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Introduction: Dialectic Appropriations

Angelica Nuzzo

1. Hegel and Analytic Philosophy: The Topic

The story of the relationship between Hegel and the philosophers of what is 
called—broadly and indeed generically—the “analytic” tradition has never 
been told in a systematic and historically accurate way.1 Often repeated 
 anecdotes reporting the alleged incompatibility between Hegel and Anglo-
American analytic philosophy have frequently blocked research in this direc-
tion making the topic seem inexistent or simply not worth pursuing. Until 
recently, Rudolf Carnap’s seminal attacks to metaphysical thinking of which 
Hegel was seen as the champion, as well as Bertrand Russell’s and G. E. Moore’s 
rejection of his “idealism” have suffi ced to make the case for the radical  distance 
separating Hegel from analytic philosophy in its very inception. As a conse-
quence, in the later developments of the philosophical current initiated by 
Carnap, Russell, and G. E. Moore, Hegel’s name has come to epitomize the 
separation between the “continental” and the “analytic” tradition. Kant’s 
transcendental philosophy, his interest in epistemology and science has been 
always and indisputably privileged over Hegel’s dialectical and historical think-
ing. Yet, Hegel’s presence in analytic philosophy has also been repeatedly 
documented and more or less explicitly recognized—this recognition being 
frequently accompanied by disclaimers or emphatic rejections of Hegel on new 
counts.

In the last decades, the topic of the relationship between Hegel and analytic 
philosophy has received renewed attention. New interpretive questions have 
been raised and the Hegel-Bild arising from the traditional critique of analytic 
philosophy has been signifi cantly complicated. What are the argumentative 
strategies employed by analytic philosophers against Hegel? Curiously, on closer 
examination, such arguments prove often very “Hegelian”. This prompts 
the further question: Is really Hegel whom more and less recent followers of 
Carnap and Russell reject or is it rather a target-fi gure that has very little in 
common with the historical Hegel? Why then call this target “Hegel”? And what 
does this polemical fi gure stand for (for example on the issue of “idealism”)? 
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Such questions have shown that the relationship between Hegel and the 
analytic philosophical tradition is much more complicated and diversifi ed than 
those repeated anecdotes could lead one to assume. Moreover, they also show 
that an investigation on the topic can prove fruitful for both Hegel scholarship 
and the current developments of analytic philosophy. What is needed is, fi rst 
and foremost, a fresh methodological look at this relation. 

Recently, a new “Hegel-Renaissance” has begun to take place in the English-
speaking world, while European Hegel studies have sized the opportunity to 
renew a fi eld of research that seemed to have reached a standstill. Hegel has 
become an interesting fi gure for analytic philosophers of very different inspira-
tion and Hegelian themes and concepts have been recognized as central 
 concerns to contemporary analytic debates. In addition, American pragmatism 
has taken important steps toward new appropriations of Hegel, who is  
presented this time alternatively as an analytic or a historicist pragmatist of 
sort.2 Different analytic versions of Hegel—linguistic and pragmatist—have 
been presented among others by Richard Rorty, Wilfrid Sellars, John  McDowell, 
Robert Brandom, and Robert Pippin. 

This new “Hegel-Renaissance” after decades of Hegel hostility raises the 
 question: Why Hegel now? What does this (re)turn to Hegel signal with regard 
to the inner development of analytic philosophy? And correspondingly: What 
does the embrace of the analytic reading of Hegel by more traditional Hegel 
scholarship mean for the developments of continental philosophy—itself, in its 
turn, in need of a new “Hegel Renaissance” of sort?

One of the implications of Hegel’s philosophical system—of its claim to 
 philosophical as well as historical completeness—is that doing philosophy after 
Hegel cannot escape a more or less direct confrontation with that system. 
 Analytic philosophy is no exception to this predicament. Dialectically, even 
sheer negation of historical and conceptual infl uence—or simply closeness of 
philosophical interests—presupposes a certain conception and an implicit 
 recognition of what is negated, namely, precisely such Hegelian infl uence. To 
paraphrase Benedetto Croce’s famous dictum—a confi rmation of which can 
recently be found in Robert Brandom’s Tales of the Mighty Dead—the confronta-
tion ultimately reveals what is alive and what is dead in Hegel’s philosophy or, 
alternatively, what still is and can be Hegelian in contemporary philosophy.3

Methodologically, the issue of how to articulate the confrontation between 
Hegel and analytic philosophy presents multiple challenges. At stake are three 
different sets of issues, which can be indicated respectively as historical, 
 systematic, and interpretive issues. Historical questions of infl uence by, appropri-
ation of, and reaction to Hegelian concepts, themes, and works within  analytic 
philosophy must certainly be addressed. Yet, for a tradition that does not see 
history and historiography as playing a crucial role in shaping its arguments 
and ideas, the systematic question concerning possible common problems, 
themes, and interests linking Hegel to twentieth and twenty-fi rst century  analytic 
philosophy take a central position. Additionally, the confrontation between 
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Hegel and analytic philosophy yields interesting interpretive results in suggest-
ing, for example, the use of concepts and methods proper to logical and 
 linguistic analysis in reading Hegel’s texts; or, conversely, in suggesting the use 
of Hegel’s dialectical concepts and his historicist approach in the reconstruc-
tion of analytic arguments. In all three respects, the confrontation is promising 
both with regard to a renewal of Hegel scholarship and with regard to the 
advancement of the current philosophical agenda. At stake is ultimately the 
 signifi cance of philosophical progress across different intellectual traditions.

If the current interest in the relation between Hegel and analytic philosophy 
common to Anglo-American and European philosophy is taken, in genuine 
Hegelian fashion, as a “sign of the times” (and perhaps, still in Hegelian  fashion, 
as sign of uneasiness and discontent with traditional methods and concepts of 
philosophical inquiry) we can draw the following two conclusions. First, Hegel is 
the philosopher that has unifi ed but also deeply divided philosophical traditions. 
It is precisely at the present historical moment and in the kind of investigation at 
hand that the  dialectic relation implicit in this claim comes to the fore. While 
analytic philo sophy because of its historical origins can be seen as the negative 
reaction to Hegel, the development of most twentieth and twenty-fi rst century 
continental philosophy—from existentialism to phenomenology and herme-
neutic, from Marxism and historicism to deconstruction—can be viewed as the 
positive endorsement and further elaboration of Hegelian themes and strategies. 
The origin of the two diverging traditions, however, is still one and the same. And 
this becomes particularly signifi cant today that intellectual traditions are less and 
less characterized by national roots and affi liations. When analytic philosophy 
starts looking at Hegel and continental philosophy starts turning to Anglo-Ameri-
can philosophy we may be approaching the end of the long-standing separation 
between “analytic” and “continental” philosophy—or more to the point: we may 
be close to acknowledging both their dialectical relation and the necessity of such 
relation for the advancement of philosophical discourse as such.

The second conclusion concerns the direction taken by contemporary Hegel 
studies. If we consent that a fresh look at Hegel is needed in the continental 
Hegel scholarship, then we can suggest that the analytic tradition, which alle-
gedly has invested less in Hegel than any other philosophical current, may be 
the most appropriate to provide us with utterly new interpretive instruments 
and with a different philosophical entry into his work.

2. Hegel and the Analytic Tradition: 
The Whole and Its Parts

This volume is a collective investigation into the relationship between Hegel 
and the analytic tradition. The nine essays address this issue in different ways, 
choosing one or more of the three methodological angles outlined above, 
 combining them, and variously shifting the focus of the investigation between 
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Hegel and the philosophers of the analytic tradition. The essays pursue specifi c, 
sometimes differing interests, programs, and theses. Yet they are united by the 
methodological interest with which they tackle the general issue at hand: to 
reexamine afresh genuine, often unrecognized links between Hegelian and 
analytical philosophy. To this extent, the volume breaks with the traditional 
set-up adopted by the many comparative studies of the kind “Hegel and . . .” 
(Aristotle, Spinoza, the Greeks, etc.) usually characterized by relatively narrow 
thematic and historical focus on the development and transformation of con-
cepts and problems, usually divided into the traditional fi elds of logic, meta-
physics, ethics, politics, etc.

In its aim and accomplishments, this volume is more than the sum of its parts. 
Or, as Hegel put it, “truth” is indeed (in) the whole. The single essays have both 
a value in themselves, and a value in light of the general discussion to which 
they contribute. The collection takes for granted neither a given picture of what 
contemporary “analytic philosophy” supposedly is, nor a monolithic version of 
Hegelian philosophy. Aim of the volume, to which each chapter contributes 
(whether implicitly or explicitly), is to challenge traditional labels, to make us 
rethink traditional disciplinary and methodological divisions, to make us con-
sider old problems in different perspectives and within different connections. 
To put this point in another way, the “truth” or the overall goal of this volume is 
not predetermined; the collection is an open-ended experiment in thinking 
with Hegel in the contemporary philosophical milieu. This may be often unset-
tling. Yet it is also, I believe, highly enriching and stimulating. It is precisely by 
thinking with Hegel and with crucial moments of the Anglo-American philo-
sophical tradition that we come to ask questions regarding the situation of con-
temporary philosophy and of current Hegel studies.

Furthermore, the volume refl ects the nature of a fi eld of inquiry that is not 
even a decade old: not yet defi ned by standard themes, topics, and styles of 
analysis, it is still at the experimental stage, and is investigating what should be 
included or excluded, count as relevant or irrelevant, taken for granted or 
critically challenged. This fl uidity refl ects the novelty and vigor of this fi eld of 
research; this variety of substantive topics amidst common methodological 
issues is a key strength of the present volume. This volume traces fruitful refer-
ence points and lines of analysis for further philosophical investigation.

Working together, these nine essays present a portrait of twentieth-century 
philosophy in its relation to Hegel that helps us understand both the directions 
in which the philosophy of the new century is moving and the directions that 
Hegel scholarship is taking. Ultimately, the book as a whole challenges the label 
“analytic” philosophy as well as its counterpart “continental” philosophy pre-
senting a complex and diversifi ed picture that is neither monolithic nor entirely 
self-consistent but is rather the expression of various theoretical as well as 
practical philosophical needs and interests.

The essays included here deal predominantly with issues of logic,  metaphysics, 
and the philosophy of language, although “practical” issues concerned with 



 Introduction: Dialectic Appropriations 5

Hegel’s social and historical view of “spirit” are signifi cantly discussed as well. 
While some essays have a distinct center in Hegel’s philosophy and only point 
to themes and problems that should be of crucial concern to analytically trained 
philosophers, others develop along opposite lines starting with the discussion 
of a contemporary fi gure and only suggesting a path back to Hegel. The  volume 
opens with the epistemological issue of the type of necessity proper to Hegelian 
dialectic as opposed to Kantian transcendental philosophy and its relevance for 
post-Kantian science (Margolis) and moves on with two contributions that draw 
Hegel’s Logic to the center and analyze its alleged “immanent” development on 
the basis of its specifi c language as well as, more generally, on the basis of 
Hegel’s historical view of language (Kolb, Nuzzo). Language as expression of 
spirit is the topic of McCumber’s essay on Hegel’s view of “natural language.” 
From the Logic we then turn to the Phenomenology of Spirit and to Hegel’s close-
ness to the late Wittgenstein with regard to the fundamental shift in doing 
philosophy that the 1807 work inaugurates (Pinkard). The two following essays 
(Dulckeit, D’Agostini) show the centrality of Hegel’s insights for two current 
philosophical issues such as the dispute on Natural Kind Terms and the 
existence or nonexistence of Meinongian objects. The discussion on the latter 
topic leads to the clarifi cation of Hegel’s alleged “idealism” and its confronta-
tion with the “realism” favored by analytic philosophy—the central theme of 
 Rockmore’s contribution. Finally, Westphal’s essay on Hegel and Russell deep-
ens our views of Hegel’s relationship with one of the founders of analytic phi-
losophy and revisits the central problem of foundationalism. 

Touching upon different moments of the relation (and nonrelation) between 
Hegel and the analytic and pragmatist traditions, the essays of this volume 
should be read as constituting a net of cross references. They reinforce each 
other presenting different faces of a complex historical and philosophical 
problem—a problem that is indeed at the center of the contemporary philo-
sophical discussion. 

In the opening essay of the volume—“The Point of Hegel’s Dissatisfaction 
with Kant”—Joseph Margolis brings to light the largely unseen “inchoate prag-
matism” that underlies the development of Hegel’s dialectical logic beyond 
Kant’s transcendental logic. At stake is a deep criticism of Kant’s aprioristic 
justifi cation of the alleged strict necessity of scientifi c knowledge. The claim is 
that it is not Kant’s transcendental logic but rather its Hegelian correction that 
accounts for the development of later science and scientifi c knowledge. This 
correction amounts precisely to the replacement of strict a priori necessity 
(which is viewed as the myth of Kant’s transcendentalism) with dialectical neces-
sity, i.e., with the recognition that contingency or the a posteriori is the root of 
all a priori. Thereby, Hegel stages his refutation of Kant’s apriorism. Dialectical 
necessity is no longer formal “necessity” but is historicized, pragmatic, 
ultimately practical and social necessity or rather contingency, “accidental” 
necessity. On the basis of a reconstruction of Hegel’s critique of Kant’s episte-
mological and logical project, Margolis shows how it is precisely Hegel’s 
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dialectical historicization of necessity—or the recognition of the power of the 
contingent in our understanding of actuality—that has opened the fruitful path 
of successive philosophy, in particular of a broad conception of pragmatism. 
Margolis’s account of the “pragmatism” arising from the Hegelian correction of 
Kant’s epistemological project entails an implicit critique of the American, 
restrictive view of pragmatism as well as an implicit assessment of the somehow 
estranged place that analytic philosophy occupies in the development of con-
temporary philosophy. An example of the fruitfulness of the proposed recon-
struction is found in Hilary Putnam’s discussion of the analytic/synthetic 
distinction. Margolis sees in Putnam’s outfl anking of Quine’s and Carnap’s 
accounts of the distinction his enforcing of Hegel’s move against Kant, his 
reductio ad absurdum of Kant’s transcendentalism. Herein, Putnam is indeed 
genuinely Hegelian. For, his claim is that Euclidean truths must be historicized 
and thereby made relative. But a historicized logic is, with Hegel, no longer 
compatible with the Kantian demands of a priori fi xed truths.

The problem of the peculiar character of dialectical necessity is at the center 
of David Kolb’s reading of Hegel’s Science of Logic in Chapter 2 of the book: “The 
Necessities of Hegel’s Logics.”  The framework of Kolb’s comparative analysis of 
different versions of the logic is his rejection of the idea of a logic that develops 
without presuppositions according to sheer formal inner necessity—the target 
of so many “analytic” attacks on Hegel’s alleged “mythology.” Kolb’s broader 
thesis that links thinking to historical language in Hegel suggests the need to 
interpret dialectical necessity as open to alternatives and choices, that is, as 
internally pluralistic or perhaps even contingent. In comparing and contrasting 
some crucial moments of the Logic of Essence in the 1816 Science of Logic 
version and the 1830 Encyclopedia version (the development of the “determina-
tions of refl ection”), Kolb brings to the fore differences and similarities between 
Hegel’s, Kant’s, and analytic philosophy’s idea of (logical) necessity. At stake is 
Hegel’s procedure for “immanently” developing logical determinations from 
one another. Can this procedure claim any kind of necessity as Hegel maintains 
given that he himself at different times gave different versions of the same the-
matic development? Is there a more correct or more “necessary” version, and 
how can this be established? And most crucially: Does the necessity of the devel-
opment imply its uniqueness or are alternatives conceivable within the model 
of dialectical necessity? Ultimately, Kolb’s reading of Hegel’s logical sequences 
challenges traditional interpretations of dialectical necessity proposing an 
intriguing new way of understanding dialectic as philosophical method. Crucial 
to the proposed reading of the Logic is Kolb’s attention to the centrality of 
language. The fact that the logical development of dialectic takes place in 
language (and indeed in a precise and historically specifi c language) is essen-
tial to shaping the pluralistic character of its “necessities.”

The issue of language and its constitutive relation to logic occupies both 
Angelica Nuzzo’s “Vagueness and Meaning Variance in Hegel’s Logic” and John 
McCumber’s “Hegel and Natural Language.” Setting Hegel in relation with the 
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philosophy of the “linguistic turn,” the fi rst essay starts with an analysis of the 
beginning of the Science of Logic and then moves on to issues pertaining to the 
historical nature of language in Hegel’s philosophy of spirit. The second essay 
contrasts Hegel’s view of language as product of spirit to different positions 
underlying the current expression “natural language,” and introduces a fi rst 
discussion of the problem of reference.

Angelica Nuzzo’s “Vagueness and Meaning Variance in Hegel’s Logic” draws 
the connection between language and logical dialectic to the center. It pro-
poses a reading of the beginning of the Science of Logic—the infamous transition 
from Being to Nothing to Becoming—that uses the devices of linguistic philo-
sophy (in particular a model of “ideal language” close to Bergmann’s) to show 
that at the heart of Hegel’s Logic lies a complex program of linguistic analysis 
and, more precisely, of linguistic revision of common language and traditional 
philosophical language, whereby the movement of dialectical concepts is 
achieved. In discussing the peculiar nature of the language of Hegelian dialec-
tic in the Science of Logic, two key features are brought to the fore and connected 
both to Hegel’s contextualist view of meaning and to his claim of the historical 
nature of language as product of spirit. First, “vagueness” or indeterminacy of 
meaning is essential to the language of dialectic insofar as the movement of 
contradiction is dependent upon it; second, “meaning variance” or Bedeutungs-
verschiebung is the other linguistic strategy that makes possible the “immanent” 
development of thinking. The conclusion is a twofold suggestion aimed at 
encouraging analytic philosophy’s closer engagement with Hegel. Given the 
importance that both vagueness and meaning variance have in contemporary 
analytic debates (both in logic and in the philosophy of law), and given the 
relevance that they display in the movement of Hegel’s Logic, a study of this 
hitherto relatively neglected part of Hegel’s system would prove quite fruitful 
for analytic philosophy as well as for Hegel scholarship. In addition, since both 
vagueness and meaning variance are logical-linguistic features connected, for 
Hegel, to the historical nature of thinking, the attention to this point would 
allow analytic philosophy a new and fruitful access to the issue of history. 

The general problem addressed by John McCumber’s “Hegel and Natural 
Language” is the following. Given that for Hegel, from the Phenomenology 
of Spirit onward, language is chief “expression” of spirit and is indeed natural 
(or has natural existence in time and place) only as “manifestation” of spirit, 
can there be, for Hegel, a “natural language”? To answer this question, 
McCumber discusses the view of language presented in Hegel’s Psychology (the 
last moment of his Philosophy of Subjective Spirit in the Encyclopedia) articulat-
ing the claim that the relation between symbol and sign, signifi er and signifi ed 
is, for Hegel, a necessary, not an arbitrary relation (herein McCumber’s inter-
pretation departs from most accounts of Hegel’s theory of language). Discuss-
ing Hegel’s view of meaning and reference against the background of Robert 
 Brandom’s inferentialist interpretation of reference as well as against Bertrand 
Russell’s defi nite descriptions, McCumber claims that reference is, for Hegel, 
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doubly mediated. On the one hand, it is mediated by concepts, on the other 
hand, by history: a word refers, fi rst, in virtue of a conceptual description and, 
second, in virtue of the history of the “deformations” and transformations that 
produced it. Indeed, Hegel’s developmental idea of linguistic reference and 
logic is proposed as the interesting correction of positions such as Russell’s, 
Putnam’s, and Kripke’s, which all presuppose an already developed stage of 
logic without accounting for it. Herein we arrive at McCumber’s positive answer 
to the initial question. There is indeed such a thing as “natural language” for 
Hegel. However, language is natural, for Hegel, in the contemporary sense 
of “natural language” not in the Hegelian sense that contrasts natural to the 
culturally or historically produced. Such contemporary meaning in turn derives 
from Hegel’s “naturalistic, i.e., evolutionary” or developmental account of 
rationality in the interdependence of language and logic.

Terry Pinkard’s starting point in “Hegel’s Non-analytic Option” is the funda-
mental shift in doing philosophy brought forth by the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, namely, the shift from a “problem-centered” approach to a developmen-
tal, social, and historical approach. Such shift can be followed within the 
 Phenomenology itself in the move that leads—quite mysteriously indeed—from 
Sense-Certainty, Perception, and Understanding to the “master–slave” dialectic 
in the Self-Consciousness chapter and from here on to accounts of the Greek 
and Roman world in Spirit up to Absolute Knowing. What led Hegel to change 
the nature of the philosophical inquiry concerning knowledge is a distinction 
that, on Pinkard’s account, Hegel never made explicitly and yet is implicitly at 
work already in the Phenomenology. Hegel distinguishes between our capacities 
for “recognition” of something (Erkennen in the sense of re-cognizing or re-
identifying something as something) and our capacities “to make conceptual 
sense” out of something. The basic distinction is that between the part of our-
selves that is informed by our conceptual capacities and our explicit use of those 
capacities. The realm of concepts must be kept apart from the “standpoint of 
consciousness” (our awareness of a stone is informed by the concept of the 
stone but is not a direct awareness of the concept of the stone). On Hegel’s 
account, while there is no metaphysical mystery in our ordinary engagement 
with the world, the real problem is to understand how certain types of claims 
have come to inform our acquaintance with the world. The latter problem 
requires precisely the transformation of traditional epistemology into a histori-
cal, developmental account of the norms informing our knowledge. Enforcing 
this distinction, Pinkard explains the shift from Consciousness to Self-
 Consciousness in the Phenomenology, and shows how such distinction brings 
Hegel close to the late Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations (as well as 
to J. L. Austin). For Hegel (as well as for Wittgenstein) we can understand how 
it is that we “represent” the world correctly only by understanding how the 
world has already come into view in such a way that true or false judgments can 
be made about it.

The aim of contrasting the long-standing conviction of the enmity and diverg-
ing paths separating Hegel and analytic philosophy, and the contention that 
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analytical and dialectical philosophies crash headlong into each other’s 
paradigms, is common to Katharina Dulckeit’s “Unlikely Bedfellows? Putnam 
and Hegel on Natural Kind Terms” and Franca D’Agostini’s “Was Hegel 
Noneist, Allist or Someist?” Both essays institute a productive dialogue between 
Hegel and recent analytic philosophers showing how crucial contemporary 
issues discussed by the latter are already central to Hegelian dialectic.

Katharina Dulckeit confronts Hegel and Putnam on the problem of Natural 
Kind Terms. She puts Russell’s famous maxim that the best theory is always the 
one that best solves the most puzzles to the test by proposing a detailed exami-
nation of the famous argument put forward by Putnam against a rival theory of 
Natural Kind Terms. She then lets a faithful reading of passages from Hegel’s 
Phenomenology and Logic speak on his behalf in order to imagine how he might 
have responded to that debate. The aim is to demonstrate, fi rst and more 
generally, that Hegel has in fact thought deeply and clearly about many issues 
of interest to analytic philosophers; and second, to show, perhaps to the 
surprise of many, that certain arguments advanced by Putnam have substan-
tially already been made by Hegel a full two centuries earlier. Finally, Dulckeit 
argues that Hegel’s basic dialectical idea of mediated opposition solves, or at 
least circumvents, certain problems today still besetting Putnam in particular, 
and analytic philosophy in general. The conclusion is a recommendation of 
Hegel’s work to the attention of those analytic philosophers who, Dulckeit 
shows, are laboring on issues they may have never thought they have in com-
mon with him.

Franca D’Agostini reconstructs the analytic debate on the concept of exist-
ence and in particular on the issue of controversial entities such as universals, 
classes, nonactualized possibilia, incomplete or inconsistent Meinongian objects, 
and attempts to position Hegel within this debate. Taking up David Lewis’s 
distinction, she asks: “Was Hegel Noneist, Allist or Someist?”—that is, did Hegel 
hold that only some of the things that are do exist, or alternatively that everything 
exists, or did he eliminate the problem of existence tout court? To answer this 
question is crucial since it allows D’Agostini to position Hegel’s ontology—para-
digmatically considered by analytic philosophers as their chief source of diver-
gence from Hegel—squarely within the analytic discussion. While the enmity 
against Hegel is often traced back to analytic philosophy’s professed anti-ideal-
ism and Hegel’s alleged anti-realism, D’Agostini shows that the former has not 
been properly “anti-idealist” (in Hegel’s sense of idealism) and that the latter is 
not strictly “anti-realist” (for different analytic senses of realism). Furthermore, 
clearing up this fundamental misunderstanding, she establishes that it is pre-
cisely Hegel’s view on existence that allows one to advance the analytic debate 
on the topic. Hegel’s famous claim in the preface to the Philosophy of Right, “what 
is rational is real and what is real is rational” is considered as the crucial “restric-
tion rule” for the use of the predicate of existence through which Hegel 
relaunches ontology after Kant’s transcendental turn.

The rectifi cation of Hegel’s alleged “idealism” and the dispute between 
realism and idealism within analytic philosophy—a dispute that dates back to 
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G. E. Moore’s “Refutation of Idealism”—is crucial to Tom Rockmore’s “Some 
Recent Analytic ‘Realist’ Readings of Hegel.” Like D’Agostini, Rockmore brings 
to the fore the fundamental misunderstanding underlying analytic rejections 
(as well as analytic appropriations) of Hegel. Rockmore argues, fi rst, that the 
rejection of Hegel’s idealism inspired by Russell and Moore as well as the most 
recent appropriations of Hegel “without idealism” by many analytic thinkers 
are based on a view of idealism that is utterly remote from Hegel’s. Second, 
he contends that the attempts to claim Hegel to the side of contemporary 
analytic philosophy are based on the effort to reconcile Hegel with metaphysi-
cal realism. Finally, Rockmore maintains that Hegel’s own idealism should be 
understood as a rejection of metaphysical realism. From these three points the 
conclusion follows that recent analytic interest in “Hegel without idealism” are 
centered on a commitment that Hegel fundamentally rejects.

Herein, Rockmore’s conclusion differs interestingly from Dulckeit’s and 
D’Agostini’s positions to the extent that they underscore, instead, the funda-
mental convergence between Hegel’s program and the project of analytic phi-
losophy. It remains, however, that dispelling the terminological and indeed 
conceptual confusion surrounding the confrontation between Hegel and ana-
lytic thinkers is the fi rst and crucial step needed to assess the question at hand.

Like Rockmore, Kenneth R. Westphal goes back to the origins of analytic 
philosophy with Bertrand Russell. The direct confrontation between Hegel and 
Russell—two “profound philosophical revolutionaries”—is the central topic of 
“Hegel, Russell, and the Foundations of Philosophy.” The general issue 
addressed by Westphal regards the validity of the foundationalist model of 
rational justifi cation—the central problem raised by Hegel in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit. Westphal’s rich discussion of the disagreement between Hegel and 
Russell on this topic focuses on the chapter on Sense-Certainty of Hegel’s 
Phenomenology and on the analysis of Russell’s model of foundation of know-
ledge (both historical and rational knowledge). Westphal, however, introduces 
us to a much broader historical and problematic constellation, which runs, 
among other things, through Hume and Sextus Empiricus, and leads us up to 
Quine by way of Russell’s instigation to a return to eighteenth-century empiri-
cism against the German tradition of Kant and Hegel. Westphal’s operation of 
rectifying the misleading, yet long-lasting Hegel-Bild enforced by Russell’s 
critique is crucial in order to reverse such critique and to show the different 
and productive ways in which it is Hegel’s philosophy that raises instead funda-
mental critical issues about Russell’s. Westphal’s starting point is the presenta-
tion of the Pyrronian Dilemma of the Criterion and Hegel’s phenomenological 
version of it. Such Dilemma exposes all foundationalist model of justifi cation—
hence Russell’s scientia and historia alike—as inescapably dogmatic and 
question-begging. Russell’s insuffi cient rhetorical answer to F. C. S. Schiller’s 
review of The Analysis of Mind—and, with it, a great deal of the “fractious history 
of twentieth century philosophy”—is framed in terms of the limits of the foun-
dationalist model exposed by the Dilemma. Westphal moves on to discuss 
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Hegel’s phenomenological answer to the Dilemma and consequently his 
alternative to foundationalism in the idea of justifi cation as “constructive self- 
and mutual criticism.” Self-criticism as Hegel’s model of rational justifi cation 
activates the dialectical strategy of determinate negation and is a fundamentally 
social procedure. Westphal’s claim is that the dominant misunderstanding of 
Hegel’s epistemology is due precisely to the failure to recognize Hegel’s 
solution of the Dilemma. The careful analysis of Hegel’s criticism of “knowl-
edge by acquaintance” in the Sense-Certainty chapter of the Phenomenology 
offers another example of Westphal’s methodological strategy, whereby  
Russell’s critique of Hegel (he allegedly confl ated “the ‘is’ of identity” and “the 
‘is’ of predication”) is retorted against Russell’s himself.

