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Abstract
In the past decade, the concept of recognition appears to have acquired an important theo-
retical position in the work and organization literature. While in principle recognition de-
notes a positive and social form of freedom, in current-day organizations recognition may 
be often negative or instrumental. In order to capture this ambivalence in organizational 
recognitive conditions, the recent work of the American philosopher Judith Butler appears 
particularly applicable. The purpose of this paper is to explore theoretically to what extent 
her views on recognition shed new light on the variety of recognition patterns in current-
day organizations. Towards that purpose, this paper first turns to the ‘master-slave’ episode 
in the work of Hegel and its influential interpretation by Kojève, which are at the heart of 
Butler’s reading and conception of recognition. As a second step, the ambivalent concep-
tion of recognition in the work of Butler is discussed and critically assessed, while in the 
final section this conception is extended to work and organizations.
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Introduction

In the past decade, the concept of recognition appears to have acquired an important theo-
retical position in the work and organization literature (e.g., Bailey and Madden 2019; Kris-
tensen and Kristensen 2023; Mao and Xue 2022; Sebrechts et al. 2019; Tweedie 2020; Tyler 
and Vachhani 2021). As a concept with a long history, recognition (‘Anerkennung’) was 
a recurrent theme in 18th century Continental idealist philosophy, where it found its most 
authoritative treatment in the work of the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831). 
Basically, recognition denotes a form of freedom that is social and relational: subject A is 
free to the extent that subject B recognizes A’s freedom and vice versa; no subject can be 
free on its own. As such, recognition is at the heart of Hegel’s thinking about freedom as 
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social freedom, and this social freedom in its turn is the cornerstone of Hegel’s whole phi-
losophy (Klikauer 2012; Houlgate 1998).

However, as with most philosophers, Hegel developed different positions in the course 
of his thinking and, partly as a result thereof, has been interpreted in different ways (Fer-
rarese 2011). Two conceptions of recognition are distinguished in the literature (Bertram 
and Celikates 2015; Brincat 2014; Ikäheimo 2017). The first conception runs from Hegel 
through Mead and Habermas into the work of philosophers like Charles Taylor and Axel 
Honneth. They have been characterized as ‘optimistic theorists of recognition,’ because they 
regard recognition as a condition that enables freedom, assuming that a lack of recognition 
or negative forms of recognition can be overcome and remedied. The second conception 
runs from Hegel through Kojève, Althusser and Foucault into the work of the American phi-
losopher Judith Butler. Their work has been characterized as more ‘ambivalent,’ even ‘pes-
simistic,’ because they regard recognition as a condition that enables and constrains freedom 
at the same time (Ikäheimo et al. 2021: 6, 8; Klikauer 2016; Lepold 2018; McQueen 2015).

These different conceptualizations are directly relevant to the fields of work and orga-
nization. While in an ideal world workers would (and should) be positively recognized by 
their managers and corporation owners (and indeed by society as a whole) as unique human 
beings with rights, potentialities and competencies, in practice recognition may be false or 
instrumental. This happens, for example, when workers as ‘employees of the month’ are 
only valued for achieving narrowly defined performance goals or when female workers are 
only valued for care and support tasks that reinforce gender stereotypes (Hancock 2022; 
Maia and Cal 2014). Problems of false or negative recognition may be particularly acute in 
large national and multinational corporations, some of which now have the size and finan-
cial clout of a medium-sized developed country (Sikka and Willmott 2010; Larson 2018). 
Some of these corporations appear to act as ‘private governments,’ controlling the working 
and even private lives of their employees with increasing intensity, totality and viciousness 
(Anderson 2017; Geppert and Pastuh 2017; Moore and Robinson 2016). Naturally, not all 
corporations (and organizations in general) treat their workers with disrespect and depre-
ciation, but the diversity of recognition patterns requires a concept of recognition that is 
capable of accommodating both positive and negative aspects thereof.

