality is bound up with the

political project of political liberalism. What they miss, or at least do not sufficiently emphasize, is that our endorse-

ment of that project is practical before it is theoretical, and that it is not individual but rather collective.109 Individuals

can always question aspects of their social worlds, but on the Hegelian view this questioning must have certain limits

if it is to retain determinacy:

As far as the individual is concerned, each individual is in any case a child of his time; thus philosophy,

too, is its own time comprehended in thoughts. It is just as foolish to imagine that any philosophy can

transcend its contemporary world as that an individual can overleap his own time or leap over

Rhodes. If his theory does indeed transcend his own time, if it builds itself a world as it ought to be,
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then it certainly has an existence, but only within his opinions—a pliant medium in which the imagina-

tion can construct anything it pleases.110

This gives us a preliminary response to the Aristotelian within us. For on the Hegelian view, it is no accident that

Aristotle's own arguments regarding natural hierarchies occurred in a world structured by slavery. Aristotle's thought

was not determined by his social context in any simple way, but at the same time determinate theories cannot tran-

scend the world around them entirely.111 The contemporary Aristotelian critic, by contrast, might plausibly be reg-

arded as making a one-sided intellectual point rather than describing a position that can coherently be lived out in

the context of modern liberal democracies. Like someone who argues that human flourishing requires living as a sam-

urai, their thought has no way of getting a grip on the modern world and is therefore empty and inherently

unsatisfying from the point of view of practical reason; it cannot plausibly contribute to our reflections on how to

orient ourselves in action.112 This is what explains Williams's observation that even racists will often tacitly assume

some form of basic equality.

In sum, the Hegelian approach suggests that given the shape of objective spirit within which we find ourselves,

the denial of basic equality is not a live option for contemporary political philosophy. If this position is tenable, we

will have advanced not only relative to failed foundational attempts at justification but also relative to the Rawlsian

form of coherentism, which gives us no way of understanding why our commitment to equal basic rights strikes us

as beyond question. On the Hegelian view, it is objectively true that we are all of equal political worth. But this is not

a fact about the natural world. Basic equality is a social fact, brought into being over time as part and parcel of a form

of ethical life, or objective spirit. When we reconstruct the core institutions and practices that constitute ethical life

within liberal democracies, the thought goes, we find that they involve ascribing equal basic rights to their members.

A commitment to basic equality is therefore actual or at work in such communities, at least to some degree, but this

is a collective achievement rather than a natural fact. So, the Hegelian strategy promises to account for our commit-

ment to basic equality without getting into the difficulties inherent in either foundationalist attempts at justification

or constructivist forms of coherentism.

This suffices to show that the Hegelian position ought to be taken seriously by those who feel the force of

Williams's dilemma.113 But there is a difference between taking a view seriously and believing in it, and the Hegelian

view as so far described is vulnerable to some serious objections. On the one hand, we might ask whether ethical life

in contemporary liberal democracies really is characterized by a commitment to basic equality. How does that square

with the ongoing and indubitable presence of discrimination, structural oppression, and material inequality? On the

other hand, even if the claim about objective spirit can be made to stick, we might ask what this is supposed to show.

Surely a form of life can be wrong or misguided? The Hegelian position might seem to depend on an objectionable

form of cultural relativism, replacing the individual subjectivity of reflective equilibrium with the collective subjectiv-

ity of a form of life.

6 | SKETCH OF A HEGELIAN RESOLUTION

Let us begin with the critic who denies that (or at least questions whether) a commitment to basic equality is at work

in contemporary liberal democracies. What of the United States, for instance, where the Supreme Court has recently

curtailed women's reproductive rights, where political operatives regularly attempt to make it harder for certain

groups to vote, and where party leaders do not always accept election results? Does this not disprove the assump-

tion that a commitment to equal basic rights, entitlements and authority is widely shared within the United States?

The Hegelian can easily respond that the perpetrators of these actions rarely justify them in terms of unequal moral

worth—the pro-choice movement may accuse pro-lifers of treating women as second-class citizens, for instance, but

that is not at all their self-presentation, nor indeed their self-understanding. In any case, the Hegelian claim was

never that everybody in a liberal democracy will share a commitment to basic equality, only that insofar as citizens of
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liberal democracies are committed to it, their commitment is bound up with their participation in a form of ethical life

characterized by practices and institutions that involve the ascription of certain rights to individuals on an equal basis

and thereby shape the kinds of justifications they can offer one another. By the same token, the Hegelian need not

deny that liberal democracies can be more or less liberal and more or less democratic, and hence that a commitment

to basic equality might turn out to be less actual in one liberal democracy than in another.