As one can easily see from the summaries offered above, the essays of this 
volume share a crucial methodological task, which they address to the contem-
porary reader, whatever her philosophical affi liation. They offer a unique 
clarifi cation and rectifi cation of concepts, issues, and texts of Hegel’s philoso-
phy that is deemed necessary for any fresh attempt to reading Hegel in the 
light of the contemporary philosophical debate. On the basis of such necessary 
clarifi cation (we can no longer consider Hegel an “idealist” in G. E. Moore’s 
sense), the essays encourage us to expand our conceptual repertory of inquiry 
by engaging Hegel and analytic philosophy into always new dialogues and 
confrontation.

I want to conclude inviting the reader to enjoy the rich and varied discussion 
that follows. This is indeed the beginning of a promising development of con-
temporary philosophy beyond the analytic/continental divide that proves, once 
again, the centrality of Hegel’s thought in our current philosophical endeavors.

Notes

1 In what follows, I use the expression “analytic philosophy” loosely and broadly to 
encompass very different philosophical currents ranging from philosophy of 
language to analytic pragmatism. One of the important contributions of this 
volume is precisely to challenge this label and to complicate the picture that 
underlies it. Certainly, “analytic” philosophy can neither be described as a mono-
lithic bloc nor by simple opposition to “continental” philosophy. As the essays of 
this volume show, it is precisely the confrontation with Hegel that helps one make 
this point. The most recent and signifi cant book appeared on the topic is Redding 
(2007).

2 See, respectively, Brandom and Rorty.
3 See Nuzzo (2007).



Chapter 1

The Point of Hegel’s Dissatisfaction 
with Kant

Joseph Margolis

Here, without preamble, is a version of the central paradox of modern 
 philosophy—in effect, the paradox of the whole of Western philosophy, ancient 
as well as modern: to know the world, to have knowledge of “what there is,” 
implicates at some level of understanding “knowing” what it is to “know,” know-
ing what knowledge is; so that, justifi ed in the way we view the second dis tinc-
tion, we rightly take ourselves to be able to justify our claims with regard to the 
fi rst. And yet, we cannot say that we ever achieve a greater pre cision moving 
from our fi rst-order intuitions to a critical analysis of our second-order 
concepts: the grammatical difference in the levels of discourse seemingly 
invoked here obscures the slack identity of the sources of conviction probed at 
both levels.

Furthermore, if, as Kant implies in the second preface to the Critique of Pure 
Reason, we cannot do better than offer the work of our strongest and most 
reliable sciences as the least quarrelsome specimen of what to count as know-
ledge, we cannot draw then on any such contingent posit for (any) necessary or 
necessarily adequate conditions of what it is to “know”: pro ceeding thus, we 
would make any would-be a priori presumption about what knowledge “is,” 
fatally hostage, incurably subject a posteriori, to the contin gencies of evolving 
experience.1 Knowledge appears, then, to be a contingent construction fi tted as 
plausibly as possible to our would-be sciences and ordinary practice. There is 
no ready sense in which what know ledge is is a matter of empirical or transcen-
dental discovery. I take this to be the most strategic—possibly not the most 
important—Hegelian theme that, retrospectively applied, could possibly effect 
the most congenial “correction” of, say, the whole of twentieth century and the 
new century’s analytic philosophies, both Anglo-American and continental 
European, in the spirit of (fi nally) abandoning all the vestigial sources of foun-
dational and privileged conceptions of know ledge that the joined (hardly, 
joint) work of Kant and Hegel unques tionably demands.

Hegel saw in this the insuperable weakness of Kant’s analy sis of knowledge: 
saw unblinkingly that whatever features of our actual sciences might seem to 
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require synthetic a priori truths in order to secure the bare conceptual 
“possibility” of their particular cognitive success might also (for all we know) be 
no more than an “accident” of the contingencies of clever thought wrongly 
taken to be the enabling posit of the necessary and essential conditions we 
require! The Kantian program fails, Hegel supposed, at least because it cannot 
demonstrate in a principled way the difference between genuinely synthetic 
a priori truths in the body of confi rmed science and oppor tunistic, even 
arbitrary or mistaken, con jectures that a later advance in the sciences might 
easily eliminate.2 

Accordingly, “knowledge” appears to be an unavoidably con tingent and 
informal construction fi tted as well as possible to the evolving work of the 
sciences themselves. But if that is true, then Kant’s entire undertaking could 
never escape a decisive reductio—nor could Descartes’s or Leibniz’s or our own 
(if we elect to follow these or similarly exhausted exemplars)—without yet 
denying or disallow ing the immense importance and fruitfulness of Kant’s 
original invention. It’s just that, beginning in Kant’s way, there can’t be 
a science of know ledge tout court, and Kant can’t have discovered the a priori 
condi tions of any such science.

Hegel embraces this deep contingency, the sheer historicity of the search—
and so must we. It’s the constant theme of the Phenomenology, which, improving 
on Kant, implicates at one stroke the multiple blunder of Kant’s fi rst Critique: 
namely, (i) Kant’s failing to acknowledge the unprivileged presence of what-
ever is “actual” in our perception and experience of the world; (ii) his failing to 
match at the very start of his undertaking the subjec tive and objective sides of 
whatever we report as the content of experience; and, as a result, (iii) the 
insuper  able contingency of our refl exive, continually reconstituted construc-
tions of what to regard as provisionally actual. (This is, of course, a Hegelian 
phrasing.)

It’s for such reasons as these that Kant (according to Hegel) could never 
escape the incoherence of his completely sub jectivist account of empirical 
real ism. But it’s also the reason Hegel’s own rhetorical identifi cation of 
(say) the necessary and the contingent, the infi nite and the fi nite, the essen-
tial and the acci dental, the absolute and the actual—that is, the entire play of 
what he presents as the dialectical logic of thought and being—is either a 
complex ideology sublimely contrived or a new version of Kantian blindness 
writ large. It must be the fi rst, since the fi rst is Hegel’s way of escap ing the 
second—in which case it makes a splendid contribution to all the viable 
movements of contemporary philosophy. But, in the same sense in which 
Hegel corrects and replaces Kant, history mani fests an appetite for even 
more diverse forms of resolu tion than Hegel’s own rhetoric might seem to 
favor. In any case, we glimpse here the master contest of the modern era 
down to our own day—affecting “analytic” and “continental” philosophy in 
equal measures.

This, then, is my charge; or, rather, its principal part.
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I

The fi rst Critique, you realize, rests on Kant’s grave con cern that Newton’s 
splendid achievement requires a cognitively validated commitment to 
“abso lute space” and “absolute time,” which could never be justifi ed on empiri-
cal grounds alone (say, in accord with empiricist assumptions); the entire 
Critique thereby acquires (Kant would have us believe) its transcendental right 
to determine what is needed for a complete account of the necessary condi-
tions of the empirical knowledge embedded in Newton’s physics. Kant’s 
purpose here was to come to Newton’s rescue; so that the Critique presumes to 
investigate the possi bility of hitherto unnoticed necessary structures in the 
under standing (of a cognizing subject) answering to the requirements of 
Newton’s science and thereby justi fying Newton’s much-disputed provi sions—
by means of conceptual resources not otherwise accessible.

Kant’s transcendental critique is meant, therefore, to be a science in its own 
right. But then, the cleverness of Kant’s abandoning the “rational meta physics” 
of thinkers like Leibniz and Wolff is, as Hegel plainly believed, hardly a proper 
spelling of his own ques tion. As we might now say: Couldn’t a normal change in 
physics completely obviate the seeming need for any thing as presumptuous 
as Kant’s transcendental strategy? 

How could Kant’s maneuver fail to be ad hoc and question- begging, given 
that it relies, transcendentally, on the strength of this or that potentially 
excessive claim in Newton, in inferring the validity of its own Critical effort to 
recover the synthetic a priori conditions on which just such claims (in Newton), 
assumed to be true, are shown to be “possible”? Hegel took Kant to have been 
fatally defl ected by the “inessential” (the purely “acci dental”) question of how, 
relative to his knowledge of physics, he might concoct a plausible account of 
the enabling “subjective” conditions matching what Newton’s physics (or 
Euclid’s geometry) might “require.” Whatever is “essential” (“internal”) to 
knowledge or reality, Hegel supposed, could never be fathomed in this way: it 
could never escape being historically blind. Kant’s a priori “necessities” obscure 
Kant’s reading of the facts. The deep (Hegelian) lesson I draw from this is 
perfectly straightforward: philosophical arguments cast in terms of abstract 
concepts primarily, arguments not thoroughly and defensibly grounded in the 
concrete phenomena of the experienced world, are both implicitly privileged 
and utterly vulnerable to historicized changes in the drift of science itself. I take 
this to be the effective center of “all” subsequent valid philosophi cal work—
whether analytic or continental—that marks the true beginning of “modern” 
modern philosophy.

Seen thus, it hardly matters whether Hegel was himself mistaken in thinking 
he knew what would be necessary and adequate in coming to know the true 
nature of knowledge: the charge against Kant would still stand. This hints at the 
relationship between Kant’s transcendental and Hegel’s dialectical logics 
vis-à-vis the relevant analysis of “necessity.” But it’s also reasonable to read Hegel 
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as championing a careful sort of historied constructi vism that Kant never 
seriously explored.3

Of course, as we now understand the matter, not only is the a priori necessity 
of Euclidean geometry sub verted by relativity physics, but the whole struc ture 
of absolute space and time turns out to be a piece of excessive (illicit) rhetoric 
regarding the would-be separa bility of the “pure intuitions” of space and time 
and the nature of the physical world itself. On such consider a tions, and given 
the insepara bility of our fi rst- and second-order questions, we cannot fail to see 
that the con tingency of our fi rst-order answers ineluctably infects the condi-
tions of validity of all answers to our second-order questions. So that, faute de 
mieux—hardly a priori—we fi nd ourselves obliged to abandon, unconditionally, 
any transcendental strategy of Kant’s unyielding sort: otherwise stated, we fi nd 
we must construe syn thetic a priori arguments as a posteriori construc tions. Here, 
then, we gain a confi rmation (“by other means”) of Hegel’s extra ordinary 
intuition and compelling critique of Kant.

Science claims effective access to all that’s true about the world: conjecturally, 
it collects what it takes to be reliable evidence of its would-be claims and is 
committed (in its evolving way) to various promising confi rmatory strategies 
that diverge quite strikingly among themselves from time to time, not always in 
a measurably progres sive way, sometimes even opportun istic ally.4 But there is 
(and can be) no comparable procedure for determin ing or validating, empir-
ically or transcendentally, the truth about the nature of knowledge, regard less 
of what our favored sources may recommend. Here, “know ledge” is not the 
subject of any fi rst-order inquiry.

On this argument, legiti mation cannot be conceptually inde pendent of 
what we take our fi rst-order sciences to encompass: the “subjective” and the 
“objective” must be func tion ally inseparable if the primary concern of either is 
to succeed at all. Both Kant and Hegel admit this much; but Hegel, of course, 
fi nds that Kant neglects the robust form the “objec tive” focus requires—in his 
excessive effort to avoid  the noumenal and his impover ished account of repre-
sentations and mere appearances (Vorstellungen)as far as empirical realism is 
con cerned.5 Hegel takes Kant to be incoherent here,6 and Kant’s famous letter 
to Marcus Herz seems to anticipate the charge and something of its validity.7

Like truth, knowledge is not a suitable topic of empirical dis covery; it’s hardly 
a datum for a deter minate science, although its conjectured analysis provision-
ally yields the con ceptual grounds on which the sciences themselves are said to 
proceed successfully. Cast in Kant’s transcendental terms, the linkage becomes 
fatally circular; whereas it is never more than benignly ideological in Hegel. 
The dif fer ence depends on the presumption of strict necessity (Kant’s) among 
synthetic claims; whereas Hegel, addressing the same linkage, implicitly admits 
that the connection between fi rst- and second-order answers must be continu-
ally con structed and reconstructed to accord with evolving experience. Our 
answers, Hegel seems to hold, remain thoroughly contingent, no matter how 
persuasive they may prove to be. Accordingly, Kant is unconvincing.
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Evolving convictions about what the sciences have achieved may suddenly 
alter our analysis of what knowledge itself must be: think of the great shift from 
Aristotelian to Galilean physics; or, for that matter, think of how epistemology 
swings from Descartes to Locke to Leibniz to Hume. Correspond ingly, changes 
in our conception of know ledge may decisively affect our toler ance of strong 
theoretical discon tinuities that “normal” science might well oppose: consider 
for instance Einstein’s resis tance to the heterodox speculations of his own day 
regarding quantum physics.

There’s a reciprocal dependence between the work of our fi rst-order sciences 
and our second-order analyses of truth and knowledge; there is no clear way 
to demarcate such inquiries within any well-defi ned system of conceptual 
priorities (whether empiri cal or tran scen dent al). But if so, and if (as is gener-
ally conceded) the empi r ical sciences begin (informally) with the palpable 
contin gencies of experience or what, without tendentious intent, we character-
ize as our sensory experi ence of the actual world, we fi nd our selves confronted 
(reconsidering Kant’s Critical practice) with various problematic options 
regarding the relationship between the work of the physical sciences and their 
supposed cognitive foundations.

We fi nd ourselves unable—or unwilling—to pre tend to recover anything like 
Kant’s transcendental confi  dence. Kant’s confi dence depends (at best) on a 
spectacularly brilliant but hugely wrong headed con ceptual gamble that has 
proved to be a strange mixture of dubious persuasions: for instance, a way of 
invoking unearned argumentative advantages ulti mately as unaccept able as 
those of the Wolffi an ration al ists Kant repudi ates (always on the supposed scru-
ple of never explicitly claiming cognitive privi lege); or an ad hoc response to 
meet the essential lacuna noted in Newton’s physics; or the saving applica tion 
of transcendental rigor without providing a transcendentalist justi  fi  cation 
of the alleged necessity of ever invoking any such rigor; or the promise of 
a conceptually closed system by which to explain the “possibility” of empirical 
science itself, a system oddly defi cient in failing to provide adequate grounds 
for con fi rming the objective standing of a realist science as such; or a would-be 
a priori catalogue of all the facultative elements that must co-function in order 
to yield a complete table of all the kinds of judgment accessible to an objec tive 
science, though without any comparably ramifi ed account of the dynamics of 
actual cognition; or, fi nally, the effective but unaccept ably a priori disjunction 
between the theoretical powers of science and the would-be practical autonomy 
of moral judgment and moral commitment. Kant was immensely skillful, but he 
backed himself into a tran scen  dental corner for reasons that now seem patently 
impossi ble to validate. His boldest “necessities” seem remark ably improvisa-
tional and undefended—and much too easy to dispute.

There are, however, reasonable conjectures that may be retro spectively and 
prospec tively pursued about how (according to our lights) the history of the 
sciences might convincingly sustain our evolving con ception of their objective 
work. Once, however, we admit the novel mode of explanation Kant introduces 
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in the fi rst Critique—shorn of its obsessive and indefensible apriorism, 
commi tted (instead) to the historicity of thought and experience, centered on 
providing a con structivist answer to the question of how we might still speak of 
ever knowing when we actually arrive at objective knowledge—we realize that 
our answers can never be more than provisional, contin gent, arti factual, open-
 ended, plural, diverse, possibly confl icting, refl ex ive, evolving, hopefully 
self-corrective, ad hoc, oppor tunistic, deprived of any principled rules of fi nal 
validation, horizoned, ideo logically committed, fragmen tary, often narrowly 
contexted, practical, dis posed to favor changing saliencies, unable to approxi-
mate to any closed or absolute system of under standing. These, I say, are fi nd-
ings as close to any that might be thought to be insuperable (under cur rently 
prevailing horizons of thought): that encumber, let us say, every responsible 
form of contemporary philosophy and that cannot be explicated in terms that 
evade Hegel’s innovations. Hence, the fact that Hegel is characteristically read 
as alien, or inimical, to ana lytic philoso phy is itself a symptom of a thoroughly 
avoidable confusion.

You cannot fail to see that the trajectory of the indicated “revision” of 
Kant’s transcendental strategy leads inexorably to what we may correctly call 
pragmatism (without meaning to endorse thereby, or not endorse, the noticea-
bly thin American version of pragmatism’s possibili ties): that is, one or another 
fl uxive or historied form of what may be fairly judged to have devolved from 
Hegel’s original critique of Kant—strangely missing (all but missing) in the 
American version.

Hegel is more than doubtful about the fi xity of Kant’s categories of analysis: 
the predicates of dialectical reason, Hegel makes clear, cannot but be improvi-
sational, tending toward the transient, contexted to the here and now, impossi-
ble to rely on in terms of any canonical account of essential or universal or 
necessary regularity. But if that is so, then, plainly, dialec tical logic cannot be 
more than persuasive or consensual: there cannot be any asymptotic path to 
“absolute know ing.”8 Here, Hegel surely anti ci pates the validity of the eclipse of 
(what I shall call) his own “proto type” of dialectical reasoning along pragma tist 
lines. The argument is implicit in the paradox with which I fi rst began: dialecti-
cal reasoning is bound to take any number of plausible forms, once we acknow-
ledge its heuristic use in support of whatever we select as the nerve of the 
actual.

II

No one believes that Kant was unaware of the paradox of his own position 
(for instance, in the preface to the second edition of the fi rst Critique) if he was 
aware (as he surely was) of the epistemo logical authority of Newton’s Principia 
 with regard to the prospects of an objective physics. Kant was struck by the 
fact that the categories of absolute motion and absolute space, so essential to 
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Newton’s achieve ment, were not empiri cally acces sible in any way; so that, as 
he construed matters, Principia stood in mortal need of some sort of nonempiri-
cal “resource” adequate for explaining the validity of Newton’s claims in the 
context of their empirical relevance. Extraordinary!9

I put the point in this roundabout way in order to close off certain tempting 
possibilities of escape. Kant’s way of sal vag ing Newton’s treatment of space, 
time, and motion is the only way open to him if (as we know) he also rejects the 
privileged resources of Wolffi an rationalism but insists on the a priori nature of 
geometric proofs.10 He cannot then have favored a transcendental account of 
the cognition of “independent objects” without restoring the privilege he 
repudiates.

Kant was indeed unable to capture what he needed—by “subjec tive” means 
alone—though he labored mightily. He distinguishes instead, within the mani-
fold of experience, between mere (experienced) repre sentations (“appearances” 
construed as representa tions), which belong solely to the subject of con scious -
ness, and their selectively corres pondent “objects” (distinct, somehow, from 
representations as such). Objects in the “objective sense” must also be distinct 
from the “subject” of consciousness, since the representations of objects (but 
not independent objects) belong to such subjects (if they are intel li gible at all, 
even when objective truth is thought to obtain).11 For his part, Hegel might 
have said (indeed, did say) some thing to the following effect: fi rst, that Kant’s 
account is inherently para doxi cal, since it fails to introduce at the start of his 
account a working distinc tion between appearances and the objects they are 
the appear ances of;12 and, second, that the provision of would-be syn thetic 
a priori conditions, meant to secure the possi bility of validat ing Newtonian phys-
ics empirically, plainly depends on favoring “inessen tial” features of Newton’s 
actual achievement.13 Kant’s “subjectiv ism” does indeed defeat any cogni tive 
reliance on noumena (when Kant is not careless in his formula tions); but just 
this construction makes it impossible for Kant to recover any robust form of 
empirical realism. Hegel’s indissoluble union of the “subjective” and the “objec-
tive” at every point of cogni tively pertinent perception and experience com-
pletely out fl anks both puzzles, by replacing Kantian Vorstellungen (subjective 
representations) with Erscheinungen, which, in the Phenomenology, may be ren-
dered as “the appearings-of-the-world-to us,” in a sense that claims no founda-
tional privilege at the same time it ensures an exceptionless but uninterpreted 
(con struc tivist) grip on realism.

I might add, here, that the epistemological insepar ability of the subjective 
and the objective is not tanta mount at all to admitting the (“idealist”) construc-
tion of the real world—in any metaphysi cally pertinent sense. That is a non 
sequitur that has produced a good deal of philosophical mischief: the post-
Kantian “objective” Idealist (Hegel, preeminently) means, rather, that the real-
ism of the experi enced or encountered world ineliminably implicates a relation 
to the cog nizing subject (at once epistemological and metaphysical) within the 
terms of which, alone, the realist claim makes coherent sense. In this regard, 
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German Idealism (but not “subjective ideal ism”) is able to pre clude both 
noumenalism and cognitive privilege. (Realist philosophies of the analytic sort 
often fail to perceive the dependent nature of their own posit if they them selves 
mean to avoid invoking the noumenal or the privileged.) 

Effectively, Hegel abandons explana tory closure (in anything like Kant’s 
way), except (perhaps) rhetoric ally, as in the delib er ate ideal i zation he calls 
“absolute know ing” (that is, philoso phy’s puta tive rational grasp of the inclusive 
whole of reality); but then he can not hold (in epistemically operative terms—
and, arguably, he does not commit) to any unique telos collecting all valid 
inquiries about the way the world “is.” That is pre cisely what I mean by the 
inevitably pragmatist frag menta tion of Hegel’s recovery of realism: objectivity 
becomes historicized.

If these fi ndings are reasonably close to our current under stand ing of what 
the natural sciences have accomplished and what knowledge may be said to be, 
then, for all its brilliance and admirable scruple, Kant’s Critical project was from 
its inception an impossible under taking—profoundly regres sive, question-
 beg ging on essentials, incom patible with the reciprocal dependence of so-called 
tran scendental and empirical considera tions, com mitted (without com pelling 
argument) to certain change less, innate, a priori structures of cognitive compe-
tence, dispropor tion ately demanding in isolating the would-be necessary condi-
tions of what appears to be the insuperably informal nature of empirical inquiry, 
and demonstrably self-defeating. I hasten to add that my reasons for rejecting 
Kant’s tran scen dental strategy are neither textual nor concerned with Kant’s 
deeper objective regarding the relationship between science and moral ity.14 
They are, in fact, “external” reasons intended, faute de mieux, to show that Kant’s 
specifi c project was both impossible and pro foundly misrepre sented by Kant 
himself—with out denying that Kant provoked a great fl urry of closely related 
accounts of know ledge that we ought not to be deprived of. After Kant, the 
question of what knowledge “is” is best answered by answering the question, 
What (in a nondisjunctive sense) “might knowledge be”: that is, by defi ning and 
defending every conceivable inquiry, theoretical or practical, deemed capable 
of sus taining fi rst- and second-order ques tions analogous to those prompted in 
the inquiries of Kant’s explicit paradigm and among (what I call) the “prototypi-
cal” alternative strategies (Kant’s own, his critics’, his opponents’, his reform-
ers’, his continuators’, and even those of more distant innovators that have 
caught fi re from his example), especially those that strengthen our command 
of what the validation and legitima tion of empirical realism may require.

Nothing hangs on whether there is, or are, one or several new paradigms 
regarding what knowledge “is” or “might be.” But the per vasive infl uence of 
Kant’s seminal invention and Hegel’s reactive innovation suggest an important 
economy. (There’s the point of distin guishing between “paradigm” and “proto-
type,” though the distinction remains entirely informal.)

Hegel, I would say, was obviously occupied  with an “exter nal” critique of 
Kant’s Critique, even where he considers the consistency and internal adequacy 
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of Kant’s actual arguments. Kant himself was remarkably well-armored 
against his detractors (current as well as past), even where the most profound 
discre pancies have come to light. Everyone who admires Kant is aware of his 
almost unmatched resource fulness. I have no quarrel with that. Nevertheless, 
Kant’s grand undertaking fails, though it fails in that commanding way that 
warrants and demands revision in both paradigm and prototype.

Kant’s great effort confi rms (against his own devices) that the inquiry required 
could never convinc ingly begin with pre sumptions of cognitive privilege. 
It must fi rst concede some relatively uncon tested body of knowledge (always 
open to revision and fi rmer validation); and it must proceed from there to 
 construct (as plausibly as possible) a second-order account of what needs to be 
settled in order to legiti mate our fi rst-order claims to knowledge. Every such 
effort, you realize, will be completely conjectural—down to the supposed need 
for apriorist necessities.

Kant’s answer is an immensely alluring reply to Descartes’s question, beyond 
anything the early rationalists and empiricists had ever conceived: a response 
that deliberately abandons all appeals to cognitive privilege, assurances of 
divine support, forms of authority, noumenal presumptions, and all other 
simi larly inadmissible resources. And yet, as Hegel argues, no such effort can 
possibly know in advance what is “essential” and what, “accidental” in the 
sciences we begin with, in fashioning our analysis of what knowledge “is.”

Kant’s transcendentalist answer, therefore, is never more than one possible 
model or prototype of how best, or acceptably, to pursue the new paradigm 
(still incompletely defi ned) that he sketches at the same time he introduces 
the transcendental “instrument” of the fi rst Critique. The actual evolution of 
physics con fi rms that Kant surely confl ated the “accidental” necessities of time 
and space in Newton’s Principia with the supposed a priori necessities of the 
would-be form of legiti mation required to match Principia itself—hence, to 
defi ne, in turn, the “essen tial” structure of Kant’s new paradigm of legiti mated 
knowledge.

There is no settled name for the new paradigm and inquiry that Kant and 
Hegel share—and share with Husserl and Heidegger and Cassirer and even 
Dewey and Wittgenstein.15 But it has obviously come to dominate a large part 
of the philosophy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries through the 
remarkable diversity of its prototypical approaches to a seemingly common 
(if elusive) paradigm. At the present time, the historicity of science, on which 
so much depends, tends to favor options closer to Hegel’s treatment of the 
underlying paradigm (or some Hegelianized version of Kant’s conception)16 
than the version Kant offers in the fi rst Critique. (This, I’m prepared to claim, 
rightly constrains all contemporary efforts at the analysis of knowledge, 
whether pragmatist, analy tic, or continental: it’s the inescapable upshot of 
admitting the validity of Hegel’s critique of Kant, which could be offset only by 
inventing a fresh contribution of the gauge of Kant’s and Hegel’s original 
arguments.)
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Hence, the validity and revolutionary power of Hegel’s con cep tion are at 
their most compel ling when we realize that Hegel’s vision was meant to be a 
closely matched rival of Kant’s. In the whole of Western philoso phy, there is no 
other com parable pairing of such thoroughly opposed conceptual programs 
that have so presciently informed the work of the last two centuries. Kant had 
indeed created a new way of construing the analysis and legitimation of the 
concept and enabling practices of knowledge; but his operative model (his 
“proto type”) presumes more than anyone could possibly deliver or justify. 
Think of a suggestive analogy here: Mendeleev’s guess at what we now count as 
the atomic table of elements obliged him to fi ddle with empirical weights 
instead of atomic numbers, which had not yet been discovered. Mendeleev, 
then, mistook the accidental for the essential. Here, we may (choose to) speak 
of Hegel’s “sharing” the search for a new para digm, which Kant misdescribed 
by way of his tran scendental prototype; or we may speak of Hegel’s pursuing an 
entirely new paradigm, one utterly opposed to Kant’s. I favor the fi rst charac-
terization, given the sense that the deep infeli city of Kant’s transcendental 
strategy hardly brings to an end “post-Kantian” inquiry, even where Kant’s 
apriorism is summarily dismissed.

Hegel saw the issue quite clearly—a matter already pro misingly glimpsed by 
others before him. But it was Hegel who fi rst conceived and carried out, in the 
most detailed way imaginable, what philosophy has since judged to be the 
single most important, most original and daring intuition to date—absent in 
Kant himself, though dawningly accessible in Kant’s time—that could support 
a radical rival to Kant’s unanticipated transcendentalism. Hegel begins with 
Kant’s own sources and puzzles and sense of rigor, insists on answering the 
deeper legitimative question he shares with Kant (which marks them as the 
well-matched oppo nents that they are), and, proceeding thus, demon strates 
how the would-be neces si ties of transcendental explan a tion may be fairly 
converted into a posteriori posits in accord with the contingent processes of 
history.

