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ABSTRACT 

In the light of contemporary theories, reframing identity, not only as socially embedded 

processes that emerge through interactions with others, but as fluid and morphing, the 

dynamics of recognition becomes harder to grasp. Identity as a fluid social construction in 

relation to struggles for recognition, raises the difficult and perhaps provocative question 

whether groups and individuals have a moral entitlement to be treated in accordance with 

socially constructed ever-changing identities. The purpose of this thesis is to show the tension 

between a fluid concept of identity and existing theories of recognition. Are existing 

recognition theories able to address the full complexity and fluidity of social identities? Taking 

into account the idea of fluidity and contingency of identity construction, formed by Kwame 

Anthony Appiah, I will accentuate how complexity and interconnectedness inform our 

understanding of moral entitlements for recognition. Bouncing this idea of complexity to 

acknowledged recognition theories developed by Axel Honneth and Charles Taylor, I aim to 

show the tensions that arise and from those tensions form and propose more suitable ideas 

on how to navigate around the question of recognition. An idea I call ”mending mothering”.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Listening to the artist and Sami activist Maxida Märak (2023) in Söndagsintervjun 

describing the Sami’s struggle for recognition , the feeling of injustice is 1

inescapable. Märak’s stories of years of oppression, of a people being robbed of 

their land, home and dignity and forced into assimilation and sterilisation are 

raging. She describes despair, depression and a pandemic of suicide among the 

Sami.  

The need for recognition and remedying policies, that will aid people who suffer 

due to their marginalised identities, are emphasised by many, and the list of 

movements fighting for recognition is long. Among the current most 

acknowledged we find Anti-Apartheid, Black Lives Matter, Me Too, LGBTI. We may 

also find some less established. One example is the identity known as ”Furry”, 

stemming from a subculture which delves into anthropomorphic animal characters 

who have human personalities. When hearing from an American friend of mine 

about her daughter fighting, together with her parents, to be recognised and 

treated according to her identity as a cat in school as well as in broader society, I 

could understand their struggle. As a few years of a substitute teacher, I have 

witnessed parents and children fighting for recognition in a school system that 

labels and funnels our next generation into narrow compartments where only a 

 The concept of  ”Struggle for recognition” was first introduced by Hegel in 1807, used to describe an 1

encounter between two self-consciousnesses which both seek to affirm the certainty of  their being. (Internet 
Encyclopedia of  Philosophy) The definition and meaning has since then been developed and consists, just like 
most concepts, of  contradictions and issues. In this paper I will use the term when pointing at the conflict based 
on a desire to confirm self-existence and autonomy and a demand to be respected. I will refer to the struggle for 
recognition as defined by Honneth (2007) ranging from interpersonal to societal conflicts and related to both 
individuals and groups. 
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few fit. And I often found my self wondering how a school system would look like 

where everyone fits.    

Hence, it brings the following issue to the table; What moral obligations do society 

and institutions have to accommodate for diverse identities?  

Sweden, known for its openness, attempted to acknowledge the uniqueness of its 

new residents during the immigration in the early 2000 and accepted a legislation 

that non-Swedish citizens could get married at the age of 15. It was, however, 

reported by UN who pointed out that this was to allow child marriage and thereby 

a violation of human rights. Yet, Sweden at that time stood by its decision referring 

to the fact that there were other cultures that ought to be respected . Disa 2

Demirbag-Sten (2009), author and journalist critical to multiculturalism, argued 

that it was a sign of how a cultural relativistic  way of integration policy has been 3

conducted for over thirty years in Sweden and shows how cultural relativism caters 

for unreflective and unreasonable accommodation of different needs expressed 

by groups or individuals. 

It illustrates an inherent paradox I see in the concept of recognition. On one hand, 

recognition involves asserting the right of individuals to be acknowledged as 

In 2019, Sweden changed the law to be more restricted against child marriage of  non-Swedish citizens. 2

Cultural Relativism is a position often in opposition to one or more forms of  universalism, e.g., the view that 3

some moral principles are valid for all cultures. It is also a direct opposition to ethnocentrism, the belief  in the 
superiority of  one’s own culture including the assumption that all cultures are progressing along the same path, 
with some cultures leading the others. A thing often mentioned in connection to cultural relativism is the 
injunction that everyone ought to be tolerant of  other cultures. Contrary to what is sometimes thought, this idea 
does not follow from cultural relativistic views - from the view that no moral principle is universally valid, it 
clearly cannot follow that one such principle, the principle of  tolerance, is universally valid. Still, it might be 
argued that those who accept the view of  cultural relativism are more likely than others to be tolerant of  other 
cultures. The critique against moral cultural relativism stems partly from possible, disturbing implications. If  
moral truths are culture-bound, then perhaps a culture the norms of  which permit, say, genocide is acting 
morally in committing that deed. Similarly, if  moral truths about human rights are tied to particular cultures, 
then perhaps some cultures are justified in recognising no such rights. (Tilley, 2017)
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unique and distinct. However, when referring to recognition we also tend to 

express a universal worth of all citizens, emphasising equality and similarity that 

overlook differences based on identity. How should we deal with this tension? How 

may individuals and societies cultivate a tolerance that respects differences 

without compromising fundamental rights? Where do we end up when 

recognising everyone for having a unique identity as well as equal rights, where no 

one ends up being unique?   

Two of the most known and well-established philosophers within the field of 

recognition, Axel Honneth (2000) and Charles Taylor (2008) both highlight 

individuals' status as equal members of society, with corresponding rights and 

freedoms. Identity is a central concept in their theories of recognition. Yet, identity 

has become a politically charged concept. It is what draws us together as well as 

tears us apart. The examples of struggles for recognition mentioned earlier are all 

pointing at identities - Sami, Black, Women, Gay, Lesbian, Queer, Cat - one easily 

may take as each being defined by homogeneous and common traits formed 

around notions such as culture, race, class, gender, religion, and sexuality.  

Although, recent philosophical views and studies build on the theme of identities 

being a fluid phenomenon.  A philosopher who has spent a great deal in the field 

of identity and culture is Kwame Anthony Appiah. Appiah (2018) challenges the 

essentialist  understandings of cultural identity and promote a more nuanced 4

approach that acknowledges the fluidity and hybridity of identity categories. I find 

it an appealing perspective, as it highlights the importance of recognising 

individuals for the complexity of their identities and experiences, rather than 

reducing people to oversimplified fixed categories.  