The work of Butler appears as particularly interesting in this respect. In general, she is 
best known for her work on gender, identity and performativity, inside and outside organi-
zations (e.g., Harding 2014; Keucheyan 2014; Komporozos-Athanasiou et al. 2018). More 
recently, Butler’s work has taken what many observers conceive as an ‘ethical turn, from the 
politics of gender performativity… towards a politics of precarity’ (Kellogg 2017: 84–85; 
Lepold 2018; Petherbridge 2016), a turn generally held to commence in Butler (2000) and 
further elaborated in Butler (2004, 2005, 2009a, b, 2012, 2015a, 2018, 2021); Butler and 
Connolly (2000) and in Malabou and Butler (2011).1 Here Butler returns to Hegel and his 
French interlocutors, and considers recognition, precarity and vulnerability as current-day 
instantiations of Hegel’s well-known master-slave dialectic (Stark 2014; Tyler 2020). This 
part of her work appears especially applicable to ambivalent recognitive conditions in cur-

1  Butler herself has rejected this notion of an ‘ethical turn’ in her work. Thus, already in an interview in May 
1996 she discussed the notion of ‘abject bodies’ as an extension of the earlier discussion of abjection in Butler 
(1993): ‘the abject for me is in no way restricted to sex and heteronormativity. It relates to all kinds of bod-
ies whose lives are not considered to be ‘lives’ and whose materiality is understood not to ‘matter’ (Costera 
Meijer and Prins 1998: 281). Notions of ethics have been present since her earliest discussions of recognition 
and constitutive alterity (Schippers 2015; Stark 2014).
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rent-day organizations. Therefore, this more recent ‘turn’ of Butler’s work is used in this 
paper. More precisely, the purpose of this paper is to explore theoretically to what extent her 
views on recognition shed new light on the variety of recognition patterns in current-day 
organizations.

Towards that purpose, as a first step this paper turns to Hegel, in particular the master-
slave (or lord-bondsman)2 episode from his Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel 1977; here-
after PhS) and the influential interpretation thereof by Kojève, which are ‘at the heart of 
Butler’s reading’ and conception of recognition (Ferrarese 2011: 760; Brincat 2014). As a 
second step, the ambivalent conception of recognition in the work of Butler is discussed 
and critically assessed, while in the final section this conception is extended to work and 
organizations.

Hegel, Kojève and the Master-slave (Lord-bondsman) Dialectic

Freedom is central to the whole of Hegel’s philosophy: the history of the world is nothing 
but the progress of the consciousness of freedom.3 In PhS Hegel traces this development 
through the main stages of consciousness (§ 90–165), self-consciousness (§ 166–230) and 
reason (§ 231–808). He begins with ‘sense-certainty,’ a primitive form of consciousness 
that simply records objects as they are immediately presented before it (§ 90–110). Dialecti-
cally moving forward, Hegel then presents ‘perception’ (§ 111–131) and ‘understanding’ 
(§ 132–165) as successive stages in which consciousness increasingly becomes active in 
classifying and constructing the reality before it. With this constructive activity, however, 
consciousness also becomes latently self-conscious, increasingly attempting to understand 
and reflect on its own constructive activity, at which point the second main stage of self-
consciousness sets in.

For Hegel, self-consciousness cannot exist in solipsistic isolation; it needs an object in 
relation to which it can contrast or differentiate itself, an object that thus at the same time 
is necessary for and alien to self-consciousness (§ 166–177). The constructive activity of 
consciousness now takes on the practical form of desire, the wish of self-consciousness 
to negate or transform the object and thereby to make it its own. However, such desire is 
internally inconsistent: self-consciousness cannot continue to negate what is needed for its 
own continued existence. Hegel’s solution to this inconsistency is to pose as object another 
self-consciousness, which cannot be negated as a simple object but at the same time can 
negate itself. Desire is replaced by recognition: ‘self-consciousness exists in and for itself 
when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowl-
edged’ (§ 178). Recognition in its pure logical form requires symmetry between self-con-

