
 
Stephen Darwall 
 
What follows is the Presidential Address I gave to the Central Division of the American 
Philosophical Association on April 24, 2004 at the Palmer House in Chicago.  Since I began in a 
somewhat unusual way for a philosophy talk, I need to set the scene.  After a short introduction 
(see below), the lights went off and, from what the sound man assured me was the best sound 
system in Chicago (and a big video projection screen), came the part of The Blues Brothers in 
which Aretha Franklin sings “Think (You’d Better Think What You’re Doin’ to Me).”  (The 
lyrics follow below.)  Do you know it?  Jake and Ellwood (Belushi and Aykroyd) come into the 
diner where Aretha works, looking for her partner, Matt “Guitar” Murphy, to take him back on 
the road with them as part of their band.  Aretha protests, but Matt declares, “I’m the man and 
you’re the woman, and I’ll make the decisions concerning my life.”  In response, Aretha 
demands that Matt listen to her and “think” about what he’s saying and the “consequences of his 
actions.”  Even if you don’t remember the scene, I hope you’ll get the point of the example.  If 
you want to see it, you can find it on the DVD version of The Blues Brothers beginning at 
1:02:37 and ending at 1:05:46.  Check it out! 
 
  
 
Aretha Franklin, “Think” 
 
“You better think (think) 
Think about what you’re tryin’ to do to me 
Think (think-think) let your mind go let yourself be free. 
. . . . 
 
“I ain’t no psychiatrist 
I ain’t no doctor with degrees 
But it don’t take too much I.Q. 
To see what you’re doin’ to me. 
. . . . 
 
“Oh freedom (freedom) 
Let’s have some freedom (freedom) 
 
“You got to have freedom (freedom) 
Oh freedom (freedom) 
You need you some freedom. 
. . . . 
 
“Hey! think about it 
You! think about it. 
. . . . 
 
“You need me (need me) 



And I need you (don’t cha know) 
Without each other 
There ain’t nothin’ we two can do. 
 
. . . .” 
 
 *********************************************************************** 
 
 So here’s how I started: 
 
 “Today I’d like to rethink with you the nature of respect for persons.  We’ll begin with a video 
clip that features an underappreciated Michigan ethicist (from Detroit and now Bloomfield 
Hills): Aretha Franklin.  Among the many songs for which Aretha is justly famous, of course, is 
her 1960s Respect, which advances the “give me my propers” view that illustrates the sort of 
thing I had in mind by “recognition respect” when I first thought about this topic back in the 
1970s.  The clip illustrates what I now think is necessary for an improved understanding of 
respect, namely, the centrality of a second-person standpoint.  Today I will attempt to follow 
Aretha’s lead (yet again) and develop such an account.  The clip is from the Blues Brothers (set 
here in Chicago).  Jake and Ellwood have just come into a soul food diner on the Southside 
looking for their former guitar man, Matt “Guitar” Murphy, to get him to go back on the road 
with the band and the following ensues: 
 
 [Play your tape or DVD of the Blues Brothers here] 
 
  The dignity of persons, Kant tells us, is that “by which” we “exac[t] respect,” that is, claim or, 
as Kant also says, “demand” it from one another as rational beings. (6:434-35;553,557)[1]  But 
what is it to demand respect as a person, and what enables us to make this demand?  And what is 
respect for this dignity that it may be thus demanded?  In what follows, I shall argue that the key 
to answering these questions is to grasp the irreducibly second-personal character of both our 
dignity and the kind of respect that is its appropriate response.  The dignity of persons, I shall 
contend, is the second-personal standing of an equal: the authority to make claims and demands 
of one another as equal free and rational agents.  And respect for this dignity is an 
acknowledgment of this authority that is itself second-personal.  It is always implicitly 
reciprocal, if only in imagination.  As ‘respect’’s root ‘respicere’ suggests, it is a “looking back” 
that reciprocates a real or imagined second-personal address, even if only from oneself.[2] 
 
