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Recognition and Identity: Abstract Concepts, Concrete Struggles 

 

 

What is Meant by “The Scope of Recognition”? 

 

Political activity on the basis of a shared identity has been with us for several decades. 

Race, sexual orientation, gender, and myriad other categories form the centre-of-

gravity around which social groups demand recognition of the validity and value of 

their self-understandings. How should social and political institutions respond to these 

demands? In contemporary social and political philosophy much of the weight of 

answering this question has fallen on developing a theory of recognition. That theory 

would then perform several functions: it could provide an explanation as to the 

emergence and subsequent contestation of shared social norms; it could offer an 

account of the motivation that drives people to struggle for recognition; and it could 

provide normative resources for the justification and adjudication of demands for 

recognition. With such a theory at hand, we would possess a foundation from where 

we could deliberate as to the appropriate social or political response to a particular 

demand. 

But to engage in the sort of deliberations by which an identity claim can be 

offered an appropriate social or political response (whatever these turn out to be) is to 

presuppose that the claim can be considered in that way, i.e., can be considered within 

the scope of recognition. In the original essay (Rashed 2021), I theorise the limit 

(scope) of social recognition as it arises from consideration of the capacities 

presupposed by a theory of recognition: the capacity to determine the nature of the 

relation between one’s subjective conviction and the social category with which one 

identifies; the capacity for diachronic unity of self-conception; and the capacity for 

synchronic unity of self-conception. A demand for recognition that satisfies these 

capacities can then be considered for questions such as: Should the meaning and range 

of [social identity] be modified to include this person/group within its boundaries? Is 

the social identity good/valuable as asserted by the recognisees? In my essay, the focus 

is not on these questions, but on what can be considered at all in their light. 

For this reason, the aim of the essay is at once modest and ambitious. It is 

modest in that it does not attempt an intervention in ongoing debates as to what social 

identities should (or should not) be recognised as valid and valuable. Yet it is 
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ambitious precisely because it tries to establish some key distinctions in the boundary 

conditions of these debates. Every normative theory presupposes an addressee, and 

this applies to Kantian theory and its derivatives, to neo-Aristotelianism (including 

the ethics of care), and – as I demonstrate in the essay – to the theory of recognition. 

These presuppositions exclude a wide range of phenomena of madness. In this 

context, Audra Goodnight’s (2021, p. xx) formulation of the key proposal of my essay 

requires a slight, though crucial, adjustment; she writes: “[Rashed] proposes an 

alternative approach to the boundary problem by focusing on the identity claims that 

should be excluded from the scope of recognition”. If I re-write this, I would replace 

the “should be” with “are”. We identify the boundary conditions that exclude madness 

from the scope of recognition not in order to fix them as normative gold standards to 

be applied to the world; we identify the boundary conditions in order to know just 

how we can go about modifying them towards a broader inclusivity of mental health 

phenomena. 

 

The ‘Engine’ for Social Change 

 

The foregoing philosophical and theoretical considerations aside, there are questions 

about recognition ‘on the ground’ highlighted by Goodnight’s commentary. She asks 

how we can determine “the authoritative social group” that can bestow recognition 

upon the recognisees. In my essay I leave this determination intentionally obscure for 

two reasons: First, my focus is not on struggles for recognition as such but on the 

limits imposed by a particular theoretical version of recognition. Second, the nature 

of recognition, and of struggles towards it, belie the possibility of identifying relevant 

social groups from the comfort of our armchair, so to speak. Why is that the case? 

It would help here to point out the origin of demands for recognition in 

peoples’ experiences of unacceptable gaps in social validation; as Robert Pippin 

(2008, p. 71) writes: 

 

In any … commitment to a claim or course of action there is a possible gap 

between my own self-certainty, my subjective take on what is happening and 

what is called for, and the 'truth,' often manifest when it is apparent that others 

attribute to me commitments and implications of commitments other than 

those I attribute to myself. The experience of such a gap, itself a kind of social 

pathology, is what Hegel appeals to as the engine for conceptual and social 

change, a struggle or striving for reconciliation and mutuality in such a 

context. 