2  The German terms are ‘Herr’ and ‘Knecht,’ whereby the latter should be translated as ‘servant’ or ‘bonds-
man’ and not as ‘slave’ (which would be ‘Sklave’ in German). Hegel himself explicitly distinguished between 
‘Knecht’ and ‘Sklave’ (Arthur 1983: 69 n.13; Denz 2016). The translation as ‘master’ and ‘slave’ has primar-
ily come via the French lectures on Hegel by Kojève and their subsequent translation into English (Kojève 
1969). These differences in translation seem indicative of the optimistic and pessimistic conceptions of rec-
ognition and will be used interchangeably in this paper.
3  This section summarizes the PhS and in particular the place of the lord-bondsman parable therein in an 
admittedly simplified form, drawing on more extensive and complex discussions by Badiou (2017), Cobben 
(2012), Denz (2016), Houlgate (1998, 2003) and Singer (2001: 63–81). Reference throughout this paper is 
to the specific paragraph numbers in Miller’s 1977 translation of PhS, denoted by a §; italics in quotes are 
always original.
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sciousnesses. Each self-consciousness’ selfhood is mediated by the recognition of another 
self-consciousness and vice versa: ‘they recognize themselves as mutually recognizing one 
another’ (§ 184).

As a next step, Hegel introduces inequality in recognition, stemming from the introduc-
tion of the body in the pure logical recognitive relationship: each self-consciousness takes 
on the form of an ‘individual’ or ‘independent shape’ for the other and vice versa (§ 185–
186). This attachment of self-consciousness to the body of itself and the other encroaches 
on the self-certainty and self-subsistence of each self-consciousness and leads to the desire 
to negate the other through a ‘life-and-death struggle’ (§ 187). Pure self-consciousness can 
only prove its own freedom by showing that it is not dependent on its own body and on the 
body of the other. At the same time, when one body dies its self-consciousness also ceases 
to exist, depriving the other, victorious body of its source of recognition: ‘in this experience, 
self-consciousness learns that life is as essential to it as pure self-consciousness.’ Therefore, 
either through sparing the life of the defeated or through surrendering to the victor, the 
outcome of the life and death struggle is that one self-consciousness becomes independent 
and for itself and that the other becomes dependent and for the other: ‘the former is lord, the 
other is bondsman’ (§ 189).

As a result of the struggle, the bondsman is put to work for the lord, who enjoys both the 
subservience of the bondsman and the fruits of his labor. By regarding the bondsman as a 
‘thing’ or slave, however, the lord deprives himself of the self-certainty he originally sought: 
‘the outcome is a recognition that is one-sided and unequal’ (§ 191). The bondsman, on the 
other hand, has ‘experienced the fear of death,’ but through his working on external nature 
and by shaping external things into something permanent he gradually staves off this fear 
and becomes ‘conscious of what he truly is’ (§ 194–195). Even though the lord still directs 
him and enjoys the results of his labor, the bondsman ‘realizes that it is precisely in his work 
wherein he seemed to have only an alienated existence that he acquires a mind of his own,’ 
although this ‘self-will’ is a ‘freedom which is still enmeshed in servitude’ (§ 196).

The dialectic then moves forward to a state of Stoicism, in which the bondsman, now 
fully self-conscious through his labor, finds freedom and ‘self-will’ in withdrawing from the 
outer world into his own consciousness. This state, however, is undetermined and abstract, 
and soon becomes ‘tedious’ (§ 200). It gives way to a state of Scepticism, in which the 
bondsman finds ‘self-will’ by cynically turning to the outer world in order to constantly 
refute and negate it. Yet this is a profound internally contradictory state, a duality in con-
sciousness which prevents the bondsman from perceiving and acting in the world as a uni-
tary individual. The dialectic moves to a state in which ‘the duplication which formerly was 
divided between two individuals, the lord and the bondsman, is now lodged in one… the 
[state of] Unhappy Consciousness is the consciousness of self as a dual-natured, merely 
contradictory being’ (§ 206).