A deeper worry would be that whatever commitment to basic equality is at work in contemporary liberal democ-

racies must be thin to the point of triviality. The critic will accept that such societies present themselves as commit-

ted to the equal worth of every individual, in other words, but diagnose this as a form of comforting ideology that

serves to cover over the reality of the situation.114 A form of life genuinely characterized by a commitment of this

kind would surely not allow people's access to vital goods such as healthcare, educational opportunities and legal

representation to depend on their financial situation, the critic might say; nor would it permit people's life chances to

systematically vary according to their race and gender.115

The Hegelian response to this challenge is simply to insist that thinness does not entail triviality. It is true that

the actuality of a commitment to basic equality necessarily entails concrete, substantive effects in structuring our

interactions with one another. But these effects can be more or less extensive. In a liberal democracy every adult has

by default the right to own property, to vote, to pick an occupation, and to voice their opinions. One or more of

these rights would be inconceivable in societies characterized by slavery, castes, or patriarchy in the literal sense.

Although these rights are sometimes dismissed as merely formal, they are hardly trivial. The character of the justifica-

tions that people can give to one another, both with respect to their own actions and with respect to the social order

and their place within it, will vary dramatically across the two kinds of society, and this difference will permeate peo-

ple's lives and shape them profoundly.

That is not to deny the critic's point that equal basic rights can and should have substantive effects that go

beyond these. But the social actuality of basic equality, to the extent that it holds, suggests the possibility of imma-

nent critique. For as post-Hegelian critical theorists have often pointed out, societies are typically incoherent or

pathological in important ways: different principles are at work and they are sometimes contradictory.116 It is possi-

ble to critique a whole host of social inequalities, for example, as inconsistent with a commitment to equal basic enti-

tlements, rights and authority—and we might plausibly interpret both egalitarian political philosophy and egalitarian

social movements alike as doing just that.117 But such immanent critique is only possible on the assumption that a

commitment to basic equality is already actual to some degree in a given form of ethical life.

This brings us back to the Aristotelian, however. For even if the Hegelian is right that historical specificity is a

necessary condition of practically meaningful normative reasoning, this does not make it a sufficient one. By defini-

tion a contradictory form of life has multiple elements within it, and hence multiple latent potentialities. We cannot

simply assume that institutions and practices that express and engender a commitment to basic equality are progres-

sive, whereas those that do not are merely atavistic holdovers from the past. To really resolve the question of basic

equality, we therefore cannot simply dissolve it into a claim regarding social actuality. We need to explain why we

have reason to preserve, and possibly expand, those of our institutions and practices that embody a commitment to

basic equality.

A Hegelian response to this challenge might involve constructing an account that explains the value of practices

and institutions that reflect a commitment to equality by pointing to the failure of practices and institutions that do

not. As Robert Pippin puts it,

[Hegel] focuses our attention on the experience of normative insufficiency, on a breakdown in a form

of life (a situation where we cannot make [norms] any longer our own), and thereby, through such a

via negativa, tries to provide a general theory of re-constituted positive normative authority out of

such breakdowns.118
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This is the dialectical method of justification: one view (or form of life) is superior to another if it emerges out of the

latter as a “determinate negation.” It is worth distinguishing between two versions of this Hegelian story, one grand

version and the other more modest.119 The grand version, which is Hegel's own, attempts to show that ethical life in

contemporary liberal democracies is the product of a collective learning process in which forms of objective spirit

give way over the course of history due to their inadequacies and contradictions. This story is vulnerable to obvious

objections, though, and attempting to resolve the thorny debate on basic equality within contemporary political phi-

losophy by introducing an even thornier debate on the Hegelian theory of history seems unwise.120

A more modest but still recognizably Hegelian approach would try to retain Hegel's vindicatory ambitions while

jettisoning his explanatory pretensions. Instead of trying to explain why a political world characterized by equal basic

rights has come about, it would take for granted that it has in fact come about, to a degree that places important

constraints on meaningful practical philosophy, and then try to show why we might have reason to celebrate rather

than regret that development. A crucial resource in this respect might be the master–slave dialectic presented in the

Phenomenology of Spirit.121 This passage is both highly compressed and multi-faceted, and now is not the time to

attempt a rigorous textual interpretation. The goal here is simply to use the dialectic to spur our own thinking, even

if that means removing it from its immediate context, passing over some of its elements, or departing from Hegel's

own political program.122 This will result in a sketch—but no more than a sketch—of a distinctive way to vindicate

basic equality.