 A doctrine that the inward nature of  most things is invariable, and the belief  that there is deep inner fixed core 4

of  properties that "make the thing what it is, and without which it would be not that kind of  thing” (Janicki, 
2003, p.274). Essentialism, in its broadest sense, is any philosophy that acknowledges the primacy of  essence, 
unlike existentialism, which posits "being" as the fundamental reality. 
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By recognising that identities are not fixed but rather contingent upon various 

social, historical, and cultural factors, we can perhaps better understand the 

challenges and complexities of recognition. It raises some interesting questions on 

its implications for understanding the dynamics of recognition within social 

contexts. Identity as a fluid social construction in relation to individual’s struggle for 

recognition, raises the difficult and perhaps provocative question of whether 

groups and individuals should have a moral entitlement to be treated in 

accordance with socially constructed ideas such as identity and culture. It also 

raises questions about the moral obligations of society and institutions to 

accommodate for diverse identities and perspectives, rather than enforcing 

homogeneity. Does the accommodation of complexity lead to a relativistic 

approach where, in its most radical form, everything is to be tolerated and 

accepted, as in the example mentioned with Swedish laws accepting child 

marriage, or do we instead need to argue for a more universal approach to human 

rights and recognition with the risk of loosing our uniqueness?  

My aim with this thesis is to show the tension between Appiah’s position of a fluid 

concept of identity and existing theories of recognition mainly formed by Honneth 

and Taylor. Are existing recognition theories able to address the full complexity 

and fluidity of social identities? Taylor (2008) argues that recognition is not about 

recognising people and their identities as isolated from what is around them, but 

as part of a wider system. In what way does that cater for a more complex position 

of identity? What, if any, implications does a position of fluid identities have on 

recognition theories? What tensions and questions arise, and what 

reconceptualisation needs to take place?  
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”Over the years and around the world, taxi drivers, putting their expertise to 

the test, have sized me up. In Sao Paulo, I’ve been taken for a Brazilian and 

addressed in Portuguese; in Cape Town, I’ve been taken för a ”Colored" person; 

in Rome, for an Ethiopian; and one London cabbie refused to believe I didn’t 

speak Hindi. The Parisian who thought I was from Belgium perhaps took me 

for a Maghrebi; and, wearing a caftan, I’ve faded into a crowd in Tangiers. 

Puzzled by my combination of my accent and appearance, once our ride is 

under way, taxi drivers in United States and United Kingdom regularly ask me 

where I was born. ”In London,” I tell them, but that’s not what they really want 

to know. What they mean to ask is where my family came from originally. Or, 

more bluntly: what are you?” 

Kwame Anthony Appiah 

(The Lies That Bind, 2018, p. xi) 
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IDENTITY 

We tend to express justice when being recognised and celebrated for who we are. 

Or, injustice, when being wrongfully labelled, discriminated and excluded due to 

our identity and the biases stemming from it. It infuses many aspects of life such as 

having an application for a job rejected because of ones criminal record, getting 

pulled over by the police because you are a black man driving an expensive car, or 

being denied marriage because you and your partner are of the same-sex. When 

we ask for recognition it is connected to our identity. It is about experiencing, who 

I am, being of value within the social structure or culture I live my life.   

But, what is identity? Is it a source of strength and community or something that 

limits and excludes? Is it a firm foundation to stand on or something elusive and 

fluid? Contemporary theories have reframed identity, not only as socially 

embedded processes that emerge through interactions with others, but as fluid 

and morphing.  

An honoured and well established philosopher within the field of identity, race 

and ethics is Kwame Anthony Appiah. Born in London, roots and raised in Ghana, 

and today an American citizen. Central to his approach is the recognition of the 

fluidity and complexity of human identities, shaped by countless of transcendent 

affiliations like nationality, culture, class, gender, race and religion riddled with 

contradictions. Appiah (2018) argues against ”essentialist” views that reduce 

individuals to singular categories based on race, nationality, gender, or other 

social markers. Essentialism is according to Appiah a misconception of supposing 

that at the core of each identity there is some deep similarity that binds people of 
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that identity together.  Race, for instance, often involves misleading ideas about 

biology. It involves the idea that the social identity of black, white, Hispanic or 

Asian refers to some important biological property or more importantly, the 

mistake in assuming that people of any particular race have certain things in 

common. When people talk about Western civilisation, they’re often thinking that 

all those people not only have something deep in common but that the deep 

thing they have in common has something to do with the high civilisations of 

Greece, Rome and Western Europe. That there is some kind of bond among all 

these people that has something to do with Plato and Aristotle, Dante, Kant, Hegel, 

etc., which is not true because vast numbers of people in the West historically 

were not literate. Or when we tend to think of the West as involving certain kinds 

of values, like democracy and toleration and respect for science. Yet, most of the 

West was not democratic at all for much of its history and India was a democracy 

before Spain. (Appiah, 2018) 

The essentialist view is a misunderstanding that divides us and sets us against each 

other. Instead, Appiah (2018) advocates for a more dynamic understanding of 

identity that acknowledges the multiplicity of influences that shapes who we are.  

According to Appiah essentialism brings with it several errors; We assume that 

there is something that all members of the group have in common – an essence by 

virtue of which they are members – and this essence explains their and our 

behaviour; We note striking or dangerous features of those in groups other than 

our own and project these as essential features of the group; We assume that 

identities are given or natural and don’t recognise their histories, their social 

functions, or our own role in defining them; We shape our action to fit with the 

identities, usually uncritically and unthinkingly, and criticise, correct, and even 
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condemn those who fail to do so. The aim of Appiah’s approach is to reveal and 

discredit the myths of essence that often accompany identity.  

Appiah (2020) also emphasises the importance to acknowledge the false tendency 

we have to look at someone or a group and freeze their identity. He calls this the 

”Medusa syndrom", meaning that we take things that are not rigid and fixed and 

imposes our own fixity and rigidity onto it.  When various identities receive public 

acknowledgement, it is inevitable that what the state gazes upon tends to turn into 

stone. Appiah argues that identities are not only constructed but also complex. 

They are not only influenced by social context but in every individual and group 

the sum of all identities come together in a non-linear way. A person is not the sum 

of all her different identities, as the combination morphs into something new.  

Yet, Appiah (2018) acknowledge that the errors of rigid boundaries are at the 

same time central to the way identities unites us and generates a form of solidarity 

to how we do things together. 

”They are the lies that bind” (Appiah, 2018, xiv).  

He defines identity as a modern social phenomena referring to labelling. Labels 

that mean something to the bearer, and labels that do something to the bearer. 

People will behave as well as be treated according to the labels associated with 

their identity (Appiah, 2020).  Looking at the peril of the misconception of 

identities, contributing to an ”us-them” model and exclusion, one may intuitively 

jump into a conclusion of abandoning identities. Although, Appiah (2018) 

suggests that ignoring identities is not the way forward as it is important to 

acknowledge the essential function identities have in human collaboration and 
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solidarity . Identities matters. They give us a sense of how we fit into the social 

world and they give us reasons for doing things, and it gives others a reason to do 

things to us. National identities, though they involve all kinds of 

misunderstandings, are also the basis of strands of solidarity that bring countries 

together to do difficult things.  