Hegel’s master-slave episode received an important and influential (re)interpretation by 
the Russian-French philosopher Alexandre Kojève (1902–1968). Kojève centers almost 
exclusively on the life and death struggle and the resultant master-slave dialectic in PhS 
(§ 185–196), and largely glosses over the symmetrical and mutual recognition relation 
between self-consciousnesses that Hegel develops in § 178–184 (Arthur 1983; Lynch 2001). 
As a consequence, mutual recognition gives way to.
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the existence of several Desires that can desire one another mutually, each of which 
wants to negate, to assimilate, to make its own, to subjugate, the other Desire as 
Desire… the action that is born of these Desires can– at least in the beginning– be 
nothing but a life and death Fight… since each will want to subjugate the other, all the 
others, by a negating, destroying action (Kojève 1969: 40–41).

For Kojève, human social and historical existence is thus beset by existential conflicts 
involving fighting, slavery and work (Houlgate 2003; Robbins 2001; Sobel 2015).

Further, Kojève interprets the ‘mind of his own’ and ‘self-will’ the slave develops as the 
result of his work for the master and the unequal recognition the master receives from the 
slave (in § 193–196) as culminating in the revolt of the slave against the master and in the 
subsequent establishment of a society of mutual recognition (McGowan 2017; Lynch 2001; 
Roth 1985). In line with Marx, this society as ‘realm of freedom’ marks the ‘end of History’ 
and ushers in an era of peace and prosperity in which there is room for ‘art, love, play, etc., 
etc.; in short, everything that makes Man happy.’ On the other hand, this era will mark the 
‘definitive annihilation of Man properly so-called,’ because the negating activity, struggle 
and contestation that define Man’s essence have also come to an end (Kojève 1969: 159, 160 
n.6, italics original; Fukuyama 1992).

Kojève’s dark reading of Hegel proved very influential in post-war French philosophy 
(Lilla 2001). Sartre in particular in Being and Nothingness develops a notion of recogni-
tion as ‘expropriation, violation and loss of freedom through the concept of the ‘look’ or 
‘gaze’… in which the mutuative realization of freedom, autonomy, self-assertion or authen-
ticity becomes an impossibility’ (Yar 2001: 60–61). Following Kojève and Sartre, post-
war French philosophers like Foucault, Lacan, Althusser and Deleuze further extended this 
notion of recognition, in which the (Hegelian) subject is increasingly caught in inescapable 
linguistic and historical differences that are no longer dialectically resolved. This French 
reworking of Hegel in its turn provided the basis of Butler’s doctoral work, published in 
1987 as Subjects of Desire (Butler 1987; Robbins 2001).

Butler and the Ambivalent Conception of Recognition

In line with Kojève’s interpretation of Hegel, to Butler relationships of mutual recognition 
are fraught with a perpetual tension between symmetry (in which subjects reciprocally rec-
ognize one another) and asymmetry (in which subjects assert their self-subsistence by trying 
to negate the other, but in doing so threaten the basis of their very social existence and thus 
fall into a master-slave relationship): ‘this binding character of sociality is part of what I 
understand as ‘Spirit’ in Hegel…’ (Butler 2018: 249). On this basis, Butler has developed 
her ideas on recognition in what is reconstructed here in three steps.

As a first step, the mutual recognition that is being offered is always mediated and regu-
lated by social norms that originate in society as a whole. The subjects involved in recogni-
tive relationships are not self-grounded, sovereign preconditions of thought and action, but 
conditioned by a performative ‘stylized repetition of acts’ and discursive practices reiterat-
ing social norms (Butler 1988: 519; 2010; Ingala 2017). The struggle for recognition thus 
does not end in the dyad of master and slave:
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the struggle for recognition as it is staged in the Phenomenology reveals the inad-
equacy of the dyad as a frame of reference for understanding social life. After all, what 
eventually follows from this scene is a system of customs (Sittlichkeit) and hence 
a social account of the norms by which reciprocal recognition might be sustained 
in ways that are more stable than either the life and death struggle or the system of 
bondage would imply. The dyadic exchange refers to a set of norms that exceed the 
perspectives of those engaged in the struggle for recognition… There is a language 
that frames the encounter, and embedded in that language is a set of norms concern-
ing what will and will not constitute recognizability. This is Foucault’s point and, in a 
way, his supplement to Hegel (Butler 2005: 29–30).