My main aim will be to characterize this distinctive form of respect for someone as a person.  In 
the past, I have argued that there are two fundamentally different kinds of respect: appraisal 
respect, a form of esteem, and recognition respect, a disposition to regulate conduct towards 
something by constraints deriving from its nature.[3]  Recognition respect for persons is an 
instance of the latter.  I used to think that respecting persons in this sense is simply “respect[ing] 
requirements that are placed on one by the existence of other persons.”[4]  [As I mentioned in 
my introduction, we might think of this as the same idea that Aretha Franklin expressed in her 
famous 1960s song (taken from Otis Redding), “Respect.]  However, I now believe that this 
thought fails to capture a central aspect of respect, since it fails to appreciate an equally central 
component of our dignity.  I had assumed that the dignity of persons consists in the relevant 



moral requirements themselves or in some value that comprises or underlies them—that, as Kant 
puts it, the “nature” of persons “limits all choice (and [so] is an object of respect).” (4:428;79)[5]  
But this misses the authority to demand or “exact” respect to which Kant refers in the passage I 
noted at the outset, and this, I shall argue, is an irreducibly second-personal standing for which 
the appropriate response must also be (at least implicitly) second-personal.  [If you like, I my 
claim will be that we should supplement the “give me my propers” idea of “Respect” with the 
view expressed in “Think,” namely, that giving someone her propers involves making oneself 
accountable to her in second-personal engagement and hearing her remonstrance.]  
 
Indeed, my current view is that it is the equal authority to make claims of one another as free and 
rational at all that is fundamental, and that the requirements on how we may act toward persons 
are best explained by a form of contractualism that is grounded in this authority.  But that is a 
story for another day.  My point today will be that the dignity of persons consists, not just in 
requirements that are rooted in our common nature as free and rational, but also in our equal 
authority to require or demand of one another that we comply with these requirements.  
 
This adds an essential element.  There can be requirements on us that no one has any standing to 
require of us.  We are, I take it, under a requirement of reason not to believe propositions that 
contradict the logical consequences of known premises.  But it is only in certain contexts, say, 
when you and I are trying to work out what to believe together, that either of us has any standing 
to demand that one another reason logically.  Moreover, this theoretical standing is not 
irreducibly second-personal; it derives from our relation to a further external goal (discovering 
the truth) or from an epistemic authority that is rooted third-personally.  This is a fundamental 
difference from the requirements that are grounded in the dignity of persons (and, I would argue, 
from moral requirements more generally).  Our dignity as persons essentially includes an 
irreducibly second-personal authority to demand respect for this very authority and for the 
requirements compliance with which it gives us the standing to demand.  Dignity is not just a set 
of requirements with respect to persons; it is also the authority or standing to require that we 
comply with these by holding one another to account for doing so. 
 
Rawls gives voice to this point when he says that persons are “self-originating sources of valid 
claims.”[6]  I believe we should interpret Rawls as saying, not just that certain claims on our 
conduct derive from the nature of persons, but also that persons have, in their nature, the 
authority to claim this conduct of one another.  As Joel Feinberg put it, it is “the activity of 
claiming,” that “makes for self-respect and respect for others,” and that “gives a sense to the 
notion of personal dignity.” [7] 
 
These points can also be formulated in the language of responsibility.  Our dignity includes our 
responsibility or accountability to each other as equals.  We respect one another as equal persons 
and accord each other this second-personal authority, I’ll argue, when we hold ourselves 
mutually accountable for complying with demands we make, and have the authority to make, of 
one another as equal free and rational agents (as, for example, Aretha does in asserting the 
authority to demand that Matt think about what he is doing to her].  
  



 
AUTHORITY, CLAIMS, AND SECOND-PERSONAL REASONS 
 
To begin to give these inchoate thoughts more specific shape, I need to introduce several 
interrelated notions: first, three interconnected ideas, but then a fourth that fills out a circle of 
interdefinable concepts.  One key idea is that of a distinctive form of authority that a person or a 
group can have to make claims or demands.  A second is that of a claim on or demand of 
someone that such authority enables one to make.  And the third is the idea of a distinctive kind 
of reason for acting, a second-personal reason as I will call it, that is always implicit in any such 
claim or authority.  The authority just is the standing to make a claim or demand, which 
simultaneously creates a distinctive reason for compliance along with the standing to address it.  
The relations between these three ideas are then as follows.  Making a claim always presupposes 
the authority to make it and that the duly authorized claim creates a distinctive reason for 
compliance (a second-personal reason).  The relevant authority consists in the standing to claim 
or demand, which creates a reason of this distinctive kind.  And a second-personal reason just is 
one that derives from an authoritative claim or demand. 
 
These three notions bring a fourth in their wake: the idea of responsibility or accountability to a 
person or community.  The authority to demand implies, not just a reason for the addressee to 
comply, but also his being accountable for doing so.  Conversely, accountability implies the 
authority to hold accountable, which implies the authority to claim or demand, which is the 
standing to address second-personal reasons.  So our circle of interdefinable notions actually 
includes four: authority of this distinctive kind, claim or demand, second-personal reason, and 
accountability.  Each of these four notions implies the other three. 
 