Hegel suggests that a stylized dyadic relationship between a master and a slave will be inherently dissatisfactory

even to the master since it prevents his status as master (as opposed to his sheer power) from being appropriately

recognized and acknowledged. One's status can only be recognized to one's own satisfaction, Hegel seems to imply,

by one whose status as a bestower of recognition one recognizes oneself. One way of explaining this—freely and

deliberately moving away from Hegel's own framing—would be to say that the master can have power over the slave

but not authority. The thought is that authority is a social status which exists only if it is recognized, but the master

does not consider the slave as having sufficient moral standing to recognize his authority in a way that he himself

(the master) could find fully satisfying. The moral of this story is that one's need for recognition can only be satisfied

by those whom one recognizes oneself. Only by recognizing others as authorities of a certain kind can their recogni-

tion of our own authority be epistemically satisfying.123 So the denial of basic equality is in one way self-defeating.

We might object that the master–slave dialectic thus stated implies nothing regarding the master's need for

basic equality across society at large. For even in the absence of mutually recognized authority, the master's power

over the slave will presumably be congenial to him; and whatever need he has for recognition and security might be

satisfied by fellow masters whom he recognizes as peers and who are ready to band together with him.124 It is

important not to misunderstand the thesis, however. The master may well be able to attain sufficient esteem and

security from a peer group, but (my) Hegel is not making a psychological claim to the effect that in such circum-

stances the master will lack self-esteem or feel danger in the presence of the slave. The thought is rather an episte-

mic and metaphysical one: in the absence of mutual recognition, the master will not be able to know himself as an

authority vis-à-vis the slave because he will not be able to be an authority vis-à-vis the slave. The real question is

whether that claim is true, and, if so, why it should matter.

One might deny the premise that A can only be, and know themselves to be, an authority vis-a-vis B if B recog-

nizes A as such an authority and A recognizes B as having the authority to bestow such recognition. After all, it

seems plausible that there are multiple kinds of authority relation. Slave-owners are typically content to picture their

authority over slaves as analogous to that of parents over children.125 The superior wisdom of parents gives them a

natural authority over children up to a certain age; when a parent forcibly prevents an angry toddler from running

onto a busy road, no one is being wronged.126 On top of that natural authority, society at large—adult society—

grants parents legal and moral authority over their children insofar as it accords them various defeasible rights

against interference concerning their parental decisions and policies. These two sources of authority, the one deriv-

ing from natural superiority and the other deriving from peer recognition, seem perfectly sufficient to yield parental

authority over children. No doubt children do sometimes recognize their parents' authority over them, whether
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implicitly or explicitly, but parents' authority is not generally thought to depend on such recognition, let alone on

their recognition of their children's authority to bestow it. It therefore seems that parents can be, and know them-

selves to be, authorities vis-à-vis their children even in the absence of reciprocal recognition.

Rather than denying any of this, the Hegelian must point out that the parental analogy suggests that there is at

least one type of authority relation that does require reciprocal recognition, and then insist that we have reason to

value this kind of relation. We can get at this point by asking what parents would be missing if their privileged legal

and moral status were not reciprocally recognized within a community of peers. Their claim to natural authority

would presumably be unaffected, but they would lose the right to non-interference from other adults. Something

similar is true of slave-owners, who (among other things) claim property rights over their slaves. The standard distinc-

tion between possession and property is that one's possessions are what one currently and contingently has power

over, whereas one's property is what one has a socially recognized right to.127 Absent such recognition, the only

thing preventing a fellow master from making off with one's slaves would be the balance of forces at a given time.