Instead of essentialising, Appiah (2018) is asking us to pay attention to how 

identities continuously transform and change in accordance with the social setting 

people find themselves in. Introducing the concept of "contingent universals," he 

suggests that there are commonalities in human experience and values across 

cultures, but these universals are contingent upon historical and cultural contexts. 

For example, the value of human rights may be considered a universal norm, but 

its application and interpretation may differ across cultures. Different societies may 

prioritise different aspects of human rights based on their unique historical 

experiences, cultural traditions, and social structures. Additionally, the 

understanding of what constitutes a "right" or a "universal value" may evolve over 

time as societies change and new perspectives emerge. By acknowledging the 

contingent nature of universals, Appiah highlights the importance of contextual 

understanding and sensitivity when addressing issues of identity, rights, and social 

justice. It underscores the need to recognise and respect diversity while upholding 

universal principles of equality and dignity for all individuals, regardless of their 

identity. It challenges the notion of identities as fixed and rigid categories or 

essentials labels, and opens up space for recognising complexity in human 

experiences and embracing diversity and difference.  

�9



                                                                                                            PETRA TROBÄCK 2024-05-27

The Entangled Messiness of Me 

Appiah’s notion of identity resonates with me as it highlights the importance of 

recognising individuals for the complexity of their identities and experiences, 

rather than reducing people to oversimplified fixed categories. 

What he is saying is that, I am not the sum of being a Woman, Mother, 

Heterosexual, Swede, Atheist, White, Middle-class. It is not about summing them 

all up in a somewhat linear accumulation. Instead, I am the threads weaved 

together between them all. And my threads are not the same as anyone else who 

is an Woman, Mother, Heterosexual, Swede, Atheist, White, Middle-class, as we do 

not share history, social and cultural context. Perhaps, I am also influenced by 

labels I am too blind to see. 

His idea of identities not being reducible to rigid categories with clear boundaries 

means that my identity has no edges and moves in unpredictable ways as it 

interrelates with new context. The ”plurality” of my identity is made up of 

interrelated parts, where each thing is also the totality of its connections with 

everything else.  

I use to envy those in a meeting, who present themselves with a distinct and clear 

narrative. Re-used in meeting after meeting the story grows into a strong and 

convincing definition of who they are, inescapable to be inspired from. I have tried 

countless of times. Proud of the story I have created at my desk before entering 

the meeting, as soon as I walk in the room I immediately feel the story does not fit. 

In an attempt to work around the problem, I have tried to abandon using my age, 
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family situation, background, place of living and education as identity traits and 

instead proudly present myself with my capabilities and values. Curious, empathic, 

humble, trustful. Only to discover I had replaced one rigid label with another. And 

ironically, I wonder if a curious person would even label herself at all, rather than 

being busy exploring the bee buzzing by the window or wondering from where 

the need to introduce ourselves comes from? 

What I am saying is that even descriptions like capabilities and values - curious, 

empathic, honest, just like any other descriptions, exist in the relationships within 

the context, and only partially in the individual.  As described in several socio-

psychological studies, such as the famous Stanford prison experiment lead by 

professor Zimbardo in 1971 , people are compassionate in one context, violent in 5

another, honest in one context, and manipulative in another. Depending on the 

social structure, the social role I find my self be given and take in a context and 

what mechanism that are in play, a person may inhibit different characteristics and 

behaviours. (Aronson et al., 2021). I assume it’s also applicable to identity 

categories like nationality, religion, gender. The identity of woman, will mean 

different things when being in my women book-club, from being in my daughter’s 

school-meeting, or in the board-room at work. In every context my identity is 

continuously morphing, changing into something new and different in relation to 

everything in and around me. I am not a women nor white in a vacuum.  To be 

white or black is a social condition. It is not a natural or essential state. 

 In 1971 Professor Philip Zimbardo and colleagues at Stanford University in US conducted a highly unusual 5

and controversial study, building a mock prison at the basement of  Stanford and paid student to play the role of  
guard and prisoners. The researchers planned to observe the students for two weeks to see whether they would 
start to act and behave according to their given role. As it turned out, the students quickly assumed their roles, 
caught in the web of  the social roles they abandoned their ordinary behaviour, moral standards, and identity. 
Many guards became abusive, harassing and humiliating the prisoners and the prisoners became depressed and 
anxious. The experiment ended only after 6 days. (Aronson et al., 2021)
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I find it confusing to present myself. Where to start if my identity is not fully mine, 

but rather a morphing phenomenon of what goes on between me and something, 

or somebody, else? 

To better understand Appiah’s fluid concept of identity and its implication on 

moral obligations, I find it helpful to introduce the idea of holism. The idea of 

holism has been discussed by many throughout history, but the term holism in 

academic terminology was first introduced by the South-African psychologist and 

Commonwealth General Jan Smuts in the early twentieth century (du Plessis, 

2021). In an attempt to unlock some of the mysteries of life Smuts suggested we 

must understand that each object, as well as concept, also exist as fields beyond 

their observable “luminous points”. The concept of Holism as introduced and 

applied by Smuts goes beyond how it is generally applied in many disciplines 

today indicating that the sum is bigger than its parts. According to Smuts (1926), 

everywhere we look, we see nothing but wholes and points to the relationship and 

the unseen surrounding sphere 

“Holism is of the parts and acts through the parts, but [it is] the parts in their 

new relation of intimate synthesis which gives them their unified 

action” (Smuts, 1926, p. 125–126). 

The holistic view supports Appiah’s arguments against essentialisation. From a 

holistic perspective it would be wrong to reduce complex phenomena like social 

culture to only the actions or characteristics of individuals, or identities to the its 

characteristics. Collective entities such as, social cultures and identities have 

emergent properties that arise when people integrate. As explained by the 

sociologists Gilje and Grimen (2007), in order to understand social phenomena, 

we must therefore consider them from a systemic perspective, as their own 
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organisms that cannot be explained by its separate parts but in terms of their 

emergent characteristics, the relationships. Social phenomena exist outside the 

thoughts and perceptions of individuals and exert a force or compulsion upon the 

individuals. 

I would like to illustrate this by comparing to music. A piece of music may not be 

reduced into its notes. If I were to listen to a piece of music based on how many C 

or D notes that are played, or based on its rhythm or pauses, I will not be able to 

explain or capture the music. The music exists and emerges in between, between 

the notes, the rhythm and the pauses, my memories, and in the feeling it creates in 

me. The music meets me in a different way than its components. The notion that 

music cannot be understood or explained solely by studying the individual 

components, is perhaps something most of us would agree with. If we were to 

extrapolate this idea to social and cultural phenomena, like identities, we quickly 

expose the inadequacy of a reductionist and essentialist view. Just as I cannot 

reduce music into notes, I cannot reduce the identity of being a white women into 

whiteness and womanliness. The edge of me is not only blurry by its folds and 

fissures but also constantly morphing and moving.  