To see the difference between second-personal reasons and other reasons for acting, consider two 
different ways you might try to convince someone to move her foot from on top of yours.  One 
would be to get her to see, perhaps through sympathy, the badness of your being in pain.  Were 
the other to come to want you to be free of pain, she would see herself as having a reason to 
move her foot as a way of eliminating this bad state of the world.  The reason would appear to be 
agent-neutral; it would seem to her to exist for anyone in a position to change the bad state. 
 
Alternatively, you might lay a claim or put forward (a purportedly) valid demand.  You might 
say something that asserts or implies your authority to claim or demand that she move her foot 
and that simultaneously expresses this demand.  You might demand this as the person whose foot 
she is stepping on, or as a member of the moral community, which demands that people not step 
on one another’s feet (and who understand themselves as implicitly making this demand), or as 
both.[8]  Whichever, the reason you would address would be agent-relative rather than agent-
neutral.  It would be addressed to her as the person causing gratuitous pain to another person, 
something we persons assume we have the authority to demand that persons not do and that we 
normally understand ourselves, as members of the moral community, as actually demanding of 
one another.[9]  The reason would not be addressed to her as someone who is simply in a 
position to eliminate an agent-neutrally bad state.  It would purport to be a reason for her to stop 
gratuitous pain she is causing, not for her to alter the regrettable state of someone’s pain or even 
of someone’s causing another pain.  If she could stop, say, two others from causing gratuitous 



pain by the shocking spectacle of keeping her foot firmly planted on yours, this second, claim-
based (hence second-personal) reason would not recommend that she do so.  
 
What is important for our purposes is that someone can sensibly accept this second reason for 
moving her foot, one embodied in your demand, only if she also accepts your authority to 
demand this of her.  That is just what it is to accept something as a valid demand.[10]  And if she 
accepts that you can demand that she move her foot, she must also accept that you will have 
grounds for complaint or some other form of accountability-seeking response if she doesn’t.  
Unlike the first reason, this latter is second-personal in the sense that, although the first is 
conceptually independent of the second-personal address involved in accountability, the second 
is not.  A second-personal reason is one whose validity depends on presupposed authority (hence 
accountability) relations between persons and, therefore, on the possibility of the reason’s being 
addressed person-to-person.  Reasons addressed or presupposed in orders, requests, claims, 
reproaches, complaints, demands, promises, contracts, givings of consent, commands, and so on, 
are all second-personal in this sense.  They simply wouldn’t exist but for their role in second-
personal address.  And their second-personal character explains their agent-relativity.  Since 
second-personal reasons always derive from agents’ relations to one another, they are invariably 
agent-relative in some way or other; they apply to us from within the network of these relations. 
 
Of course, there might be agent-relative reasons that constrain our conduct toward persons that 
are not second-personal.  We might think of people’s feet as something we all have reason to 
avoid stepping on, without supposing that this has anything to do with anyone’s authority to 
demand this, not even God’s.  Once, however, we have the idea that there is a reason to forbear 
stepping on someone’s feet in the fact that this is something we can and do reasonably claim or 
demand of one another, or, equivalently, that we are responsible to one another for this 
forbearance (ideas that, I would argue, are implicit in the thought that we wrong someone when 
we step on her feet), we have the idea of a second-personal reason—a kind of reason that simply 
wouldn’t have existed but for the possibility of the second-personal address involved in claiming 
or demanding. 
 
ACCOUNTABILITY, AUTHORITY, AND SECOND-PERSONAL REASONS 
 
 Another way into these ideas is to recall Strawson’s famous discussion of “reactive attitudes” in 
“Freedom and Resentment.”  Strawson there criticizes compatibilist consequentialist approaches 
to moral responsibility on the grounds that they cannot provide a justification of “the right sort . . 
. for . . .  practices” of responsibility “as we understand them.”[11]  When we seek to hold people 
responsible, what matters is not whether punishment is desirable, whether in the individual case 
or even as a general practice, but whether it is warranted by standards that are internal to what is 
to hold someone responsible.  Strawson argues that attributions of responsibility are mediated by 
“reactive attitudes,” whether personal attitudes, like resentment, or “generalized analogues” of 
these, like blame and moral indignation, or, when the object is oneself, feelings of obligation, 
guilt, compunction, and remorse.[12]  Reactive attitudes bring standards of accountability along 
with them as presuppositions of their very intelligibility. 
 