In this way, Hegel summarily rejects Kant’s apriorism, though without 
disowning its new-found legitimative function (if suitably revised). At the same 
time, Hegel attempts to redefi ne the inchoate paradigm he fi nds in Kant, which 
Kant’s own tran scendental “prototype” disables. Implicitly, Hegel defl ates 
all the needless conceptual extravagances of the entire Idealist company (him-
self included), who (following Fichte and Schelling) correctly understand the 
intolerable muddle of remaining at the point of Kant’s uncompromising 
subjectivism.

Hegel’s new intuition, of course, is nothing less than the huge theme of 
historicity itself, the idea of the historied nature of thought (and being), which, 
rightly grasped, signifi es the evolving dialectical “identity” of the a priori and the 
a posteriori, the necessary and the accidental. Kant comes too late to this concep-
tion of history.17 To concede its relevance, at once metaphysical and epistemo-
logical, is to expose the irremediable failure of Kant’s original reading(s) of the 
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para digm shift he undoubtedly produced. Thereafter, the available prototypes 
can no longer pretend that there are any fi xed cate gories to invoke—because, 
of course, concepts and categories will have gone historical. The contest is 
no longer a contest between commensurable opponents: it now rests on how we 
choose to read the profound discontinuity between invariance and fl ux.18 
(Husserl’s retrograde phenomenology, perhaps, is the last large expression 
of the Cartesian and Kantian rationalism Hegel “fi nally” dismantled avant 
la lettre.)

III

There’s much that’s baffl ing in Hegel’s philosophy—even more perhaps than 
in Kant’s—I won’t deny. But it is Hegel, fi nally, who salvages Kant’s essential 
inno vation by abandoning his (Kant’s) disas trous transcendental conjunction 
of an impossible subjecti vism and an ill-conceived apriorism. It dawns on us 
that a solution along genu inely realist lines—one capable of secur ing a robust 
reading of the “objects” of percep tion and experi ence (so that such objects 
need never have been submerged within whatever answers to Kant’s “unity of 
con sciousness”) was always close at hand. According to Kant, that unity accounts 
in an essential way (even if only in part) for whatever unity perceived objects 
appear to possess; hence, Kant himself makes it impossible to free “objects” 
from his obsessive taboos against noumena.

Hegel’s exposé, therefore, remains a model of good sense (what ever the 
obscurities of the Phenomenology).19 Hegel demon strates, for example, how easy 
it is to introduce “external” (or “independent”) objects in the uncom pli cated 
context of what is “given” in experi ence, without invoking noumena or privilege 
of any kind and without subjecti vist contortions (for instance, regarding the 
“given” primacy of Kantian “representa tions”). By this single maneuver, Hegel 
obvi ates the need for Kant’s most impres sive (though completely pointless) 
exertions in the name of realism. Kant’s self-defeating representa tionalism 
proves both unnecessary and philosophically unmotivated: Hegel’s Phenomenol-
ogy is the proof.

Here, now, I venture to collect the leanest set of con straints advanced 
in Hegel’s behalf and cast in terms of replac ing Kant’s transcendental vision: 
(i) that, even if transcen dental claims are synthetic and a priori, they cannot be 
synthetic a priori;20 (ii) that putative a priori condi tions of know ledge are best 
viewed as projected from the evolving a posteriori cultural innovations of one or 
another ethos;21 (iii) that the seeming necessity of any a priori con ception of 
inquiry or knowledge is never more than a contingent arti fact of one or another 
part of our geistlich history; (iv) that cogni tive, expres sive, practical, and related 
competences are, simi larly,  artifacts of cul tural formation, however idealized, 
teleologi cally unifi ed, holist, or collectively entrenched they may be; (v) that 
relations between con cepts cannot be disjunctively fi xed as purely analytic or 
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syn thetic; their continu ally evolving use within the fl ux of history   and interpre-
tive context and intent baffl es any such principle; (vi) that, accord ingly, 
meta physical, epistemological, even logical oppositions cannot be sorted in any 
canonical or changeless way but are continu ally “sublated” (aufgehoben): for 
example, the empirical and the tran scen dental, the real and the apparent, the 
subjective and the objec tive, the uni versal and the particular, the neces sary and 
the con tingent (or acci dental), the fi nite and the infi n ite; and (vii) that, within 
the constraints of an evolving cultural history, metaphysi cal and epistem ological 
dualisms remain patently incoherent.

The infl uence of this genuinely radical change of vision may be traced in 
the work of fi gures as dis parate as Marx, Nietzsche, Dilthey, Peirce, Dewey, 
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Cassirer. Kant’s belief that transcendental 
inquiry yields a uniquely (deter minately) closed system of necessary constraints 
leads us inexorably to test its internal adequacy and coherence along the lines of 
Hegel’s external question. The future of philosophy still yields in Hegel’s 
direction, though usually not in Hegel’s own terms, even where it returns 
to Kant.

In the Introduction to the second edition of the fi rst Critique, Kant tries, 
passingly, to persuade us that, even in relatively untutored thought and 
speech, we are made aware that we have an a priori concept of “an object in 
general” (B 6):

Philosophy [Kant then affi rms] needs a science that deter mines the possibi-
lity, the princi ples, and the domain of all cognitions a priori. But what says 
still more than all the foregoing is this, that certain cognitions even abandon 
the fi eld of all possible experiences, and seem to expand the domain of our 
judgments beyond all bounds of experience through con cepts to which no 
corresponding object at all can be given in experience. (B 6–7)

Kant seems, therefore, to be tempted to think of our possessing a certain ability 
(somehow) to spot a valid (a correctly applied) a priori constraint on judgments 
applied to empirically encountered objects—even though, of course, it cannot 
be the upshot of any merely empirical cognition. How this ability is to be defi ned 
and exercised vis-à-vis objects (in the “objective” sense), without confounding 
contingent or “accidental” and necessary truths affecting realism, is nowhere 
satisfactorily laid out, though Kant clearly believes he’s made a proper pass at 
the problem. The entire Critique hangs in the balance.

Certainly, Kant turns Newton on his head in pro viding the a priori conditions 
he supplies to back whatever he draws from Principia. In this connection, Peter 
Strawson shows in a particu larly lucid way just how, on the one hand, Kant 
argues for what he regards as necessary and a priori elements within experience 
and judgment; and how, on the other hand, he relies on “a kind of strained 
analogy” between the very differ ent ways in which tran scendental and empirical 
claims “depend” on experience itself.
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Strawson pointedly reminds us that Kant “believed without ques tion in the 
fi nality of Euclidean geometry, Newtonian physics, and Aristo tel ian logic; and 
on these beliefs he founded others, still more ques tionable.”22 I have no wish to 
champion Strawson’s particular resolu tion of the tran scen dental issue. But 
Strawson clearly notes the insuperable defect of Kant’s borrowings from 
Newton in the lax way he favors, as in his holding that the geometry that 
informs “the spatial and temporal systems of relations between particular items 
encountered in experi ence have their source [a priori] in our own mind alone.” 
“Space and time themselves,” he reports, “are declared [by Kant] to be ‘in us’.”23 
In this way, Kant makes empirical realism impossible to recover.

But that means that Kant’s assigning synthetic a priori standing to the 
supposed geometry of experienced space and to the counterpart analysis of 
time is already part of a still-unsecured transcen dental ist explanation of the 
very conditions of the possibility of spatial and temporal experience, without 
regard yet to the experience of “indepen dent” objects—hardly, then, a compel-
ling reason for claiming that there ever was a need for such an account or, 
indeed, that its creden tials could re main unaffected by the inevitable eclipse of 
Newtonian science. Obvi ously, Kant’s transcendental claims are subject to 
empiri cal refutation, apart from realist concerns.24

Accordingly, we fi nd ourselves obliged to concede the histori cized nature 
of science in the very attempt to defi ne the a priori geometry of physical 
and experi enced space. If this single piece of history is paradigmatic of the 
“transcen dental” work of constructing a possible “meta physics of experience”—
fi tted to one or another particular “moment” of philosophi cal refl ection—
then Kant’s entire model will have been defeated hands down: not, let it be 
said, as a result of shifting philosophical loyalties but because we will have 
learned that there is no convincing way to vouchsafe Kant’s choice of a method 
of defense.

If you favor this line of reasoning, you cannot fail to see how the perceived 
trajectory of the history of science drives philosophy (without privilege) closer 
to Hegel’s “revision” of the Kantian program (if I may speak this way) than 
to any attempt to redeem the more than problematic infl exibilities of Kant’s 
various conceptions of the transcendental model of the fi rst Critique. I suggest 
that Kant’s philosophical practice is at best “kinematic,” whereas Hegel’s is 
“dynamic.” The history of science has decisively demonstrated the superiority 
of the second over the static pretensions of the fi rst. But that hardly validates 
Hegel’s specifi c “system.” 

IV

There’s little point in asking whether Hegel mis reads the details of Kant’s 
Critical proposal. Of course he does—perhaps deliber ately, possibly at times 
mali ciously.25 We must ask, rather, what possible explanatory contribution could 
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a  successor inquiry make (against Kant’s transcendental practice) if it must 
historicize thought itself?

Focused on the paradox of analyzing “knowledge,” Hegel always favors 
an “external” rather than a merely textual critique: there’s the key to the reduc-
tio lurking in Kant’s reliance on the new authority of Newton’s Principia. An 
evolving physics that displaces an earlier phase of the same inquiry can not 
assure us that it will never be eclipsed in turn—in time—in an essential way. But 
if so, then the running “necessities” it itself advances from phase to phase are 
no better than logi cally con tingent beliefs tethered to whatever “acci dents” of 
historical thought it happens to fasten on. According to Hegel’s model of 
rational inquiry—replacing transcendental logic by dialectical logic—there is 
no way to avoid the provisional “identity” of the necessary and the accidental, 
inasmuch as the “absolute” telos of historical thought and being cannot be 
discerned in any fi nite inquiry.26 

The lesson drawn from Newton precludes anything but an opportun istic 
idealization of such identities, since whatever we might then posit (from time to 
time) as “actual” (in the requi site sense) would arbitrarily invoke the inacces si-
ble “absolute.” If Hegel had meant to exceed the limits of any such con ception, 
he would have restored Kant’s transcendental ism beyond anything Kant had 
ever dreamed of: he would literally have transformed the accidental into the 
necessary—now, unlike Kant, with his eyes open.

Hegel remarks (in the Encyclopaedia Logic—in effect, ironically)—that

One of the main points of view in the Critical Philosophy is the following: before 
we embark on the cognition of God or the essence of things, etc., we should 
fi rst investigate our faculty of cognition itself to see whether it is capable of 
achieving this. We should fi rst get to know about the instrument, before 
undertaking the tasks that are supposed to be accomplished by means of it; 
for, otherwise, if the instrument is inadequate, then all further effort would 
have been expended in vain. . . . But the investigation of cognition cannot 
take place in any other way than cognitively; in the case of this so-called tool, 
the “investiga tion” of it means nothing but the cognition of it.27

It may be fairly claimed, in the spirit of this passage, that Kant never examines 
the transcendental “tool”(his prototype) perspi cuously, though he believed he 
had.

What Kant does instead is assume, as necessary a priori, certain synthetic 
truths determinative of empirical knowledge that, on their face, are profoundly 
contested, distinctly counterintuitive, impossible to confi rm without knowledge 
of the noumenal world, undeniably com mitted in some measure to a source of 
privileged know ledge that Kant explicitly rejects, paradoxi cally confi ned within 
the interior (subjective) “space” of consciousness or self-consciousness (as an 
essential part of a transcendental argument designed to ensure a viable form of 
empirical realism), and con ceptually intolerant of any alterna tive approach to 
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the analysis of the conditions of objec tive know ledge.28 Kant equivocates 
(egregiously) on the “externality” of objects; his account of the causality of what 
is “given” (in some phenomenologically acceptable sense) in experience is ine-
liminably tinged in a noumenal way; and the “act” of the understanding said to 
account for “the unity of apperception” is unable to explain why objectual unity 
can never (in principle) be admitted to be given in experience (without yet 
invoking the doubtful claim of passivity and without yet con fusing noumenal 
and independent “things”). Here, Hegel, like Charles Peirce, whom he infl u-
enced in this regard, empha sizes the “resistance” of the real world—Peirce’s 
famous notion of “second ness,” which Peirce takes to be a rational (abductive) 
intui tion rather than a meta physical criterion or an a priori confi rmation of 
what is actual. Kant manages his own argument rather poorly here.

If all this is true, then Hegel’s worry about the inco her ence of Kant’s great 
effort to secure, by essentially subjecti vist means, a perfectly viable form of 
empirical realism is amply justifi ed. For, in confi ning empirical knowledge to 
“appear ances” (as Kant puts it), we may as well say (with Hegel) that what are 
initially “given” are the “appearances-of-objects”—in a sense of “externality” 
Kant would regard as noumenal but Hegel treats as merely innocent of privilege 
(“apparently existent,” if I may suggest Hegel’s intent). There’s the difference 
between Kant’s vestigial phenomenalism and Hegel’s robust phenomen ol ogy.

Kant failed to provide a proper sense of (inde pendent) “objects” suitably 
contrasted with the problematic standing of their abstracted “appearances”—
even if (i) we concede appearances that are indis solu bly intentional “appear-
ances-of-objects” (repor torially indexed within subjective conscious ness), and 
even if (ii) the realist perception and empirical knowledge of independent 
objects depend on experiencing the appearances-of-objects in the fi rst sense 
(just given).29 The equivo cation and its resolu tion are decisive for Hegel but 
plainly lost in Kant.

Hegel goes still further, since he com pletely disallows Kant’s notion of tran-
scendental necessity. As far as I can see, there is no fi xed necessity in Hegel, 
beyond the minimal neces sity of deductive logic; and, even there, semantically, 
the analytic and the synthetic are never fi nally fi xed in any uniquely inter preted 
sense. Broadly speaking, Hegel’s dialecti cal logic is the “logic” of an encultured 
intelligence “discover ing” its way (informally) through the need to “negate” the 
seemingly truths of evolving history: its “necessities” are, then, continually 
relativized to the habituated practices of a given ethos. I conclude from this—
many would disagree—that there cannot be anything like a canon for what, 
rather adven turously, Wilfrid Sellars (recently seconded by Robert Brandom) 
counts as “material inference” or, closer to Hegel’s vision, Charles Peirce counts 
as an “abductive” logic. But, in saying that, I don’t mean to deny that we must 
rely, ineluctably, on something like material reasoning and “abduction”: both 
science and philosophy, however, remain essentially informal (which I take to 
be the nerve of Hegel’s lesson regarding histor i city).30 Here, we arrive at another 
strong discovery affecting the future of analytic philosophy, particularly where 
it admits the need to come to terms with Hegel.
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One instructive clue has it that “necessity . . . is an actual whose contradictory 
is not possible.”31 But even this makes sense only if you add that the “actual” 
refl ects a salient response to what “there is” when viewed in terms of one or 
another perspectived grasp of the events of our world: the “actual” cannot be 
fi nally fi xed, there fore; nevertheless, rela tive to the phase of history in which it 
is found to be com pel ling,32 it cannot be denied either. Dialecti cally, Hegelian 
“necessity” is, so to say, the moving “logic” of what we take to be actual in 
evolving experience. 

Here, J. N. Mohanty provides a very useful summary of Kant’s very different 
account of “necessity”: “Extensionally, [Mohanty says], [Kant’s] modali ties 
coincide. One and the same thing is possible, actual, and also necessary—
possible, when it agrees with the forms of understanding, actual when it agrees 
with the matter [that is, with what is given in experience], and necessary when 
it agrees with both.”33 For his part, Hegel is contemptuous of arithmetic proofs 
and geometric “constructions” presumed (as by Kant) to manifest the uncon di-
tional necessity of what is “actual”: both fail to provide a genuine grasp of the 
“essence” of things: detached from the evolving whole of reality’s process of 
“self-discovery” (as Hegel puts it), both are “one-sided” and “inessential.” Hegel 
means: fi rst, that Kant’s would-be transcen dental necessities are merely artifac-
tually contrived, since Kant nowhere demonstrates that the soundness of his 
own reason ing follows any confi rmed transcen dental rule; and, second, that 
there is neither a need for unconditional neces sity nor a way of approxi mating 
to any such necessity when reasoning among the endless “accidents” of history. 
Hegel offers his dialectical logic as a conserving schema for bridging the gap 
between insuperable contingency and inaccessible necessity, as we are drawn, 
both practically and theoretically, to the transient saliencies of evolving history.

That is what I meant to fl ag by contrasting Hegel’s “dynamic” and Kant’s 
“kinematic” logics. Hegel’s “necessity” is no more than the “contingency” of the 
past and future effects of geistlich infl u ence centered, interpretively, on 
whatever we designate as compel lingly “actual.” Kant’s corresponding dis tinc -
tions are “extension ally” identifi ed (as Mohanty says), but they are defi nitely 
not subject to the informal oppositions and transformations of evolving history. 
The dialectic makes its ingenious way, more and more informally, among the 
extremes of Marxism, existential ism, pragmatism, hermeneutics, phenomen -
ology, relati vism, and historicism: that is, in nearly every important current of 
recent Eurocentric philosophy, except Anglo-American analysis.

V

Hegel’s achievement, then, is itself no more than a limited phase of the larger 
transformation of the evolving conceptual economy that runs from Descartes to 
Kant to Hegel down at least to the diverse “pragma tisms” of our time that share 
the following con straints: (a) to abandon all forms of cognitive privi lege; (b) to 
oppose all dualisms of cognizing subjects and cognized objects; (c) to reject all 
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neces sary, all foundational structures in the analysis of knowledge and reality; 
(d) to historicize all aspects of what we conjecture is contributed to our knowl-
edge of the world from either the “subjective” or “objective” side of their 
construc tivist fusion; and (e) to concede that histori city itself has no determi-
nate or unique telos, no rule of unity, no favored argumentative canon, and no 
sense of the likelihood of con verging toward a closed and fi nally adequate 
system of the inclusive categories of objective knowledge.

Here, items (a)–(e) count as a reasonably convinc ing tally of philosophical 
progress over the entire span of Western philo so phy. I see no other plausible 
trajectory. Nevertheless, we must admit that none of this comes to terms as yet 
with other—more “alien”—ways of understanding the problem of know ledge 
and its correlates regarding the nature of the world: for instance (to press the 
point in the briefest way) Buddhist or Taoist views.34 

In the Western tradi tion, relative to our own time, and continu ing along the 
lines just summarized, “progress” is (as I suggest) bound to take a distinctly 
pragmatist turn more radical than the forms classic (American) pragmatism 
ever favored. If, indeed, Kant’s fate ful inno vation and Hegel’s critique of 
Kant are “dialectically neces sary” phases of philoso phy’s “best” narrative, then, 
faute de mieux, the per ceived resolution of the paired problems of knowledge 
and world must go increas ingly frag mentary, parochial, fl uxive, historicized, 
never fi nal or fi xed in holist terms, practical, perspec tived, parti san, agonistic, 
ad hoc, plural, possibly harboring incompatible and incommensurable options, 
consensually and informally constructivist, yet realist in intent, and endlessly 
revisable relative to what is given, evolvingly, in experience.

Kant’s great infl uence springs from the extra ordinary ingenuity and resource-
fulness of his analysis of sub jectivity, not from his ultimate arguments for launch-
ing the transcendental venture itself; there is no satisfactory argument from 
Kant’s side that could possibly be com pelling, unless it is the dictum itself—a 
variant, as Hegel realized, of the forms of “meta physical reason” Kant rightly 
dismissed in Leibniz and Wolff but which he also cunningly recovered as straight -
forward gains made possible by the novel powers of his Critical invention.

By contrast, the source of Hegel’s counterinfl uence comes from his original 
conception of the objective processes by which our cog nizing powers con-
tinually evolve historically and publicly; so that, through dialectical inquiry, we 
gradually construct a convincing account of the whole of human knowledge 
and the true structure of the world we claim to know—without invoking any 
form of privilege or a priori fi xities of any kind.

Hegel’s language is often hopelessly grand, I admit. But its operative parts 
are surprisingly spare and informal. Here, for instance, is a passage from the 
Encyclopaedia Logic that is about as direct as Hegel ever gets:

thoughts can be called objective thoughts; and among them the forms which 
are considered ini tially in ordinary logic and which are usually taken to be 
forms of conscious thinking have to be counted too. Thus logic coincides with 
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meta  physics, with the science of things grasped in thoughts that used to be taken 
to express the essentialities of the things.35

The fact is, the extraordinary innovations that Kant and Hegel fi rst intro-
duced have now, separately as well as con jointly, motivated other compelling 
inno va tions of what appear to be variant forms of a deeper, still evolving 
conception of philo sophical work—for instance, Husserl’s and Marx’s and, 
in a more hybrid ized way, Peirce’s, Cassirer’s, Heidegger’s, Merleau-Ponty’s, 
and the Frank furt Critical movement’s—a concep tion that ultimately depends 
on a retro spective reading of the opposition between Kant’s and Hegel’s deep-
est intui tions, which now count as the polar but inseparable proto types of 
a distinctly modern way of reason ing. Slowly, even tardily, Anglo-American 
analytic philosophy is threading its own way back to the same sources.

This still-inchoate paradigm depends in part on Kant’s original error (regard-
ing the synthetic a priori) and the entailed failure to advance a transcen dental 
argument to confi rm the validity of Kantian transcen dental arguments them-
selves! It also depends on Hegel’s powerful grasp of Kant’s brilliant failure and 
his own overly dense replacement of Kant’s fi xed but disjoint faculties of under-
standing and reason: that is, by construing reason (as Hegel does) as a conjec-
tured continuum of constructed self-transforming powers incarnate in the fl ux 
of evolving history. Hardly any theorist of importance in the last two centuries 
has ventured an innovative  strategy of any kind that is not primarily informed 
by the contest between Kant and Hegel, unless, as among twentieth century 
analytic philoso phers, we happen upon innovations that are pointedly pre-
Kantian. Here, I can only say that the argument against any principled disjunc-
tion between cognizing and cognized is about as fi nal as philosophy ever gets.

Kant’s transcendental project was intended to defeat and dis place the dog-
matic resolutions of the “rational metaphysics” of Leibniz and the Wolffi an 
school. But the evidence of the fi rst Critique’s argument seems unable to dispel 
the complaint that Kant cleverly substitutes one dogmatic strategy for another, 
though he also muffl es (as he must) its seeming self-deception. For if the subjec-
tive and the objective are indissolubly fused in the “given,” then the structure of 
sensibility and understanding must be inferentially subject to the vagaries of 
the “given” itself; and, if so, then strict transcendental necessities are out of the 
question, or else they must go contingent (dialec tically) in Hegel’s way. (That 
may, in fact, be the very point Hegel has in mind in opposing any dualistic 
contrast between “perceptive understanding” and “thinking understanding.”36) 
Put another way: the argument shows that there are good internal reasons 
for faulting Kant’s insistence on the adequacy of any subjectivist account of 
perceptual objects. To accept the fusion of the subjective and the objective is, 
ineluctably, to favor phenomenology over phenomenality and to make the 
transcendent ally “necessary” thoroughly contingent! Q. E. D.

Hegel is rather sarcastic about Kant’s undertaking here: he mocks him for 
his barbarous use of “a priori” and “transcen dental” as epi thets of assured 
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 precision—even as he admires Kant’s skill. But he certainly says (in no uncer-
tain terms)—a number of times, from some what different perspec tives—that 
Kant never com pleted the labors his own project required:

[Kant’s] philosophy [Hegel says] made an end of the meta physic of the 
understanding as an objective dogmatism [the dogmatism of the rationalists, 
when he (Kant) favored instead the line of thinking of the empiricists to the 
effect that “nothing true can be known, but only the phenome nal”], but in 
fact it merely transformed it into a subjective dogmatism, i.e. into a conscious-
ness in which these same fi nite determinations of the understanding persist, 
and the question of what is true in and for itself [objectively] has been 
abandoned.37

Hegel then adds—it’s worth a small aside:

Kant does not follow up further the derivation of [the table of] categories, 
and he fi nds them imperfect, but he says that the others [that is, other sub-
sidiary categories] are derived from these. Kant thus accepts the categories in 
an empiric way, without thinking of devel oping of neces sity these differences 
from unity [in effect, the unifying function of self-consciousness]. Just as little 
did Kant attempt to deduce time and space, for he accepted them likewise 
from experience—a quite unphilosophic and unjusti fi able procedure.38

Hegel’s complaint—an extraordinarily apt indictment—antici pates the objec-
tion P. F. Strawson presses, which converges with the sense of Fichte’s intuition. 
But its distinctive power lies in its simplicity and in that simplicity’s being embed-
ded in Hegel’s competing vision. Neither Strawson’s nor Fichte’s alternative 
can make a convincingly comparable claim.

Hegel is absolutely lethal in exposing the paradox at the heart of Kant’s 
solution; he says, summarizing Kant:

The matter of perception is only what it is in my sensation. I know of this 
sensation and not of the thing. But . . . the objective which ought to constitute 
the oppo site of this sub jective side, is itself subjec tive like wise: it does not 
indeed pertain to my feeling [sensi bility], but it remains shut up in the region 
of my self-consciousness; the cate gories are only determinations of our think-
ing under stand ing. Neither the one nor the other is consequently anything 
in itself, nor are both together, knowledge, any thing in itself, for it only knows 
phenomena—a strange contra diction.39

There’s no escape for Kant: the argument is conclusive. Hegel means, of course, 
that (contra Kant) it doesn’t make sense to speak of knowing phenomena 
(subjective appearances), without at once providing for the cogni tion of 
perceivable things, that is, the actual objects of which, at whatever level of 
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experience we acknow ledge, appearances are the appearances-of-something 
(Erschein ungen): appearances cannot, other wise, be coherently admitted in 
whatever is phenomenologically “given” (whatever may be reported as given), 
without presumptive privi lege of any kind. Kant’s “objects” (given in experi-
ence) are never more than the internal accusatives of subjective experience 
itself: internal artifacts yielded somehow as the effect (in experi ence) of the use 
of the cate gories of the understanding applied to the passive scatter of what is 
merely sensory—in short, the putative “unity of apperception” (as Kant would 
say) which nevertheless falls entirely within the bounds of self-consciousness. 
Hegel is at his best here.

This is but another way of asking Kant to demon stra te that he’s earned the 
right to claim that his tran scendental strategy validly recovers the objective 
standing of the empiri cal sciences. There’s a tran scendental argument missing 
here: namely, the one that would have shown us precisely how and why Kant’s 
argument succeeds! According to Hegel, Kant never rightly surpassed the limi-
tations of the “metaphysi cians” of reason, though he showed the way.

VI

I can now offer a quick sense of the genuine effectiveness of Hegel’s dialectical 
logic—in terms drawn from contemporary sources congenial to analytic philos-
ophy: the two clarifi cations I have in mind go a great distance toward off setting 
the wide spread impres sion that Hegel’s logic is a mad joke of some sort. What 
needs to be shown is, fi rst, that if we invoke Kant’s transcendental reasoning, 
the synthetic a priori will prove to be an a posteriori projection that captures, for 
an uncertain inter val, something closer to, and no stronger than, what is “neces-
sary” according to Hegel’s dialecti cal logic—certainly not the strict necessity 
that Kant requires; and, second, that the fi rst sort of necessity is, according to 
Hegel, the work of an “objec tive” rather than a merely “subjective” Idealism 
(à la Kant), that is, an Idealism passively confi ned to whatever is “given” to con-
sciousness or self-consciousness in sensory terms.

Hegel, infl uenced by Schelling—very much (I suggest) in the same spirit in 
which Charles Peirce, the origi nal American pragmatist infl u enced by both, 
affi rms that matter is “effete mind” (a dis tinctly Schellingian formulation)40—
regards the applica tion of dialec ti cal logic as rounding out the full impli cations 
of having construed human knowledge as ideally unifi ed with respect to any 
and all the acci dents of history, as “abso lute” in scope and as entitled therefore 
to objec tive standing across all pertinent disciplines. In this sense, dialec tical 
neces si ties answer to whatever, among the most inclu sive modes of cultural 
objectivity (art, religion, philoso phy), yields its pro visional analogues of the 
abstract, uninterpreted necessities of formal logic—themselves heuristically 
detached from the contexts in which they may be construed as analytic. Hence, 
the sui generis “necessi ties” of dialectical speculation need never violate 
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(however it may question) the formal canon that would doom them (the 
former) to being no more than contingent instruments.