How then, should we navigate in this fluidity, and what, if any, implications does it 

have on our struggle for recognition? What are to be recognised if there are no 

fixed boundaries?  
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”Our liberation begins with the irrevocable belief that we are worthy to be 

liberated, that we are worthy of a life that does not degrade us but honor our 

whole selves. When you believe in your dignity, or at least someone else does, 

it becomes more difficult to remain content with the bondage with which you 

have become so acquainted. You begin to wonder what you were meant for.” 

Cole Arthur Riley 

(This Here Flesh, 2022, p.18) 
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RECOGNITION 

In the artist and Sami activist Maxida Märek’s songs we hear, not only about Sami’s 

struggle for recognition but of her own struggle to fit in. She writes about longing 

for a life in freedom that feels as an impossible destination.  

”Maybe I'm not made for the present, it feels like I often don't fit in. As if my 

time has been and I was too late.”  (Märek, 2023)  

The witnesses of exclusion, oppression and inequality are many. The minority of 

Sami, that Märek is fighting for, being one. By looking at just one of the many 

oppression traits of humanity - slavery, we may quickly get an idea of how vast this 

power dynamics of oppression has been over thousands of years. Slavery was a 

way for man to gain a larger personal profit while using free labour. It ranges from 

the success of slavery in early Egypt to American slavery, to also including using 

women as free workers, to slavery in our current system. Today we still encounter 

mass production that involves modern slaves in both South East Asia and in Africa. 

Mica mining is a form of slavery often involving child labour, as only children are 

small enough to get through the tunnels to find the mineral used for batteries in 

our electric cars (Unicef, 2022).  

Evidently the various ways we are recognised, and recognise others, play an 

important role in shaping our quality of life. In our struggle for recognition we ask 

for respect, honor, and affirmation for who we are. We ask for being of value within 

the social structure or culture, and ratification for any wrongfully discrimination and 

exclusion due to our identity and the biases stemming from it.  

�15



                                                                                                            PETRA TROBÄCK 2024-05-27

The philosopher Axel Honneth, often referred to as the father of the contemporary 

recognition theory, believes it is important to acknowledge that recognition is not 

only a social and political phenomenon of justice but a crucial aspect of individual 

psychological development. Honneth (2000) argues that through positive 

experiences of recognition, individuals develop a sense of self-worth and agency. 

Conversely, a lack of recognition or experiences of misrecognition may lead to 

feelings of alienation, resentment, and self-doubt. He analyses social pathologies 

or dysfunctions which arise when recognition is systematically denied or distorted 

within a society. Examples of social pathologies include racism, sexism, and other 

forms of structural oppression, which undermine individuals' ability to develop 

healthy self-esteem and participate fully in social life. 

Furthermore, in arguing that recognition is essential for the realisation of 

individual’s self respect, Honneth (2016) presents the concept of mutual 

recognition in order to reach and develop a positive self-esteem. Mutual 

recognition refers to the reciprocal acknowledgment and validation of individuals' 

inherent worth, dignity, and identity by others within the social sphere. Mutual 

recognition operates at both interpersonal and societal levels, encompassing 

various dimensions of social life, including intimate relationships, legal and 

political institutions, and cultural practices. His theory has been developed as a 

criticism to the idea of equal treatment and impartiality that is at heart of theories 

of justice formulated by great philosophers as Kant, Rawls and Habermas. An idea 

he argues does not accommodate for the love and care inherent in social relations, 

nor give any normative guidance. According to Honneth demands of equality in 

fact only express some of the dimensions of a claim that is more fundamentally 

expressed as the need for autonomy. The concept of equality has its place in the 

process of recognition but is not sufficient. 
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Grounded in Hegelian philosophy Honneth (2016) proposes three forms of 

recognition presented in an slightly hierarchical structure - love, rights, and 

solidarity. The tripartite entails that individuals first seeks recognition within 

intimate relationships or subcultures where ones identity is affirmed and accepted. 

It involves emotional attunement, empathy, and care between individuals, such as 

between parents and children, romantic partners, or close friends. This initial stage 

of recognition, called love, provides the individual with a sense of belonging, 

acceptance and enough psychological well-being and self-confidence to continue 

the struggle. In a second stage called rights, the individual move beyond intimate 

relations and advocates for political status and legal recognition of their identity 

and their right to express themselves. This stage involves seeking 

acknowledgment of ones identity and corresponding rights and freedoms within 

the broader societal context and enhances individuals self-respect. Finally, the 

individual engages in collective endeavours with the aim of being acknowledged 

as an equal member of a broader society. This stage of solidarity involves the 

recognition of individuals' contributions to shared projects, collective identities, 

and social movements aimed at promoting common interests and values. 

Solidarity recognition fosters a sense of community and cooperation enhancing 

individuals' sense of belonging and purpose within society at large. Each form of 

recognition comes, according to Honneth, with its own perspective on moral rights 

and obligations; the duty of emotional care, duty of equal treatment, and the duty 

of social engagement and interest in solidarity. Honneth underlines the existing 

tension between the different obligations and emphases a pluralistic moral theory. 

The concept of moral pluralism means that a society holds conflicting moral views 

that each still deserve to be respected, i.e the duty of equal treatment may, rightly, 
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conflict with other duties such as caring for those in a close relations. According to 

Honneth, recognition is a moral claim that individuals can make on society. 

In his theory Honneth (2016) argues that identities are socially constructed through 

interactions with others and within broader societal structures. He acknowledges 

the plurality of identities that individuals may possess, which can be shaped by 

various social, cultural, and historical factors. These identities may include aspects 

such as gender, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, and socio-economic status, among 

others.  

Another established philosopher within the field of recognition is Charles Taylor. 

He has similar ideas as Honneth, highlighting the importance of mutual 

recognition in fostering a sense of self-worth. Just like Honneth, Taylor (2008) 

claims that recognition is not solely a matter of individual self-affirmation but 

dependent on validation from others within the social sphere. Recognition entails 

respecting the diverse identities of others and acknowledging the richness of 

human diversity. While Honneth shows how the struggle for recognition shapes 

individuals identity, Taylor (2008) focus on an hermeneutic approach which 

emphasises the importance of language, narrative, and cultural traditions in 

shaping individuals' identities. He argues that identity is deeply intertwined with 

cultural belonging and historical narratives, and that recognition involves 

acknowledging the plurality and multifaceted aspects of individuals' identities 

shaped by factors such as culture, ethnicity, religion, gender, and personal 

experiences. 