What the slave-owner gains from reciprocal recognition of his legal and moral status within a community of peers is,

then, in part, the ability to make use of the concept of property both in claims against others and in justification of

his own actions. But in a slave society, masters' property rights, both over their slaves and over their land and other

goods, are reciprocally recognized only by their peers. From the point of view of their slaves, the masters have pos-

sessions but not property. Masters therefore cannot know themselves as property-owners, vis-à-vis their slaves,

because they cannot be property-owners in the context of such relations. And the same would hold with respect to

other basic rights, insofar as these depend on reciprocal recognition for their social actuality. The general point is that

the master is not in “justificatory community” with his slaves, to use a phrase from G. A. Cohen, and is therefore

incapable of making certain kinds of normative claim on them.128

So what? A situation of this kind does not seem intolerable from a psychological perspective, and the benefits of

dominion for an individual or class may well outweigh the costs, especially if they can find ways of maintaining their

power while minimizing their interactions with the exploited and oppressed.129 But the Hegelian claim is simply that

such arrangements are in one way inherently dissatisfying, and hence that forms of ethical life that entirely lack the

assumption of basic equality that is necessary to ground reciprocal recognition will be inherently dissatisfactory in at

least one respect. Moreover, the respect in which dominion is dissatisfying seems rather central to ethical life, since

we are creatures who inevitably make normative claims on one another. If a slave damages his master's property, for

instance, the master may be tempted to demand recompense for the moral injury as well as the financial one: reac-

tive attitudes such as resentment will likely be in play.130 But without mutual recognition, this will make no more

sense than resenting a dog who defecates on one's lawn. There is therefore a kind of internal pressure within ethical

life to settle on arrangements that embed mutual recognition at the level of fundamental rights, entitlements to jus-

tice and claims to authority. This does not mean that arrangements that embed basic hierarchies cannot exist for a

very long time, or that the direction of historical travel will always be one way. But for the modest Hegelian the point

of invoking mutual recognition is not explanation, but vindication: in pointing to the value of social arrangements that

grant rights reciprocally, it allows us to see why the Hegelian claim about the social actuality in liberal modernity of a

commitment to basic equality is not simply relativistic.

This is all rather sketchy, of course, and this article will make no attempt to render it more precise—the claim is

just that this is the general area within which an answer to the problem of basic equality might lie. Even at that level

of description, however, the argument just given might seem vulnerable to two important objections. First, if our

need for reciprocal recognition is what justifies our commitment to basic equality, what role is left for claims about

what is and is not socially actual? Why do we need to mention history at all, in other words? Second, given that rec-

ognition is only possible between beings with certain capacities, does the proposed approach to basic equality not

ultimately collapse back into a capacity-based account? To put it another way, have we not arrived back at Kant?131

These objections misunderstand the structure of the argument. The thought is not the quasi-Kantian one that

we should recognize as equal anyone who has the capacity for recognizing us as equal in return. Nor is it that

because practices of reciprocal recognition are valuable for human beings, we should work to create or preserve
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them always and everywhere. From a Hegelian perspective such ahistorical propositions would be claims about

“what ought to be” in the abstract rather than claims about the normative logic of what already is, and as such they

would violate a necessary constraint on meaningful practical philosophy. In its general form this stance is clearly

debatable, to say the least, but in the present case we were driven to it by a combination of the failure of other

approaches to solving and dissolving the problem of basic equality and the realization that for us, as Williams puts it,

basic equality is “simply there”—somehow both historically contingent and morally objective.132 My suggestion is,

first, that the demands of basic equality appear objective to us because of the fact that practices and institutions that

embody, express and engender a commitment to basic equality play a crucial (if partial) role in structuring the kinds

of actions available in liberal democracies as well as the kinds of justifications we can offer to one another; and then,

only once that first point has been grasped, that we can see why we should celebrate rather than regret the exis-

tence of these practices and institutions by thinking about what we would be lacking were we unable to engage in

reciprocal recognition.133

Turning to the second objection, the existence of a threshold capacity for reciprocal recognition would certainly

figure into an explanation of what makes it possible for liberal democracies to enshrine a commitment to equal basic

rights, but such an explanation need have no bearing on an account of what makes it valuable for them to do so. By

analogy, a whole range of capacities are needed to make artistic activity possible, but our account of what makes

artistic activity valuable need not refer to those capacities. This allows us to find the appropriate place for the post-

Kantian notion of a range property within an account of basic equality.134 For an explanatory account of what makes

it possible to enshrine a commitment to basic equality in social institutions and practices will almost certainly refer to

the existence of certain capacities past a threshold level. But since those capacities explain the possibility of recipro-

cal recognition rather than its value, we can escape the problem that besets the notion of a range property in Rawls's

original formulation, namely that if the presence of a given capacity figures in the justification for ascribing worth,

then the degree to which that capacity is developed ought also to be relevant to the ascription of worth. The

master–slave dialectic shows, among other things, that the value of recognition depends, at least in certain important

cases, on its being reciprocated symmetrically. The fact that some people possess the underlying capacities to a

higher degree than others might be relevant for some purposes, but not for overcoming the struggle for recognition.