They are more than mere forms of rhetoric, however: namely, a run of 
exemplary “infer ences” of an informal sort that, from different domains, appear 
to endorse the persuasiveness of ordinary discourse; that rely on the histori-
cized fl uencies of their semantics but present their arguments in the guise of an 
abstracted syntax. Dialectical “necessity” is an honorifi c distinction: not inept or 
arbitrary, to be sure, but never formal in any canonical sense. Its logic is heuris-
tic; but where it is compelling, it draws on the incipi ent conceptual systems that 
are already somewhat in vogue and infl uential, but in the sense in which they 
might still yield along lines that advance new possi bilities of conceptual linkage, 
as if in support of fresh hypo theses that need not be quite ready for inductive 
testing. If Hegel was, “fi nally,” Schellingian (which is more than improba ble), 
then so much the worse for Hegel: the argument does not require any such 
extravagance and no true contemporary mind would fi nd it “necessary.”

What Hegel demonstrates, therefore, is that con tingencies of the histori cal or 
geistlich variety support an interpretive disci pline that never pretends to grasp 
(or need) the impossible rigors of Kantian transcendental necessity or a realist 
reading of “absolute Idealism” at its absolute limit.

There is no entirely formal way of validating the pro visional “necessities” of 
Hegel’s dialectical con jectures, with out admitting their inherent contingency, 
their reliance on the consensually per ceived saliencies of societal life, their frag-
menting diversity beyond Hegel’s overly sanguine confi dence in the uniquely 
encompassing legi bility of history, and the (meta physi cally) determinable but 
not strictly determinate meaning or signifi cance of whatever belongs to the 
historical fl ux.41 

To see the force of these “correc tions” is to see that we must go beyond Hegel 
as well—fi rst, by confi rming Hegel’s critique of Kant and, then, by grasping the 
larger possibilities of Hegel’s own strategy. Here, we must inevitably canvass the 
limited innovations of fi gures like Marx, Dilthey, Heidegger, Sartre, Dewey, the 
Frankfurt Critical School, Foucault, and (let me add) Kuhn and Rorty.

In short, what Hegel counts as the quasi-formal “necessi ties” of cultural self-
understanding is little more than whatever is judged to contribute to its 
objective fi ndings. These cannot be more than con structed, historicized, infor-
mal, contingent, fragmentary and transi ent, diverse and oppositional, consen-
sually and provisionally con fi rmed, and super seded in the fullness of time.

Seen this way, Hegel favors little more than a carefully crafted sequence of 
dialectically narratized “moments” that are made legible by the continual inter-
pretation and reinterpretation of the interminable accidents of societal life 
(in which they are incar nate) as entrenched “contradictories” collected as such 
and then “sublated” as the serial manifestations of the unifi ed “thought and 
being” of a mythically nominalized—infi nitely encompassing—intelligence 
(Geist) absorbed (according to Hegel’s fi ction) in under stand ing its own 
evolving career. Think of this (lightly, if you can) as a canny late replace ment 
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for Aristotle’s fi rst philosophy, one in which the biological is absorbed within 
the cultural, rather than the other way around.

The model is a metaphor, and the metaphor’s a pretty one, though hope-
lessly misleading and much too contrived. But its interpreted “necessities” can 
hardly be more than whatever “actualities” are found to be consensually favored 
over la longue durée. Hegel’s vision is more than a heur istic myth, since science 
is itself encultured; but it is also far less than a straightforward discovery, since 
dialectical reasoning is a partisan’s discipline. Perhaps Hegel saw no other way 
to capture the “essence” of the actual. Why not accept it as it is? It’s the nerve, 
I would say, of Eurocentric “pragmatism,” at a depth of analysis that captures, 
but cannot be captured by, the abbreviated American version.

Turn then to the fi rst of the two fi nal lessons promised. Putnam has recently 
 thrown fresh light on the strategic peculiarities of so-called “conceptual 
truths”—viewed against the backdrop of con temporary disputes about the 
analytic/synthe tic distinction. Putnam’s remarks would make no sense at all if 
construed in Kant’s apriorist terms.

Putnam is keen to outfl ank Quine’s and Carnap’s accounts of the analytic/
synthetic distinction; but, succeeding there, he obliquely undermines the 
central tenet of Kant’s entire Critical venture. For he demon strates that 
Euclidean truths (for instance), deemed necessary to the analysis of what is 
actual (rather than confi ned to what is merely conventional), must be relativ-
ized to the evolving history of what we report we can conceive. A historicized 
logic, let us admit, cannot accommodate any fi xedly a priori truths. Viewed in 
Hegel’s terms, which Putnam appears to favor but does not discuss, dialectical 
“neces sities” are inter pretively tethered to what we take to be “actual” in our 
experienced world; but what is actual in this sense is itself changeably so favored 
from within the chang ing continuum of what is merely “possible”—which, for 
its own part, alters (evolvingly) our sense of what may yet be actual. What that 
makes possible may not (on Putnam’s account) have been “conceivable” 
before.

 “Conceptual truths,” then, constitute an important subset of the defi ning 
conditions of our perceived stock of conceptual possibilities: they provide a 
perfectly reasonable sense in which the “contingent” and the “necessary” are 
treated (humanly, ration ally, historically) as one and the same—without yet 
violat ing any of the usual constraints of conventional logic that we normally 
concede.

Putnam sketches a remarkably simple clue by which to join the resolution of 
the fl orid epistemological and metaphysical puzzles of Kant’s transcendental 
and Hegel’s dialectical logics and the sparer semantic puzzles of the analytic/
synthetic con trast. What he demon strates, I suggest, is that neither issue is a 
purely formal one; that they are inseparably joined and insep arably resolved; 
that they are, fi nally, one and the same; that the defi nition of the “rules” of 
logic, themselves embedded in real-world discourse, are not (by any means) the 
work of a purely formal discipline; and that the analysis of knowledge, the 
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 linch pin of any viable realism, is inherently informal, holist, not in the least 
arbitrary, never more than con structively fi tted to the evolving course of the 
history of the execu tive concepts embedded in both Kantian and Hegelian 
puzzles.

I take this to mean that, however problematically managed, Kant’s great 
discovery of the internal duality of the unity of the subjective and objective 
aspects of knowledge is, even today, the most decisive “conceptual truth” of 
modern philosophy, although, contra Kant, it cannot serve as such, unless tran-
scen dental necessities yield in the direction of dialectical neces sities. (Which is 
to say: Hegel trumps Kant; but, in doing so, he trumps himself.) “Necessity” 
goes rhetorical when it is historicized—when it goes practical, when it responds 
to the demands of the here and now, when it turns pragmatist in its tolerance 
of the transience and diversity of our metaphysical schemes.

Here, then, is Putnam’s answer:

What makes a truth a conceptual truth, as I am using the term [he says], is 
that it is impos si ble to make (relevant) sense of the asser tion of its nega tion. 
This way of under standing the notion of conceptual truth fi ts well with the 
recognition that conceptual truth and empirical descrip tion inter penetrate; 
for when we say that the denial of a certain statement makes no sense, we 
always speak within the body of beliefs and concepts and conceptual connec-
tions that we accept, and it has sometimes happened that a scientifi c revolu-
tion overthrows enough of those back ground beliefs that we come to see how 
some thing that previously made no sense could be true.42

Putnam’s example is drawn from Riemann’s discovery of the coher ence (and 
applicability) of a non-Euclidean geometry in which triangles can exist “whose 
angles add up to more than two right angles.” No more need be said about this: 
conceptual truths (in Putnam’s sense) cannot accommodate any merely formal 
(or fi xed) dis junc  tion between analytic and synthetic truths. Putnam was obvi-
ously aware of his Hegelian affi nities: the example shows the sense in which the 
logical status of the pertinent assertions Putnam has in mind can indeed be 
made to change under the condi tions of an evolving history. There you have an 
absolutely decisive count against the Kantian venture and in favor of something 
closer to Hegel’s logic. I fi nd it perfectly con vincing to think of the analytic/
synthetic puzzle as a prime example of the need of a logic close to the spirit of 
Hegel’s dialectical logic. But if so, there would be no reason to suppose it would 
take any simple, singular, or formulaicly syntactic form. But it also means—and 
this has not been ade quately grasped in the analytic literature—that the resolu-
tion (say) of the dispute between Quine and Carnap regarding the analytic/
synthetic distinction and the logical positivists’ “empirical” refutation of Kant’s 
transcendentalism are ultimately grounded in the puzzle of historicity: hence, 
require some accommo da tion of Hegel’s critique of Kant. In that sense, all the 
arguments introduced at the very beginning of this account are already 
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addressed to the deepest inquiries of analytic philosophy. That has to be 
admitted. (But no one would, of course, easily concede that Quine was a 
Hegelian in analytic dress!)

The second lesson, eked out textually, is also easily drawn. Burbidge, probing 
a distinction already introduced, offers a compel lingly plausible reading of the 
“necessity” Hegel ascribes to valid judgments in accord with his dialectical logic. 
Here is a much abbre vi ated summary of what (in an already abbreviated way) 
he offers:

[N]ecessity [Burbidge says, reading Hegel] is an actual whose contra dictory 
is not possible. . . .[A]n actual is whatever is; a possible is that which is not 
self-contradictory; and what is necessary is anything which is in fact actual. 
It would be self-contradictory for anything that is to be other than what it is. 
There fore, if it is, its contradictory is no longer possible. . . . [A]n actual is 
something that exists; and its possibility is articulated in a set of existing con-
ditions that ground its existence. Any one condi tion by itself is only an ele-
ment of its possibil ity, and requires the others in order to be suffi cient. But 
when the set of conditions is complete, the actual must come to be. . . . [T]he 
necessity [of the actual] is thus relative.43

Because, of course, what evolves as possible may then defeat what may have 
earlier been perceived to be “necessary.” 

This is indeed a soft analogue of Putnam’s stronger claim. More  over, as soon 
as you sense the ease with which the would-be necessity of any proposed “actual” 
can be outfl anked, you see why dialectical reasoning must go completely infor-
mal if it is to anticipate the provisional and piecemeal in accord with opposed 
interpretations of what is actual. Nevertheless, the eclipse of Hegel’s penchant 
for an all-encompassing narrative of history cannot but weaken even further the 
infl exibili ties of the Kantian system. We cannot possibly return to a Kant whose 
categories are not historicized.

That, I suggest, defi nes the inchoate pragmatism that runs largely unseen 
beneath Kant’s and Hegel’s respective  strategies—the deeper project of the 
paradigm they share that has barely been acknowledged in analytic philosophy 
as it is acknowledged in continental thought.

Notes

 1 See Hegel (1995), 427; see the rest of the section on Kant in the context of 
Section Three. Guyer, a temperate champion of Kant, takes up a good many 
of Hegel’s charges in the Lectures, the Encyclopedia Logic, and in other of Hegel’s 
texts, in his Guyer (1993). I don’t think Hegel’s essential com plaint can be rightly 
met by recovering Kant’s texts more accur ately than Hegel sometimes does. The 
complaint, as I understand it, is that Kant’s arguments against the cognitional 
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dog matism he himself defeats raise a cognate question regarding the validation 
of his own alternative, which he does not address in the way re quired regarding 
objective knowledge. I return to this impor tant charge in different parts of this 
essay. See, further, Hegel (1977), 439–440.

   It’s worth mentioning at the outset that Pippin, one of the more generous 
contemporary authorities on Hegel, has gone to considerable lengths to free our 
understanding of Hegel’s Idealism from the usual preposterous interpretations, 
with an eye to restoring Hegel’s contemporary relevance. My own reading of key 
materials in Hegel, however, has persuaded me that, despite the obvious infl u-
ence of Kant, it is of the fi rst importance to emphasize the polar contrast between 
Kant and Hegel philoso phi cally—that is, in terms of what I call Kant’s “kinematic” 
and Hegel’s “dynamic” strategies. I dare say that Hegel’s example is promising for 
the present and future in a way that (if I am right) is not true of Kant unless Kant 
himself is Hegelianized (as indeed he has been)—in a way that confi rms the 
point. The entire thrust of the present essay is to isolate the importance of that 
contrast in terms that hardly depend on the idio syn cratic apparatus of either 
thinker (that is, by linking histori city, its bearing on the very idea of a concept, 
the signifi  cance of dia lec tical reasoning, and the conditions of objective knowl-
edge under the constraint of cultural formation as a form of living history. The 
issue, as I see matters, is to isolate what we must save from the “confrontation” 
between Kant and Hegel for the then-future development of philosophy (that is, 
in their time) and, even more suggestively, for the now-future possibilities of 
Euro centric and global philosophy. What I offer is no more than a fi rst step. For 
an impression of just how slim the current state of play on objectivity is, see  Pippin 
(1989), Ch. 1–2.

 2 This accords, for instance, with the work of Reichen bach and the logical positi-
vists, who attempted to defeat, on empirical grounds, the would-be necessary 
(transcendental) truths of Euclidean geometry in the light of relativity physics. 
See Coffa (1991). Indeed, it is not too much to claim that the success of Kant’s 
transcendental turn (in the fi rst Critique) depends directly on the defective exam-
ple of Kant’s apriorist reading of Euclid and Newton: the point is that the natural 
correction of Kant’s argu ment is already “Hegelian”—hence, a lesson analytic 
philosophy cannot afford to ignore.

 3 For a sense of Kant’s limitations without invoking Hegel, see Zammito (2002).
 4 See Kuhn (1970), Section X.
 5 See Hegel (1995), 427.
 6 Hegel (1995), 440.
 7 See Kant’s letter to Marcus Herz, 21 February 1772, in Kant (1999).
 8 For a sense of Hegel’s conceptions, see Hegel, Phenomen ology (DD.), “Absolute 

Knowing.”
 9 For a discussion of the Kantian issues, see Fried man (1992), ch. 3.
10 See Friedman (1992), 91–92. Friedman cites the passage on Euclid at Bxi–xii. 

Kant seems to have been forced to break with Leibniz and the Wolffi ans 
largely because of the insuperable incompatibility of Newtonian physics and a 
 Leibnizian-inspired monadology. See, for instance, Friedman (1992), Introduc-
tion. Nevertheless, Kant also criticizes Newton along the lines that the physical 
sciences require a “metaphysics” within the bounds of experi ence. In fact, 
ironically, Kant argues against Newton’s appeal to God’s direct intervention in 
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accounting for the order of the universe—Newton apparently regarded the space 
between the planets to be “empty” and so to preclude any usual causal account. 
But, here, pre cisely, Kant speculates that the order of the universe that we now 
concede may not have been thus always. He might have seen that the concepts of 
time and space (his own) could have evolved, like the heavens themselves! Had 
he done so, he might well have approached something akin to Hegel’s charges 
against the Critique. See Beiser (1992).

11 See Guyer’s brief but extremely helpful discussion of the matter: Guyer (1987), 
82–83. Still, Guyer provides no reason to think Kant ever succeeded in an “empiri-
cally realist” way—or ever could. Compare Guyer’s Afterword.

12 See Hegel (1995), 3, 440–443.
13 This is a muddled and complex matter—to which I return—which involves 

Hegel’s intended use of “dia lectical logic” and his larger program of (objective) 
Idealism.

14 Guyer has made a careful effort to answer Hegel’s detailed criti cisms of Kant’s Cri-
tique. But his essential purpose is to save (if he can) the coherence of Kant’s actual 
work and Kant’s conception of his own under taking. His response to Hegel is, in 
this sense, entirely textual and internal. It’s true that Guyer (1987) shows both 
Kant’s running dissatisfaction with his own transcen dental arguments and his 
attraction to transcendental strategies that depart quite radically from his more 
standard views about “transcendental proofs”—for instance, would-be proofs 
analo gous in spirit (let us say) to the following example (cited by Guyer at 418):

  In the transcendental analytic . . . we have derived the principle that everything 
which happens has a cause from the unique condition of the objective possibi-
lity of a concept of that which in general happens: that the deter mination of an 
occurrence in time, thus [the deter mination] that this (occurrence) belongs 
to experience, would be impossible unless it stood under such a dynamical 
rule. (A 788/B 816)

  But consider that what (rightly) may have seemed impos sible to con ceive at 
times may, with the evolving experience of new possi bilities in the sciences (and 
elsewhere), become entirely intel li  gible. A con vincing argument of this sort has 
been formulated by Putnam (2004: “Objectivity with out Objects”). I shall make 
further use of this later. But let me say that Put nam’s argument (which he sug-
gests is close to notions in Hegel and the pragma tists) could, in my opinion, be 
effectively  applied against Kant’s account of synthetic a priori truths—and so 
could threaten the entire project of the fi rst Critique; it also exposes in a modern 
form an essential and compel ling ingredient in Hegel’s opposition to Kant.

   Guyer, as I say, does not pursue considerations of this sort, except where they 
appear to do an injustice to Kant’s own argument. Guyer remarks: “In the work 
just completed, I have tried to discover in all their multiplicity and com plexity, 
Kant’s own arguments on the issues in theoretical philosophy which he per ceived 
as most important and to critically assess these arguments on grounds that 
Kant himself would have recog nized as com pelling” (Guyer (1987), 417). Just so. 
 Compare, in the same spirit, Guyer, “Thought and Being: Hegel’s Critique of 
Kant’s Theoretical Philoso phy.” By contrast, Putnam’s argument and example 
show, quite persuas ively, just how natural it is to embrace Hegel’s most compel-
ling arguments within the general idiom and spirit of analytic philosophy. There’s 
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no question for instance that Putnam’s attack on the supposed change lessness of 
“conceptual truths” confi rms in a quiet and tactful way the larger sense in which 
empiricist and Hegelian resources come together in the post-Kantian “Kantian” 
refl ections of the logical positivist movement on its own analytic resources. The 
same tendency appears, of course, in Cassirer’s and Peirce’s Hegelian ized 
Kantian refl ections on the inescap ability of conceding the infi n itely postponed 
characterization of the objective world of the physi cal sciences under the condi-
tions of its evolving history: that is at once Hegelian and “analytic” thinking at its 
most powerful.

   I may say, I’ve singled out Guyer’s treatment of Kant, pre cisely because Guyer’s 
admirable skills tend to favor textualist accuracy—therefore risk scanting a philo-
sophical assessment of Kant’s contri bution, come what may. I have the highest 
regard for Kant’s origi nality and ingenuity (and Guyer’s scruple); but conces-
sions here cannot but defer the exposé of the serious defects in Kant’s actual 
argument.

15 See, particularly with regard to the dispute between Hei degger and Cassirer, 
Friedman (2000).

16 See Cassirer (1983–1987), especially vol. 3.
17 See Zammito (2002).
18 For a sense of the enabling argument, cast in contemporary—in effect, in 

“analytic”—terms, see Margolis (1995).
19 Compare, for instance, Kant’s letter to Herz.
20 I regard the splendid Lewis (1923) as the single most perspicuous analytic 

rendering of the transformation of Kant’s doc trine along lines congenial to the 
Hegelian view, though it is dampened, in the characteristic pragmatist way, by a 
change in concep tual imagination rather than by being cast in historicized terms. 
I would say it comes to the same thing.

21 The classic development along these lines appears, of course, in Cassirer 
(1983–1987).

22 Strawson (1966), General Review, 15, 23.
23 Strawson (1966), 20.
24 This was, in fact, the view of the logical positiv ists, reviewing the status of 

Euclidean geometry in contemporary physics. See note 2, above.
25 See Guyer (1993). Guyer tracks Hegel’s analysis chiefl y through the texts of Faith 

and Knowledge and the Encyclopaedia Logic.
26 See, for instance, J. N. Findlay’s emphatic opinion in his Forward to Hegel’s 

Phenomenology, xiv.
27 Hegel, Encyclopaedia Logic, §10.
28 Kant’s essential claim appears at Critique of Pure Reason, B130. The full argument 

is given in §§15–18. Recent eliminati vist discus sions of these issues are, of course, 
not inclined to favor any form of a priori necessity, though I fi nd none of these 
extreme views persuasive—for reasons that hardly strengthen Kant’s alternative. 
Let me, however, mention a few such texts for the sake of the record: Dennett 
(1990); Churchland (1990), and Sellars (1963). Texts of these sorts confi rm in 
spades the “analytic” gain made possible by applying Hegel’s critique of Kant 
as an “Idealist” guide to the cognate critique of analytic arguments of the Anglo-
American sort just mentioned.

29 For a particularly candid account, see Guyer (1987), 92–94, 212–214, 385–387.
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30 I explore the Sellarsian option in an as yet unpublished paper, “Tensions regard-
ing Epistemic Concepts,” fi rst presented in a sym posium (with Harold L. Brown 
and Dimitri Ginev, American Philo sophical Association (Eastern Division), 
December 2007).

31 The formula is explored in Burbidge (1981), 195.
32 Even Popper, who has contempt for Hegel, admits the plausi bility and reason-

ableness of Hegel’s thesis. But how could he not, since he is himself strongly 
infl uenced by Peirce, whose own sense of the triadic logic of evolving interpreta-
tion (and even abduction) is distinctly Hegelian. See Popper (1950), vol. 2, 
ch. 12 (mentioned by Burbidge).

33 Mohanty (1999), 216.
34 See, for a specimen, Na- ga- rjuna (1995).
35 Hegel, Encyclopaedia Logic, §24.
36 Hegel (1995), 3, 331.
37 Hegel (1995), 3, 427.
38 Hegel (1995), 3, 449.
39 Hegel (1995), 3, 439.
40 Compare Peirce (1931–35, 1958), 6.25.
41 I have introduced elsewhere the suggestion that we construe all cultural phenom-

ena (“Intentional,” in my idiom) as being inherently interpretable, determinable 
but not determinate (in the way physical objects are said to be descriptively 
determin ate), collectively shared in the way of societal life, subject to histori cized 
forces affecting the perceived meaning and signi fi cance of the experienced 
world. See Margolis (1995). I take the “Intentional” to approximate to all the 
predicative aspects of the geistlich in Hegel.

42 Putnam (2004), 61.
43 Burbidge (1981), 195–196.



Chapter 2

The Necessities of Hegel’s Logics

David Kolb

1. Introduction

Hegel has much to contribute to ongoing conversations in political philosophy, 
aesthetics, epistemology, and other areas. In this essay, however, my goal is less 
to trace detailed contributions than to show how larger methodological issues 
raised by readings of Hegel parallel issues that shaped the history of analytic 
philosophy in the mid-twentieth century.

In the preface to the second edition of his Science of Logic, Hegel wrote:

Anyone who labours at presenting anew an independent structure of philo-
sophical science may . . . be reminded of the story that Plato revised his 
Republic seven times over. . . . However, the author, in face of the magnitude 
of the task, has had to content himself with what was possible to achieve . . . 
even under the doubt whether the noisy clamour of current affairs . . . leave 
any room for participation in the passionless calm of a knowledge which is in 
the element of pure thought alone.1

Hegel knew his task was daunting. He intends “to exhibit the realm of thought 
philosophically, that is, in its own immanent activity or what is the same, in its 
necessary development.”2 For “no subject matter is so absolutely capable of 
being expounded with a strictly immanent plasticity as is thought in its own 
necessary development; no other brings with it this demand in such a degree.”3 
In an addition to the Encyclopedia Hegel is reported as having said: “It is 
precisely the business of the Logic . . . to exhibit the thoughts that are merely 
represented, and which as such are not comprehended nor demonstrated, 
as stages of self-determining thought, so that these thoughts come to be both 
comprehended and demonstrated.”4

In this essay I critique a current interpretation of Hegel’s task and its results. 
Some of my criticisms are internal; others stem from Heideggerian and herme-
neutic discussions of Hegel. The issues are analogous to the mid-twentieth 
century revolt against logical positivism and other attempts to discern a pure 
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logical structure which would discipline language and remove philosophical 
confusions.

In 1992 Rorty edited an anthology of classic analytic texts, The Linguistic Turn, 
which recapitulated the debate between the “ideal language” and “ordinary 
language” schools: on the one side, classical logical positivists and their descen-
dants, and, on the other, philosophers following Moore and Austin and the 
later Wittgenstein. At issue was whether it was possible to fi nd the one pure 
universal logic underlying daily discourse and science. As Rorty foresaw, the 
dispute eventually became more complicated, as new theories of reference 
made both ideal and ordinary language theories questionable, as thinkers such 
as Sellars and Davidson incorporated aspects from both sides, and as varieties 
of pragmatism and historicism joined the debate.

Hegel is often labeled an arch-historicist, and he has been cited by the later 
Rorty as contributing to the study of how conceptual structures vary through 
history. It is true that Hegel was a key nineteenth-century analyst of historical 
development through different stages of culture, art, politics, and thought. 
He does provide signifi cant insights about historical changes in basic concep-
tual structures. But his goals are more ambitious. He wants to analyze the proc-
ess that brings self-development through history, expressing this in terms that 
themselves have developed through history. My question is how complete this 
analysis can be. According to the interpretation of Hegel that I want to dispute, 
it is pure and fi nal. In this view, Hegel succeeds in constructing a nonhistorical 
self-development of logical categories which provides an immanent self-
development of the content of pure reason independent of any determining 
given or starting point. The resulting science does not affi rm the existence of 
any particular beings, but it establishes the categories within which beings 
can be and be thought. These are a pure framework for disciplining thought 
and language, akin to that sought by the ideal language philosophers, though 
discovered by different means.

Stephen Houlgate is a leading proponent of this way of expounding 
Hegel. He discusses the process of the Logic and he works through sections of 
its argument. His most recent book explains his views about how the Logic is to 
be read, then reads in detail the fi rst sections of the logic of Being. In this essay 
I will be citing his views as representative; others such as Kenley Dove, Richard 
Winfi eld, William Maker, and William Dudley have developed similar positions 
on the nature of Hegel’s system, as well as updated reworkings and corrections 
of Hegel’s necessary dialectical progressions.5 

Current analytic philosophy tends to be Leibnizian in its ideas about 
modal necessity: What is necessary is what is true in all possible worlds (however 
one cashes out “possible worlds” ontologically). Hegel’s necessity has more 
resemblances to Leibniz’s fundamental rationalism that studies the basic 
categories that structure the sheaf of possible worlds. The logic is to tell us 
what must be thought, and therefore what must be true in any thinkable 
world. These basic categories of thought have become evident through history, 
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according to a sequence roughly necessitated by the way more developed and 
complex logical categories follow out of simpler ones. But fi nally the logic of 
thought becomes available in its purity. While the act of thinking the logic has 
histo rical presuppositions, the content does not. These claims are analogous to 
those being made in Hegel’s day by Comte and the early positivists, and carried 
over into twentieth-century logical positivism’s search for the pure logic of 
science.

Hegel’s development of the categories is not supposed to rely on Leibnizian 
intuitions about conceptual meanings. Nor does it depend on the cycle of 
proposal and counterexample typical of mid-century analytic philosophy. 
In Houlgate and Winfi eld’s view, beginning from a special indeterminate begin-
ning, thought’s content is to develop totally on its own. There is no need to 
consult intuitions about language use. For Hegel, on this reading, incomplete 
structures of thought are stated in propositions using a pure vocabulary; when 
the categories are made explicit their inadequacies are revealed by the way the 
language becomes unstable and unable to make the inadequate categories 
stand solid and complete. When the fl aws of a previous category become 
evident, that itself limns the next and more adequate category. There is to be 
no phase of indeterminate search or construction of new categories. The result-
ing sequence should then be unique and self-determining.6 This pure reading 
of Hegel, if successful, sharply limits historicism and relativism, but it also 
challenges any attempt to derive moral or ontological principles from the 
givens of ordinary language or the construction of idealized languages.

I want to question the idea of a pure presuppositionless self-developing 
sequence of logical categories. Somewhat in the manner of the ordinary 
language philosophers criticizing the goal of an ideal language, and along the 
lines of the greater self-awareness of interpretative stances that now character-
izes both analytic and continental philosophy, I want to study the inherence of 
Hegel’s thought in historical language.

Hegel’s logical categories are meant to be prior to empirical language in a 
stronger sense than was intended by the British and German philosophers who 
reacted against the British idealists and the Neo-Kantians. On the other hand, 
Hegelian categories show themselves in language. In a previous essay7 I empha-
sized the differences between Hegel’s logical categories and ordinary concepts 
structured by logical relations in the inferential networks of empirical language. 
I argued that even though Hegelian categories and their movements must be 
embodied in language (Hegel says that language is the existence or being-there 
(Dasein) of spirit), his categorial transitions cannot be simply identifi ed with 
changes in inferential networks, though his transitions do show up in some 
(but not all) of those changes.