Taylor (2016) explains that the creation of an identity or culture, for example 

nationality, is built on the premisses of establishing a boundary, an exclusion of 
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others. With that the creation of biases becomes a natural part of the process in 

establishing distinctions and contrasts, ”us and them”, in order to make our own 

group reflect the good ideas. Taylor describes it as a hangover from the past. He 

argues that the Western cultural DNA comes with a deep misbelief that in order to 

have a functional society, to stand together and to cohere we need an ethical glue. 

We have taken for granted for centuries that our agreement of peace and safety 

has to go way beyond rules and politics and must be rooted in a source of values 

and ethics. He points to our religious, in this case Christian, heritage, as the root to 

the idea that everything comes from a specific source, God. Taylor calls this an ”us 

and them” model and claims that this is the reason to why we do not apply a 

diversity model. Acknowledging this fallacy of an ”us and them” model, Taylor 

advocates for the recognition of cultural diversity within society, as opposed to an 

homogeneous approach. 

As I interpret it, Honneth tends to prioritise individual self-realisation, viewing 

recognition primarily as a means for individuals to affirm their inherent worth and 

dignity and identity within family, community and society. In addition Taylor's 

approach caters for the recognition struggle of minority groups, who not only ask 

for tolerance but for cultural recognition. Minority cultures, such as Sami, claim for 

recognition referring to its group-specific way of life as constituting a positive 

value for society. They require specific rites, practises and places to be valued as 

such and as a social good. Yet, both Honneth and Taylor emphasise recognition as 

essential for the realisation of dignity and self-respect, highlighting the importance 

of both giving and receiving recognition in human relationships - a mutual 

recognition that forms the basis for ethical and interpersonal relations. 
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If there is a fundamental dialectic of recognition that underlies social interactions, 

with obligations tied to them, what do those obligations entail? What are to be 

recognised if identities are fluid and complex?    

Is the struggle for recognition implicitly promoting for fixed identities or may it 

accommodate and address the fluidity and complexity as presented by Appiah? 

The Tension Between Recognition and Fluidity of Identity  

From one perspective on could argue that our times dominating recognition 

theory as presented by Honneth and Taylor does accommodate for a fluidity of 

identity. Compared to Kant’s and Rawl’s symmetric approach to moral theory, 

building on universal rational and equality principles regardless of individual 

identities, Honneth and Taylor seem to foster a more nuanced approach 

embracing the complexity of social relations, cultural heritage and context. 

Honneth and Taylor argues that recognition is not a static nor linear process, and 

Honneth’s idea is that the struggle itself creates new capabilities in need for 

recognition. It’s a never-ending process of integration. It’s an ongoing 

enlargement and enrichment of identity adding new qualities that initiate new 

struggles. Progression and constant change seem to be inherent principles in both 

Honneth's and Taylor’s notion of recognition.   

Yet, I find that Honneth's and Taylor’s acknowledgment of fluidity of identities is 

limited and insufficient. I claim that the struggle of recognition as presented by 

Taylor and Honneth is dependant on rather fixed identities, and does not hold for 
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fluid identities consisting of entailed threads and in constant transformation and 

are beyond the observable. 

Even though Honneth recognises that individuals’s identities can develop and 

change over time through processes of self-realisation and mutual recognition, his 

theory tends to prioritise certain aspects of identity that are more stable and 

recognisable. This can lead to an emphasis on essentialist notions of identity, 

particularly when individuals seek recognition for distinct characteristics or 

attributes that are perceived as central to their identity. 

In my own, what feels like endless, search for an employment I find myself 

question if the multiple turn-downs are due to my gender, culture or age. It is 

interesting how I by default blame my experience of injustice, rejection and 

exclusion on identity categories and structures of oppression. 

It seems to be implicit in the struggle of recognition, that one needs to point to 

something with clear boundaries - to preexisting identities. The literal meaning of 

recognition is to identify something, it is what allows us to know, to locate and to 

identify something as something. One is a women or one is not a women. One is 

black or one is not black. 

For this reason one may claim that the theory of recognition is based on a logic, i.e 

a particular way of reasoning holding an inexorable truth, of ”either or”. Either one 

is a women or, one is not. Even if Honneth and Taylor express that identity could 

be pluralistic and hold several different layers, it is still in the moment of 

recognition seen as something with predefined and static boundaries. I would say 

that in their noble effort to oppose to the colonial ”othering others” and find a new 
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approach to justice, they still inadvertently re-imprint a kind of oppressive dynamic 

that comes with ”either or”. It is an ”either or” logic that does not accommodate for 

what Appiah speaks of as an holistic and asymmetric approach to identities, where 

identities have no rigid boundaries.  

I also find Honneth’s and Taylor’s theories being rather scarce in their definition of 

identity. It is quite unclear whether they refer to human inherent dignity or human 

formed identity, when speaking of recognition. As I have interpret the theory, it is 

rooted in the idea that individuals develop their sense of self-worth through the 

validation and acknowledgment of their identity they receive from others and 

society. In the case of the girl struggling for being recognised as ”Furry”, I 

mentioned in the introduction, that would mean that others and society has a 

moral obligation to recognise and respect the girl’s own interpretation of her 

identity as a Furry, as denying recognition would undermine her sense of self and 

dignity. Honneth speaks about each individual’s right to be accepted as unique 

and the moral obligation that sits in a mutual recognition - for the individual to 

fight for recognition from others, to engage in collective actions and movements 

to demand recognition and to challenge existing power structures and normative 

frameworks, and for ”others’” and society’s obligation to acknowledge each 

individual’s request. As I interpret it, it also means that all of ones identity should 

be recognised. Then, in a world of fluidity, also to recognise parts of me that are 

unseen. Is that possible?  

Honneth’s tripartite division of love, rights and solidarity is an eminent 

embodiment of love and compassion into the model, but as it seems to be 

grounded in a symmetric ”either or” logic overstates the importance of dual 

relationship. It entails the idea of a respons to a demand between clearly identified 
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existing entities. It claims that self-worth only comes out of a relationship to 

another rather than being an intrinsic value of being human that I, solely by 

existing as a human being, I am worthy of honor, respect, esteem. This duality isn’t 

sufficiently mirroring how the complex ecology of life and identities looks like, 

which is more a web of ongoing relations with interdependencies. In the form of 

love Honneth uses the example of the relationship between child and mother, 

implying recognition is about one predefined part in relation to another. To me 

love is not a relation only between two people, but a relation between two 

multiplicities with no edges. Love is a work of art and play that supersedes the me 

and you relationship. 

Neither does the theory of recognition point to the potential need to break with 

pre-given identities in ones quest for autonomy and liberation. In a debate 

between Honneth and the French Philosopher Jaques Rancière, Rancière (2016) 

puts forward an interesting perspective pointing at the conception of the claims of 

minority groups as claims for respect of their identity. A conception that, according 

to Rancière, is blind to the fact that it could also be a claim of not to be assigned 

that identity, i.e. a claim not be considered as a minority obeying certain rules, 

having a special culture. It should perhaps be viewed as a claim to have the same 

rights and enjoy the same kind of respect as anybody who is not assigned any 

special identity.  