The important point for our purposes is that reactive attitudes always implicitly address a second-
personal claim or demand.  [So when Aretha’s resents Matt’s saying “Now listen to me, . . . I’m 



the man and you’re the woman, and I’ll make the decisions concerning my life,” she demands 
that he listen to her and “think” about what he’s saying and the “consequences of his actions.”]  
Indeed, it is because reactive attitudes invariably address demands that they are distinctively 
relevant to freedom of the will.  Reactive attitudes presuppose the free agency and understanding 
of the addressee as what Gary Watson calls “constraints on moral address,” that is, as 
intelligibility conditions of addressing a demand.[13]  The thought is not that making a demand 
is unlikely to be effective otherwise.  It is rather that reactive attitudes are “forms of 
communication” that are simply unintelligible in their own terms without the presupposition that 
their addressees can understand what is being said and act on this understanding.[14]  The point 
is an Austinian one about the felicity conditions of a speech or quasi-speech act.  Even if 
expressing reactive attitudes to those who lack the requisite capacity, like young children or the 
insane, causes them to behave desirably, reactive attitudes there “lose their point as forms of 
moral address.”[15]  Effectiveness of address is a matter of Austinian perlocutionary force, 
whereas the presupposition that addressees have the capacity to recognize and act on second-
personal reasons is a condition of its distinctive illocutionary force.[16] 
 
Strawson says that the making of moral demands itself consists in “the proneness to [reactive] 
attitudes.”[17]  Here the point is not that moral requirements involve an implicit threat—do this, 
or you will suffer our anger and resentment or your own guilty feelings.  Rather, reactive 
attitudes include a second-personal demand quality as part of their very content.  When we resent 
an injury, we feel as though we have warrant to demand its cessation, that, because of this, there 
is reason for the perpetrator to stop and that he is accountable for doing so.  When we feel 
indignation, it is to us as if someone is to blame for something, as if he is appropriately held 
responsible for his action in some way.  And if the other accepts this address and brings it home 
empathically, he implicitly acknowledges an authoritative demand and addresses this same 
demand to himself in imagination.  He sees himself, not just as threatened by a painful 
consequence by virtue of his conduct; rather he painfully accepts this consequence as a 
warranted way of holding him (and himself) responsible for what he has done.  [Think here of 
Matt looking at Aretha, acknowledging her authority to look at him in that “you’d better think 
about it” way.]  
 
Consider the difference between guilt, which is a reactive attitude, and shame, which need not 
be.  To feel guilty is to feel as if one is appropriately blamed and held responsible for something 
one has done.  Guilt feels like the appropriate (second-personal) response to blame: an 
acknowledgment of one’s blameworthiness that recognizes both the grounds of blame and, more 
importantly for us, the authority to level it (even if only “to God”).  Finally, guilt’s natural 
expressions are themselves second-personal—confession, apology, making amends, and self-
addressed reproach. 
 
Like guilt, shame feels as if one is rightly regarded or seen in a certain way.  But here the 
relevant regard is not second-personal; it is third-personal.  One sees oneself as an object of the 
other’s regard or “gaze”—of her disdain, perhaps, or of her just seeing through one’s public 
persona to something one is ashamed to have seen.[18]  Sartre famously remarked that “I can be 
ashamed only as my freedom escapes me in order to become a given object” for the other.[19]  
To feel guilt, by contrast, is to see oneself authoritatively addressed as free.  The “view from 
guilt,” as we might call it, is incompatible with a purely “objective” view of oneself in 



Strawson’s sense.  One feels that one should and could have done what one didn’t do, and feels 
appropriately blamed for that reason.  And whereas guilt’s characteristic expression is second-
personal, shame inhibits second-personal engagement—one feels like escaping from view. 
 
Shame and guilt both give an imagined other’s regard authority.  But the authority shame accords 
is fundamentally epistemic and third-personal.  One sees the other as having standing to see one 
in a certain way (and oneself as correctly thus seen).  Guilt, on the other hand, recognizes an 
irreducibly second-personal practical authority of the sort we noted at the outset.  It 
acknowledges the authority to make a demand, that is, to address a second-personal reason for 
acting.  
 