Such norms become authoritative through ‘interpellation,’ an important notion that Butler 
took over from Althusser and in which recognition, subjection and subjectivation coincide 
(e.g., Butler 1993, Butler 1997, 2009b, 2015b, 2016). In Althusser’s example, this happens 
when a police officer (as representative of the ideology of the capitalist state) accosts a per-
son, passing by in the street, by shouting ‘hey, you there.’ Assuming that the interpellated 
subject turns round, by doing so it becomes at one and the same time ‘(1) a free subjectivity, 
a center of initiatives, author of and responsible for its actions; (2) a subjected being, who 
submits to a higher authority, and is therefore stripped of all freedom except that of freely 
accepting his submission’ (Althusser 1971: 182). In Butler’s example, interpellation also 
occurs when a doctor or nurse cries out at birth ‘it’s a girl!’ or ‘it’s a boy!’ The medical inter-
pellation recognizes the as yet ungendered baby as a ‘she’ or a ‘he,’ and in that way not only 
subjects the baby to gender, but also subjectifies it by gender (Butler 1993: 7). It is the start 
of an ongoing process of ‘girling’ and ‘boying,’ constituting the still tenuous gender identity 
of the baby over time (Butler 1988, 2010).

To the extent that these norms in ‘interpellation’ become performative and authoritative 
through their constant iteration and repetition, they also constitute social power as con-
ceived of by Foucault:

the ‘I’ is produced through power, though not the deterministic effect of power… if 
the terms of power lay out ‘who’ can be a subject, who qualifies as a subject of recog-
nition, in politics, or before the law, then the subject is not a precondition of politics, 
but a differential effect of power (Butler 2009b: iii; Willig 2012).

These norms are not single or discrete and do not operate in a deterministic way, but they 
provide more general conditions that govern recognizability. Recognizability as a subject 
thus precedes recognition, describing ‘those general conditions on the basis of which recog-
nition can and does take place… condition[ing] in advance who will count as a subject, and 
who will not’ (Butler 2009a: 6; 2009b: iv).

As a second step, the tensions inherent in the recognitive relationship and the role of 
social norms have led Butler to postulate a subject that is incoherent and divided in itself 
(i.e., as an ‘unhappy consciousness,’ following Hegel 1977: § 206). This poses limits to the 
possible depth of reciprocal recognition and to the amount of social and personal respon-
sibility and accountability that subjects may display themselves and may expect in others 
(Butler 1997, 2000, 2005). The ethically justifiable question to be asked under such condi-
tions is no longer ‘what are you?’ (which presupposes a firm self-knowledge and identity 
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in the Other that is knowable), but ‘who are you?’ (which presupposes a uniqueness in the 
Other that is never fully knowable):

And as we ask to know the other, or ask that the other say, finally, who he or she is, 
it will be important that we do not expect an answer that will ever satisfy. And by not 
pursuing satisfaction, we let the other live, offering a recognition that is not based on 
knowledge, but on its limits (Butler and Connolly 2000).

As a third step, the tensions inherent in the recognitive relationship and the basic ambiguity 
of the subject in relation to Others lead to a ‘social ontology of the body’ (Butler 2009a: 3), 
a shared condition of precariousness in which ‘one’s life always in some sense [is] in the 
hands of the other… there is no life without the need for shelter and food, no life without 
dependency on wider networks of sociality and labor, no life that transcends injurability 
and mortality’ (Butler 2009a: 14, 25). However, for Butler this shared condition of pre-
cariousness does not lead to reciprocal recognition, but to ‘a specific exploitation of tar-
geted populations, of lives that are not quite lives, cast as ‘destructible’ and ‘ungrievable’… 
‘lose-able’…[that] can be forfeited’ (Butler 2009a: 31). In this sense (and consistent with a 
Kojèvian interpretation of master-slave dialectics), ‘the struggle for recognition never fully 
overcomes the life and death struggle’ (Butler 2015a: 222 n.3).