Whether recognition is catering for multiculturalism and cultural minorities such as 

Taylor's approach or includes the Honnethian struggle for full individual identity, I 

find it very challenging or perhaps untenable to operate in society and politics. I 

think we are already experiencing the symptoms of this symmetric logic as we 

undergo an almost exponential multiple divisions of identities and groups born 
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out of the process of each recognition. The most critical voices often claim that if 

we continue adapt to multiculturalism or divers-identities, we will end up in having 

a social system and structures built around each individual, with the risk to 

eventually collapse. One example that is often mentioned to show the absurdity in 

multicultural adaptation, is the Sikhs wearing turbans, who are exempted from the 

helmet requirement in Canada (Lenard and Balint, 2022). In the introduction I used 

an example from Sweden, changing the law to accommodate for certain religions 

to ba allowed child marriage.  

Marinated in the binary either-or logic (either you are something, or you are not as 

well as either you are recognised or you are not), the struggle for recognition runs 

the risk of becoming a symptom of oppression rather than its cure. Marginalised 

individuals or groups must seek recognition from the very people or institutions 

responsible for their oppression. Even if political recognition is won, the structure 

that made it necessary to fight for recognition is still in place. One ends up in the 

paradox of reinforcing the assumptions and ideas of certain groups or individuals 

as inherently weak, thus continuing shaping prejudices and patterns you aim to 

break. As the author and partisan of a radical universalist approach, Kenan Malik 

points out in his recent book Not so Black and White (2023);   

“Many who have taken up the Black Lives Matter banner, conflate the 

necessity of challenging racism with the building of racial solidarity. Pursuing 

the second aim makes achieving the first more difficult.” 

  

Malik aims to illustrate the paradox of the more we despise racial thinking, the 

more we seem to cling to it, that in order to fight for your right based on fixed 

identities you first need to submissively accept the premises of inequality 

connected to an assumed weakness stemming from the essential in the identity.   
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Malik (2023) points at an example of a black sanitation worker who may share the 

same race as a corporate lawyer, but on many of the substantive issues that 

underpin people’s lives – work, housing, education and healthcare – their 

experiences are too different for us to rely on race as the carrier of a universal units 

that are to be recognised. 

Without the ability to see our formation of identities from a relational and holistic 

perspective, without the wisdom to evaluate any proposed claim for recognition in 

the context of the relation with life as a whole, even well-meant attempts of 

recognition may have ill-fated results.  

With a major risk of entering a battle field, I wish to shed light on a newly released 

report within the field of transgender, as it illustrates what might go wrong when 

the struggle for recognition does not succeed to address fluidity. The published 

report called ”The WPATH Files: Pseudoscientific surgical and hormonal 

experiments on children, adolescents, and vulnerable adults”, is based on leaked 

files from within the leading global transgender healthcare body, The World 

Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH). The report reveals how 

the clinicians, who shape how “gender medicine” is regulated and practiced 

around the world, consistently violate medical ethics and informed consent. 

(https://environmentalprogress.org/big-news/wpath-files). The journalist Mia 

Hughes (2024), author of the report, explains how medical health care conduct 

life-altering medical interventions for young patients, including vaginoplasty for a 

14-year-old, or surgeons performing “nullification”  and other extreme body 6

modification procedures to create body types that do not exist in nature, based on 

 Nullification is a surgery option for non-binary gender, it entails the removal of  internal and external genital 6

structures to create a smooth appearance from the abdomen to the groin. (Oregon Health & Science University, 
2024)
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the premises that if the wish of the client is to have a certain identity, then it is 

society's (medical health-care) duty to do so in order to honor and recognise 

individuals’ for their identity. The report shows, that instead of profound research 

and negotiated consent health-care and society base medical interventions on 

voices of transgender activists and political power dynamics. The report also 

reveals the lack of evaluation, pointing at a risk of conducting severe medical 

interventions where the patients may show regrets.  

It illustrates how we uncritically shape our actions to fit with identities as if they 

were rigid and given and how we criticises, correct and even condemn those who 

fail to do so. It illustrates how recognition inhibiting an ”either-or” thinking might 

do more harm than we think.  

As I see it, our societies have a way of dividing and serving out recognition in 

portions as if it was a commodity, based on our own human ideals. It seems that 

we cannot help but entwine the concept of recognition with usefulness and 

progress of economy and politics. We may trace an appetite of recognition in the 

name of progress. The elderly, the sick, the women, the disabled, those sometimes 

named ”the weak”; we tend to assign a lesser social value to those who do not 

contribute to a given output. We often withhold them social status and capital. 

Perhaps, neglecting to acknowledge them as sacred guides out of the illusion and 

bondage of linear progress, a liberation we could learn from. Instead we exclude, 

and have them knock on the door to ask for recognition. Another example being 

how we try to solve a school system that excludes, by handing out diagnoses to 

our children as a ticket to recognition.  
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In my own moments of activism, where I feverishly aspire to restore minorities or 

”the weak”, or in my role as a corporate manager trying to boost my colleagues, I 

can sense a patronising belief that I give those people recognition. As if 

recognition may be handed out as a gift.  

By this said, I am not claiming there is anything wrong to fight for ones rights to be 

acknowledged as a ”Furry” in the school system, nor for society to adapt 

accordingly. Nor are there nothing wrong with requesting or conducting gender 

transformation. The point I aim to make it to accentuate the challenges of applying 

the same reasoning that contributed to injustice to solve injustice. The suffering 

and injustice is the consequence, not the problem. Perhaps then not to be solved. 

The struggle for recognition cannot be about recognising stable identities, 

whether those are inherited fixed as in Taylor’s multicultural version serving 

minority groups, or whether those are postulated as the cause or result of 

recognition serving individuals worth, as in Honneth’s model. I believe it is 

important to acknowledge Honneth’s and Taylor’s emphasises on the struggle for 

recognition’s crucial aspect of individual psychological development. One of our 

times most prominent Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (2012) supports this by 

showing how self-loathing and self-hatred is born from the shame of the 

humiliation stemming from being denied recognition. He also claims that to be 

denied recognition and respect and to be excluded has replaced exploitation and 

discrimination as the most common reason for people to justify hate and grudge 

against society and ”others”.  He emphasises how one, in the process of exclusion 

discovers how fragile ones identity is, how weak, and even powerless, one is in 

ones attempts to cling on to a chosen identity. When realising how vulnerable and 

shaky ones place, in a community one respect and cherish, is and how uncertain 

the kind of life one sincerely wish to have is, a devastating sense of worthlessness 
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arise. The feeling of worthlessness nurtures a self-hatred that often ends with 

searching for someone to blame. Bauman even describes it as an explosive hate 

that strikes randomly, frustration and violence often targeting the ones who are not 

to blame. Stubbornly justified by claiming we hate because we strive for a world 

without hate. I believe Bauman points at the necessity of recognition in order to 

pursue a sense of belonging and nurture a society in peace as well as the peril that 

in the same vein it perpetuates the othering and polarisation.  