To hold someone responsible for compliance with moral demands is thus to address him as a 
person, as a free agent who is apt for second-personal accountability.  As Locke says, “person is 
a Forensick Term” that “belongs only to intelligent Agents capable of a Law.”[20]  Moreover, to 
see someone through the lens of a reactive attitude is not simply to see him as subject to 
demands.  It is also, Strawson notes, “to view him as a member of the moral community; only as 
one who has offended against its demands.”[21]  When we hold someone responsible as a 
person, we also accord him membership in the moral community and thereby acknowledge his 
authority to make moral demands as a free and rational agent himself.  Taking this view home 
means seeing oneself as subject to demands that we make of one another, and that one makes of 
oneself, as equal free and rational agents. 
 
Appraisal vs. Recognition Respect 
 
I turn now to the question of what it is to respect someone’s dignity as a person, to respect her as 
an equal moral agent.  It will help to begin by distinguishing respect of this kind from the sort of 
respect that is a species of esteem.  
 
The esteem we call respect—appraisal respect—always involves some assessment of conduct or 
character, at least implicitly.[22]  Appraisal respect for someone as a person is moral esteem: 
approbation for her as a moral agent.  By contrast, the respect we can demand as persons is no 
form of esteem at all.  When we think that even scoundrels have a dignity that entitles them to 
the due process of respectful forms of accountability, we clearly have something other than merit 
in mind.  The idea is not that personhood is an admirable quality: “Granted, he stole hard-
working people’s pension funds, but at least he’s a person.”  What is in play here is not esteem 
but recognition.    
 
The object of recognition respect is not excellence or merit; it is dignity or authority.  
Recognition respect concerns, not how something is to be evaluated or appraised, but how our 
relations to it are to be regulated or governed.  Broadly speaking, to respect something in this 
sense is to give it standing in one’s relations to it.  
 
Even so, although recognition respect is not itself a form of esteem, it can sometimes be merited 
or earned.[23]  An obvious case is respect for epistemic authority.  When, for example, one 
person testifies to something or even just asserts it in serious conversation, he presumes on 
others’ attention and theoretical reasoning in ways that can be more or less deserved.  To be sure, 



we inevitably accord some such authority whenever we engage in genuine mutual inquiry with 
one another.[24]  But this standing is defeasible.  If we come to think someone an unreliable 
witness, we will no longer think he merits our trust and will be less likely, consequently, to be 
guided by his testimony.  Still, disesteem (appraisal disrespect) for his epistemic vices differs 
from recognition contempt for his epistemic standing.  The former shows itself in and partly just 
is a negative appraisal of him as a cognizer or of his contributions to collaborative inquiry.  The 
latter is manifested in our own epistemic conduct in relation to him, for example, in giving his 
views little weight or authority in deciding what to believe ourselves.[25]  
 
Similarly, we have recognition respect for a practical advisor when we give him and his advice 
standing in deliberating about what to do (or about what to believe there is reason to do).  
Authority of this kind is on all fours with epistemic authority; it is a standing that is defeasibly 
merited.  If I come to have reason to believe that someone is not a particularly good judge of 
practical reasons or that he cannot be trusted to tell me what he really thinks, then I will no 
longer have any reason to treat his advice with respect.  But here again, disesteem for his 
advising abilities differs from the recognition contempt that might result.  The former shows 
itself in and partly just is a negative appraisal of him as an advisor.  The latter manifests itself in 
how I conduct my own reasoning in relation to him and his advice, giving his views little weight 
in deciding what to do (or what to believe there is reason to do). 
 
Yet another example is the sort of implicit respect that we noted is often involved in the 
experience of shame.[26]  When we feel shame in response to someone’s actual view of us, 
whether disdain or her seeing through our public persona, we feel as if crediting this third-
personal regard.  So far, however, the authority we implicitly accord (and thus respect) is entirely 
epistemic (in a sufficiently broad sense), on all fours with that involved in taking advice or 
testimony seriously.  Reactive attitudes differ from shame at just this point.  They presuppose 
and implicitly respect a kind of authority that, unlike epistemic standing is neither merited nor 
earned, at least, not directly.  In this way, I believe, they express respect for persons as such. 
 
What makes the former kinds of authority structurally similar, but importantly different from that 
from that involved in the dignity of persons, is that they concern non-second-personal reasons.  
One can respect the knowledge or wisdom one overhears in another’s solitary musings and 
regulate one’s private reasoning by them.  Here one respects the other’s epistemic authority 
without acknowledging any claim he makes, even implicitly.  To be sure, the contexts in which 
we show recognition respect for theoretical knowledge, practical wisdom, and similar forms of 
authority are often second-personal.  Testimony, advice, mutual inquiry, and addressed criticisms 
all make a kind of claim on an addressee’s attention, judgment, or reasoning.  But in these cases, 
the relevant second-personal standing follows directly from a more basic epistemic or epistemic-
like authority that is not itself essentially second personal and that can be respected in contexts 
that don’t involve even an imagined claim or demand for respect.  
 
