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Abstract 
The study attempt to critically assess the usefulness of Marx and Hegel’s 

theories of recognition and inequality for the understanding of 

contemporary Nigerian societies, it is therefore very imperative to define 

the concepts of theories, recognition and in equality in order to form the 

basis of this research work. 
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Introduction 
Recognition simply means a situation 

whereby the presence and action of 

individual is being acknowledged by 

either fraction or larger society. This 

concept has been a point of concern to 

most scholars and philosophers since 

1990s, it therefore, became very re 

known more especially within the 

political and philosophical sphere. 

The main point about recognition is to 

have one’s identity being 

acknowledged by the people within or 

outside the area and also one the 

advantages of recognition is that 

people tend to perform or behave 

optimally when being recognized by 
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either the community or people around them. Consequently, misrecognition on 

the other side brings about poor performance; misunderstanding and sometimes 

conflict might arise as a result of that. 

Elliot (2008) states that, theories are analytical frame work or paradigms used 

to examine social phenomena. The social theories according to Elliot, 

encompasses ideas about how societies changes and develop about methods of 

explaining social behavior. 

Anderson (2009) argues that recognition is a key to addressing the demands of 

social movements where members of oppressed groups struggle for justice and 

to establish a successful liberal society. 

Anderson further stressed that, recognition is necessary to redress oppression 

and sustains the rights of the oppressed in an event when political or legal 

procedures fall short of redressing oppression because they do not address 

prejudices, entrenched in the majority culture’s attitudes against members of the 

minority groups attitudes that perpetuate misrecognition and oppression since 

she views oppression as resulting from the accumulation of systemic and severe 

misrecognition. She therefore, concludes that, in order to overcome oppression, 

modern liberal society must promote recognition among social members. 

Kelly (2001) points out that, how we conceive of our selves determines how we 

conceive others, and vice versa. If we conceived ourselves as self identical and 

we conceived identity as opposed to difference and we conceived anything or 

anyone outside ourselves as a threat to our own identity, hostile relations will 

therefore, lead to hostile actions and the results will be war, domination, and 

torture. It is important to examine and diagnose our conceptions as they affect 

our conceptions of others and relationship and our actions towards and in them.  

Nevertheless, social inequality by definition simply means an act of treating or 

regarding individuals differently, and this social inequality is possible due to 

the following reasons: 

- Social class stratification 

- Ethnic group stratification 

- Gender stratification 

 

In equality in terms of social class stratification is very prevalent more 

especially in the capitalist societies where people are being stratified according 

to their financial status in the society. Karl Marx regarded these types of class 

distinctions as the bourgeoisie class and the proletariats, the bourgeoisie class, 
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according to Marx are the owners of the means of production while the 

proletariats are the workers or laborers who work for the bourgeoisie to earn 

wages or salary. Marx further stressed that the bourgeoisie because of their 

status in the capitalist society they tend to exploit the proletariats by paying 

them less than the services they rendered to them, Marx further explained that 

because of the stratification that is prevalent in the capitalist societies people or 

individuals who fall between the lower strata suffer much from the exploitative 

tendencies of the people at the upper strata who happen to be the bourgeoisies. 

Marx therefore, suggests that for any society that needs to be developed must 

adopt an economic policy where the efforts of every one would be recognized 

as part of that society. 

Furthermore, the ethnic group stratification exist in a society where there are so 

many different ethnic groups, in this situation, some ethnic groups are regarded 

minority while some are majority in terms of their numerical strength and as a 

result of that, the majority ethnic group tend to control all affairs of the society 

at the detriment of the minority groups. This type of stratification are more 

prevalent in the multi ethnic societies where there are major and minor ethnic 

groups, in this case the majority ethnic groups tend to dominate the minority 

ethnic groups thereby relegating them to the position of slaves in their own 

society.  

National equality panel report (Hill, et., 2010) it is clear therefore that , in 

equalities within minority groups were substantial; often as great as, and some 

times greater than ,in equality in the population as a whole. The report also 

showed that in equalities between groups contribute little to in equality overall, 

this is true for all the strands (gender, disability, ethnicity, age) that were 

covered by this research.              

Nevertheless, gender stratification is one of the aspects of inequalities that have 

gained ground throughout the world. The situation is more serious and 

worrisome in Nigeria though, the government of the country has a National 

Gender policy that focuses on women empowerment while several efforts are 

made geared towards eliminating any form of discriminatory practices that may 

not be favorable to the women in the country, the gender gaps in terms of 

economic empowerment, and political participation in the country remain very 

high, this is because the discriminatory laws and practices, violence against 

women and gender stereotype has contributed negatively towards gender 

equality in the country. Maternal mortality rate and women access to quality 
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health remain very high more especially in the rural areas, though the 

constitution of Nigeria 1999 as amended in 2011, has explicitly explained in 

section 42 subsection (1) in paragraphs (a) and (b) the section strongly prohibits 

discrimination against people on the ground of sex but customary and religious 

laws continue to gain ground over the laws of the country even when the country 

has ratified the convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination 

against women , (CEDAW) 1985, the optional protocol 2004, and African 

charter on human and peoples’ rights on the rights of women in Africa 2005; 

but yet it has not yielded any positive results in terms of discrimination in 

Nigeria.     