We seem to be in a whirlpool of spinning epistemological repeat. How do we 

break the trap of the familiar? How to deal with the fact that there clearly seems to 

be a need to create a voice for oppression and injustices without using the same 

thinking that brought us the injustice in the first place? As Leonard Cohen puts it; 

 ”How can I begin anything new with all of yesterday in me?” (Beautiful 

Losers) 

What is needed is a reasoning around recognition that is not stipulated by a linear 

and predictable process with clear stages and predetermined outcomes. What is 

needed is dynamics that involve multiple interactions, threads and influences that 

produce emergent, evolving patterns of recognition. Rather than progressing 

through distinct stages in their struggle for recognition, individuals and groups 

may navigate complex webs of relationships, contexts, power dynamics, and 

cultural norms that shape their experiences of recognition in dynamic and 

sometimes unexpected ways. 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”Somehow we have to carry trauma and stay imaginative enough to rebuild a 

society that cares. 

Somehow we have to be angry enough to fight and tender enough to stay 

sensitive to the nuances of learning. 

Somehow from the fragmentation of human constructs, we have to find a way 

to perceive and participate in the unity of life.”  

Nora Bateson 

(Combining, 2023, p. 77) 
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MENDING MOTHERING 

I start this chapter with a poem by Nora Bateson. One of the reasons being that 

poems, like identities, never have just one interpretation. Another reason being 

that in Bateson’s poem I see a reflection of the promise and the peril of 

recognition.  

As mentioned earlier in this thesis one might fall into the temptation of 

disregarding identity. That the only way forward is to ignore and abandon identity. 

For this reasoning, it makes sense that I introduce the work of Iris Marion Young, an 

American political theorist and socialist feminist. In an effort to break assumptions 

on fixity of identity, Young suggest a focus on the power relations and structures 

instead of identities. She argues that obligations of justice and recognition arise 

from structural social processes and not from a mutual relation and suggests that 

all agents who contribute by their actions to the structural processes that produce 

injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy these injustices. She argues that 

all individuals connected to structural injustice share political responsibility, as 

opposed to moral or legal responsibility, to collectively struggle against it. (Young, 

2006) 

I find comfort in the idea of wearing identities more lightly. Yet, I believe she falls 

short for re-inscribing the same separation and reduction. The theory only 

disregards identity as a factor, yet leave the spilt of differences intact. Instead of 

using identity as the engine of the process as Honneth, she uses equality or 

perhaps power. I do not deny her theory being a great strategy to challenge 

structural oppression, still what I see needed to address fluid identities and 
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complexity is something that gets to the core of the static, binary and deductive 

assumptions. Something that still embraces the beauty of identity and the 

importance of our struggle for recognition. 

In its fluidity, the girl who struggles for her recognition as ”Furry”, is not exactly 

American, not exactly straight, not exactly Christian, not exactly Furry. Each of 

those labels tells us something about her, if we listen carefully to her own 

inflections of these modes of being. As Honneth and Taylor both suggest she 

needs to be provided a space for her to be all of these things in her own way, 

negotiating with family and friends, with school, institutions and society as it allows 

her to shape a self that was not merely captured but also liberated by the identities 

that enmeshed her.  

So the questions emerging from applying Appiah’s concept of identity to theories 

of recognition are rather; How does a theory of recognition look like, that still 

embodies the essence of being recognised along with its moral obligations, but 

rises from a different logic embracing full complexity of social identities, instead of 

one that promotes separation and reduction? How do we leave behind that 

recognition is distributed according to an axis of power that is part and parcel of 

systems of dominance and oppression, but rather made up of interrelated parts 

where each thing is the totality of its connections with everything else?  

When taking into account the messiness of identities, one is often burdened with a 

relativist position, invalidating any forms of universalism. I wonder if it is not the 

opposite, though. Taking into account the messiness of identity and asymmetry 

will lead to a more demanding form of universalist that is not limited to a set rule 
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of the game, but instead favour a permanent communication to enlarge the 

restricted form of universalism that is the rule of the game.  

I find it useful to bring in a quote highlighted by Appiah, written more than two 

millennia ago by Publius Terentius Afer: 

”Homo sum, humans nihil a me alieni puto.”  

”I am human, I think nothing human alien to me.”  

(in Lies that bind, Appiah, 2018, p.219) 

What would happen if humanity is the negotiable common we shape our struggle 

for recognition around?  

To go further into a potential reconceptualisation of recognition, I would like to 

embrace Honneths’s ideas of capturing the love and care inherent in relations, 

conjoint with inspiration from Kelly Oliver. Oliver is a respected American 

philosopher known for her contributions to feminist and continental philosophy 

and political theory. Oliver (2015) proposes that we have a responsibility to others 

of being ”respons-able”, i.e, the ability to respond, and we have a responsibility to 

be addressable, i.e. we can be addressed by others. She highlights how Judith 

Butler, another prominent philosopher who also have added wisdom to the 

concept of recognition, talks about recognition in terms of “seeing as.” According 

to Butler ”seeing as” requires not only re-cognition but also imagination. Oliver 

(2015) takes this even further saying that avowing the suffering of others caused by 

my own privilege, however, requires more than cognition or even imagination. It 

requires pathos beyond recognition.  
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It is a commitment of ethics of impossible responsibilities for what we do not and 

cannot recognise, that I find more in line with a concept of fluid identity.  

Out of this, I would like to introduce an idea of ”mothering”. Not as a parent or 

authority but as a foundation for care. Mothers nurture, create and love. When 

looking into what many of our societies need at the moment, it is just that - 

nurturing, creativity and love. We desperately need collective mothering. I will 

suggest that the natural care and empathy our society so desperately is calling for 

could be spoken of as ”mending mothering”. Mending in a sense that it tends to 

the broken connectedness and transcends the exclusionist reasoning of "either 

or”, and evolves from the non-duality and non-separability of relationships. 

Mothering as its holds unlimited, unconditional and infinite empathy and warmth. 

The concept of mending mothering is based on diversity and imaginative 

pluralism but also on the idea that we share one common humanity or one 

commonality with all beings and life forms. The relation is at core and relationships 

create the space for people to respond to one another, establishing the ground for 

sharing and compassion. Relationships exist because we all belong to an earth 

family. I believe this should be our most fundamental in identity - living.  

In a world of mending mothering, recognition cannot be distributed as gifts. 