The authority to address second-personal reasons, on the other hand, is fundamentally second-
personal.  When a sergeant orders her platoon to fall in, for example, her charges normally take it 
that the reason she thereby gives them derives entirely from her authority to address demands to 
them and their responsibility to comply.  This is not a standing, like that of an advisor, that she 
can acquire simply because of her ability to discern non-second-personal reasons for her troops’ 



conduct.[27]  That is the point of Hobbes’s famous distinction between “command” and 
“counsel.”[28]  The sergeant’s order addresses a reason that would not have existed but for her 
ability to address it through her demand.  Similarly, when you demand that someone move her 
foot from on top of yours, you presuppose an irreducibly second-personal standing to address 
this second-personal reason. 
 
This doesn’t mean, of course, that a claim to the authority to address demands of a specific sort 
will not need justifying, or that someone might not come to have some such standing at least 
partly by virtue of her knowledge or wisdom.  The point remains that the standing itself neither 
is, nor simply follows from, any form of third-personal or epistemic authority.  And I maintain 
that the only way such a second-personal standing can be justified is from within a second-
person standpoint, that is, within the circle of four interrelated ideas of claim, accountability, 
second-personal reason, and the species of authority, related to these, that I introduced at the 
outset. 
 
So I contend that the dignity of persons involves an authority that is second-personal, all the way 
down.  A consequence of this is that no evaluative or normative proposition can entail this 
dignity unless it already includes the second-personal element necessary to get us inside the 
circle of four interdefinable concepts.  To be a person just is to have the authority to address 
demands as a person to other persons, and to be addressed by them, within a community of 
mutually accountable equals.  It follows, I believe, that we respect someone as a person when we 
accord her this second-personal authority, when, that is, we properly relate to her as a person, 
second-personally. 
 
Kant on Respect 
 
A natural response to this hypothesis might be to object that it gets things backwards, that what 
must surely be basic are constraints on conduct that derive simply from the nature of persons, or 
from some basic value underlying these, and that we respect persons when we respect these 
requirements or this value.  This used to be my view also, as I said before.[29]  One way of 
seeing what is wrong with it is to consider Iris Murdoch’s criticism of Kant that his ethics tell us, 
not “to respect . . . individuals, but to respect the universal reason in their breasts.”[30]  
According to Kant as Murdoch interprets him, the object of respect is not an individual person, 
but rather the fact that she is a person or the value of personality represented in her.  It is as 
though recognition respect were fundamentally for a law that prescribes how we are to act 
toward persons, rather than for persons themselves.  
 
As I now see it, this would be a serious defect in Kant’s view if it were true.  But although it can 
seem a natural reading of parts of Kant’s text, it actually runs against what Kant says when he 
turns his attention to respect in The Critique of Practical Reason and The Metaphysics of Morals.  
There Kant portrays respect for persons, and its contrary, self-conceit, in second-personal terms, 
as respectively acknowledging and claiming an authority to make demands.[31]  As I interpret 
him, Kant’s idea in these passages is not simply that there is a value represented in, or norms 
governing our conduct toward, persons that must be respected, but that persons have an authority 
themselves to make demands of one another as equal free and rational persons, and that in 
respecting this authority we respect them.  Since the authority is irreducibly second-personal, it 



can only be acknowledged second-personally, that is, through reciprocally recognizing relations 
between individual persons. 
 
Kant distinguishes between reverentia, by which he invariably means a feeling of respect, and 
observantia or “respect in the practical sense,” which he identifies with “the maxim of limiting 
our self-esteem by the dignity of humanity in another person.” (6:402;449)  What I wish to call 
attention to, however, is Kant’s contrast between the way in which respect for the moral law 
“thwart[s]” and “restricts” self-love, on the one hand, but “humiliates” or “strikes down self-
conceit,” on the other. (5:73;199)  
 
By “self-love,” Kant means the “natural” “propensity” to take “subjective determining grounds” 
of the will to have objective normative significance.  Like a naïve experiencer who takes an 
apparently bent stick in water to be really bent, a naïve agent may take his desire’s object to be a 
source of reasons, oblivious to peculiarities of the perspective that his desire gives him.  So 
understood, self-love poses no deep threat to morality; it is no more dangerous than the innocent 
mistakes of perspective that can be corrected once we draw a subjective/objective distinction 
within our experience and accept some experiences as mere appearances.  Self-love needs only 
to be curbed by the moral law. 
 