 

We struggle for recognition in so far as we perceive ourselves to be denied a social 

status we are worthy of, or a social identity we legitimately represent. Our struggle is 

concrete from the start, as it concerns how we are treated as social subjects. In this 

https://doi.org/10.1353/ppp.2021.0050
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sense, the “relevant social group” is the group of whom we are demanding redress. 

This can be as narrow or as broad as the recognisees conceive of it at a particular 

juncture in their struggle. To illustrate this point, I shall work with one of the examples 

provided by Goodnight. She presents to us the case of Jill, a 30-year-old medium who 

receives messages from the dead and conveys them to their relatives. Jill’s identity is 

accepted by the social group “Tele-mortem anonymous”, but not by her family who 

refuse to speak to her. Goodnight then asks: who gets to decide if Jill’s identity claim 

should be recognised? 

 The first point to note in response is that demands for social recognition pertain 

to the collective (social), and not to the personal, dimension of my individual identity 

(see Appiah 2005). The demand is for the meaning, value, and boundaries of a 

particular social identity to be modified, identities such as African-American, 

Transwoman, Mad, Gay man, and, in the case of Jill (for the sake of argument), 

Psychic Medium. To the extent that I identify with a specific social identity and find 

or make it central to my individual identity, it becomes important to me how this 

identity is publicly valued and understood. So, what’s at stake is not for Jill’s mother, 

say, to accept her life-choices or personal values, but for the social identity with which 

Jill and her group identify to be publicly recognised. Accordingly, the relevant social 

group is the group which “Tele-mortem anonymous” has decided to demand 

recognition from. This might be a narrow cohort such as local politicians. 

Alternatively, “Tele-mortem anonymous” might aim at transforming existing 

discourses around Psychic Mediums, which portray them as charlatans that deprive 

desperate people of their money. They might solicit media personalities, well-known 

psychologists or scientists, and respected priests, and through them seek the right sort 

of exposure as a legitimate profession. Jill and her cohort define for themselves what 

the relevant group is.  

 The second point in response to Goodnight’s question is that the relevant 

social group does not in a straightforward sense “decide” if a claim should be 

recognised, nor is the group “authoritative”, objectively speaking. More precisely, the 

relevant social group is authoritative to the extent that “Tele-mortem anonymous” take 

it to be so. Recall that recognition has a mutuality constraint: I demand recognition 

from those whom I recognise as capable of offering it, and so my very demand 

includes a voluntary dependency that lies at the core of the concept of recognition (see 

Rashed 2019, pp. 58-78). And just as the recognisees might change what they consider 

to be the most strategically relevant social group, they can also reverse their bestowal 

upon others of the authority to confer recognition upon them.  

 All of this might appear too provisional to offer a concrete foothold from 

where to answer the sort of questions raised by Goodnight. But there is no way around 

this: the struggle for social recognition is an ongoing negotiation among competing 

perspectives in the midst of variable power relations. It is a fundamentally social 

process that we, as philosophers and social theorists, can intervene in in three ways: 

https://doi.org/10.1353/ppp.2021.0050
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we can help identify the limits of a particular theoretical perspective and whether or 

not (and how) they can be modified – which is what I attempt in my essay; we can 

shed light on the implicit power dynamics that prevent people from being able to have 

a voice and organise towards a viable struggle for recognition; and we could offer 

normative resources for the adjudication of competing claims to recognition.   

 

The Limits of Social Recognition Do Not Mark the Beginnings of Illness 

 