As this last point goes to show, the loosely Hegelian account of basic equality seems to incorporate the insights

of rival accounts while avoiding their failings. It allows that a threshold level of capacities is crucial to the possibility

of basic equality without using the notion of a range-property in a question-begging manner. It incorporates the

notion that basic equality is objective and non-negotiable while nevertheless maintaining that successful justification

can only be coherentist, that basic equality is made but not discovered, and that it consists in equal basic rights

rather than grounding them. And in locating the value of basic equality in the relationships that it makes possible, it

does justice to the Kantian connection between equality and reciprocity without falling back into Williams's dilemma.

It therefore appears dialectically superior to its rivals, and as such it warrants further attention and development.

7 | CONCLUSION

This article began in Section 2 by outlining the dilemma that Williams posed regarding basic equality and illus-

trating it with reference to Kant's attempts to abstract away from empirical variations between human beings.

Section 3 then showed the failure of various contemporary attempts to justify basic equality as an independent

foundational proposition in political thought, most of them deploying the idea of a range property but thereby

begging the question against an Aristotelian proponent of natural hierarchy. In Section 4, we considered puta-

tive ways of dissolving the problem, whether by rejecting the idea of justification or by reframing justification in

either ostensive or coherentist fashion, finding each more adequate than the last and yet still dissatisfying. In

Section 5, we explored the possibility of a Hegelian dissolution that centers on the claim that a commitment to

basic equality is already present in the fundamental institutions of liberal democracy and is therefore socially
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actual. In Section 6, we saw that the Hegelian view could evade the charge of cultural relativism, first by invok-

ing the idea of immanent critique and then by relying on the master–slave dialectic to generate a resolution to

the problem of basic equality.

To be clear, my goal has been to outline the Hegelian approach to resolving the problem of basic equality rather

than to fill it out in any detail. The most obvious questions that my sketch raises concern reciprocal recognition: what

exactly is it, why exactly is it valuable, and how valuable is it? These questions have been extensively debated both

by Hegel scholars and by Hegelian philosophers more generally.135 One way of understanding my project in this arti-

cle is to say that if my argument holds, this Hegelian literature ought to be of pressing concern to egalitarian political

philosophers of all stripes. For what the Hegelian account promises to give us is a vindication of basic equality that is

non-foundationalist, non-subjective and non-relativist. The details of that suggestion need to be filled out, I have

conceded—but the overall approach seems more promising than its rivals, and that itself is a justification of sorts.
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tainly) Not Moral Equals,” 389–390.
41 Williams, 99–100.
42 One might even argue that modern racism derives from the belief in basic equality among humans, since the latter

notion creates pressure to justify certain outrages by categorizing their victims as belonging to a different, essentially

sub-human, species. See, for example, Frederickson, Racism: A Short History, 68; Mills, op. cit., 95–105; Phillips, op. cit.,
24, 34–35.

43 The same may be true of George Sher's attempt to reformulate Williams's theory in “Why We Are Moral Equals.” See

Richard Arneson, “Basic Equality: Neither Acceptable nor Rejectable,” 42, for a critique of Sher along the lines of my

(and Carter's) objection to the premise that humans share (iv) equally, and for a different critique, see Hui, op. cit.,

396–400.
44 Rawls, ibid., 442.
45 Rawls, ibid., 442. Rawls leaves open the question of whether moral personality is also a necessary condition for ascribing

basic equality to people, suggesting that there might be pragmatic reasons to avoid a serious “risk to just institutions” by
denying justice to people who lack the relevant capacities (442–443).