In this essay I want to emphasize not the separation but the connection of 
Hegel’s logical investigations with historical language and practice. So I  criticize 
the purity of the self-development of pure thought. I have three objections to 
propose. The fi rst concerns the diffi culty of recognizing a uniquely correct 
sequence of categories, when the various versions all express positive insights. 
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The second concerns the very idea of a unifi ed sequence. The third concerns 
the goal of pure self-development itself.

2. Comparing Versions of Hegel’s Logic

Hegel recognized that there was more work to do on the development of pure 
thought in his Logic.

When I undertook this fresh elaboration of the Science of Logic of which this is 
the fi rst volume, I was fully conscious not only of the inherent diffi culty of the 
subject matter and of its exposition, but also of the imperfection of its 
treatment in the fi rst edition; earnestly as I have tried after many years of 
further occupation with this science to remedy this imperfection, I feel I still 
have reason enough to claim the indulgence of the reader.8 

The Logic moves through three large phases: the logic of Being (categories of 
immediate existence, quality, quantity, measure), then the logic of Essence 
(pairs of categories for thinking entities as based on some inner principle), 
then the logic of the Concept (triplets of categories for thinking entities as 
internally related wholes, systems, and totalities). The sections have different 
textual histories.

During his Jena period Hegel envisioned his system differently than he did 
later on. He wrote several attempted “logics” that had more of a critical than a 
speculative function. After he came to his mature notion of self-developing 
thought Hegel published the fi rst edition of the Science of Logic in 1812 through 
1816. Later he revised the logical sequence of categories as he published differ-
ent versions of a shorter presentation of the Logic in the three editions of his 
Encyclopedia. The 1817 edition’s Logic was substantially revised and lengthened 
in the 1827 edition, and this was somewhat altered again in the 1830 edition. 
In 1831 he prepared a signifi cantly changed and much longer version of the 
logic of Being for the second edition of the Science of Logic. He was revising the 
other two parts when he suddenly died. The SL that we read combines the 1832 
longer fi rst part with the 1816 versions of the other two parts.

So for the fi rst part, the logic of Being, we have two different long treatments 
plus the shorter treatments in the three editions of the Encyclopedia. For the 
logic of Essence and of the Concept, we have the initial long publication and 
the Encyclopedia shorter versions. Also we have some student notes from 
various years, including a recent edition of notes taken by Hegel’s son from 
Hegel’s last lectures on the logic in 1831.

The mature versions of the logical sequence are not vastly diverse—the differ-
ences from the Jena trials are much deeper. But nonetheless the different 
versions do diverge, especially in the logic of Essence. In what follows I compare 
the 1816 Science of Logic version (SL) of the logic of Essence with the 1830 Ency-
clopedia logic’s version (EL).
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Some sub-sequences in the logic of Essence remain almost identical and stay 
in the same place in the two versions. For example, the discussion of relations 
(Verhältnis) contains more or less the same categories in the same order, and 
occurs in the same place, at the end of the Essence section, where it forms the 
transition to the third major section of the logic.9

Other sequences remain the same internally but are located differently. The 
important section on the determinations of refl ection (Wesenheiten or Refl exions-
bestimmungen) that discusses identity and distinction, is in the EL the fi rst major 
topic in the Essence section, whereas in the earlier SL it is much more elaborate 
and it occurs second, after a discussion of appearance (Schein), thus making it 
not the immediate beginning that Essence section starts from but the fi rst self-
division within a prior immediacy. The content of the section is also changed, 
since the subsection on Ground (Grund) ceases to be the major topic it was in 
the SL (see Figure 1). After the relocated sequence on the determinations of 
refl ection, there are many signifi cant changes in the EL version.

3. Recognizing the Correct Version

In the SL the discussion of the pair Form/Matter occurs in a sequence of three 
form pairs, and is placed before the introduction of the category of Thing 
(Ding). In the EL the discussion of Form/Matter occurs after the development 
of the category of the Thing, and it is not tied to the other form-categories 
developed in the SL. Of those, one, Form/Essence, has disappeared while the 
other, Form/Content, has moved from the fi rst major sub-section of the Essence 
section into the second, where it occurs as a subcategory of Appearance as a 
transition to the discussion of substantial relations (see Figure 2).

In SL the category pair Form/Content (Form/Inhalt) expresses the identity of 
content that emerges from the inability of thought to make either form or 

Figure 1 Comparing the EL and SL placement of the section on the determina-
tions of refl ection. In these fi gures the EL is on the left, the SL on the right.

 2.1  das Wesen als Grund der Existenz
 2.1.1  die reinen 

Refl exionsbestimmungen
 2.1.1.1 die Identität
 2.1.1.2 der Unterschied
 2.1.1.3 der Grund

 2.1.2 die Existenz
 2.1.3 das Ding

 2.1.3.1  das Ding und seine 
Eigenschaften

 2.1.3.2 Materien
 2.1.3.3 Materie und Form

 2.1  das Wesen der Refl exion in ihm 
selbst

 2.1.1 der Schein
 2.1.1.1  das Wesentliche und 

Unwesentliche
 2.1.1.2 der Schein
 2.1.1.3 die Refl exion

 2.1.2  die Wesenheiten order 
Refl exionsbestimmung

 2.1.2.1 die Identität
 2.1.2.2 der Unterschied
 2.1.2.3 der Widerspruch

 2.1.3 der Grund
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matter primary in their relation. An example of such content would be the plot 
of Romeo and Juliet, which can appear in various combinations of forms and 
matters as a poem, a ballet, an opera, a play. This notion of Content is part of 
the development of the notion of Ground. Thought’s search for the inner 
source of a being’s determination cannot be satisfi ed with the distinction of 
form from matter, because each of the pair fi nds itself containing the aspect 
supposedly found only in the other. When each turns out to implicitly contain 
the whole relation, the new category of Content captures that unity. This all 
happens before the development of the category of the Thing.

On the other hand in EL the pair Form/Content occurs after the notion of 
Thing is developed. It is part of the development of the notion of Appearance 
(Erscheinung). Form/Content provides a moment of division within the notion 
of a world of appearing things, stressing now the difference between their 
appearing form and their inner content. The divided moments come together 
in the various kinds of inner-related totalities (Whole/Part, Force/Expression, 
Inner/Outer) and lead on to the notion of Hegel’s special notion of Actuality 
(Wirklichkeit).

In both these sequences there is a larger movement from Form/Matter to 
categories of relation, passing through the categories of Form/Content and 
Appearance. But the sequence and details of the movement are different.

Looking both over you can see that each of these sequences makes good 
points. For instance, Form/Content can indeed be seen as a richer notion 
than Form/Matter, a deeper kind of unity that leads on to the still richer notion 
of a Thing and its qualities. On the other hand it can also be seen as following 
on the notion of a Thing, describing a deep division within the world of 

Figure 2 Comparing the location of Form categories in EL and SL.

 2.1.3 das Ding
 2.1.3.1  das Ding und seine 

Eigenschaften
 2.1.3.2 Materien
 2.1.3.3 Materie und Form

 2.2 die Erscheinung
 2.2.1  die Welt der Erscheinung
 2.2.2 Inhalt und Form
 2.2.3 das Verhältnis

 2.2.3.1  das Verhältnis des 
Ganzen und der Teile

 2.2.3.2  die Kraft und ihre 
Äusserung

 2.2.3.3  das innere und das 
Äussere

 2.3 die Wirklichkeit
 3 der Begriff

 2.1.2.1 die Identität
 2.1.2.2 der Unterschied
 2.1.2.3 der Widerspruch

 2.1.3 der Grund
 2.1.3.1 der absolute Grund

 2.1.3.1.1 Form und Wesen
 2.1.3.1.2 Form und Materie
 2.1.3.1.3 Form und inhalt

 2.1.3.2 der bestimmte Grund
 2.1.3.3 die Bedingung

 2.2 die Erscheinung
 2.2.1 die Existenz

 2.2.1.1  das Ding und seine 
Eigenschaften

 2.2.1.2  das Bestehen des Dings 
aus Materien

 2.2.1.3 die Aufl ösung des Dings
 2.2.2 die Erscheinung
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appearance whose notion is more complex than that of a thing and its 
qualities.

Each way of viewing the relation of the categories offers signifi cant insights. 
But in the reading of Hegel that I am discussing here, the categories are not 
supposed to be viewed this way or that way. They are supposed to develop on 
their own in a necessary sequence.10

So how do you show which version is the one where Form/Content is 
correctly derived? Even if there were only a single published version, the 
 question would remain: How would we know when the logic is done correctly? 
Hegel said it is a hard task that needs to be worked on and revised. How do we 
know when the revision is fi nished? A putatively correct version is expounded, 
and we are asked to appreciate, or to further revise, its supposedly necessary 
self-development. But how do we tell? 

There can be no outside criterion guiding this examination, for that would 
undermine the endeavor to fi nd a pure and independent necessary self-
development. So we are supposed to watch carefully, making sure that there is 
no extrinsic infl uence on the developments within the sequence of categories. 
Houlgate quotes with approval the following statement by Winfi eld:

So long as examination shows that not one of the development’s determina-
tions owes its character or order of presentation to introductions of extrane-
ously given material or the stipulating of an extraneous determiner, the 
development can be said to exhibit the radically independent immanence 
that alone can signal its freedom from arbitrary direction and dogmatic 
foundations.11 

Winfi eld and Houlgate presuppose that the internal development must be 
unique. Why should it be so? And even if it were, what if two versions of the 
development both seem plausible? How do we conduct their “examination”? 
How do we tell which is right? Essentially, we are told to just look. Performing 
the examination properly, we can just see which version is right, or necessary, or 
truly self-developing.

There is a good deal of visual imagery in Houlgate and the others’ discussions 
of the Logic. We are to look and see the necessity happening, while we keep 
ourselves passive and become aware. Eventually Houlgate says that pure thought 
involves an intellectual intuition of pure being and its self-development.12 
But what if I see something different than you do? Appeals to intuition always 
have trouble when they yield divergent results. Houlgate is forced into the posi-
tion Husserl found himself in: one of us lacks suffi ciently clear sight. We must 
purify our intuition. Rather than Husserl’s endless preparatory  reductions, 
Houlgate opts for the strength of a “resolve” to see only what is internal and its 
(presumed) unique necessary development. Later I will have more to say about 
this resolve and its pure gaze.
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After all, the self-developing sequence is presented in language, and the 
results are read. The language that presents the process and its results is not a 
formalized calculus with a clear decision procedure. Hegel and his interpreters 
are not manipulating a formal scheme; they are telling a story. There are 
choices in writing and construction, and there are diverse readings. So there 
are judgments to be made among them. What would count as telling us that we 
have got it right? We are told that we are to look at the results and judge 
them. But how is the work presented and how is that judgment made, and in 
what language? Where is the purity? How do we know who has the truly pure 
insight?

Houlgate points out that Hegel says while thought is not identical with 
language, we do think only in language.13 Hegel insists that there is no presence 
of thought to itself without language:

We only know our thoughts, only have defi nite actual thoughts, when we give 
them the form of objectivity, of a being distinct from our inwardness, and 
therefore the shape of externality, and of an externality, too, that at the same 
time bears the stamp of the highest inwardness. The articulated sound, the 
word, is such an inward externality . . . the word gives to thoughts their high-
est and truest existence.14

For Houlgate, inadequate linguistic expression of logical categories is to be cri-
tiqued not by being measured to some thought behind language but by being 
replaced by a better verbal formulation. But how do we know which formula-
tion is better? Do we compare them with the intellectual intuition Houlgate 
later asserts? He seems to presuppose that such intuition reveals itself when we 
handle language in a complex self-qualifying way.15 

Hegel is attempting to develop the structure of pure thought that, among 
other things, describes the process of its own self-development. He cannot, 
therefore, deploy the standard analytic distinction between object language 
and metalanguage. There is no outside standpoint from which a metalanguage 
could be manipulated. (The Logic provides something like such a standpoint 
for dealing with more concrete subject areas later in Hegel’s system, but the 
Logic itself must derive rather than depend on any such distinction of levels.) 
So there is no established set of standards or rules that can be appealed to for 
determining the correct version of the logical sequence.

Besides the diffi culty in determining the correct version of the Logic, I will 
mention three related diffi culties that could be developed further concerning 
the supposed complete, unique necessary sequence of categories. The fi rst is 
that the completed sequence is by defi nition closed, with no room for catego-
ries developed later or found in other traditions. Where should we insert new 
ontological concepts that were not inventoried in the Logic? The ontology of 
events found in Whitehead or in Deleuze cannot be adequately analyzed in 
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terms of Hegel’s categories. Plotinus’ One, Shankara’s nondual Brahman, 
Na- ga- rjuna’s void, Wittgenstein’s Tractarian objects, the ontology of quantum 
mechanics (whatever it may be), all these are diffi cult to describe using catego-
ries from within the Logical sequence. (Hegel tried to fi t in the Indian notions, 
but he misunderstood them.) 

A defender of the completeness of the sequence could respond that if 
a category is not already in the logical sequence then it is not a true ontological 
category. Another reply would be to claim that the supposed categories are 
parasitic extensions of true categories. However, both these replies beg the 
question by presuming that the criterion of what counts as a pure thought cate-
gory is already established. One might also argue that the Logic needs to be 
revised, but this returns to the issue of knowing when the sequence has been 
completed successfully. One could also claim that the logic is open to perpetual 
revision, to take into account the historical generation of new categories. 
However this would be to give up Hegel’s idea of necessary self-development 
and put the Logic into reactive mode, dependent on developments from 
outside its pure thought. This may have merit as a way of trying to grasp one’s 
time in thought. But as an interpretation of Hegel it runs against Hegel’s claim 
that the Logic is to be a necessary a priori sequence.

The second problem is the diffi culty of deciding just what piece of the logical 
sequence is the appropriate one to cite as essential to some concrete phenome-
non that embodies multiple logical categories. Discussing political arrange-
ments, for example, you may say that the category pair Mediated/Immediate is 
the key to the notion of political self-government, while someone else argues 
that Part/Whole is the appropriate contrast to take as the essential feature of 
that political notion. Similarly, you say your conceptual development of the 
notion of a bicameral legislature is pure and internal, while someone else 
accuses you of bringing in external elements. How do you decide? Both kinds 
of disagreement raise issues similar to those of deciding on the correct logical 
sequence. Analogous issues arise in analytic debates in aesthetics and political 
philosophy, but those who bring Hegelian ideas into those debates typically 
appeal to his insights (for example about mutual recognition or representa-
tion) without attempting to ground those categories in an authoritative Logical 
sequence.

The third problem is that although Hegel wants a strict self-developing 
logical sequence, his own use of language is more complex than a linear devel-
opment. He feels free to make expository use of many terms that come from 
different areas of the logic, not just from previous sections. For instance, he 
uses the terms form/matter and form/content well before the categories with those 
names are expounded in the developing sequence. The word content (Inhalt) 
occurs 268 times in the SL, with 37 of those uses occurring in the logic of 
Being, well before the category has been developed in the sequence. Of the 
90 occurrences in the logic of Essence, 39 are before the section where the 
category Form/Content is developed. In his 1831 lectures on the logic Hegel 
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uses the term content to talk about the notion of Ground, though Ground is a 
primitive version of the Essence categories when compared to the notion of 
Appearance several mediations later, which is where the EL derives the category 
of Content. Hegel’s freedom to use language in this seemingly undisciplined 
way points at the issues I have tried to raise.

Houlgate cites Hegel’s wistful remark that the Logic should proceed without 
using any thought-determinations not already derived in the sequence, but that 
“such abstract perfection must, I admit, in general be dispensed with.”16 
Houlgate continues, with Hegel, that the exposition demands such extended 
language use to explain the categories to an audience that is mired in contin-
gent historical assumptions about the ontological concepts. Historical and 
informal language is needed to keep warding off those impure notions. In fact, 
though, there are more basic reasons. Especially at the early stages of the logics 
of Being and of Essence, Hegel would be reduced to monosyllables and 
gestures if he could not deploy syntactic structures that already express more 
complex ontological relations. If ordinary language remains necessary to the 
exposition, what becomes of the self-purity of pure thought?

4. A More Modest Hegel?

A defender of purely internal self-development could reply that I have been 
demanding too much of Hegel. We should make modest claims for the success 
of any particular version of the logical sequence. Pure thought is pure because 
the sequence starts from no given presuppositions and proceeds by a purely 
internal necessity. Yet any statement of pure thought is presented in impure 
historical language. We work at a presentation of the dialectical sequence, and 
revise as best we can. Others criticize and we improve the results. We at fi rst see 
no better way, then perhaps later we do. Hegel did not pretend to have done 
the logic once and for all correctly. We have no pure access to pure thought and 
so no pure expression of the sequence of categories.

After all, sometimes it takes a long time to discover fl aws in arguments. 
This is true even though there are mechanical procedures for checking simpler 
deductive arguments, and some procedures for checking complex quantifi ed 
arguments. There is no way to check a very complex mathematical argument 
except by working with it. For some mathematical issues, such as Euclid’s paral-
lel postulate, it took millennia to discover what the status of the premise was.

Similarly, with Hegel’s Logic perhaps we should just give it our best try in 
fallible, historical language. We put out our version and let others criticize it. 
Over time we all may come to agree that we have it right. This methodology 
aims at a convergence of agreement among interpreters. Keep revising, seven, 
seventy times.

This modest strategy makes good sense. It may develop helpful arguments, 
since denying that one has achieved fi nal necessity does not deny that some 
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philosophical arguments are better than others. This strategy resembles the 
methods analytic philosophy settled down to use. But the modest strategy 
undercuts Houlgate’s and others’ claims to a priori normative force for their 
results, which become another philosophical argument to be tentatively evalu-
ated. Hegel in this modest reading does not provide the sought-for step back 
from the hurly-burly of discussion to speak from the authoritative standpoint of 
pure thought that undercuts all opposed arguments.

I am sympathetic to this modest reading of Hegel, but there remains a key 
problem. While this more modest reading acknowledges the impurity of our 
access to pure thought, it still presumes the goal of pure self-development to 
aim at and converge upon. I have already pointed out that various versions of 
the Logic might have their own insights, so that there is not necessarily one 
best version. In the remainder of this essay I want to question the goal itself: 
whether there is a unifi ed sequence and whether the goal of pure internal 
self-development is itself presuppositionless.

5. Relocatable Sections

Is what Hegel gives us a sequential self-development or is it a fl exible 
assemblage of detachable insights? I turn to another example, the notion of 
Matters. This concerns the way in which a thing’s properties may be indepen-
dent of one another and of the particular thing that “has” them. The term mat-
ters comes from early nineteenth century scientifi c ideas that suggested that 
different measurable qualities were due to various types of interpenetrating 
matters: magnetic matter, electrical, caloric,  etc., which were co-present in a 
thing. Each matter occupied space but had pores that let the others occupy the 
same space. This is loosely parallel to today’s idea that material things are 
determined by a number of coextensive fi elds. Hegel draws an analogy between 
the co-present matters and the co-present interpenetrating powers of the soul 
in faculty psychology.17 

Hegel criticizes this scientifi c theory as a naive reifi cation of genuine concep-
tual tensions in the notion of a Thing and its Properties. He sees a Logical issue: 
both the thing as a whole and each of its properties have a determinate 
self-identity as well as constitutive connections to others. The issue is how the 
identity and the connections relate, and which is primary.

Properties (Eigenschaften) and Matters (Materien) have the same content, but 
they vary in their relation to the unity of the Thing. Properties are had by a 
thing that has its own self-relation independent of them. A thing “has” its 
properties; it is not identical to them as was the case with the earlier category of 
Something and its Qualities. Matters, however, are independent; the thing is an 
assemblage of them. The contrast between the two conceptions is in the relative 
independence of repeated properties such as electric charge and heat. Hegel 
says in his 1831 Logic lectures that because a thing is an existent example of 
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identity and difference, it produces contradictions on all sides until the notions 
of identity and difference have been dialectically refi ned.

In the immediately previous SL section Hegel argued that if a thing is taken 
as having a self-identity distinct from its determinate properties, then that 
self-identity becomes an empty and unknowable thing-in-itself. But Things are 
not such empty unities; they are distinguished in relation to one another by 
means of their properties. The properties do the work of identifying and distin-
guishing and linking. The self-subsistence of the thing is the self-subsistence of 
its properties.

Yet the properties also have their own independent identities across many 
things. The self-relation of the thing becomes an unessential “also” or empty 
form holding the properties together. The freed properties, as Matters, are the 
immediate existences of qualities (electric charge, heat, etc.) with only quanti-
tative limits. They are indifferent to one another yet they coexist in the thing. 
In the scientifi c theory this is expressed by saying that each exists in the pores 
of the others. Hegel dismisses this self-contradictory image, but points out that 
what the image is trying to say is that the self-subsistence of one matter is 
immediately the self-subsistence of the others. But, the notion of something 
independent yet unessential, self-subsistent yet negated, departs from the 
notion of an independent unifi ed thing and moves into the richer category of 
Appearance. This then develops its own version of the splits between relation to 
self and to other. Once these are properly reunited the sequence moves into 
categories describing totalities of relations.

The story I just told is taken from the SL, and it can be found more or less 
the same in the EL. But it occurs in signifi cantly different locations in the 
two sequences, without itself being much altered by its change of location 
(see Figure 3).

In the SL, this category of Matters is taken as a more developed category than 
the pairs Form/Matter and Form/Content. As well it should be, since the 
notion of Matters develops out of issues having to do with the relation of the 
unity of a thing and the independence of its properties, whereas Form/Matter 
is an earlier category not yet containing the independent self-unity asserted in 
the notion of a thing with properties.

In the EL, the category of Matters is taken as less developed than the pairs 
Form/Matter and Form/Content. As well it should be, since the pair Form/
Matter develops out of the notion of Matters when the independence yet 
diversity of separate qualitatively distinct matters leads to the notion of a single 
basic matter underlying all the determinate properties, and so to the pair 
Form/Matter in E 128. (The notion of a single basic matter is briefl y mentioned 
in SL discussion of Matters, but without developing into the category of Form/
Matter, which had already been already developed much earlier in the 
sequence.) In the EL the pair Form/Content occurs even later, in the Appear-
ance section as the division of form from content in the appearing world, rather 
than as applying to single things, as it does in the SL.
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In both SL and EL the notion of Matters is used to show how the category of 
Thing loses its being-in-itself. In the SL that point is made directly through 
Matters, without developing the category of Form/Matter, and the develop-
ment takes place in the fi rst sub-section of the chapter on Appearance, which is 
the middle section of the overall treatment of Essence. The section on Matters 
is used to show the breakdown of a too immediate notion of a thing as 
appearance.

In the EL the point is made at the end of the third sub-section of the chapter 
on Ground, which is the fi rst section of the treatment of Essence. The treat-
ment of ground in the EL is a subsection whereas in the SL it is a chapter on its 
own, raised in dialectical importance. The SL chapter contains many media-
tions and discussions that are found—with pretty much the same content—
scattered into new locations in the EL. The section on Matters is moving toward 
the unifi ed notion of Appearance, not away from it, and it does so by develop-
ing into the notion of Form/Matter.

Here is what seems to me to be going on, and why both versions seem 
insightful. In the Essence section of the Logic the self-identity and determina-
tion of a being keeps getting separated from its relation to others. The two 
aspects are kept apart by various maneuvers that make one or the other more 
fundamental, until there develops a category expressing an identity that is a 
unity of these two. Then that category in turn develops similar tensions and the 
process repeats. Hegel says that Ground (Grund) is the totality of Essence, 
a positing of all its moments (identity, distinction, difference, etc.). He says the 
same thing about Existence (Existenz) and Thing (Ding), and about Appear-
ance (Erscheinung) and Actuality (Wirklickheit).

Figure 3 Comparing the location of the category of Matters in EL and SL.

 2.1.3 das Ding
 2.1.3.1  das Ding und seine 

Eigenschaften
 2.1.3.2 Materien
 2.1.3.3 Materie und Form

 2.2 die Erscheinung
 2.2.1  die Welt der Erscheinung
 2.2.2 Inhalt und Form
 2.2.3 das Verhältnis

 2.2.3.1  das Verhältnis des 
Ganzen und der Teile

 2.2.3.2  die Kraft und ihre 
Äusserung

 2.2.3.3  das innere und das 
Äussere

 2.3 die Wirklichkeit
 3 der Begriff

 2.1.2.1 die Identität
 2.1.2.2 der Unterschied
 2.1.2.3 der Widerspruch

 2.1.3 der Grund
 2.1.3.1 der absolute Grund

 2.1.3.1.1 Form und Wesen
 2.1.3.1.2 Form und Materie
 2.1.3.1.3 Form und inhalt

 2.1.3.2 der bestimmte Grund
 2.1.3.3 die Bedingung

 2.2 die Erscheinung
 2.2.1 die Existenz

 2.2.1.1  das Ding und seine 
Eigenschaften

 2.2.1.2  das Bestehen des 
Dings aus Materien

 2.2.1.3 die Aufl osung des Dings
 2.2.2 die Erscheinung
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That is, these are all unifi ed positings of the moments discussed in the 
section on the moments of refl ection (Wesenheiten). All of them advance and 
decay through plays of identity and distinction and difference, through ten-
sions in self-relation and other-relation. In the SL Hegel spells out that play in 
more detail in the Ground chapter. In the EL he moves bits of those descrip-
tions of the play into other places, but they all occur where a positive affi rma-
tion of the unity of all of the Essence moments is breaking down and showing 
its internal tensions. This explains why Hegel can move those segments around. 
The same kind of decay is happening to each of the affi rmative positings, just 
on different levels of mediation.

However, this fl exibility disturbs the goal of purely internal self-development. 
For if the logic is a unique self-development of pure thought rather than an 
assemblage of detachable insights, then those segments should be different 
when they are relocated on different levels of the self-development. Form/
Matter or Form/Content should not be standardized mediation patterns that 
can be inserted in different locations. They should fi nd their identity through 
their location in the sequence. When they are moved they should change their 
nature and meaning. But in fact Hegel treats them as relocatable fragments 
that make more or less the same points wherever they are inserted.

Elsewhere in his system Hegel uses pieces of the logical sequence (such as the 
discussion of form/content, the move from formal to concrete universality, the 
different kinds of ground, the discussions of identity and difference, the syllo-
gisms) as tools that can be invoked on many different levels for many different 
contents, without feeling the need to reproduce their logical neighborhoods.

But if the versions of the logic are formed by moving relatively stable 
segments around, then deciding which version is correct begins to look like 
moving bits of narration around and judging which story has the most verisi-
militude or usefulness, without there being one unique and necessary story.

6. The Larger Sequence Reply

There is a possible reply to my claim that the logical sequence contains 
independent segments that can be moved around. The reply is that the move-
ment of segments is constrained and guided by a larger movement. For instance, 
in the section of Essence we have been examining there is a movement from 
Ground to Appearance to Actuality, and that controls where you can put the 
fragments. That larger movement remains the same in all versions.

There is certainly a connection to the larger movement. This can be seen by 
scrambling the logical sequence. Using random numbers, I generated two 
sequences of Essence categories, one more detailed than the other (portions of 
each are reproduced in Figure 4).

These strange sequences resist the kind of narrative that can be given for 
both the EL and SL versions of the Essence sequence. Neither the step by step 
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transitions nor the overall movement seem to be insightful. It is very unlikely 
that a comprehensible self-developing narrative could be generated for these 
sequences.

To say there is a connection leaves it open whether the larger movement is 
guiding the smaller transitions or is itself being created by them. In truth 
Hegel’s sequences are not one-dimensional; the larger movements are accom-
plished in and through the smaller steps but are more than simple sums or 
results of those steps. This complicates rather than simplifi es the task of judging 
between alternate versions of the sequence. Appealing to a larger movement as 
a guide brings teleological infl uences on the Logical sequence that, at least in 
Houlgate’s strict view, cannot be allowed. He insists that we must set out with no 
expectations about goals or methods. Yet this restriction is not easy to maintain 
when we consider how a sequence of smaller movements itself embodies a 
larger movement that is being performed in them. The larger movement does 
infl uence how one understands each stage of the smaller movements.

Another version of the Larger Sequence strategy would be to retreat from 
detail. The defender could treat Hegel the way many interpreters treat Kant 
when they keep his Second Analogy argument for the necessity of causal con-
nection but refuse his further argument that this must be Newtonian science’s 
causality. They try to make room within the Kantian framework for quantum 
statistical causality, or whatever science will come up with next. If a defender 
were to do that with Hegel, then the micro-movements of the logic would get 
treated as culturally and locally revisable expressions of a stable larger sequence. 
The border between the logic and the philosophy of nature and spirit 
(Realphilosophie) would be located upward. This might be a useful application of 
Hegel’s ideas, but is not his notion of what the system should be. Also, it still 
avoids the question about how we know which is the correct general movement. 
And it presupposes the goal of pure self-development.