Precarity here appears as the political denial of precariousness (Butler 2004), or more 
precisely as ‘that politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from 
failing social and economic networks of support and become differentially exposed to 
injury, violence, and death’ (Butler 2009a: 25; 2009b: ii). Precarity has become particularly 
prevalent under neoliberal capitalism in the past three decades, exacerbated by the global 
financial crisis of 2008 and the Covid-19 pandemics of 2020 and thereafter (Butler 2020b). 
Precarious workers may be exposed to different modalities of ‘social death’ and ‘unlivabil-
ity,’ for example those

being part of a dispensable or expendable workforce for whom the prospect of a stable 
livelihood seems increasingly remote, and who live in a daily way within a collapsed 
temporal horizon, suffering a sense of a damaged future in the stomach and in the 
bones, trying to feel but fearing more what might be felt (Butler 2012: 12).

In response, Butler (2012, 2015a, 2020a) has extended her notion of performativity beyond 
speech acts and discourse to include non-violent, concerted actions of bodies, physically 
assembled in strikes or protest marches to resist and protest against precarity, the destruction 
of the social and economic conditions of livability. In this form, performativity.

express[es] the extent that we seek to bring about a world in which livable life 
becomes more possible for more living beings… That is, we are seeking in our action 
to sustain a world without which life itself is imperiled. There are concrete ethical, 
ecological and non-violent ethical positions that follow from this claim, and it allows 
us to understand performativity as part of an ethical philosophy, if not a form of social 
praxis (Butler 2018: 249).
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To summarize: the ambivalent conception, as developed by Judith Butler following Hegel, 
Kojève and Foucault, offers a view of recognition as a relationship in perpetual tension 
between symmetry and asymmetry between basically incoherent and ambiguous subjects, 
leading to mutual vulnerability and precariousness. This relationship is mediated by social 
norms and conditions which govern recognizability and thus determine precarity, distin-
guishing grievable and livable lives from ungrievable and unlivable ones, against which 
protest as concerted bodily action has become an ethical imperative. In this view, recogni-
tion is potentially liberating and oppressive, conferring freedom and subjection at the same 
time.

In this ambivalent, even pessimistic view on recognition, Butler’s work and its philo-
sophical underpinnings has not been exempted from critique. Arguing from the optimistic 
conception of recognition, Honneth has taken on the double nature of recognition in a dis-
cussion of interpellation and ideology in Althusser (and thus by extension in Butler 1993, 
1997, 2009b, 2015b, 2016), for whom ‘individuals can become socially identifiable sub-
jects only by being subjected through public recognition to a web of social rules that does 
not possess any room for variation with respect to individual autonomy’ (Honneth 2007a: 
330–331). While acknowledging that human subjectivity can be influenced by pre-existing 
systems of discourse and social norms, Honneth does not adhere to the view that these sys-
tems and norms fully ‘invalidat[e] the idea of autonomy in the sense of the authorship of the 
subject,’ as Althusser seems to imply; instead such systems and norms act as ‘constitutive 
conditions for individualization of subjects’ (Honneth 2007b: 181, 183).

However, in the course of developing her work, Butler has eased the Althusserian under-
tones by pointing out how the performative force of social identity formation may fail by 
being exposed to counter performative reinterpretations (Ferrarese 2011; McKinlay 2010) 
and by further theorizing the primary vulnerability, precariousness and dependence between 
people (Allen 2006; Petherbridge 2016), thus moving somewhat closer to Honneth’s posi-
tion. Honneth, in his turn, after discussing Althusser became more mindful of ‘recognition 
as ideology,’ i.e. as false and equivocal forms of recognition that ‘bear features of domina-
tion’ (Honneth 2007a: 327; see also Honneth 2004; 2021; Visser and Arnold 2022).