Moving on from the philosophy of recognition to the philosophy of psychiatry, 

Werdie van Staden (2021) offers important remarks on the relation between the limits 

of social recognition and the boundary problem. My proposal for a new approach to 

the boundary problem seeks to shift the debate from the concept of mental disorder 

and its cognates to the concepts of social recognition, identity, and unity and 

continuity of self. The boundaries generated by these latter concepts place some 

phenomena outside the scope of recognition. To be so placed, however, does not mean 

that these phenomena are ‘mental disorders’, any more than being within the scope of 

recognition suggests that said phenomena are not ‘mental disorders’ (assuming we 

can agree on what we mean by ‘mental disorder’ in this context). As I state in the final 

part of my essay, there is no obvious reason for phenomena that lie outside the scope 

of recognition to be subject to the concepts and interventions that psychiatric practice 

offers. While care and compassion might be apposite responses, we must note that the 

limits of social recognition do not mark the beginnings of illness. Accordingly, my 

proposal for an approach to the boundary problem is not a proposal for a new way to 

sort out what is and what is not a mental disorder; it is a proposal to move away from 

the language of disorder and its naturalistic pretensions, and towards a theory of social 

recognition and identity, with its unique boundaries and responses. In this way, we 

operate with an updated boundary problem, in keeping with developments in mental 

health activism (see Rashed 2021, p. xx).  

With the exception of the epistemic status constraint on identity-claims, the 

capacities that generate the boundaries of recognition are not always affected in an 

all-or-nothing way. The fact of degrees of incapacity prompts Van Staden’s question: 

to what extent must these capacities be intact for social recognition to be possible? 

Consider diachronic unity of self-conception. As I argue in my essay (Rashed 2021, 

p. xx), continuity of self-conception matters because it allows for an extended and rich 

sense of agency, defined as the ability to instigate and pursue projects over time. The 

answer to the question of how much continuity is sufficient for agency – which is 

another way of asking Van Staden’s question – then turns on how long a project 

should be. The wide-ranging and value-laden nature of this final determination shows 

that the limits of social recognition are not set in stone, and neither are the capacities 

that define these limits. While many communities value long-term projects (career, 

marriage, parenthood), some people conceive their life in shorter episodes of time-
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limited achievements. Indeed, it is in virtue of this malleability that we can extend the 

limits of recognition by relaxing the normative requirements for continuity of self, 

and by holding with equal value a life proceeding in short episodes punctuated by 

discontinuities of self-conception. Inevitably, however, there will come a point where 

it becomes hard – if not impossible – to sustain the view that agency is being 

exercised, rather than curtailed, in the midst of radical discontinuity. At that point, the 

limit of recognition would have been reached. But I hasten to add that this limit can 

be drawn much further than many consider possible, as I illustrate elsewhere (Rashed 

2019, sections 8.3 and 9.4).  

 

Ordinary Language Philosophy and Normativity 

 

Moving on from the philosophy of psychiatry to value theory, Van Staden (2021, p. 

xx) writes that the values which I identify “as operating on the one side of the 

boundary and on which [my] account of social recognition hinges, are Kantian 

deontological values, Aristotelian virtues and the duty and virtue ‘to care’”. Some 

clarification is due here. Kantian moral theory, neo-Aristotelianism, and the theory of 

recognition are presented as examples of normative theories. The purpose of 

presenting them is to illustrate that normative theories, of various types, presuppose 

an addressee. Recognition is not justified in terms of Kantianism or neo-

Aristotelianism; its normative force in social and political life is derived from an 

analysis of the harms of misrecognition and what they entail for social and political 

action (the two main harms are identity impairment and social disqualification – see 

Rashed 2019, pp. 104-122). In my essay, however, I do not enter that sort of analysis, 

as my interest is limited to a more basic issue which is to clarify the core idea 

underpinning the theory of recognition and the sort of capacities, and values, 

presupposed by it (Rashed 2021, pp. xx).  

This clarification behind us, there is a more general worry stated by Van 

Staden which is that the values operating on both sides of the boundary problem need 

not be limited to those specified by “substantive schools of ethics” (e.g., Kantian 

normative theories, neo-Aristotelianism, or the theory of recognition). Instead, he 

proposes that “an ordinary language philosophy approach recognises the specific 

values of various kinds by which the boundary and limits of mental disorder are 

constituted from either side” (Van Staden 2021, p. xx). I suspect that Van Staden 

prefers this approach as it does not commit us to a fixed or narrow set of values – as 

substantive normative theories might – but brings into view the whole gamut of 

conflicting values in the region of the boundary problem. But what can ordinary 

language philosophy tell us beyond that?  