Figure 4 Portions of two randomly scrambled lists of Essence categories.

  8  das Verhaltnis des Ă usseren und 
Inneren

 9 das Ding und seine Eigenschaften
10 der bestimmte Grund
 11 die Aufl ösung des Dings
 12 das Wesentliche und Unwesentliche
 13 der absolute Grund
14 der Unterschied
 15 der Grund
 16  das Verhältnis der Ganzen und der 

Teile
 17 Form und Wesen
 18 die Identität
 19 der Schein

 5 das absolute Unbedingte
 5.1 die Existenz
 5.2 das wesentliche Verhältnis
 5.3 der vollständige Grund

 6  die erscheinende und die an sich seinde 
Welt

 6.1 das Gesetz der Erscheinung
 6.2 der formelle Grund
 6.3 Form und Inhalt

 7 das Wesen der Refl exion in ihm selbst
 7.1 die Verschiedenheit
 7.2 das relative Unbedingte
 7.3 der Widerspruch
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In any case, appealing to control by a larger movement introduces my third 
criticism, which starts from the obvious question: Which larger sequence? How 
do we know it is the correct version? That Hegel doesn’t alter the larger move-
ment in his different versions is a biographical fact, not a justifi cation. Again, 
do we just look? What if we don’t see the same thing? One could say that the 
larger movement is justifi ed by its place in a still larger movement. Eventually 
we get to the circular movement of the logic, or of the system as a whole. What 
justifi es that? The defender cannot appeal to the internal necessity of that larg-
est self-development without begging the question.

7. The Goal of Pure Thought

The goal is purely internal self-determination, from a pure and indeterminate 
beginning. But is that goal itself pure? What is this purity defi ned against? 
The ideal of pure self-development gets justifi ed in terms of key dualities that 
are constantly invoked: internal/external, self-determined/other-determined. 
A common polemic strategy is to lump all rival approaches into one box, while 
the pure method stands alone in the other box. But where do the boxes come 
from? Why are there only two? Their strong dichotomies are taken as obvious, 
but they are part of the presupposition behind the notion of reason as pure 
thought. To slap one dichotomy on all the varied products of philosophy risks 
falling into a scholasticism that knows in advance the state of the question and 
the alternatives available. Analytic philosophy has learned the hard way that it 
is always dangerous to argue that a presented set of alternatives completely 
exhausts the possibilities for any philosophical dispute, especially about method. 
Hegelians especially should distrust any absolute statement or dichotomy that 
claims to defi ne forever the state of the question.

In part Houlgate and others take their dichotomies as self-evident, and in 
part they are argued for as expressions of the goal of modernity: freedom, self-
criticism, self-determination. Whether in fact modernity might be more compli-
cated, and its goals more ambivalent, is not suffi ciently discussed.

The aim is for total certainty. In combination with the key internal/external 
duality we can discern the ideal of total self-presence, the “metaphysical” goal 
par excellence for Heidegger. This is behind the supposedly presuppositionless 
beginning. It is not a premise or a given entity, but it is a defi nition of the goal 
of thought and reason. To take it as the natural and only goal of thought is to 
miss the limited horizon of the project.

What I am suggesting is a version of Heidegger’s claim that there is a horizon 
of interpretation, a meaning of being and reason, which defi nes the Hegelian 
project but is not developed there.18 The notions of pure presuppositionless 
beginning and pure self-development involve substantive presuppositions about 
the nature of being, reason, and self.
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Houlgate claims that the Hegelian project presupposes no explicit goal.19 
The sequence is not shaped by the anticipation of a particular outcome. His 
argument is that at the beginning there are no substantive presuppositions, 
only the resolve to see being purely for what it is. But the resolve and the seeing 
both contain questionable elements.

Houlgate speaks of the resolve to do pure thought as resulting from the 
“modern demand for radical self-criticism.”20 This presumes a particular analy-
sis of modernity, one that has been severely questioned by many critics. 
Heidegger’s rival account of modernity has its own problems,21 but it is just one 
of many in Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Benjamin, and more 
recently in Derrida and Deleuze, to name just some of the thinkers who fi nd 
the notions of self-present self-determination and total self-criticism questiona-
ble and perhaps dangerous.

Houlgate makes a generic response to all such criticisms, that they presup-
pose more about the nature of thought and being, and so cannot block his 
more presupposition-free examination.22 But this appeals to the goal of self-
criticism that is being questioned. Also, while it is an accurate description of 
some attacks, for instance Schopenhauer’s, it fails for others, such as those of 
Derrida and Heidegger. They are not making presuppositions about the 
nature of the object of the investigation (being, thought); rather they are ques-
tioning the immediacy and simplicity of the act of seeing that Houlgate recom-
mends. Houlgate insists that we must put aside and abstract from contentful 
presuppositions and purely look at the pure object. But what is being 
questioned is the infrastructure of the supposed intellectual intuition. The 
issue is not what the content may or may not be presupposed to be, but what the 
act of seeing is and is made possible by.23 

In Hegel’s text the task of self-determined pure thought requires extensive 
polemics to clear the way.24 He offers three ways of getting philosophy headed 
in the right direction.

The fi rst is the road Houlgate recommends, a fi rm resolve to deal with thought 
purely and without presuppositions. I have suggested above that this resolve has 
its own goal and makes its own presuppositions about the nature of modernity 
and modern freedom. It would beg the question to demand that the Hegelian 
system be gone through fi rst in order to justify those presuppositions.

The second road amplifi es the fi rst; it is found in the Encyclopedia and in 
Hegel’s class lectures on the Logic. Discussing “the attitudes of thought toward 
objectivity” Hegel surveys rival philosophical programs. His survey does not 
pretend to be exhaustive. As a justifi cation it is inadequate, since the survey 
organizes its alternatives using conceptual dichotomies (such as internal/
external) that he cannot take as ahistorically valid. But while the preliminary 
survey is only heuristic, it motivates the resolve and the beginning; the logical 
sequence is then to double back, in its self-description in the Absolute Idea
section, and validate the decision made in the beginning. This second road 
depends crucially on the necessity and uniqueness of the logical sequence.
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The third and longest road is the claim that in his Phenomenology of Spirit 
Hegel sets up another necessary sequence that works through all the possible 
attitudes in which “consciousness” confronts some object and tries to appro-
priate it. In that sequence the attitudes all self-destruct, leading by determinate 
negation to the fi nal nonposition of indeterminacy that opens starting point 
and goal of the logic.

There are considerable disputes about just how this would be done, and 
about whether pure indeterminate awareness correctly describes what is 
reached at the end of the Phenomenology.25 I will not take on the Phenomenology 
sequence here, except to say that the same objections about the unity and 
necessity of the sequence, about relocatable sections and overall movements 
can be made there with even more cogency. The Phenomenology is in many ways 
Hegel’s richest work, and its usefulness has never depended on the complete 
success of its overall program.

If Hegel’s Logic is not a pure or quite so necessary science, if it is in part an 
assemblage of reusable chunks of insight about conceptual relations, tensions, 
and replacements, if it provides conceptual maneuvers that can be used in 
different contexts, then it may not furnish a single unique sequence, but it 
will still be a treasure-house of insights. Hegel arranges his materials with a 
view toward an ideal of self-certainty that has its own presuppositions. But one 
can feel free to use his insights in other ways and other contexts. This is how 
thinkers already use Hegel’s insights from the Phenomenology and from his 
treatments of art and society. They employ his notions such as mutual recogni-
tion, symbolic art, the impossibility of pure sense-data, the different kinds of 
universality, and his attacks on different kinds of atomism and isolation. These 
get detached from Hegel’s systematic ambitions and expressed in avowedly 
fi nite contemporary language. Such a reformed Hegel is less austere and 
authoritative, less absolutely normative, but more useful for projects that can 
grow from his rich insights without being bound to the historical goals he 
announces.

This Hegel looks more like contemporary analytic philosophy with its mix of 
specialized problems that do not necessarily cohere into one grand vision. 
On the other hand, Hegel is still the systematizer who challenges us to seek out 
larger coherences and more total visions. His goal of a self-development of 
thought can persist as a historically qualifi ed project, no longer pure but 
nonetheless able to question the isolation of individual fi elds of discourse.

The old dispute between ideal and ordinary language methodologies was 
not resolved so much as weakened, when newer methods combined insights 
from both approaches. Sellars, for instance, combines a doctrine of meaning as 
use with formalization and background logics, for a result that is neither 
Wittgenstein nor Carnap. So too the pure program of self-developing thought, 
in the reading of Hegel I have been criticizing, can end up combined with more 
modest claims and a sense of its own impure historical location and expression. 
The result is not Houlgate’s Hegel, but it is more conceptual than Heidegger, 
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more systematic than Derrida, and still seeking more comprehensive views than 
most current analytic philosophy.

Notes

 1 SL 42/21:21. In this essay the Science of Logic (Wissenschaft der Logik) is referred 
to as SL followed by page numbers in the English Miller translation and then 
volume and page numbers in the German GW edition. The Encyclopedia is referred 
to as E followed by the paragraph number in the 1830 edition. EL refers to the 
logic section of the Encyclopedia. An appended Z refers to material from student 
notes of Hegel’s lectures that was added to the Encyclopedia after his death. I use 
the capitalized word Logic to refer to Hegel’s project when there is no need to 
distinguish between the SL and the EL. The names of categories from the Logic 
are capitalized when they are explicitly discussed as categories. 

 2 SL 31/21:10.
 3 SL 40/21:18.
 4 E 121 Z.
 5 See Houlgate (2006), Dove (1970), Winfi eld (1984, 1989, 1990), Maker (1994), 

Dudley (2003). This has been called a nonmetaphysical reading of Hegel, 
because it neither asserts nor presupposes the existence of any particular entities. 
It is, though, quite metaphysical in Heidegger’s sense of the term (see below, 
and Kolb 1987 as well as Heidegger 1969 and 1998). Maker and Winfi eld (though 
not Houlgate and Dudley) seem at times to dispense with Hegel’s historical 
preparations for the project of pure thought. They describe the project in ways 
that suggest a conceptual maneuver that could have been possible at any time. 
Hegel claims that a specifi c modern form of subjectivity had to develop that was 
capable of the requisite abstraction and purifi cation, and this in turn demanded 
various social developments. 

 6 Winfi eld and Maker call the purely self-developing Logic a nonfoundationalist 
view because it does not develop its system from any presupposed given. 
However, in the analytic philosophy sense it is a deeply foundationalist enter-
prise, since it provides categories that are supposed to be guaranteed norms for 
thought in the spheres of art, politics, science, and so on. It is no surprise that the 
interpreters who read Hegel this way see what many analytic and continental 
philosophers call nonfoundationalism—Heidegger, Dewey, Rorty, Derrida, and 
others—as foundational in a special sense, that is, as presupposing that thought 
is determined by some social or historical givens. (Whether this is true in every 
case I doubt; for instance, the notion of decision in Derrida can be read other-
wise. Also the accusation misses the almost-dialectical relation of historical 
determination and revision in Heidegger and Dewey.)

 7 Kolb (2006).
 8 SL 31/21:10.
 9 Hegel is not as rigid about his famous triplicity as are many commentators and 

diagram builders. For example, the third part of the EL logic of Essence has no 
obvious triple structure. One can be imposed, but in several ways. The Intellex 
electronic edition that indexes Hegel’s texts with elaborate triple subordinate 
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structures gives up on that long section and just lists the sequence of paragraph 
numbers and titles.

10 It is possible to argue that the label “Form/Content” is being used to name two 
quite different categories in the two editions. The diffi culty with this view is that 
then each edition leaves out a signifi cant category developed in the other, and 
the EL never gets around to addressing the ordinary meaning of the category 
pair in the way done in the SL.

11 Houlgate (2006), 41.
12 Houlgate (2006), 35, 40, 62, 125, 130 and 125–127.
13 Houlgate (2006), 74f, 79.
14 The quotation in the text is from §462 of the philosophy of spirit in Hegel’s 

Encyclopedia.
15 Houlgate (2006), 75, 79ff.
16 SL 40/21:18, cited at Houlgate (2006), 84.
17 SL 498/11:340.
18 Many of Heidegger’s objections to Hegel are mistaken. Malabou raises strong 

objections against Heidegger’s attack on Hegel’s notion of time (Heidegger 1996 
and Malabou 2004). I have argued elsewhere against Heidegger’s claim that 
Hegel remains trapped in Cartesian subjectivity (Heidegger 1989 and Kolb 1987). 
But I accept Heidegger’s basic objection (Heidegger 1969 and Kolb 1987) that 
Hegel’s presuppositionless system remains metaphysical, in Heidegger’s sense of 
the term.

19 Houlgate (2006), 27, 51.
20 Houlgate (2006), 112.
21 See Kolb (1987).
22 See Houlgate (2006), 37, 78, 109. Houlgate distinguishes allowable historical 

preconditions and hermeneutic presuppositions that make the project possible 
from unallowable substantive or founding presuppositions about the nature of 
the object and the path of the investigation.

23 Houlgate might reply to this criticism by pointing out that Hegel’s Phenomenology 
is supposed to have eliminated all possibility of a distinction between the act of 
seeing and the object seen. However, this reply presumes that the Phenomenology’s 
sequence is a necessary and complete inventory of all possible divisions and, 
more importantly, that Heidegger and related critics such as Derrida are employ-
ing some variant of the subject/object division used by “consciousness” in the 
Phenomenology. But their theories are not repetitions of that division. There are 
other ways off surpassing the subject/object division than those used by Hegel.

24 Angelica Nuzzo argues that more than polemics are needed; there should be a 
separate study of the internal “logic” of the Hegelian system, as distinct from the 
Logic that is a part of the system. She interprets Hegel’s self-developing Logic in 
terms of demands of systematicity and scientifi city stemming from a notion of 
reason that prescribes to the self-developing totality (see Nuzzo (1992) and 
(2003a)). She points out that systematicity and self-development are not the 
same, and that a prior goal of systematicity is needed to clear the way for pure 
self-development (Nuzzo (1992), 174). She attempts to develop the goal and 
structure of systematicity out of a presupposed notion of self-refl exive reason.

25 Houlgate claims that the long road through the Phenomenology is not strictly 
required (Houlgate (2006), 89, 145f). Logic requires only the fi rm resolve to deal 
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with pure thought on its own. The Phenomenology is needed for leading to the 
standpoint of pure knowledge those readers too tied to the standpoint of  ordinary 
consciousness faced with objects. While Houlgate thinks that the sequence in the 
Phenomenology can be shown to be necessary and unique, he disagrees with Maker 
about just what kind of transition is made from the Phenomenology to the Logic 
(Houlgate (2006), 162n24). Maker and Winfi eld might also dissent from 
 Houlgate’s strong reading of the identity of logic and ontology.



Chapter 3

Vagueness and Meaning Variance in 
Hegel’s Logic*

Angelica Nuzzo

1. Introduction

An often repeated story has it that analytic philosophy since its very inception 
has considered Hegel its bête noir. In the aftermath of Rudolf Carnap’s attack on 
classic metaphysical thinking, which was framed as an implacable critique of 
metaphysical language, philosophy of language in its different denominations 
has seen Hegel’s dialectic as uncontroversial example of metaphysical mystifi ca-
tion. The so-called “linguistic turn” is the reaction to the mystifi cation dominat-
ing the history of philosophy. Another, quite different story, however, tells us of 
the convergence of Hegel and analytic philosophy on crucial issues—a conver-
gence, to be sure, that analytic philosophy has tried from the outset to hide 
or alternatively to deny. On this view, a paradox lies at the beginning of 
analytic philosophy: its declared anti-Hegelianism is nourished of Hegelian 
themes (and defended, as it were, through Hegelian concepts). More recently, 
American pragmatism has taken important steps toward a new appropriation 
of Hegel, who is presented this time as an analytic pragmatist of sort. As Richard 
Rorty put it, different “linguistifi ed versions” of Hegel have been presented 
by Wilfried Sellars and Robert Brandom—and also, I should add, by John 
McDowell—versions in which “changes in vocabulary and in inferential rela-
tionships between sentences constitute the growth of spirit’s self-conscious-
ness.”1 In all these instances, the linguistifi ed—or rather linguistifi able—Hegel 
is generally the author of the Phenomenology of Spirit, less often the author of the 
Philosophy of Right, certainly never the author of the Science of Logic. The latter 
text seems to remain an irredeemable caput mortuum that analytic philosophy, 
after some scattered formalization attempts,2 is glad to leave to continental 
philosophy to investigate. Moreover, along with the logic another fundamental 
aspect of Hegel’s philosophy is left out of this more recent analytic and pragma-
tist attention to his thought, namely, the thesis of the historical nature of 
thinking—and accordingly, of the constitutively historical nature of spirit and 
language.
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In this essay, I propose a reading of Hegel’s dialectic that uses devices of 
linguistic philosophy to show that at the heart of Hegel’s logic lies a program of 
linguistic analysis which, to put my claim in a somehow provocative way, in its 
general aims is not so different, mutatis mutandis, from the one proposed by 
some (early) philosophers of the “linguistic turn” (this holds true even though 
Hegel’s program cannot be reduced to linguistic analysis).3 First, I suggest that 
contrary to the critique that goes back to Carnap and Ayer, which assumes the 
indifference and even unawareness of traditional philosophy to problems of 
language, Hegel’s logic should be read as an explicit and highly conscious 
program of clarifi cation and revision of language—both of ordinary language 
and of the language of traditional logic and metaphysics. The logical move-
ment of dialectic is one with its linguistic articulation (and indeed translation) 
in the ‘new’ language of speculative philosophy. Second, I argue that the 
linguistic articulation of dialectic (and in particular the occurrence of language 
change and meaning variance) leads Hegel to establish the thesis of the histori-
cal character of thinking. Language revision is the device through which dialec-
tic becomes the true and complete form of skeptical refutation, whereby, in 
turn, the system of logical forms is ultimately disclosed as the historical context 
in which rationality or “objective thinking” develops its manifestations.

My aim in proposing such a reading of Hegel’s logic is twofold. In showing 
how the use of linguistic arguments can be fruitful for understanding Hegelian 
texts, I suggest broadening the scope of contemporary analytic and pragmatist 
approaches and appropriations of Hegel. I point fi rst to the centrality of the 
Logic in Hegel’s philosophy, and second, to its function in developing one of 
the aspects of Hegelianism still overseen by analytic readings, namely, history. 
Analytic philosophy, in agreement with pragmatism and following a certain 
interpretation of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophische Untersuchungen and Über 
Gewißheit, has come to recognize and embrace Hegel’s “contextualism” (namely, 
the view that knowledge claims are justifi ed contextually as they owe their truth to 
being parts of a “system” which provides background conditions for truth and 
meaning).4 However, neither analytic philosophy nor pragmatism has yet found 
the means to get to the main point of Hegel’s contextualism, which is history. 
Thus, in establishing the connection between dialectic logic and history on logical-
linguistic grounds, my argument aims at bringing to analytic attention these 
hitherto neglected and yet fundamental aspects of Hegel’s philosophy. Moreo-
ver, in this way, my argument further supports the view that holds logic and 
 history as the two integral (and not antinomic) aspects of Hegelian dialectic.

My argument proceeds in the following way. (i) It fi rst introduces the 
Hegelian thesis concerning the linguistic nature of logical form in the frame-
work of a conceptual constellation shared by Hegel’s philosophy and the analytic 
tradition. This constellation is offered by the relation between Platonism and 
skepticism whose meeting point is Hegel’s notion of objective thinking. Such 
connection lies from early on at the center of Hegel’s dialectic and marks the 
beginnings of analytic philosophy. (ii) Next, I reconstruct the famous—or 
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rather infamous—beginning of Hegel’s Logic taking it as an example of the 
argument by which he advocates a critique and consequently a revision of both 
the language of philosophy and ordinary language. Such reconstruction will 
function as paradigmatic case in support of the claim that Hegel’s dialectic is a 
project of language revision, whereby the refutation (Widerlegung) of all opposed 
philosophical positions is accomplished, and the construction of the context of 
rational signifi cation achieved. (iii) Finally, I connect this interpretation of the 
program of the logic with Hegel’s thesis of the historical nature of thinking and 
reason. Language functions here as the mediating link between logic and  history. 
I make my point analyzing “meaning variance” and “vagueness” as  peculiar 
properties of the logical language of dialectic. These logical-linguistic properties 
open up the space for articulating the historical nature of reason. I suggest that 
this result is brought forth by the connection between skepticism and  Platonism 
that motivates Hegel’s dialectic. As this same connection is addressed—albeit 
quite differently—within analytic philosophy, an exchange on these issues may 
prove fruitful for both analytic philosophy and Hegel interpretations.

2. Hegel and Analytic Philosophy: Objective 
Thinking and Language

Analytic philosophy’s anti-Hegelianism is inspired by themes that are central 
to Hegelian dialectic. Among the topics common to Hegelian and analytic 
philosophy can be mentioned the use of skepticism and Platonism, the attack 
to the “myth of the given” or immediacy, holism, the attention to language. 
I limit myself here to a brief discussion of Platonism and skepticism. It has been 
persuasively shown that analytic philosophy has used against Hegel the same 
concepts and arguments of skeptic and Platonic inspiration by which Hegel’s 
idea of (objective) thinking has been formed from early on. Yet analytic philo-
sophy has failed to identify in Hegel’s work the relevance of both the skeptical 
and the Platonic strands (and of their connection).5 The consequence is that 
analytic philosophy has claimed a false distance from Hegel’s alleged mystifi ed 
metaphysics—this false distance still being in the way of a true understanding 
of Hegelian dialectic. More generally, as one interpreter has observed, analytic 
philosophers old and new have been incredibly Hegelian—“the only thing is 
that they did not know it or perhaps they did not want to know it.”6

The connection between Platonism and skepticism lies at the heart of 
Hegel’s conception of logical form as form of “objective thinking” (objektiver 
Gedanke). The anti-Kantian idea of thought’s objectivity, itself synonymous of 
“truth,”7 is Hegel’s response to skepticism. It implies the claim that thinking 
is neither a transcendental function of the “I think” nor a psychological 
instance of subjectivity or consciousness. Thereby Hegel radically distinguishes 
dialectic-speculative logic both from Kant’s transcendental logic and from the 
phenomenological logic he still practices in 1807 (and whose fi nal aim is 
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a “sich vollbringender Skeptizismus” leading precisely at the threshold of objective 
thinking).8

But the claim that logical forms are objective implies yet another crucial 
suggestion. The objectivity of logical form is not just its nonsubjectivity. For 
objectivity indicates the peculiar “reality” belonging to thinking—a reality 
 displayed fi rst and foremost by its articulation in language. Truth9 is not only 
identical with the process of thinking in which truth emerges as a result; but it 
is also one with the process of its linguistic expression and articulation 
 (Äusserung). Since logical forms are objective, on Hegel’s view, because they 
constitute spirit’s historical, social, and cultural reality10—a reality visible, 
 analyzable, and actually lived as a fact in language—dialectic logic must be 
developed as analysis of (a specifi c kind of) language. At the same time,  however, 
such logical analysis of language functions as the fi rst, foundational act by 
which Hegelian philosophy institutes its own language by critique and correc-
tion of both ordinary language and the language of the philosophical tradition. 
 Logical forms, for Hegel, are not static linguistic entities. They are, objectively, 
a historical reality—that is, a reality characterized by processuality and continu-
ous transformation; and they are, subjectively, the functions or activities that 
institute our historical and social reality. This complex of relations is summed 
up in Hegel’s concept of Geist. The  Wirklichkeit or actuality of logical-linguistic 
forms is the reality of spirit’s own activity (its Wirken and Wirkung). It precedes 
 (logically and systematically) that of subjectivity and makes up the “context” 
within which subjectivity fi rst becomes meaningful to speculative philosophy. 
The latter, however, is a point that  analytic philosophers are still unable to 
grasp.  Perhaps, only Wittgenstein (in Über Gewissheit) in viewing the form of life 
as foundation of  linguistic games comes close to Hegel’s position.

Two further points can be mentioned here as contributing to the specifi cally 
dialectic character of Hegel’s logic. For one, skepticism and the skeptical elenc-
tic arguments are integral part of logical form: objective thinking in its refl ectiv-
ity is intrinsically contradictory;11 it is precisely through contradiction that 
logical progress is made (famously, on Hegel’s account, truth is only in the 
whole process;12 each isolated proposition is in itself contradictory, i.e., false); 
for another, skeptical refutation or Widerlegung describes the procedure of 
dialectic argumentation up to the constitution of the “complete” sequence of 
all possible objections to or variations on a given position or proposition. The 
completeness of the series is gained once it can be proved that no objection can 
be raised which has not already been taken into account in the previous devel-
opment of the argument.

In what follows, I analyze one instance of dialectical argument suggesting 
that dialectic is Hegel’s theory of language revision—language revision that 
operates through the vagueness and meaning variance of its fundamental 
terms. Dialectic uses and at the same time, by its using it, constitutes the language 
of speculative philosophy. This is the circularity proper to Hegelian Geist and its 
activity.
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3. Being and Nothing: Dialectic as Theory of 
Language Revision

In his review of Goeschel’s Aphorismen über Nichtwissen und absolutes Wissen 
(1829),13 Hegel develops a remark that we fi nd already formulated in the early 
Skeptizismusaufsatz and again in the Preface to the second edition of the Encyclo-
pedia. In the two latter texts, following Plato’s Cratylus and its discussion of 
Homer’s use of names, Hegel distinguishes two languages—the “language of 
the gods” and the “language of the humans.” He recalls Diogenes Laertius who 
claims that Homer is the “founder of skepticism because he makes use of diffe-
rent names in different connections,”14 thereby offering a proof of the relativity 
of language and of the accidental relationship that bounds names to things. 
In Hegel’s 1829 review essay, the opposition of divine versus human language is 
recast as the distinction between “language of the concept” and “language of 
representation.”15 At stake in this discussion is the issue of what should be the 
language of philosophy and truth (as opposed to that of religion, poetry, and 
fantasy); and, more particularly, the issue of what should be the language of 
logic, namely, the language in which the forms of objective thinking must/
can be articulated as pure and presuppositionless forms. Now, the question of 
logical language is the very question of dialectic logic. Signifi cantly, Hegel 
avoids a straightforward choice between the two options: contrary to what one 
could expect, the language of speculative philosophy is not simply the language 
of the concept (taken as a merely formalistic language).16 Rather, Hegel 
suggests that a new language should be introduced that works as a revision (and 
integration) of both ordinary language and the traditional language of philo-
sophy. Hence, he advocates a peculiar combination in which skeptical refuta-
tion is enacted in order to fi nally refute skepticism thereby instituting the 
language of the logic. For, the language that consumes this fi nal refutation is 
what Hegel calls the “language of the concept.” Ordinary language (or repre-
sentational language) is corrected by philosophical language, thereby function-
ing, on another level, as dialectic refutation of the language of traditional logic 
and metaphysics.17 

The language of dialectic arises from a process of language revision operat-
ing on both ordinary language and the language of traditional logic and meta-
physics. Hegel contends that the language of dialectic constituting all “scientifi c 
meditation,” consists in the double movement of “crossing over (Herüber- und 
Hinübergehen) from representation to concept and from concept to representa-
tion.”18 Thereby he also implicitly rejects the opposition between abstract and 
concrete terms as descriptive of the difference between ordinary language and 
logical language, or representation and concept. Truth is not gained by an 
improbable fl ight in the abstractness of thinking (where the “immortal gods” 
whose language we may imagine to speak are not the gods of truth but of mere 
fantasy). Truth is reached instead by recognizing and consequently rectifying 
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(not revoking) its “incarnation” in ordinary language. To put it in Hegel’s 
fi gurative way, in speculative philosophy truth speaks the language of an 
incarnated god.19 The language of dialectic is not the incomprehensible 
language of fantastic gods (or of past metaphysics) but the language of “actual 
spirit” (wirklicher Geist).20 This is the meaning of Hegel’s concept (Begriff) and its 
peculiar “ideality.” The language of dialectic is indeed ideal without ceasing to 
be real, that is, usable in and fruitful to the scientifi c community.