Discussion and Conclusions

When extended to current-day organizations, Butler’s work sheds new light on three impor-
tant patterns of recognition therein, following the three steps in the previous section.

The first pattern pertains to Butler’s conception of prevailing socio-economic norms gov-
erning recognizability. Her conception of social norms and power seems firmly tied to the 
‘disciplinary society,’ with its emphasis on the surveillance and disciplining of workers in 
enclosed sites of confinement (Foucault 2020). Butler’s examples from such sites as hos-
pitals (Butler 1993: 7), the police (Butler 1997: 106–108), prisons (Butler 2004: 50–100) 
and the army (Butler 2009a) appear to point in that direction. She has been dismissive of 
Foucault’s (2008) later work on neoliberalism and biopolitics, finding his claims.

that the neoliberal form of the subject is inevitable… too sweeping, [as] they fail to 
take into account the forms of solidarity and alliance that are actively combating cor-
porate greed, accelerating inequality, dispossession, and securitarian violence (Ingala 
2017: 25).
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In this way, Butler takes issue with the social norms according to which workers currently 
are ‘interpellated’ as ‘human capital’ and ‘entrepreneurs of the self’ in the ways Foucault 
predicted (Brown 2015; Fleming 2014, 2017). Here workers increasingly are expected 
or exhorted to put their individual initiative, flexibility, authenticity and talents to work, 
sometimes even violently so (e.g., Lindebaum and Courpasson 2019), but at the same they 
are sometimes closely controlled through performance metrics and electronic surveillance 
devices as ‘quantified selves’ to do exactly what their organizations wish them to do (Cooper 
2015; Moore and Robinson 2016). Even where the ‘disciplinary society’ increasingly has 
given way to ‘societies of control’ (Deleuze 1995), which appear to offer a certain amount 
of freedom to take part in them or not, there are new subtle social norms emerging that may 
seduce people into voluntary self-illumination and self-exposure, inside and outside orga-
nizations (Han 2017). All these norms ultimately intensify the ‘unhappy consciousness’ of 
workers by promising a kind of freedom and recognition that in reality still is ‘enmeshed in 
servitude’ (Butler 1997: 42; Hegel 1977: § 196).

The second pattern pertains to Butler’s views of accountability and responsibility. Under 
the influence of the neoliberal economic organization theories that Foucault (2008) dis-
cussed (like the Chicago-inspired agency and public choice theories), in current organiza-
tions accountability often takes on an instrumental character, viewing workers as generally 
rational actors and decision-makers who are prone to opportunistic behavior when given 
the opportunity, and who therefore are to be treated as calculative and calculable individu-
als (Messner 2009; Roberts 2009). However, Butler’s (1997, 2000, 2005) postulation of 
an incoherent and divided subject casts doubts on the veracity and ethics of instrumental 
accountability. If self-knowledge is ultimately incoherent and limited, then it may not be 
ethically justified to regard workers as rational actors with transparent motives and inten-
tions, nor can the managers who hold them accountable be regarded as such. Here more 
relational forms of accountability are called for, viewing workers (and managers) as opaque 
and only partly transparent, potentially prone to all kinds of behavior, and therefore to be 
treated as social and sociable humans, worthy of recognition (De Coster and Zanoni 2019; 
Painter-Morland 2006; Roberts 2009).