46 Rawls, ibid., 444. The idea of treating equality as a range property might be traced back to Hobbes, who claimed that

humans were all roughly equal in their capacity to kill one another. See Leviathan, ch. XIII.
47 Rawls, ibid., 445–446. How this relates to the legitimacy of abortion is left unaddressed.
48 Rawls, ibid., 443.
49 Rawls, ibid., 446.
50 Rawls, ibid., 446.
51 As Carter puts it, “Is there any reason why the moral relevance of the range property should itself rule out as irrelevant

the scalar properties on which it supervenes?” (550). See also Sher, op. cit., 84. To be clear, the notion of rights is anach-

ronistic when imputed to Aristotle himself, which is one reason for speaking of an Aristotelian rather than Aristotle

himself.
52 Rawls, ibid., 442–443. This seems to be an instance of what G. A. Cohen diagnosed as a confusion in Rawls between

rules of regulation and principles of justice. See Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 253–254, 263–268, 276–279,
285–286, 302–307.

53 In “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” Rawls states that the reason principles of justice in a well-ordered society

will not be of the form “to each according to their moral worth” is that everyone in an ideal society would have an

equally effective sense of justice and therefore be “above reproach.” Here ideal theory is used as a way of begging the

question. See Rawls, Collected Papers, 333.
54 Waldron, 196.
55 Waldron, 119.
56 Waldron, 134.
57 Waldron, 137. Waldron does offer a consideration that might seem to tell against the Aristotelian view when he says

one of the principal functions of basic equality is to rule out treating anyone as subhuman (149–151, 161–163). But as
we saw in §1, the Aristotelian can admit that there is a floor that rules out treating anyone as subhuman, and that this

floor can be understood with reference to the bottom end of a range of one or more capacities, while still denying that

this implies anything about moral and political equality. The same confusion also seems to be present in Phillips, 43.
58 Waldron, 135–137; cf. 56–61.
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59 Carter, 550.
60 Carter, 551–552.
61 Carter, 554, 556–557.
62 Carter, 558–559.
63 Carter, 546. Note that this is compatible with an extremely weak form of Aristotelianism, since we can endorse the

deontological statement that we ought to share moral authority equally with equals and unequally with superiors and

inferiors without endorsing either perfectionism or the teleological view of the polity.
64 For similar critiques, see Arneson op. cit., 44–48, and Phillips, op. cit., 48.
65 Richard Arneson, meanwhile, calls basic equality “neither acceptable nor rejectable”: “In this area of thought, the avail-

able alternative positions are all bad. Choose your poison.” Arneson, op. cit., 52.
66 Uwe Steinhoff, “Against Equal Respect and Concern, Equal Rights, and Egalitarian Impartiality.”
67 A different way of dissolving the problem is suggested by Bejan: instead of speaking of equality, we might speak of

parity: “people can clearly be peers despite their individual differences in dignity, moral worth, ability, etc.” (615). This

leaves open the question, though, of which people ought to count as peers and why, which threatens to send us back to

square one.
68 Phillips, op. cit., 57, 51.
69 Waldron, 56, 58, 85.
70 Phillips, op. cit., 51, 57.
71 Phillips, op. cit., 56.
72 See Charles Mills, Black Rights/White Wrongs, 91–94.
73 Phillips, op. cit., 57.
74 Phillips, 41.
75 Phillips, 41, 54–55.
76 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 301.
77 Compare Bernard Williams's intriguing suggestion that the thought that every human being deserves equal consider-

ation may be “less a propositional belief than the schema of various arguments.” See Philosophy as a Humanistic Disci-

pline, 195.
78 Cohen, Finding Oneself in the Other, 173.
79 Arneson, op. cit., 49. Since Cohen's piece was unfinished at the time of his death, it is impossible to know how he might

have responded to this challenge.
80 See, for example, Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History.
81 See especially Rawls, “The Independence of Moral Theory” and T. M. Scanlon, “Rawls on Justification.”
82 Rawls, Theory of Justice, 446.
83 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 29.
84 Rawls, ibid., 30. One might argue that the earlier Rawls implicitly held the same position, but that does not matter for

the substance of this article.
85 See, for example, Elizabeth Anderson, “What is the Point of Equality?”; Samuel Scheffler, “What is Egalitarianism?”; Niko