Thus, the language change introduced by dialectic aims fi rst at showing the 
speculative spirit of ordinary language integrating it within the conceptual 
language of philosophy; and second at refuting previous doctrines through 
a clarifi cation of language. With regard to this latter point (and to it alone), the 
language of dialectic proposes itself as a sort of Bergmannian “ideal language,” 
i.e., as a language in which the propositions of past philosophies can no longer 
be stated and their questions no longer be asked.21 Clearly, this linguistic 
account of the program of Hegel’s logic implies a fundamental revision of the 
connection between dialectic and history.

I now follow this double process of linguistic revision taking as a case in point 
the fi rst movement of the Logic of Being in the Science of Logic. My claim is that 
the opening propositions of the logic can indeed be read as fulfi lling the task 
of providing the linguistic analysis of puzzling concepts such as those of being 
and nothing.22 Hegel’s argument aims at establishing the correctness of such 
analysis, not at defending the truth-value of an ontological theory (which, 
if proposed in those terms, would be immediately refuted in the next logical 
movement: assuming that the proposition “pure being and pure nothing are 
the same” expresses an ontological theory, its truth is immediately refuted by 
the claim “pure being and pure nothing are not the same but absolutely 
separated”).23 Hegel’s argument does also not aim at stating the current use of 
terms (in which case he would indeed be liable to the objection that he is 
misusing language) or at answering older—allegedly eternal—philosophical 
questions. His linguistic analysis leads to the proposal of a revision of the lan-
guage in which philosophical concepts are used and problems stated. Within 
the language of dialectic concepts display a new meaning and traditional ques-
tions can no longer be asked. The beginning of the logic, and the four remarks 
that follow it, make clear that Hegel’s analysis entails the proposal of a radical 
change in the language of philosophy. Dialectic is the process through which 
philosophical language is altered in order to address new sets of issues.

The movement of being and nothing with which the logic begins is neither 
meant to address Parmenides’ problem (to defend, to refute or to repropose 
the truth-value of his position) nor to offer an answer to the theological prob-
lem of creation nor to provide a new defi nition of the term being. Instead, its 
task is to identify the most indeterminate level of language signifi cation or the 
most indeterminate—and indeed meaningless—structures of language. Hegel 
shows that if used in Parmenides’ sense, the concepts of being and nothing lead 
to a dead end in philosophical thinking; if the beginning of the logic were 
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meant to defend Parmenides’ ontology, the movement of the logic would be 
blocked and aborted in its very inception. In this regard, Hegel’s analysis of 
language responds to his commitment to dialectic as logic of movement. 
Dialectic is the process which articulates a proposition in all its linguistic impli-
cations. In so doing, the process of linguistic analysis necessarily changes the 
meaning and linguistic expression of the proposition at hand.

At the beginning of the logic, the term being functions for Hegel as the 
universal linguistic structure present in all possible discourse; as pure indeter-
minate form, however, being lacks all (conceptual) content so that taken in 
itself (outside of its relational use) it is a completely meaningless and empty 
form. Being is a phoneme in the language of dialectic;24 it is the universal empty 
form that, if recognized for what it is (and not fi xed as expression of a meta-
physical thesis) makes the constitution of all language and communication 
possible. Thereby, being is emptied of all metaphysical meaning and indeed of 
all meaning as such. As this empty form, being “remains once and for all as the 
foundation (zugrunde liegt)” of all signifi cation, “and constitutes the element of 
all that will follow.”25 Precisely because being in itself signifi es nothing, it 
becomes the fi rst condition allowing for a differentiation of meanings (being 
will reappear throughout the entire course of the logic; the linguistic analysis of 
dialectic will successively spell out its different meanings). This is precisely 
the function of being as beginning, as it were, of Hegel’s logic. Thus, within the 
 dialectical language that establishes the identity of being and nothing with the 
proposition “(hence) pure being and pure nothing are the same (dasselbe)” 
Parmenides’ problem (only being is and nothing is not)26 can no longer be 
posed. Hegel’s language revision fulfi lls from the outset a skeptical function 
with regard to previous philosophical positions.

The analysis of the not-yet propositional claim “being pure being” with 
which Hegel opens the logic arrives at the result that “being . . . is in fact 
nothing.”27 The analysis of the parallel claim “nothing, pure nothing” arrives at 
the proposition “nothing . . . is the same as being.”28 Both propositions lead to 
the proposition of becoming “pure being and pure nothing are the same.”29 
Now, in the following four remarks Hegel contends that this latter proposition 
is dialectically the linguistic form of “becoming.” His argument proceeds 
through a critical analysis of the language of being and nothing—of both the 
ordinary use of the terms and of their historical use in philosophical doctrines. 
The result of this analysis is that the proposition “pure being and pure nothing 
are the same” can be a proposition of dialectic (that is, immediately imply the 
proposition “pure being and pure nothing are not the same but absolutely 
separated” and thereby express the “movement” of “becoming”) if and only if 
an alteration of philosophical language is introduced, whereby representational 
(referential) language30 is abandoned in favor of the “language of the concept.” 
Hegel’s argument functions as a reductio ad absurdum of the language of 
representation. His point against empiricism and traditional metaphysics (both 
using representational language and its one-sidedness) is that the language of 
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being/nothing/becoming does not refer to anything (to any extra-linguistic 
entity or substrate) but self-refl exively only to the language of pure being 
itself. The propositions of the logic are propositions about the way in which the 
“language of the concept” behaves as dialectical language; their aim is to restore 
the “speculative meaning” of language.31

This is how Hegel proceeds in the fi rst remark to being/nothing/becoming. 
He starts out with a correction of ordinary language. The relational usage of 
ordinary language that opposes nothing to something (“nothing is usually 
opposed to something”) is replaced with the proposal to take nothing “in its 
indeterminate simplicity,” namely, outside of all relational use, outside of all 
reference (i.e., reference to something other than itself). Within ordinary 
language because of our representational use of the term nothing, the proposi-
tion “pure being and pure nothing are the same” is simply false or rather para-
doxical.32 Hegel’s logic, however, does not use ordinary language. This is made 
clear by Hegel’s rejection of a language alteration proposed by ordinary 
language at this point: the term nothing, argues Hegel, cannot be replaced with 
“not-being” (Nichtsein). “If one claimed that it would be more correct to oppose 
not-being instead of nothing to being, then there would be nothing wrong with 
this proposal with regard to the result,” for in not-being the relation to being is 
already linguistically entailed (“being and its negation are expressed together” 
(in einem ausgesprochen)). However, at stake in the fi rst movement of the logic is 
the simple, “abstract, immediate negation, nothing purely in itself, the negation 
without relation,”33 that is, the linguistic implications of the term “nothing” when 
confronted solely with itself—which neither ordinary language nor its proposed 
alteration (“not-being”) is able to express. Hence, he explicitly insists on using 
dialectical language despite its incompatibility with ordinary language. For, 
dialectical language addresses a different problem than ordinary language. 
Hegel’s dialectical revision of language aims at shifting from the alleged 
referential value of nothing opposed to something (proper to ordinary con-
sciousness as well as to empiricism and metaphysics—to which traditional 
discussions regarding whether or not “nothing” refers must be brought back) 
to a view of negation internal to language itself (merely syntactical).34

The second step of Hegel’s language revision proposal plays itself out with 
regard to the philosophical language of traditional logic and metaphysics. The 
“thought” of pure being, argues Hegel, has been grasped and “expressed” by 
Parmenides. In the logic, however, at stake is not the ontology of being but the 
linguistic articulation of the term “being”. Parmenides’ use of the term being 
leads to the following, incorrect (or one-sided) statement: “only being is 
and nothing is not” which implies the well-known diffi culties of his monism 
(in Heraclitus we have the analogous proposition “being is as little as nothing”).35 
The language of these philosophers is a representational language empirically 
or metaphysically referred to (or denoting) things and events—it is a language 
referred to a “substrate”36 or to entities necessarily presupposed from which 
abstraction is then (more or less explicitly) made. Within this metaphysical 
language the proposition “pure being and pure nothing are the same” is by no 
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means expression of becoming, i.e., does not imply the proposition “pure being 
and pure nothing are not the same” but rather excludes it. For, in this language 
the identity of the terms is referred to the substrates that they allegedly denote; 
it is not taken “in and for itself” in a merely syntactical sense.37 The transition to 
the dialectical “language of the concept” (that rejects representation and deno-
tation or reference to empirical or metaphysical substrates, entities, and things) 
is required by dialectic’s commitment to think and express the reciprocal 
 implication of identity and difference. Becoming is the necessary implication 
that leads from “pure being and pure nothing are the same” to “pure being and 
pure nothing are not the same but absolutely separated,”38 and from this latter 
again to the fi rst proposition. This implication is to be met neither in the lan-
guage of Parmenides/Heraclitus nor in the language of Oriental philosophy.

To this extent, Hegel’s dialectical correction of language can be said to func-
tion in the sense of Bergmann’s “ideal language.” In the language of dialectic, 
the problem of Parmenides’ monism can no longer be stated: in it both being 
and nothing are, for being and nothing are not ontological entities or predi-
cates. Hegel’s dialectic is no longer an answer to that type of ontological and 
metaphysical problems. Similarly, it is also not an answer to the traditional 
theological problem of the creatio ex nihilo, expressed in the proposition 
“ex nihilo nihil fi t.”39 Ultimately, for Hegel, the Eleatics, Oriental pantheism, 
 Christian theology, and Spinozism all speak the same language of identity 
(being is being, nothing is nothing).40 Hegel’s refutation (Widerlegung) of the 
ontology underlying these positions takes place precisely in the indirect form of 
his proposal of dialectical revision of language. The critique implied by his 
analysis of language is a critique of the way in which the terms being and noth-
ing are employed by metaphysical thinking. In opposition to it, dialectical 
language is presented as “ideal language.” The beginning of Hegel’s logic does 
not aim at establishing a new ontology alternative to the previous ones. Rather, 
it aims at introducing a new language in which the traditional problems of 
onto logy can no longer be stated. The further development of the logic, 
whereby the sphere of being is overcome in essence and this, in turn, in the 
concept, confi rms this reading. For Hegel’s logic offers the complete series of 
successive (skeptical) refutations of possible ontological readings of logical 
propositions up to the fi nal disclosure of the epistemological and methodo-
logical function of the dialectical process. Only in the fi nal chapter of the logic, 
in presenting a retrospective reconstruction of the entire logical movement in 
the form of its “method,” does Hegel put in place his position.

Hegel’s discussion of Kant’s critique of the ontological argument follows 
along the same lines. What Hegel discusses—and rejects—of Kant’s thesis at 
this point (being in not a real predicate of things) is exclusively its linguistic 
articulation in the language of representation.41 To the extent that Kant’s thesis 
means that (or to the extent that “Kant wants to say” that) “being is not a 
 content-determination,”42 Hegel would accept it. However, the target of his 
objection is precisely its linguistic expression, which leads Kant to say some-
thing quite different—even the opposite of what he means. In his linguistic 
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 argument, Hegel is proceeding once again following the skeptical way. 
He rejects the possibility of translating the proposition (a) “being is the same as 
nothing” into the proposition (b) “it is the same whether I am or am not,” or, 
in the formulation of sense certainty, “whether this house is or is not,” or 
alternatively, in Kant’s wording, “whether this hundred talers are or are not in 
my pocket.”43 At stake in the fi rst proposition is the absolute, nonrelational use 
of the term being which, Hegel contends, does not refer to the representation 
of something determinate or to a particular “content.” Logical language is not 
about extra-linguistic facts; it is instead a self-referential language that speaks 
only of itself. On Hegel’s view, in this translation “the sense (Sinn)” of the state-
ment “being is the same as nothing” “is entirely modifi ed.”44 The logical syntax 
of (a) is different from the logical syntax of (b). Moreover, while (a) is about 
the terms being and nothing, (b) is about the occurrence or not occurrence of 
a determinate event (Hegel says: (b) is not about being and nothing but about 
a certain content set in relation with other contents).

The further development of the Logic of Being confi rms this reconstruction. 
Here, I can select only a few examples. At each step, Hegel carries his project of 
language revision further. First, we encounter Hegel’s linguistic remarks on Auf-
hebung and its double “lexical”—indeed dialectical—meaning. He observes that 
the two opposed logical determinations of the form Aufheben can also be pre-
sented as the two lexical meanings of the word Aufheben—the logical form being 
identical with the linguistic form once the dialectic of language is brought to the 
fore.45 Then the logic moves on to the forms of determinate being that is intro-
duced by a linguistic analysis of the term Dasein—whose “etymology” of “being 
in a certain place”46 is recuperated and transposed on the nonrepre sentational 
level of pure conceptuality in which no spatial reference is implied; and on to 
the remark on the ambiguity of the term “reality” (Realität) in ordinary lan-
guage as well as in traditional metaphysics and theology. The term can be recu-
perated to the language of dialectic once its plurisemantic connotation is 
brought to light. The consequence is that in the language of dialectic the onto-
logical problems traditionally expressed by the word Realität under the condi-
tion that its inner dialectic (and the negativity contained therein) be ignored, 
can no longer be stated (the ontological proof of god’s existence has no place 
at this point; the diffi culties raised by the notion of an Inbegriff aller Realitäten 
become irrelevant in Hegel’s theory).47 Finally, I should mention Hegel’s inclu-
sion of the purely linguistic form of the “Sein-für-Eines” in the progression of the 
logical determinations of being, and his discussion of its relation to the “pecu-
liar expression” that ordinary language employs when asking for the quality of 
something: “was für ein?” (peculiar precisely for its self-referential character).48 
In the face of all this, it should be clear that Hegel’s logic is neither ontology nor 
logic of the categories in the Aristotelian and Kantian sense. In Hegel’s dialectic 
logic language and conceptual content cannot be separated.

In sum, if one takes the proposition “being and nothing are the same” along 
with its implication “being and nothing are radically different” as the proposal 
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to stop talking about metaphysical entities and representations of empirical 
objects and events in the way in which pre-Kantian metaphysics and Kant’s 
transcendental philosophy have done—namely, fi rst, as referred to presup-
posed representational “substrates,” and second, as implying a static view of 
language49—if one takes Hegel’s claims as the proposal to start talking instead 
of being and nothing as linguistic terms referring only to themselves (and their 
syntax) as pure linguistic forms of a logic of developing terms (meaning variance), 
then one will have some criteria for evaluating the opening propositions of 
Hegel’s logic which would otherwise strike one as utterly paradoxical.50 Hegel’s 
language revision proposal, functioning like Bergmann’s “ideal language,” 
fulfi lls the skeptical function of refutation. In the newly proposed language of 
dialectic one would indeed be unable to state for example the propositions 
about the impossibility to know (and to say) that which is not, that so troubled 
Parmenides (and his monist followers), or the propositions about god’s 
creation that so worried the scholastics.51 For the claim “only being is” immedi-
ately leads to its contradictory “nothing is as well.’ On the other hand, the 
option of sticking to the use of ordinary language or the language of metaphys-
ics would simply bring us back to the Phenomenology of Spirit—away from the 
project of dialectic logic52 and the scientifi c standard thereby established (after 
all, Hegel’s logic is a “Science of Logic”). Finally, Hegel’s proposal to develop 
the logical forms in purely linguistic terms entails the thesis of objective think-
ing. Logical language is objective for Hegel in the Saussurian sense that opposes 
langue to parole—an opposition that we clearly fi nd stated in the Introduction of 
the Logic.53

4. Logical Language and History: Vagueness 
and Meaning Variance

In the last section of this essay, I will make some suggestions regarding the 
connection between Hegel’s view of logical language developed as the langue 
of objective thinking and the thesis of the historical nature of reason individu-
ally articulated as parole.54 I will briefl y examine two related characters of the 
language of dialectic, meaning variance and vagueness (or indeterminate-
ness). I suggest that these features provide the logical basis for qualifying 
Hegel’s contextualism as historical. The historical nature of philosophical 
thinking requires for its articulation a logic in which the possibility of change 
is somehow constitutive. Dialectic is a logic of transformation. In history trans-
formations take place in time and space and under varying extra-mental condi-
tions. Only a logic that accounts for change or meaning variance allows one to 
adequately conceptualize the historical nature of reason. Meaning variance is 
made possible by the vagueness and indeterminacy belonging to logical 
language in different ways and to different degrees. Vagueness characterizes 
the language of dialectic in different respects. There is a vagueness from which 
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determination and change of meaning proceed; and there is a vagueness that 
itself arises from language change (as one and the same term is used in differ-
ent connections it denotes more than one concept). Ultimately, however, 
dialectic vagueness is constrained by the historical conditions or by the histori-
cal context within which reason is always determined (even in its logical inde-
terminateness). The historical context is determined, in turn, by the activity of 
reason.

On Hegel’s view, there are two different aspects of logical language. He 
 suggests that the relation between the successive unfolding of the pure logical 
forms and the process of the logic as a whole is the same as the relation between 
the abstract grammar of a language and the “substantial, living value” of it.55 
Within the logic, the speaking subject must accept to be “completely subju-
gated” to a grammar that she does not immediately understand. This is the 
condition for mastering the language in which that grammar eventually 
becomes alive (and usable, as it were). To this extent, logical language cannot 
be considered, for Hegel, a mere instrument that subjective thinking has in its 
steady “possession” and only needs to apply to express a given content or to 
fulfi ll a communication task. On the contrary, articulated by dialectic as langue, 
language is the living, universal medium of pure thought, i.e., that which consti-
tutes logical thinking in its intersubjective and social objectivity. The objectivity 
of logical language expresses the fact that langue is the social extra-individual 
side of language, the context within which every speech act and every act of 
parole can take place. The task of the Logic is to articulate the pure structure of 
langue and to lay the conditions for its concrete articulation as individual parole; 
its task, to paraphrase Saussure, is to render the individual indeed “master” of 
language; to make words able to refer to determinate objects and to signify in 
an intersubjective context.

Furthermore, with regard to the program of the logic, the distinction between 
langue and parole leads to the distinction between logic and Realphilosophie—
namely, to the distinction between a purely syntactical and self-referential artic-
ulation of language and what one can do and say in that language with regard 
to the semantic level in which language refers to an external context. In the last 
chapter of the logic, in the sphere of the “absolute idea,” Hegel presents the 
complex structure thereby reached as the “original word,” a word that is indeed 
“expression” and “extrinsecation”—Äußerung—and yet is an expression still 
devoid of referential as well as intersubjective validity. Since there is no exterior-
ity to the absolute idea (or nothing left outside of it), in uttering the logical lan-
guage the absolute idea is purely self-referential: it speaks only of itself and to 
itself; it cannot speak of or refer to any external object or content.56 Ultimately, 
this character of logical language defi nes the sphere of the logic in its conclu-
sion, separating it from the incipient Realphilosophie as philosophy of real objects 
and contents.

Hegel argues that through language the logical forms permeate the con-
scious as well as the unconscious life of spirit to the point that “it is much more 
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diffi cult to believe that the forms of thought . . . are means for us, rather than 
that we serve them, that in fact they have us in their possession.” For, Hegel asks, “what 
is there more in us against them, how shall we, how shall I, set myself up as more 
universal than they, which are the universal as such?”57 The individual, although 
master of parole, is entirely subject to the objectivity of langue. The universal lan-
guage that keeps us in its possession is the logical language of dialectic—the 
language that makes us say the opposite of what we mean.58 The development 
of the logic sets up the linguistic intersubjective context (langue) in which any 
individual speech act or utterance (parole) becomes signifi cant as historical 
manifestation and individual articulation of reason. Both the social and histori-
cal character of language is implicated in the development of Hegel’s logic as 
articulation of langue.

Langue implies the principle of continuity as well as the principle of change. 
Hegel’s dialectic is the logic of dynamic and discrete processes, the logic of terms 
whose meaning changes or shifts along with the changing context. Advance-
ment in the process of dialectic takes place as modifi cation of meaning. This 
creates at the logical level the possibility of multiple references successively 
enacted by the philosophy of nature and spirit (Realphilosophie). Dialectic artic-
ulates the conditions of both the change of context and the linguistic variance 
of its terms.

The language of dialectic implies the principle of continuity insofar as its 
articulation removes the temporal separation between individual speech acts, 
and fosters the permanence and identity of the context that langue represents. 
In this sense, at the beginning of the Logic of Being, Hegel states that once the 
dialectical revision of the language of being/nothing/becoming has been 
introduced, it remains as the permanent foundation of the entire following 
development.59 From now on, language variation will take place on the basis of 
the threshold thereby established. This threshold is the maximum of indeter-
minateness that language can tolerate (while still functioning as language—
indeed, the not yet propositional but pre-propositional utterance “being, pure 
being” is an internal challenge to what can be defi ned language). The principle 
of change operates as repeated variation on a basic theme: the language of 
being is repeated already within the sphere of being—where the term being 
indicates the entire fi rst part of the logic, its fi rst chapter, and the fi rst logical 
form of the fi rst chapter. When being is then repeated in the sphere of essence, 
i.e., in a linguistic context where different stipulations are valid (or in a context 
where different language games are at play), it yields propositions in which the 
term being is linguistically modifi ed—fi rst of all at the level of essence in the 
form of its past tense ge-wesen—or alternatively, it yields propositions in which 
the term being is employed according to different syntactic and semantic 
rules—as in the case of the occurrence of the term being at the level of the 
concept (where it indicates the concept’s objectivity).60 The essence of 
language innovation, for Hegel, lies precisely in the recasting of the model, in 
the repetition and variation on the fundamental paradigm or pattern that 
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represents the context of each logical sphere. Thus, permanence or continuity 
and change or discontinuity are interconnected and interdependent aspects of 
the logical language of dialectic. Langue undergoes alteration because it 
 perpetuates itself through repetition in different contexts.

Dialectic defi es a static defi nition of its terms. In Hegel’s logic, terms are 
not initially defi ned but receive their determinate meaning progressively in 
the unfolding of the logical inquiry. Meaning is a function of the position of the 
terms within a language system. The system, however, is achieved only at the 
end of the investigation. This accounts for the dynamism of the dialectical 
 process, for the thesis that truth is neither achieved at the beginning nor in the 
result but is coextensive with the development of the whole argument. The 
argument of the logic unfolds through discrete spheres that are set in a relation 
of logical succession. Succession is the progressive determination of the mean-
ing of the terms. Dialectical succession is described by the relation of Aufhebung: 
succession is translation and transformation onto another level. The most 
 general succession is Being-Essence-Concept (which articulates the division 
of the logic in objective and subjective logic). What makes the spheres of 
the process discrete, incommensurable, and irreducible structures is the 
“transition” or Übergang that divides them, thereby sanctioning, at the same 
time, the relation of succession. Dialectical processes are not evolutionary but 
rather revolutionary. The “in-between” represented by each transition sets 
the conditions for the repetition—and further determination—of the former 
structure within the  following one. The process of transition is a movement of 
Aufhebung, which  displaces or shifts a concluded structure onto the higher 
level represented by its successor, thereby reducing it to “moment” of a more 
extensive unity of meaning. Taken up as moment of a new, more complex 
and more comprehensive structure, the previous term shows a new meaning.61 
This is the process of Bedeutungsverschiebung or displacement or shift of 
meaning.62 To be sure, it is precisely the movement of transition that is respon-
sible for both the determination of the new structure as the new horizon 
of meaning and for the reduction of the previous structure to moment of the 
new one.

Within Hegel’s logic, as example of transition can be offered the relation 
between being and essence once essence is defi ned as successor of being 
(or alternatively as coming after being or as that within which being is aufge-
hoben). This relation is articulated in propositions such as: “essence is the truth 
of being,” “essence is the fi rst negation of being,” or “essence is sublated being.”63 
These propositions point to the defi nition of the new horizon of meaning 
proper of the new logical sphere. The displacement or shift that is proper of 
dialectical thinking is evident in the construction: “y is the truth of x” which is 
proposed both as construction of logical succession and as predication of truth. 
Another example of redefi nition of the preceding structure once it has been 
taken up as moment within the following one, is offered by the new status 
displayed by Sein viewed, this time, as internal moment of Wesen in its initial 
articulation. The structure of “Schein” in the Logic of Essence is the residual 
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presence of the “sphere of being” in essence.64 Schein is the new name that Sein 
gains at the level of essence.

The understanding of meaning variance as progressive determination of the 
linguistic vagueness or indeterminateness surrounding a given logical term 
leads me to a fi nal discussion of vagueness. For a very long time, logicians have 
assumed that vagueness brings logical disaster in its wake. Frege and Russell for 
example—to mention only two accounts—have claimed that linguistic vague-
ness is incompatible with logic. On Russell’s view (or at least on one of his views 
on the topic), vagueness cannot be the province of logic since logic deals with 
ideal precision and exactness. Similarly, Frege advocates the rigorous delimita-
tion of every concept as the fundamental task of logic and as condition for the 
application of logical rules. This task is related to the issue of concept defi nition 
(which, as we have seen, is not a procedure of dialectic logic). Russell himself, 
however, seems to recognize that we could not operate with a language entirely 
free of vagueness.

Because of its pervasiveness, vagueness has been increasingly drawn at the 
center of logical investigation, has attracted the interest of philosophers of 
science, and has become a widely discussed topic in legal hermeneutics. To be 
sure, in this latter fi eld the necessity of (moderate) indeterminateness in law 
has been recognized since the times of Oliver Wendell Holmes and Benjamin 
Cardozo, and then supported, among others, by H. L. A. Hart and Ronald 
Dworkin.65 My suggestion is that the reason for this increasing attention to the 
issue of vagueness and indeterminateness is that vagueness plays a crucial 
role in the logic of processes—action itself as well as historical, evolutionary, 
hermeneutical processes. Vagueness is constitutive of dynamic transformations. 
Since dialectic is the logic of process and transformation, dialectic is suited 
more than any other theory to give an account of linguistic vagueness.66 As logic 
of process, dialectic is also the ultimate process (i.e., does not lead on to a 
higher logic as its justifi cation because dialectic is itself structured as a process). 
In addition, while exploiting the productive possibilities of vagueness, dialectic 
imposes fundamental constraints to radical indeterminateness thereby offering 
the means to debunk abuses of vagueness such as those proposed by skepticism, 
radical deconstruction, and critical legal theory. For, within dialectic, the 
context in which logical determination and change of meaning take place pro-
vides the set of background conditions that work as constraints for linguistic 
vagueness. However, the fact that logical determination proceeds through 
vagueness (or that vagueness is itself an operative function of dialectic), demon-
strates that in putting a constraint on radical indeterminateness dialectic implies 
a rejection of radical indeterminateness only, not of indeterminateness as such.

In contemporary logic, vagueness refers, fi rst, to borderline cases, i.e., to 
cases in which it is indeterminate whether or not the predicate applies—
a  typical example is the issue of how to defi ne a certain stage of evolutionary 
processes: at what stage does a tadpole cease to be a tadpole and becomes a frog 
(or, to take up a Hegelian example, at what point does a seed cease to be a seed 
and becomes a plant); at what precise point does a living being cease to be 
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 living and is dead? Second, predicates are said vague when their extension lacks 
clear-cut boundaries (this case is clearly related to the previous one). Third, 
vague predicates are susceptible to the sorites paradox—at what point in the 
process of subtracting grains from a heap does a heap cease to be a heap of 
grain? Clearly, all these logical features of vagueness arise from their being 
related to processes—the evolution of the tadpole, the life-process of organ-
isms, the process of subtraction of grains from a heap. Fourth, it is a discussed 
issue whether vagueness involves some form of semantic incompleteness. 
Vagueness seems to be dispelled once the extension of a concept is suffi ciently 
specifi ed—a view that meets a diffi culty in the case of predicate that cannot be 
further specifi ed (or “sharpened”).67 Finally, vagueness indicates context-
dependence: terms that have a different meaning or a different extension in 
different contexts are vague.

What role do these features of linguistic vagueness play in dialectic logic? 
Since dialectic engages in the progressive defi nition of terms and deals at the 
linguistic level with fundamental structures of processes, vagueness is essential 
to its language. However, since dialectical processes are not evolutionary but 
revolutionary, i.e., they are marked by radical discontinuities, the task of dialec-
tic is to somehow dispel the vagueness of borderline cases and the fuzziness of 
boundaries. Discontinuities or transitions between discrete logical spheres 
(which signal the place where meaning variance or “paradigm change” occurs) 
work as constrains to linguistic vagueness. Dialectic is the procedure through 
which boundaries are drawn, spheres of meaning are fi rst instituted, and terms 
are systematically assigned to those different spheres. In this way, dialectic 
constructs its succession-series. While initial vagueness as indeterminateness is 
thereby reduced, another type of vagueness, this time understood as context-
dependence, arises as a result. For, terms shifted (and thereby defi ned) across 
logical contexts appear in multiple contexts showing different extensions and 
leading to different conclusions in different contexts (from which the possi-
bility of homonimy arises).68 Although the continuity of the determination 
process is interrupted by dialectical transitions and borders are thereby drawn, 
borderline cases still coexist with those borders.