Self-conceit, on the other hand, assaults the moral law directly, and so it must be “humiliated.”  
It is a form of arrogance (arrogantia):  the presumption that one has a kind of worth or dignity 
oneself, entirely independently of the moral law, through which, Kant says, self-love is made 
“lawgiving and the unconditional practical principle.” (5:73, 74;199,200)  This is not just a naïve 
tendency to mistake seeming normative relevance from one’s own standpoint with objective 
normative weight.  It is the radical idea that something has objective normative significance 
because it is what one wills subjectively—first, that one has a unique standing to create reasons 
independently of and unconstrained by the moral law, but also, second, that one can address 
these reasons and expect compliance.  It is, Kant says, “lack of modesty in one’s claims to be 
respected by others . . . (arrogantia).” (emphasis added to ‘claims to be respected’ 6:462;579) 
 
Self-conceit is thus a fantasy about second-personal status.  It is the conceit that one has a 
standing to make claims and demands on others that others do not have.  The idea is not (or at 
least not simply) that one has a special wisdom, the epistemic authority of one who sees better 
than others reasons that are there anyway.  It is rather the fantasy that one has a unique 
“lawgiving” authority that others don’t have (perhaps because of special wisdom, perhaps not), a 
capacity to create second-personal reasons by making demands and laying down laws that others 
are thereby accountable to one for following, with one being accountable to no one.  It is as if 
one were God, the source of all law and accountability (though on most views not even God has 
that authority). [32]   
 
The moral law cannot therefore simply curtail self-conceit or keep it in its place; it must “strike it 
down.” It must declare “null and quite unwarranted” any “claims to esteem for oneself that 
precede accord with the moral law.” (5:73;199)  We should not be thrown off by Kant’s use of 
the term ‘esteem’ in this passage.  He uses it in a similar way when he defines observantia or 
“respect in the practical sense” as “the maxim of limiting our self-esteem by the dignity of 
humanity in another person.”  Obviously, in this context, ‘esteem’ must refer to recognition 



rather than to evaluation of character.  Self-conceit is the fantasy that one has an authority to 
makes claims and demands of others that they do not have to make of one.  That is why the 
moral law must “strike it down.”  It must supplant self-conceit’s presumptuous authority to 
demand recognition of the claims and demands it purports to address.  
 
The moral law replaces the fantasized despotism of self-conceit with the equal dignity of 
persons.[33]  In place of an imagined hierarchy, it substitutes the kingdom of ends, the idea that 
all persons have the same authority to make demands of one another as members of a community 
of mutually accountable equals.  The respect-creating encounter with a “humble common” 
person, as Kant puts it, gives rise to a response to the common dignity that all persons have.  This 
is no form of esteem that a person might deserve through his character or conduct.  It is a 
recognition that any individual can demand simply by virtue of being a person. (6:434-35;557)  
Fully to recognize another person’s equal authority to make demands as a person is to hold 
oneself accountable to him for complying with these.  It is to place oneself in a second-personal 
relationship towards him, rather than simply to take account of any fact, norm, or value that 
involves him.  
 
Kant divides “duties to others merely as human beings” into duties of love and duties of respect.  
Unlike duties of love, discharging duties of respect gives rise to no reciprocating obligations.  
Here we do only what is already “owed” to others. (6:448;568)  “No one is wronged if duties of 
love are neglected; but a failure in the duty of respect infringes upon one’s lawful claim.” 
(6:464;581)  “Every human being has a legitimate claim to respect from his fellow human beings 
and is in turn bound to respect every other.” (6:462;579)  It follows therefore that “recognition 
[Annerkennung] of a dignity (dignitas) in other human beings, that is, of a worth that has no 
price,” is something others can “require from me.”[34] (6:462;579) 
 
This means that the duty of respect comprises any specific duty, compliance with which, persons 
have the authority to demand.  Respecting others as equal persons requires that we discharge 
these duties.  But it requires in addition that we recognize others’ “legitimate claim” to our doing 
so, and this we can do only by recognizing their authority to claim or demand it.  This is what 
brings in accountability and the second-person stance.  In holding that the dignity of persons is 
that by which we can “demand,” “exact,” or “require” respect from others, that each thereby has 
a “legimate claim” to respect, Kant is committed to the idea that the dignity of persons includes a 
second-personal authority to address demands for compliance with the first-order duties of 
respect.  To respect that authority it is insufficient simply to comply with the first-order duties, 
even for the reason that duty requires it.  The second-personal standing to address demands can 
only be acknowledged second personally, by making ourselves accountable to one another as 
equal free and rational agents for complying with the relevant first-order requirements.  The 
kingdom of ends is a community of mutually accountable equals—a community in which all 
have an equal authority.[35] 
 