Going by the above explanation on the causes of inequality in society, it is very 

paramount to explain further how human society developed according to Karl 

Marx. Marx explained that all western societies including Nigerian societies 

had developed through four main epochs (periods in time) and these epochs 

include the following: 

- Primitive communism 

- Ancient society/tribal stage 

- Feudal society  

- Capitalist society               

 

The primitive communism according to Marx is the desirable stage or period of 

development in every society, in this period or stage every individual regardless 

of his or her status in the society is treated equally and at this stage people live 

a communal life, the hunting and agricultural practices was by then a 

subsistence one where people produce only for their consumption and not for 

sale, human activities at this stage of the societal development were done 

communally whereby everyone in the society will be engaged in one way or the 

other towards the progress and development of the society no stratification and 

waste of resource at this stage because everything was done considering the 

needs of the societal members.   

The ancient society/tribal stage, at beginning of this stage of the Marxist 

economic development, there was no social classes in the society, the society 

was structured around kinship relations and the use of slaves in some cases in 

running the affairs of the society, in this stage, men were in charge of all hunting 

and agricultural activities while the females were in charge of all domestic 

work, that is to say that, there was an absolute kind of division of labor between 
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the roles to be performed by the men and the roles to be performed by the 

females in the society. Similarly, at this stage it was obvious to see slave culture 

established within the societal culture more especially when population 

increases resulting to the growth of wants and the expansion of relations outside 

civilization, this was possible through barter system and war and it marks the 

beginning of the class society. 

The feudal society was one of the stages of Marxist economic development. 

Feudalism therefore, was a form of society that depends solely on agriculture 

as the basis of the economy of the society, the political power in that society 

was monopolized by ownership of land and majority of the population consist 

of dependent peasants or serfs and the feudal lords depends solely on the rent 

paid by the peasants or serfs which may be in form of either food, labor or 

money.   Marx explained that under this system, the ownership of land was 

directly in the hands of the feudal lords, the feudal lords gives it out to the serfs 

to use base on condition that they will pay for the usage of the land collected 

from the feudal lords by the serfs, the feudal lords tend to be exploitative at this 

stage by demanding more from the serfs who had no option order than being 

submissive to the feudal lord for livelihood.   

The capitalist society is the type society where all means of production is been 

owned and controlled by the private individuals or the bourgeoisie. The sole 

aim of this system is to maximize profit and to minimize cost by paying the 

workers less. Under the capitalist economic system, individuals have their rights 

to freedom of choice which is known as laissez-faire and the government under 

this system is separated from production, trade and from all form of religion. 

This stage of development according Marx is very exploitative because the 

bourgeoisie who owns and control the means of production tends to manipulates 

their ways by making sure they maximizes profits and minimizes cost by paying 

the workers or laborers who worked for them less and expect them to work more 

for them, in this stage of societal development, individuals or proletariats suffer 

much from the exploitative tendencies of the bourgeoisie and as a result of the 

misrecognition by the capitalist to the efforts of the workers or laborers towards 

the progress of the organization it can led to poor performance at the side of the 

workers and at the end low productivity may be the result. 

The assessment of the usefulness of Marx and Hegel theories of recognition and 

inequality could be seen on the following point; 

(i) Marx theory of fetishism of commodity 
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(ii) Marx theory of surplus value 

(iii) Marx theory of labor 

(iv) Dialectical materialism 

(v) Hegel theory of phenomenology 

 

The theory of fetishism of commodity as postulated by Marx, tried to    

explained human society or contemporary society by using the values attached 

to commodities by the capitalist at the detriment of the efforts or labor of the 

individual worker, Marx further explained that commodities are made by the 

individuals from local materials to most sophisticated product that has more 

value than the former and at the end the efforts and labor of the workers engaged 

in the production process were never appreciated or complimented by the 

capitalist. Marx further stressed that instead of the efforts of the workers that 

were engaged in the production process to be complimented the product is 

rather turned into an object of worship because of its magical powers attached 

to it by the capitalist and as a result of that it tend to have control over the 

society. 

Going by the above theory of fetishism of commodity by Marx, it is very clear 

to note that workers effort in the success of the organization have never been 

recognized which may eventually hinder further progress in the organization 

and more over, in equality in terms of stratification on the basis of class is very 

glaring in the organizational setup in the capitalist system. 