The third pattern pertains to Butler’s views on precariousness and precarity. In prin-
ciple, the basic sociality inherent in recognition puts workers, managers and firm owners 
on an ontological par, as reciprocally acknowledging each other’s freedom and thus sharing 
mutual vulnerability. However, Butler’s (2009ab) distinction between precariousness as an 
existential condition of social life and precarity as the socio-political conditions surrounding 
precariousness draws attention to the ethical responsibilities of organizations to alleviate 
the ‘dark side’ of recognition (e.g., Vandekerckhove 2021). For example, many (multina-
tional) corporations today embrace forms of corporate social responsibility and recognize 
the importance of a diverse and inclusive workforce, but at the same time they sometimes 
maintain substandard working conditions and masculine hiring and promotion practices that 
in fact only deem able-bodied, male white workers as worthy of full recognition (Benschop 
2021; Schneider 2020; Tyler and Vachhani 2021). Also, precarious working conditions still 
appear to be in place under current neoliberal capitalism, as the continuing existence of 
‘private governments’ and an expendable workforce with little prospect of a stable liveli-
hood seems to attest (Anderson 2017; Andersson et al. 2019; Petherbridge 2016; Visser and 
Arnold 2022).
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At the same time, manifestations of physical protest and assembly to restore condi-
tions of livability, as proposed by Butler (2015a, Butler 2020b), seem to have increased in 
recent years, for example in recent strikes, unionizing and protest marches at Amazon and 
Starbucks (e.g., Blanc 2022; Shattuc 2022). For Butler (2015a: 11), restoring conditions of 
livability in current-day organizations involves the ‘demand for a more livable set of eco-
nomic, social and political conditions no longer afflicted by induced forms of precarity,’ for 
example by flexibilization of labor contracts and the arbitrary ‘hire-and-fire’ exploitation 
involved, and by individualization of occupational risks and health hazards (Tyler 2020). 
To accomplish this, concerted action is needed to change hierarchical and dependent rela-
tionships in the direction of democratic and cooperative self-management and corporate 
co-ownership by workers, in which top-down managerial decision-making is replaced by 
bottom-up participative planning and in which the needs of the workers are no longer subor-
dinated to narrow profit needs (Adler 2019; Hägglund 2020; Phillips and Rozworski 2019).

To sum up: whereas neoliberal capitalism finds its justification in recognizing work-
ers as individual ‘entrepreneurs of the self,’ continuously enhancing their ‘human capital’ 
and fully investing their work with their physical and psychological capabilities while at 
the same time being closely controlled, Butler offers a view of recognition of workers as 
socially interdependent, basically incoherent and ambiguous and therefore mutually vulner-
able and precarious, differentially subjected to social and organizational norms of recogniz-
ability and thus precarity.

Looking back on the previous discussion, it is important to note that the treatment of 
Butler’s work in this paper is limited in certain ways. It predominantly places Butler’s work 
in the tradition of Hegel and his French interlocutors, while large parts of her work are 
informed by other philosophers as well, such as Lacan, Levinas, Benjamin, and others (e.g., 
Butler 2000, 2005, Butler 2020a). In that sense, this paper represents a ‘stylized repetition’ 
of her work, intended to delineate her contribution to recognition theory as clearly as pos-
sible in a field where Hegel still clearly hovers in the background (e.g., Ferrarese 2011; 
Harding 2014; Klikauer 2016). For identical reasons, this paper has not engaged deeply 
with Butler’s ideas on gender performativity, although it does hope to add to the ‘unfulfilled 
potential’ that Harding et al. (2012: 54) observed a decade ago in the ‘limited influence’ of 
Butler’s work in organization studies, and although recognition and performativity are by 
no means mutually exclusive (e.g., Tyler and Vachhani 2021).

Finally, to return to this paper’s purpose of to explore theoretically to what extent her 
views on recognition shed new light on the variety of recognition patterns in current-day 
organizations, the conclusion must be that under current economic and organizational con-
ditions, freedom and recognition will retain a largely double character. For the Kojèvian 
Hegel, recognition already constituted a perpetually and dialectically shifting basis for 
social freedom. For Butler, embedding recognitive relationships within the social norms of 
current neoliberal society and organizations definitely makes recognition a double-edged 
sword, conferring freedom and subjection with one and the same mighty sway, and always 
with a vengeance.
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