Respect as Second-Personal 
 
Someone might accept the first-order norms that structure the dignity of persons and regulate 
himself scrupulously by them, without accepting anyone’s authority to demand that he do so.  He 
might even accept these as mandatory norms without accepting any claim to his compliance.  I 



hope it is now clear, however, that, although such a person would thereby respect the duties with 
which persons can demand compliance, he would nonetheless fail to respect their authority to 
demand his compliance, and so would fail, in an important sense, to respect them.  
 
It is, I believe, the connection between human dignity and mutual accountability that explains 
why recognition respect for persons must involve a relation to the individual person, and not just 
to certain features of or facts regarding him.  Even if one can conform conscientiously to first-
order dignity-structuring norms just by “weighing appropriately” the fact that someone is a 
person in deciding how to act toward him, it is impossible thereby to respect him as one does 
when one gives him authority in the second-personal relations that structure mutual 
accountability: (reciprocally) recognizing his standing to demand, remonstrate, resist, charge, 
blame, resent, feel indignant, excuse, forgive, and so on.  Accountability is, in its nature, second-
personal.  It is therefore impossible to respect any standing essentially related to it without 
second-personal acknowledgment. 
 
To see this point from another angle, suppose that among the things we can demand from one 
another as equal persons is that we treat sentient beings that are not persons, or even the natural 
environment, in certain ways.  Suppose, then, that we are accountable to one another for not 
desecrating the redwoods.  The mandatory norm that lays out this demand would then specify a 
kind of respect for the redwoods.  Nevertheless, without imagining that the redwoods have an 
authority to make claims on or demands of us themselves, we cannot respect them in the further, 
second-personal sense that we can respect person.  So we cannot accord them this dignity.  
 
When someone uses your foot as his footrest, this is an injury, not just to your foot, but to your 
person.  It is a failure to respect your dignity as someone who may not be so treated and who can 
insist on it.  Adam Smith observes that we are apt to resent disrespect for our person as much as 
or more than physical or other psychic injury.  What most “enrages us against the man who 
injures or insults us,” Smith writes, “is the little account which he seems to make of us”—“that 
absurd self-love [and we might add: self-conceit], by which he seems to imagine, that other 
people may be sacrificed at any time, to his conveniency.”[36]  
 
It is, however, consistent with the fact that reactive attitudes invariably respond to apparent 
disrespect that what they seek is retaliation, to give as good as we have gotten.  On reflection, 
however, that cannot be right, as Smith himself saw: what our resentment is “chiefly intent 
upon,” he writes, “is not so much to make our enemy feel pain in his turn, as . . . to make him 
sensible that the person whom he injured did not deserve to be treated in that manner.”[37]  To 
the extent that they implicitly address second-personal reasons, reactive attitudes seek to elicit 
reverentia, a feeling of our dignity, that is, recognition of the authority we presuppose in 
addressing them.  That is why, as Strawson points out, their expression is itself a form of respect.  
They presuppose, and express respect for, a dignity that addresser and addressee share as equal 
persons.  [Think, again, of Aretha remonstrating with Matt to “think.”  This is a demand for 
respect, and even though Matt ends up leaving with Jake and Ellwood, he shows respect in 
acknowledging this demand of Aretha’s and her authority to make it.]  
 
If this is right, reactive attitudes, and the practices of moral accountability they mediate, actually 
seek the reverse of what retaliation is after.  Where retaliation returns disrespect for disrespect, 



holding someone accountable demands respect respectfully.  In a community of mutually 
accountable equals, a realm of ends, it addresses the other in a way that presupposes and 
reciprocally recognizes the equal dignity, hence mutually accountability, of addresser and 
addressee. 
 
So hear's the deal.  As Aretha tells us: I need you.  And you need me.  So I'd better think, think, 
think, what I'm tryin' to do to you.  And you'd better think, think, think what you're tryin' to do to 
me.  And if we do that, and hold ourselves mutually accountable for doing that, we'll give each 
other "our propers"--a little "R-E-S-P-E-C-T."  And we'll have "freedom, freedom, freedom." 
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