Kolodny, “Rule over None I” and “Rule over None II.”
86 Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §248.
87 Waldron, 187. As Thomas Kelly and Sarah McGrath show in “Is Reflective Equilibrium Enough?,” two people seeking

reflective equilibrium need not converge on the same view; multiple equilibria are possible. This is consonant with an

objection to coherentist justification in general, viz. that it does not yield truth claims. See Louis Pojman, op. cit. It is not

to be confused with an objection to Rawlsian “constructivism,” whereby validity in ethical reasoning is given not by cor-

respondence with “an independent order of (moral) facts existing prior to moral reasoning,” as Samuel Freeman calls it,

but rather by “a procedure of construction.” (See Freeman, Rawls, 27). Reflective equilibrium is an extremely broad

notion regarding successful reasoning that ought to govern non-constructivist and constructivist forms of ethical reason-

ing alike.
88 Rawls, A Theory of Justice: Revised Ed., 17–18.
89 Susan Haack, Evidence and Inquiry.
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90 See, for example, John Searle, Making the Social World.
91 See Hegel, Part Three of the Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, §483 and Philosophy of Right, §267.
92 For Hegel's critique of formalism, see Philosophy of Right, §135–141; for his notion of “ethical life,” see §142–157.
93 Hegel, Introduction the Philosophy of History.
94 Philosophy of Right, 11–12, 20–22.
95 Introduction to the Philosophy of History, 38–39.
96 Philosophy of Right, 23. On the importance of part-whole relations and their relation to developmental logic in Hegel, see

Dean Moyar, Hegel's Value, 7–36.
97 There is considerable controversy over how far human nature is historically specific on Hegel's account. See, for exam-

ple, Allen Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought, 12, as against Pippin, Hegel's Practical Philosophy, 210–211, 220–221.
98 Perhaps the most important omissions concern the bounds of Hegel's project, which are both narrower and broader

than what I have so far described: first, Hegel's focus is exclusively on uncovering the rationality of the institutions he

considers necessary for the actualization of human freedom, so he has no account of institutions such as money or lan-

guage; second, on his account history itself has an overarching logic that philosophy must attempt to comprehend.
99 In fact, some might read Rawls himself as sharing them—if so then the transition I have charted from Rawlsian to Hege-

lian coherentism is better described as a transition between interpretations of Rawlsian coherentism. I do not believe

this would affect the substance of my argument.
100 Hegel himself does not always seem to treat basic equality in this manner, to be clear. In the Philosophy of History, he

suggests (along Kantian lines) that we are all equally ends in ourselves, and hence presumably of equal moral worth, in

virtue of our free, self-activating and self-determining powers of reason and self-consciousness, and that it is through

coming to understand this that we develop morality and ethics over the course of history (Introduction to the Philosophy

of History, 21, 36). On the other hand, when Hegel introduces the free will as the decisive capacity for equal moral worth

at the end of the Subjective Spirit chapter in the Encyclopedia (§482), he notes that it first came into the world through

Christianity, which suggests that he sees it as a capacity that comes into being over the course of history as a result of

social practices. See also Philosophy of Right, §57, where free will is said to come into view only after the stage of spirit

characterized by the struggle for recognition, but even then remains a merely one-sided ought until the development of

the state institutionalizes it. It might be useful to think in terms of the Aristotelian distinction between first and second

nature might here, but since my goal in this article is to outline a recognizably Hegelian position in a contemporary

debate, rather than to justify a particular interpretation of Hegel, I will simply suggest that readers interested in the

interpretive question consult Pinkard, “Hegelian Equality as Inseparable from Freedom.”
101 See William H. Sewell, Jr., “A Theory of Structure: Duality, Agency and Transformation,” 7–8. Sewell is himself drawing

on Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society.
102 Sally Haslanger, Resisting Reality, 415.
103 Sally Haslanger, Resisting Reality, 417.
104 Sally Haslanger, Resisting Reality, 417.
105 In Hegel's view participation in the market economy is critical to generating an effective commitment to basic equality

and the institutions that follow from it. See Philosophy of Right, §209, and Thimo Heisenberg, “Hegel on the Value of the

Market Economy,” 1289–1291.
106 On the meaning of “actuality,” see Pippin, op. cit., 101.
107 Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 16–24.
108 Williams, Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline, 195.
109 Clearly Rawls does emphasize that his theory takes up intuitions that develop within a historically specific democratic

form of life, especially in his later work, but he also describes his project, even in the revised edition of A Theory of Jus-

tice, as a fundamentally individual activity: “the views of the reader and the author are the only ones that count” (44).
110 Philosophy of Right, 21–22.
111 To be clear, Hegel believed that Plato's political thought was determinate in the relevant sense, so his criterion for deter-

minacy by no means rules out critical or idealistic reflections. See Philosophy of Right, 20.
112 See Sanford Diehl, “Why Immanent Critique?”
113 It is therefore no accident that Williams himself, apparently unpersuaded by his previous attempt to solve the problem

of basic equality, urged philosophers to consider our ethical concepts as fundamentally historical in nature, using the
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idea of basic equality as his example and citing Hegel as a favorable model. See Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline,