Furthermore, Marxist theory of surplus values is another theory that tend to 

explained the contemporary human society by using his idea of surplus values, 

Marx further explained that in every class society, the ruling class appropriates 

the surplus products, according to Marx, the so called surplus products was 

realized either from the unpaid surplus labor found in the slave mode of 

production or unpaid labor for the empire and it can also take the form of goods 

appropriated by the ruling class in the form of used values. Marx further 

explained that, the efforts of the workers who happened to be among the 

proletariats have never been recognized by the bourgeoisie rather they are being 

exploited and cheated by the capitalist.       

Moreover, in the Marxist theory of labor, Marx explained that the quality of a 

product depends largely on the quality of labor vested on the production of that 

product, for instance a product may be the same and serve the same function 

but the quality of it may not be the same because of the quality of labor and time 
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devoted during the production of it is never the same, for example, a cell phone 

or car their prices differs depending on the quality of it even though they serve 

the same purpose but the price of each depends on the quality of labor devoted 

during production of it.    

Nevertheless, the theory of dialectical materialism is the philosophy of the 

Marxist that offered a scientifically based understanding of the world or the 

contemporary society. The theory of dialectical materialism of Karl Marx 

helped to enable individuals have knowledge of the forces that were responsible 

for the changes in human societies and enable the workers party have a sense of 

direction towards bringing desirable changes in the society. The changes 

brought by Marx through the dialectical materialism can only be achieved by 

recognizing the potentials of the driving force that will be used at any time to 

bring changes that will benefit all and fight against the exploitative ideologies 

of the capitalist system. 

Furthermore, the usefulness of the Marx and Hegel’s theory of recognition and 

inequality could also be seen in the Hegel theory of phenomenology. 

Recognition as seen in the Hegel’s phenomenology of rights, according to 

Hegel freedom means the rights of individuals to have choice, chose weather to 

own property or not and above all to decide to work or not, freedom according 

to Hegel does not mean the rights of a person to decide either to have something 

or not but rather what you intended doing or what you are doing is being 

recognized by other individuals. Individuals according to Hegel might have all 

the rights and freedom of choice but they tend to enjoy it only when been 

recognized by others. 

Similarly, Hegel pointed out that freedom cannot be separated from recognition, 

people demand that their freedom as free individuals be recognized                                                                                     

As their rights and needs the respect of others for it to be a reality, Hegel further 

stressed that rights command recognition and to enjoy rights as citizens or 

members of a society, Hegel said, the rights of the individuals must be 

recognized by other members of the society as free members of the society.        

Hegel (1830) states that, “I am only free when the other is also free and is 

recognized by me as free” 

Moreover, Hegel in his philosophy of consciousness, self consciousness and 

desire he made it clear that no individual can be in isolation and still be 

contented while interacting with only object of nature, human being according 
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to Hegel needs to be recognized for whatever they do just to encourage and 

make them appreciate what they are doing. 

Fraser, on her own part hold a divergent position with Hegel more especially as 

regard to the role played by recognition in building a healthy life, Fraser 

maintained that disregards to the role of recognition should not be seen as a 

disadvantage to the success or progress of individuals in any given society, 

according to her, every individual ought to have been granted equal opportunity 

but not to be discouraged by not being recognized in the society. 

Similarly, Fraser and Honneth (2003) holds the views that when a case involved 

two minority groups interest, then the purity of participation model can now 

distinguish between legitimate and in legitimate claim for group recognition 

without appealing to any psychological damage or benefit.    

Nevertheless, Charles Taylor argued that certain levels of recognition ought to 

have been seen as right because lack of respect according to Taylor could be 

harmful to individual and may eventually leads to material deprivation. Charles 

Taylor in his analysis about recognition had a similar view with Hegel on the 

important role played by recognition in the progress and development of human 

society. 

In conclusion, despite the relevance and usefulness of the Hegel’s 

phenomenology theory to the understanding of the contemporary society, the 

theory has been criticized by Marx based on the following grounds; 

One of the criticisms labeled against Hegel by Marx on his phenomenology 

theory was that Hegel in his analysis in the phenomenology theory rendered or 

portrayed human beings as mere consciousness which supposed to be in human 

being and controlled by man and according to him for Hegel to use 

consciousness to describe human being or analyzed human behavior the theory 

was faulty because human being is bigger to be rendered to the level of a 

consciousness.  

Secondly, another criticism labeled against Hegel was that he favored 

eliminative strategy more in his theory of phenomenology as seen in his idea of 

identified objectivity with estrangement where he stressed that, consciousness 

is offended not only by estranged objectivity but rather by objectivity as such, 

and the consequences that consciousness finds itself being estranged from 

objectivity. Marx further agrees with Hegel to some extend on the account that 

consciousness should be offended by estranged objectivity and thus moved to 
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overcome that estrangement but differs from Hegel on the account that Hegel 

favors eliminative strategy.  
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