Ordinary language philosophy is an “essentially descriptive” and not a 

normative approach (Fulford and Van Staden 2013, p. 387, p. 405). It has been 

creatively employed to increase “awareness of values especially where the values 

https://doi.org/10.1353/ppp.2021.0050
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concerned are masked by or presented as facts” (2013, p. 404). Using an ordinary 

language philosophy approach, we would be able to see that the concept of bodily 

disorder differs from the concept of mental disorder, not, as commonly assumed, in 

that the former is value-free whereas the latter is value-laden: the difference lies in 

that the values that constitute the concept of bodily disorder are ones that are largely 

shared, whereas the values that constitute the concept of mental-disorder are highly 

diverse (2013, pp. 400-403). Hence, we can understand Van Staden’s (2021, p. xx) 

assertion that “ordinary language philosophy uncovers values in their various 

overlapping kinds, which are all at least contingently relevant to the boundary problem 

in defining both what is and what is not a mental disorder, as well as the boundary and 

limits of social recognition”. Yet on Fulford’s and Van Staden’s own terms, ordinary 

language philosophy, in being “essentially descriptive”, cannot tell us what we ought 

to do in cases of overlapping, conflicting, and diverse values. That task has been given 

over to its practical-ethical offshoot: values-based practice (VBP).1 From where does 

VBP derive normative force for the task it has set itself? 

 VBP is defined as “the theory and skills base for effective health care decision-

making where diverse (and hence potentially conflicting) values are in play” (Crepaz-

Keay, Fulford, Van Staden 2015, p. 68). As a process, VBP is premised on the 

principle of “mutual respect” for diverse values (ibid.). Fulford (2013) is forthright 

about the liberal grounding of this premise and draws our attention to the parallels 

between VBP and political liberal democracy: “Democracies rely … on ‘good 

process’ to support balanced decision making between the values of those concerned 

in the individual circumstances presented by this or that particular situation” (2013, 

p. 539). Furthermore, the principle of mutual respect plays a significant adjudicating 

role by excluding the undesirable value of disrespect: “racism and discrimination are 

thus incompatible with values-based practice” (Crepaz-Keay, Fulford, Van Staden 

2015, p. 68). 

Liberal political morality, including the principle of “mutual respect” on which 

VBP is based, is often justified with reference to the Kantian idea that human dignity 

finds its source in our capacity for self-governance (see Rashed 2021, p. xx). We have 

the capacity to determine for ourselves a conception of what is valuable and worth 

pursuing. That power, and not what is made of it, is to be respected equally in all 

subjects. In order for government to treat its citizens with equal respect, it must remain 

neutral and not promote a particular conception of value, save for the procedural 

principles and the primary goods required for exercising our capacity for self-

governance and protecting that of others. Accordingly, VBP presupposes – requires – 

normative grounding as we find in substantive moral and political theories. And this 

is the case even if we eschew the individualism of the liberal outlook and endorse a 

 
1 There is debate to be had as to whether VBP is related to ordinary language philosophy or requires 

it in anyway (see Kingma and Banner 2014). 
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traditional African perspective. Crepaz-Keay, Fulford, and Van Staden (2015, p. 79) 

thus present an alternative, and inspiring, grounding for VBP in the concept of Batho 

Pele, which expresses liberal as well as communitarian values, and creates unique 

spaces for deliberation that do not merely measure good or bad outcomes with 

reference to a fixed standard.  

Returning to Van Staden’s point in the commentary, even though we began 

with ordinary language philosophy, we ended with substantive normative concepts 

and theories. Whether it is based on German systematic philosophy or African 

traditional wisdom, VBP must appeal to a set of normative concepts or theories in 

order to help resolve conflicts of values and adjudicate the boundary problem. And 

that is not a shortcoming, but an inevitability. We need substantive normative theories 

to inform our queries about how we should live and what we owe each other: the 

theory of recognition is one such theory. As I argue in my essay (Rashed 2021, p. xx), 

it is the most appropriate normative theory for thinking through the boundary problem 

at a time where activism is transforming the landscape of mental health by creating 

new mental health identities.  
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