190–192.
114 Axel Honneth, “Recognition as Ideology,” 324.
115 Phillips, op. cit., ch. 1.
116 See, for example, Rahel Jaeggi, Critique of Forms of Life.
117 See, for example, Axel Honneth and Felix Koch, “The Normativity of Ethical Life.”
118 Pippin, 91.
119 For present purposes I ignore the even grander version of the Hegelian story, according to which history is intertwined

with divinity.
120 For a qualified defense of the grand Hegelian project, see Terry Pinkard, Does History Make Sense?, and for a critique of

Pinkard, see Mark Alznauer, “Alle sind frei. Hegel's Philosophy of History as Liberal Apologetics.”
121 Phenomenology of Spirit, §178–196. See also the Encyclopedia, §430–435. An important precursor to my emphasis on

the master–slave dialectic in this connection is Alexander Kojève, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, but unlike me

Kojève takes his account to be explanatory as well as vindicatory.
122 I pass over the element of the story that has to do with the master's failure to develop his capacities for autonomous

action due to an exclusive focus on consumption as opposed to production, for example, as well as its context, which is

a dyadic situation in the state of nature that seems to precede anything we would call society. The relation between the

struggle for recognition as depicted in the Phenomenology and Hegel's vision of modern ethical life as expressed in the

Philosophy of Right is much disputed, as is the degree to which that vision should be understood as liberal or egalitarian.
123 I assume that such recognition need not take place in the stylized dyadic form suggested by Hegel's own examples, but

rather via thick ethical practices that evolve over time and constitute agents in the first place. In my account—whether

or not this is faithful to Hegel—the dyadic case functions rather like the state of nature in philosophical accounts of a

hypothetical social contract: it allows us to see the value of what actually exists, but (despite appearances) it makes no

attempt to explain how what exists comes about. It therefore offers us a vindicatory genealogy but not an explanatory

one. For more on the relation between dyadic and social recognition, see Terry Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play

Recognitional Tag?”
124 Cf. Allen Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought, 93.
125 The locus classicus is Aristotle's Politics, I.4–7, 13.
126 Compare Joseph Raz's account of authority in chapters 2 and 3 of The Morality of Freedom.
127 See, for example, Hegel, Philosophy of Right, §45.
128 G. A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality, 43–44.
129 Allen Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought, 93.
130 Cf. P. F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment.”
131 Within the purview of German idealism, the more pertinent question would actually be: Why Hegel and not Fichte? I do

not have space for a direct response to this question, but the next two paragraphs constitute an indirect response.
132 Williams, “Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline,” 190–197. For an attempt to defend the broader position on meaning-

ful practical philosophy, see Diehl, “Why Immanent Critique?”
133 To be clear, the historical constraint does not mean that philosophy is condemned to complete silence regarding what

ought to be, since there will necessarily be struggles, both in theory and in practice, over whether equal basic rights have

a foothold in a given domain and, if so, what would make them truly substantive. Struggles over the domain of equal

basic entitlements, rights and authority, for example over whether and how they bear on economic life or international

relations, can be read as immanent critique in this vein. The early Marx seems to take this approach to economic life, for

example in “On the Jewish Question”; for a contemporary argument regarding global justice that is loosely Hegelian in

this sense, see Benjamin McKean, Disorienting Neoliberalism.
134 Cf. Cohen, op. cit., 173–174.
135 See, for example, Robert Pippin, “What is the Question for which Hegel's Theory of Recognition is the Answer?”; Axel

Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition and “Demoralizing Recognition: Comments on R. Brandom, A Spirit of Trust”; Bert
van den Brink and David Owen, Recognition and Power: Axel Honneth and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory; Heikki

Ikaheimo and Arto Laitinen (ed.), Recognition and Social Ontology; Robert Brandom, A Spirit of Trust: A Reading of Hegel's

Phenomenology; and Thomas Khurana (ed.), “Recognition and the Second Person.”
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