Because if one gives a gift in exchange for something else, then it is not really a gift 

but more like a payment. To be pure, it cannot be given as payment for a debt or 

done merely out of duty to the law. It cannot even become a matter of moral duty. 

The purity of a gift is associated with a responsibility of infinite giving, which is 

beyond morality insofar as morality is a matter of progress and rules.  
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The question emerging is, what transforms recognition into compassion and 

caring? 

I would like to point to a fictional story Appiah shares in his book. It is taken from 

the final episode of the first season of the British television series, Skins, which is 

about a group of students in England. Appiah (2018) describes a scene at a 

birthday party of one of the characters, Anwar, an English teenager of South Asian 

ancestry, whose father is a devout Muslim. His best friend, Maxxie, is gay and have 

been waiting for Anwar to tell his parents about it, which Anwar has been afraid to 

do. So Maxxie is standing outside, refusing to come into the party until Anwar tells 

them. While the two of them are talking outside, Anwar’s father comes out and 

invites Maxxie in saying his wife has made a spicy curry just for him. As Anwar’s 

father talks, Anwar, in the background, finally says “Dad, Maxxie’s gay.” But his 

father ignores him. So, then Maxxie himself says “I’m gay, Mr. Kharral. I always have 

been.” There’s a long silence and Anwar waits anxiously to hear what his father will 

say. Then Mr. Kharral says this: “It’s a …stupid messed-up world. I’ve got my God; 

he speaks to me every day. Some things I just can’t work out. So, I leave them be, 

okay even if I think they’re wrong. Because I know one day He’ll make me 

understand. I’ve got that trust. It’s called belief. I’m a lucky man. Right? Come 

Maxxie, the food’s ready.”  

What Appiah shows with the story is the power of people being in conversation 

with one another. Mr. Kharral and Maxxie do not have to agree. They have only to 

accept each other. And they can do that without a theory or a principle, because 

being together has generated commitments that can transcend even serious 

disagreement. But we are only going to bother to take this step if we are already in 

conversation with one another. And that means sharing our thoughts about the 
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things we agree about and about the things we disagree about. Big things and 

small things. Football, food, politics.  

According to Appiah (2018) Mr. Kharral begins in exactly the right place, with an 

admission that he can’t work out everything. That the world is hard to understand, 

and he may not be right about everything. He doesn’t abandon his belief that 

homosexuality is wrong: he lays it aside as something to work out later. Right now, 

what matters is celebrating his son’s 17th birthday with his son’s best friend. 

The profound mending mothering among humans that I’m envisioning is not a 

burdensome social project but rather a simple way of being together, in 

conversation, constantly negotiating.  

It consist of moral obligations, as oppose to the existing theory for recognition 

where the moral obligations are placed in the dual mutual-recognition with an 

obligation to recognise the identity in its rigids characteristics, I suggest that the 

ethics of mending mothering begins in the space of the impossible and the 

unknown emerging in the relationship. As Oliver (2015) puts it, one might say that 

we are responsible not only for our own response but also for that of the other. I 

always have one more response to give. Furthermore, I am responsible for the 

other’s ability to respond. By placing the moral obligation within the relationship 

promotes our responsibility to open up, rather than close off, the ability to 

respond.  

Grounded in the concept of contingency, I would emphasise the importance of 

recognising an inherent worth and humanity of every individual, regardless of their 

unique characteristics or identities. In the case of the "Furry," one would argue that 

the individual deserves recognition and respect based on their shared humanity, 
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rather than the specifics of their identity. There is responsibility in all relations - 

family, community, society, to be in conversation, negotiating with a constant 

responding.  

Even if I feel hesitant about the project of consciously struggling for recognition, it 

might very well be necessary for politics and to change public policies. There are 

amazing initiatives that have made life more equal and better, which can 

dramatically alter our chances of collective justice. But, as it is made by the same 

logic that creates the struggle and hardship for recognition it might not be the 

solely way out. We need to acknowledge that our pursuit of justice always risks the 

corruption of familiar scripts and habits and hope that a notion of mending 

mothering may draw us away from the binary logic that otherwise taints our 

struggle for recognition. Perhaps the attempt to think the impossible, to articulate 

the impossible, may be the very condition of possibility for an ethic of justice. 

Truly, I don’t know.  

In a world where every attempt to correct human ideas of injustice and cruelty 

sooner or later turns into a new way to torment each other, staying quiet and 

without solutions sometimes feels like revolution.  
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CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis is to show the tension between a fluid concept of identity 

and existing theories of recognition. I aim to answer the question whether existing 

recognition theories are able to address the full complexity and fluidity of social 

identities, and what implications it may have on our understanding of moral 

entitlements for recognition. Taking into account and accepting the idea of fluidity 

and contingence of identity constructions as proposed by Kwame Anthony Apphia, I 

claim that the contemporary recognition theories formed by Axel Honneth and 

Charles Taylor are not sufficient. I show that the recognition theory is based on an 

”either or” logic, which in its binary and static way simply do not cater for a fluidity, 

but may also foster an unrealistic an unreflective cultural relativism and actions of 

recognitions that makes people suffer and brings about ethical problems.  

Instead I suggest to open up for an idea I call ”mending mothering”  - encompassing 

recognition and respect based on our shared humanity, rather than the specifics of 

our identity, and a responsibility to be in conversation, negotiating with a constant 

responding held by an infinite empathy.  Moving the moral obligation from each 

party to the relation and from acknowledging certain characteristics to a way of 

being with each other.  
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A Small Note To My Imagination  

We are our own stories and free to imagine what it means to be human. We may choose the 

tone and invent the language we use when speaking of who we are. Life as it is, is artful, 

eagerly awaiting and ready for us to make it art. Living is imagining life. At the same time 

there is much imagining of the imagining of a better future going on. The world around me 

desperately point to imagination for a break from its destructive patterns, only to find that the 

imagination is sourcing from the epistemology that once produced the patterns. It carries the 

illusion that the imagination of the future isn’t marinated in the past - a vision of sameness. 

I think of Plato’s allegory of the cave. In Plato’s Republic (360 B.C.E.) Socrates shares a story of 

a group of prisoners who have been chained inside a dark underground den since birth. They 

can only see the shadows of objects projected on the cave wall by a fire behind them. These 

shadows are their only reality. They have no other choice than to believe that this limited 

perception is the entirety of existence. What the allegory of the cave is imposing, is that we 

cannot take for granted that the things we see around us are the most real that exist. It 

illustrates the transformative power of wonder. Instead of listening to opinions and seductive 

narratives of reconfirmation, we must try to protect ourselves from succumbing to 

constructions of power and desire. Through a love of beauty that is shaped by experiences of 

wonder we should try open ourselves even more to the endless gradation of depths of the 

given. Yet, I wonder how is it possible to embrace wonder if being blind and numb from 

disillusionment? 

I have no idea how to fix justice to this world. I just know it matters.  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