Borderline cases are essential to dialectic for at least two reasons. First, the 
vagueness of borderline cases must be preserved if the succession of two terms 
(for example Being-Essence) is to be presented as a dynamic process and not as 
the correction of an error to be simply erased.69 As we have seen, dialectic 
refutation is Aufhebung, which implies levels or degrees of truth. And the view 
that admits degrees of truth is a way to accommodate vagueness within logic. 
Aufhebung is the movement by which a logical term which generates a contradic-
tion is placed onto a higher level of thematization within which that contradic-
tion no longer occurs. Such movement draws the conditions of the differential 
truth-value of that term across different logical spheres. Second, the vagueness 
of borderline cases is essential to dialectic as a logic that admits and works 
through contradiction. Because of their vagueness, borderline cases are the place 
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in which contradiction is met (a borderline case of F is also at the same time a 
borderline case of ~F; the term Wesen that we fi nd at the beginning of essence 
is both a case of being and a case of essence or is neither a case of being nor a 
case of essence; or, to put it in a yet different way, it is and is not being; it is and 
is not essence: it is being as being’s past, ge-wesen, but precisely as such past, it is 
no longer being; as ge-wesen it is indeed Wesen, and yet somehow it is not prop-
erly essence, it is the residue of being in essence—it is only Schein. Signifi cantly, 
the claim that Wesen is both a case of being and a case of essence, or the claim 
that it is neither a case of being nor a case of essence is expressed by the proposi-
tion “essence is the truth of being”).

With regard to the relation between vagueness and incompleteness, we 
should notice that in Hegel’s logic vagueness is not a function of incompleteness. 
Vagueness belongs to the language of dialectic as logic of transformative 
processes up to its conclusive point, the “absolute idea,” in which the complete-
ness of the theory is demonstrated but no vagueness dispelled.70 Hegel’s dialec-
tic holds rather that completeness itself requires vagueness on two counts. 
First, the process of progressive determination of the terms through which 
completeness is achieved takes place precisely by means of the vagueness of the 
terms involved. In the process of determination, terms are specifi ed until they 
become other-than-themselves, i.e., until they are transformed—which means 
that vagueness necessarily belongs to the term in the original position or con-
text. Second, dialectic completeness requires indeterminateness and vagueness 
as constitutive elements or “moments” of the complete whole. As Hegel claims, 
once rectifi ed in its purely self-referential use in the ideal language of dialectic, 
being remains the foundation (or the phoneme) of dialectical language.

In legal theory, H. L. A. Hart refers vagueness or indeterminateness to the 
“open texture” of language.71 Certain terms are open-textured because there 
are “penumbral cases” which fall outside of the core application of the term, 
and hence for which it is indeterminate whether the term applies or not. 
We can think of the introduction of the term being at the beginning of the 
logic as making a case for the open texture of dialectical language in its most 
paradigmatic case or in its widest extension. The discourse proceeding from 
the indeterminateness of being is the progressive attempt to dispel the penum-
bra that surrounds its (self-referential) use. It is its progressive determination 
and interpretation. This process, however, advances by way of introduction of 
terms that in turn, exhibit a new penumbra or vagueness of their own. As such, 
vagueness cannot be entirely eliminated because it is the motor of dialectical 
processes. It can only be transformed.

5. Conclusion

I have proposed an interpretation of Hegel’s dialectic logic as linguistic analysis 
leading to a theory of language revision. The aim of such revision is a fi nal 
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 refutation of skepticism (and of the previous positions in the history of philoso-
phy) that develops the notion of objective thinking. The logic articulates objec-
tive thinking in its linguistic form as langue. Thereby it lays the foundation of 
the thesis of the historical nature of thinking and language. In this regard, two 
are the points established by the logic. First, dialectic is logic of processes; it 
 proceeds exploiting the fundamental vagueness or indeterminateness or open 
texture of language whereby change of meaning is achieved. Second, langue is 
the intersubjective, objective or supra-individual dimension of language that 
functions as the context within which language is individually and historically 
enacted.

What does this interpretation have to offer to contemporary analytic philo-
sophy? In the fi rst part of my argument, I have proposed a reading of some 
fundamental passages of Hegel’s logic in the interpretive perspective that views 
dialectic as a theory of language revision. Such linguistic reading of dialectic 
recommends Hegel’s logic to the attention of analytic philosophy. While this 
tradition generally limits its interest in Hegel to the Phenomenology of Spirit, 
here I have made a case for the relevance of the logic to problems that Hegel 
shares with analytic philosophy.

The second part of my argument suggested that Hegel’s logic, being a logic 
of dynamic processes, be viewed as the foundation of the historical nature of 
langue and objective thinking as well as the basis for a historical reading of his 
contextualism. The logic is the foundation of Hegel’s system; such foundation 
reveals the historical nature of the system within which all propositions of 
dialectic ultimately receive their meaning.72 This connection recommends 
another hitherto neglected aspect of Hegel’s philosophy to analytic attention, 
namely, history. The immanent, self-determining process of dialectic proceeds 
on the basis of the fundamental vagueness of its language. Such vagueness, 
however, is not radical indeterminateness. For, dialectic vagueness is comple-
mented by constraints that reveal the historical nature of language and 
ultimately of reason.

This conclusion can be brought to bear on projects such as Brandom’s—
limited and indeed ultimately non-Hegelian—attempt to integrate a historical 
dimension to his model of inferentialist reason.73 In addition, it can be consid-
ered a fundamental integration of McDowell’s attempt (against Rorty) to 
advocate an idea of “external constraint” not incompatible with self-determina-
tion in the Hegelian sense. Following the suggestion developed in this essay, 
the nature of such external constraint (which for McDowell remains the con-
straint of perceived—although not merely “given”—objects) is more plausibly 
specifi ed as the historical constraint that reason exercises on itself in its logical 
as well as historical self-production and free determination and actualization.74 
The logic shows that language (as that to which subjective thinking must be 
subjugated in order to be able to think) is the fi rst external normative con-
straint of subjective thinking.75 The individual, although master of parole, is sub-
ject to the objectivity of langue and to the authority of its norms. Such objectivity, 
however, is clearly no “alien power”76 over against subjective thinking; it is rather 
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the objectivity of reason itself. The authority of langue is fundamentally histori-
cal. While both Brandom and McDowell ultimately appeal to an idea of “com-
munal reason” or “communal being”77 to give normative authority to norms, 
such communality remains empty (and not really communal or sittlich) in the 
strong Hegelian sense if it is not based on the historical nature of reason.
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Chapter 4

Hegel and “Natural Language”

John McCumber

1. Introduction

The phrase “natural language” is often used synonymously with the somewhat 
older phrase “ordinary language.” This in turn translates Wittgenstein’s 
 customary locution die gewöhnliche Sprache, and designates the language that we 
all use in daily life—be it Dutch, Twi, Bojpuri, or English—in contrast to such 
“holiday languages” as metaphysics.1 The term “natural language,” for its part, 
is usually taken to refer to largely the same set of languages, but arises out of a 
very different contrast—that between languages which are artifacts, i.e. are the 
products of conscious human creation such as formal languages and computer 
languages, and languages which are not.

There are problems with the idea of a “natural language,” which is why the 
phrase is in quotes in my title. There are, to begin with, diffi cult cases such as 
modern German, an “ordinary language” which was more or less consciously 
created by Martin Luther and so is not a “natural language.”

More generally, it just seems sloppy to suggest that som ething which is not 
the result of conscious human creation is therefore “natural.” No individual or 
group consciously set out to create the California Gold Rush, with its overcrowd-
ing, fi lth, violence, and disease; indeed, most of its participants sought to evade 
it, by searching for gold as far from other people as they could get. Was the 
Gold Rush therefore a phenomenon of nature? Nobody consciously set out to 
weaken the Roman Empire from within, so that a few barbarians could conquer 
it; should we then say that the Decline of Rome was a “natural” process? Fichte 
did not intend to overthrow Kantianism and set a new philosophy in its place, 
but that is what he did. Should we then say that Fichteanism followed 
Kantianism “naturally”?

2. Why Language Cannot be “Natural” for Hegel

Hegel, of course, has a term for events such as these that come about through 
human agency without being intended by anyone; he calls them “historical.” 



84 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

The creative agent in history is for him Spirit (which uses history as its 
“showplace”).2 So for language to be “natural” for Hegel would mean for it to 
belong to Nature, in contrast to Spirit. What would this entail?

Nature for Hegel is the realm of “externality” (Äußerlichkeit ), in which things 
are what they are irrespective of other things. If taken far enough, such a view 
of the mutual independence of natural entities would bring the denial of 
causality, for a thing is not independent of its causes. Hegel does not go so far. 
Rather, what he says is that in natural causality, a law which connects cause and 
effect is independent of, or unaffected by, its own cases; it always operates the 
same way. If it were a causal law that water freezes at 32º, then the water in my 
bucket, in Lake Superior, and in our bodily tissues would all freeze at 32º—
always. “Changes in nature, however infi nitely manifold they are, show only 
a cycle which always repeats itself; in nature, nothing new happens under 
the sun.”3

If Spirit contrasts with this, it must be that particular cases of the operation of 
a law can change the law itself—as if, when water froze on some occasion, that 
event itself somehow changed the freezing point of water. Instead of an 
unchanging law, on the one hand, and a number of events which transpire in 
accordance with it on the other, we would have a kind of law which changed 
in response to some events which transpired in accordance with it. Hegel
 calls such change “development” (Entwicklung). Nature does not exhibit devel-
opment, then; development is both proper to Spirit and the hallmark of 
history.

Because Spirit transforms its own “laws” in this way, it not merely contrasts 
with but is opposed to Nature.4 In human affairs, Nature is the force which would 
keep us doing things the same old way, no matter what happens. Spirit must 
fi ght against this in order to develop.

From the Phenomenology on, Hegel locates language on the “Spirit” side of the 
Nature/Spirit dichotomy. In that book, language is, in fact, the “existence” 
(Dasein) of Spirit, Spirit manifesting itself in a particular place and time.5 This 
does not mean that language is without relation to nature, any more than Spirit 
is. To “exist,” according to the Science of Logic, to have Dasein, is to be in 
a place (an einem gewissen Ort sein);6 an utterance (Äusserung), as spoken or 
written, is in the Äußerlichkeit of space and time. But language gains this 
“natural” existence only as a manifestation of Spirit, or as Hegel puts it, as an 
“expression” (Ausdruck) of Spirit.

Other such expressive pheno mena are upright posture, hand gestures, 
cries and groans. Language differs from these in being the most perfect or 
complete (vol l kommen) expression of Spirit.7 A cry or groan expresses Spirit, but 
in a medi um which is itself natural and so unchanging; Cro-Magnons, presuma-
bly, cried and groaned pretty much as we do today, for they had the same 
feelings and vocal apparatus as we do. But they did not speak at all as we do. 
Language has developed since the days of the Cro-Magnon, and if it is the 
“perfect” manifestation of Spirit that is in part because it develops out of Spirit.
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Before I show that in spite of all this there is such a thing as a “natural 
language” for Hegel, let me fi rst look at how Spirit develops language.

According to the famous discussion of language in the Philosophy of 
Spirit,8 language has both a “formal” side, its grammar, and a “material” or 
phonemic side. Both of these, being products of Spirit, have developed: they 
were once other than they are now. Because the material side of language is 
more complex and important for Hegel than its formal side, I will discuss the 
latter fi rst.

3. Hegel on Grammar

Grammar for Hegel is the product of that aspect of Spirit that he calls Under-
standing. According to the Philosophy of Spirit, the Understanding sees the world 
as a manifold of appearances coming and going in accordance with a set of 
general laws, which constitute its “serene universal portrayal.” In this, the world 
as a whole—comprising both appearances and the laws which govern them—is 
seen as mirroring the Understanding itself, which is similarly structured by a 
relatively few logical rules.9 Though the causal laws which connect appearances 
seem to the Understanding to have been found by it rather than constituted by 
it, some of them are in fact mind dependent. A law which connects a crime with 
its punishment, for example, is just as much a law of the Understanding as the 
laws of planetary motion, even though it, unlike they, was consciously instituted 
by lawgivers.10

Hegel addresses this issue by saying that grammatical rules are eingebildet,11 
thought or imagined into, language by the Understanding. Since the Under-
standing could be working through and as a particular group of people in this, 
it remains unclear whether Hegel thinks the laws of grammar are instituted by 
grammarians or actually govern language use independently of their efforts. 
Probably, he thinks as do most of us who have been to primary school: that it is 
a mixture of both.

Grammatical rules differ from language to language, and grammar thus 
expresses, as the Science of Logic puts it, “the Spirit and culture of a people.”12 
What interests him in this, expectably, is that grammar develops over time: the 
grammars of ancient languages are more complex than those of modern 
languages (a fully conjugated verb in ancient Greek has over two hundred 
different forms; the English verb “go” has four). This means, for Hegel, that 
grammars get more logical over time: an English speaker, who must say “a pair 
of horses” or “two horses,” expresses the logical notion of binary relation more 
clearly than an ancient Greek, who merely says hippo.

Though Hegel, in the Philosophy of History, says that the simplifi cation of 
grammar over time is a phenomenon “peculiar” to language, he has a perfectly 
good way of accounting for it, which is given in his account of the “material” 
side of language. I will now turn to this.



86 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

4. Hegel on the Lexicon

The main mystery here is that for Hegel the “material” side of language is not 
merely its phonemic side, the signifying sounds that it contains, but its lexical 
side in general—the words it contains. Why does he include both under the 
same heading?

The actual words of a language are produced by what Hegel calls the 
Intelligence, which (“theoretically” considered) is the activity by which the 
mind takes up foreign content and makes that content its own.13 By this, Hegel 
understands the formation of what we would call abstract concepts, which starts 
with things given to the mind in sensory experiences and fashions from them 
more or less abstract ideas.

This seems to be the movement, familiar to philosophers since Aristotle, 
which begins with the experience of roses, stop signs, and sunsets, and leads to 
the concept of “red.” But as Hegel presents it, it ends not in a concept but in 
what he calls an “abstract image.” How does this work?

Via what he calls “recollection” (Erinnerung). Suppose you have an experi-
ence, say of a human face, and then recall it later. Your recollected image will 
not be as detailed as your original experience; some of the original sensory 
richness will have dropped out. And when you perceive the same face a number 
of times, in different lights and from different distances, what will drop out are 
the components of each experience that differ from the others. Your image of 
the face thus becomes less and less detailed—or more and more abstract.14 
Aristotle’s comparison of the process of abstraction to the repeated stamping 
of a signet ring on wax does good service here, as does Kant’s account in the 
Critique of Judgment of the formation of aesthetic standard ideas.15

Abstract images are not only formed from repeated experiences of the same 
individual, but from repeated experiences of properties as well. Confronted 
with a rose and a stop sign, the Intelligence can leave out—abstract from—
everything but their common color, thus forming an “abstract image” of the 
color red—one from which everything but the color itself has dropped away.

This is how Hegel could have explained the simplifi cation of grammar. The 
complex grammatical indices, which occur in every use of a given word, turn 
out to convey unneeded information and therefore drop out over time.16

Among the things which get abstracted from in the formation of an abstract 
image is what we might call the “background” of the concrete image—the 
specifi c givens of place and time in the experience from which it originally 
came.17 If I see you at the beach, in the library, and on the street, none of those 
locales will be preserved in my abstract image of you, because they differ from 
experience to experience and so drop out.

We cannot, however, be explicitly aware of something without placing it 
against some background or other—without giving it what Hegel calls Dasein. 
Highly abstract images cannot directly be objects of awareness, then: they are as 
Hegel puts it, bewußtlos aufbewährt, unconsciously preserved.18 In order to call 
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them up we need a concrete image, or in Hegel’s language an “intuition,” which 
is of the sort from which they have been abstracted and which therefore stands 
in a relationship of “subsumption” to them: the concrete image is an instance 
of, is subsumed by, the abstract one.19

What Hegel properly calls a “representation” (Vorstellung) is a complex 
consisting of an abstract image, a concrete intuition, and the relationship of 
subsumption between them.20 When I want to convey my abstract image to 
someone else, the concrete image that gives it existence in both our minds 
must be caused by something public: by an object which itself is an instance of 
the abstract image. But any object I choose for this is going to have a multitude 
of properties, each of which can lead the mind of my interlocutor to its own 
abstract image. How can I see to it that the other person calls up the right 
abstract image under which to subsume the object I am showing her?

I must choose an exemplary instance of that abstract image. If I want to convey 
the abstract image of red, for example, I must choose some thing so intensely 
red that its color, rather than any of its other properties, will impress itself on 
the other person and lead her to call up her own abstract image of red. The ety-
mology of our word “red,” which is cognate with the Sanskrit word for blood, 
shows how this works in general. In Hegel’s terms, the object which I put before 
my hearer functions as a “symbol” of the abstract image: blood can “symbolize” 
redness. In his own example, eagles are notably strong, and we can use them as 
a symbol for the abstract quality of strength itself.21

Abstract images are best conveyed by exemplary instances, but other, less 
intense instances will do in a pinch: we can in principle convey “red” by point-
ing to a glass of burgundy or a Macintosh apple, which are not really very red at 
all. While the abstract image needs some intuition or other to become actual, then, 
it does not need any particular one. This can go so far that the intuition which 
calls up a particular abstract image actually has no content in common with it; 
then we have, not a symbol, but a sign. Language for Hegel consists of signs 
rather than symbols, then; but the capacity to produce signs arises out of the 
capacity to produce symbols.

The need for signs is clear; the possibility of them is not. We need signs 
because we need to convey our abstract images to another person when no 
instance of that property is around—if I want to talk about horses when no 
horse is nearby, for example. Since a sign has no resemblance to the abstract 
image, it can be used on such occasions. In particular, the human vocal appara-
tus can make a wide variety of sounds. These sounds are public objects which 
humans can produce at will. So we can simply substitute a vocalization for the 
exemplary intuition we previously had. And now we have a word, a complex of 
sign (a sound) and signifi ed (an abstract image).

This seems facile, indeed magical. Hegel’s account of symbolism allows us, in 
principle, to use things that are not very red to convey the notion of redness; 
but there is a large gap between that and using something that is not red at all, 
like the sound “red.”
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Most accounts of Hegel’s view of signs—Derrida and Fetscher come to 
mind—do not attempt to fi ll this gap, and attribute to Hegel a thesis of the 
arbitrariness of the signifi er.22 But this, from Hegel’s point of view, requires an 
inadmissible leap—from mind as beholden to similarities it has actually 
observed to mind as utterly free to conjoin intuitions and abstract images wholly 
at will. In fact, for Hegel signs come from symbols not all at once, by the invoca-
tion of some magical power of arbitrary conjunction, but through a develop-
ment which occurs within language itself. There is within language what I will call 
a symbolic substratum, a kind of Ur-language in which an abstract image is con-
veyed by a vocalization which is a symbol, i.e. an instance, of the abstract image 
which is its meaning. What sounds resemble, of course, is other sounds, and the 
symbolic substrate of language is onomatopoeia, which Hegel calls the “ele-
mentary form” of language.23

Herder shows us how this works. In his Essay on the Origin of Language, he 
claims that what we may call the “elementary” word for sheep is “baaher.” Of all 
the salient properties of a sheep—white, wooly, etc.—it is upon the sound that 
primitive humans fasten, partly (Hegel would say) because that is something 
they can imitate at will. It is not that the sound is taken to signify an animal that 
is white and woolly; “baaher” does not have the same meaning as our word 
“sheep.” Rather, in the elementary language, the sound a sheep makes is its 
basic property, its essence, if you will: Ha! Du bist der blökende, Hey: you are the 
baaher.24 Together with the elementary sign, in other words, goes an elemen-
tary signifi ed.

Hegel thus claims that words arose out of onomatopeia. This clears up the 
mystery with which I began, for it explains why the material side of language is 
both lexical and phonemic: the meaning of a word comes from its sound. But 
at §459 Remark, Hegel speaks slightingly of efforts, then underway, to recover 
the ancient onomatopoietic roots of the words we have today. This is not because 
the development which led from the ancient roots to today’s words does not 
exist, but because it is unrecoverable:

Those dull unconscious beginnings are deprived of their original importance 
and prominence by new infl uences, by external agencies or the needs of 
civilization. Having been originally sensuous intuitions, they are reduced to 
signs and by this their original meaning has been twisted or extinguished 
altogether.25

The substitution of signs for symbols, then, is not the result of a sudden 
discovery that there is another way to do things. Rather it is a set of gradual pro-
cesses which occur differently for every sign. The upshot of this is that a linguis-
tic sign is the deformation of an earlier symbol—so deformed that what it 
originally signifi ed may have been something else altogether. Signifi cation for 
Hegel is not arbitrary, then: it is a much deformed case of resemblance. It seems 
arbitrary to us today because the sequence of deformations from which it comes 
is unrecoverable.
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5. Hegel on Meaning, Reference, and Truth

If the meaning of a word is the abstract image conveyed to the hearer by its 
sound (or to the reader by the alphabetical representation of its sound),26 
then Brandom’s attribution to Hegel of an inferential theory of reference 
meaning needs to be qualifi ed. According to Brandom, Hegel accepted the 
Romantic rejection of Enlightenment representationalism but not the  
Romantic rejection of reason altogether; his solution was an inferentialist 
semantics in which the content of an utterance was determined by what 
followed from it. What follows from a given claim is in turn determined by 
what Brandom identifi es as the two central notions of the Phenomenology of 
Spirit’s semantics, mediation and determinate negation.27

As my earlier appeal to the Romantic Herder in explaining Hegel suggests, 
however, in the Philosophy of Spirit Hegel accepts a version of Romantic expressiv-
ism: language expresses the abstract images the speaker has formed, just as it 
can also (e.g. in poetry) express emotions. It is obvious, however, that language 
so construed is inadequate for higher cognitive uses, such as those we fi nd in  
Wissenschaft or science, in which we can give reasons for what we do.  Language 
for Hegel thus needs to be rationally disciplined. But this rational discipline is 
not the work of language itself, but of Reason. Hegel’s inferentialist semantics 
is advanced, not as an account of language itself, but as an account of one type 
of language—rational language. What is basic to language as such is a form of 
expressivism, in which what is expressed is an abstract image.

This emphasis on expressivism suggests that for Hegel reference is not basic 
to language: language functions expressively in exactly the same way when we 
are using nonreferring terms, such as “unicorn” as when we are using referring 
terms such as “tiger.” 

In any case, we are a very long way from a Hegelian “theory of reference.” But 
lessons can be drawn from what I have said so far that may be of value for such 
a theory. Two lessons, in fact, for reference in Hegel is doubly mediated. First, 
it is mediated by what we would call ideas or concepts, and Hegel calls abstract 
images, in the minds of speakers and hearers: the word “horse” refers to the set 
of all horses because it fi rst conveys the mind to the abstract image of horse, 
which by virtue of how it was formed contains just those features which all 
horses share. Hegel is thus in the general space of theories of meaning in which, 
as with Russell, a word refers in virtue of a description; or as, in general, the view 
that mental entities such as beliefs determine reference.28 

But belief does not completely fi x reference for Hegel because beliefs them-
selves must be couched in words, which opens up an infi nite regress of descrip-
tions. On Hegel’s view, a word may refer to what it does in virtue of a set of 
beliefs—but the function of those beliefs is to determine an abstract image, 
which is the meaning of a word but not a word.

The second mediation is through history: a word refers as it does because 
of the history of deformations which has produced it. But when we trace that 
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history back we fi nd not a mythical “original baptism,” as for Kripke, in which a 
sound and a natural kind are arbitrarily paired,29 but an onomatopoetic associa-
tion of a sound with—a similar sound.

To say that the meanings of words are abstract images sounds little better 
than saying, as the philosophical tradition said for so long, that meanings are 
ideas or concepts in the mind. Quine has shown us that when the recursive 
mechanisms of reference are understood, there is no need to hypostasize such 
things as ideas. Theories of meaning then reduce, as Davidson showed, to 
theories of truth.30 What could make the Hegelian approach I have sketched a 
live alternative to this?

The fact that freedom from hypostasized ideas is bought by hypostasizing the 
mechanisms of reference: logic itself. Hilary Putnam shows us how this works. 
Consider his account of the kind of rational mind presupposed by what he 
identifi es as the model of language use contained in the thought of Carnap and 
Reichenbach:

This is the model of the speaker/hearer as possessing an inductive logic (e.g. 
a subjective probability metric . . .), a deductive logic, a preference ordering 
. . . and a rule of action (e.g. “maximize the estimated utility”).31

Is Putnam claiming that the fi rst human beings possessed such things as 
deductive and inductive logic, or maxims about the maximization of utility, in 
anything like their present forms? If so, where did they come from? Did the 
human mind, at some point in its otherwise Darwinian evolution, pay a magical 
visit to a mystical logic store? 

Both the Kripkean and the Russellean kinds of theory of reference also 
explain reference in terms of developed forms of rationality: the kind of 
rationality that enables us to conduct “initial baptisms,” for Kripke, or that gives 
us true descriptions for Russell.

We can avoid such wholesale presupposing of developed logic only if we 
take it that logic did not begin in its developed form. This would mean 
claiming, as Putnam does not, that early humans must have had early 
versions of rationality, which then evolved into the kinds of logic that we 
have now. Contemporary logic, to adapt a phrase from Brandom, is a “late-
coming” set of norms.32 

But now we are playing Hegel’s game. For if logic is to have any normative 
status for human thought, then if it evolved we must examine how. That is the 
only way we can assure ourselves that logic’s evolution was not somehow skewed 
by special circumstances which continue to affect its current form and so render 
its normative status unclear.

It is unlikely, fi nally, that the evolution was independent of the evolution of 
language. For if early rationality has a major function enabling us to formulate 
and understand utterances, it is bizarre to suppose that its subsequent develop-
ment was entirely independent of language use. Deductive logic, inductive 
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logic, and the rest then evolved, in part at least, to help us make and under-
stand increasingly complex and abstract utterances.33 

The Hegelian approach I am recounting here takes this tack. It suggests that 
the rationality inherent in language today has developed from earlier kinds of 
“rationality,” beginning from a basic biological capacity: the capacity to register 
similarities of sound. Logic and language can thus, in principle, be given wholly 
naturalistic, i.e. evolutionary, explanations, which is the point underscored by 
the Aristotelian metaphor of the signet ring which I mentioned before.34 

Something similar would hold for truth. A true sentence in ordinary 
language, for Hegel, “corresponds” to the object it is about (he never even 
mentions the coherence theory of truth); but correspondence, like reference, 
can be viewed as merely a deformed development of resemblance. When we 
place Jupiter together with an eagle, the strength manifested by the eagle gets 
associated with Jupiter,35 and this is a primitive way of asserting that “Jupiter is 
strong—” a sort of visual onomatopoeia, which operates not in terms of resem-
blance of sounds but through the resemblance between the concrete intuition 
of the eagle and the abstract image of truth, together with the spatial colloca-
tion of Jupiter and the eagle. This approach would require accepting degrees 
of truth for natural language, as Frege points out in Thoughts, but I, for one, 
think there is a lot of evidence in favor of this.36

6. What’s Natural about “Natural Language”

Hegel’s account of language is “naturalistic” in the contemporary sense, in 
which the alternative to the natural is the conceptual or the mental, but not in 
his own sense, in which the alternative to the natural is the historical and 
cultural. Both grammar and the lexicon, the “formal” and the “material” sides 
of language, have been shown, for Hegel, to exhibit, not the unchanging cycles 
of nature but processes of development; we cannot even refer to something 
without being embedded in a history and a culture which has produced both 
the words we use to refer and the abstract images through which we do so. 
What’s “natural” about that?

The answer to this lies in the unrecoverability of the history that produces a 
word. Though a word refers in virtue of its own long history, we cannot know 
that history, and we need not know it in order to use that word. All we need to 
do is be taught that history’s outcome. Hegel has a word for something which is 
produced by a history, but for which that history is no longer available or 
needed: “habit.”37 When I form a habit, such as the motor habits which consti-
tute riding a bicycle, I go through a long and sometimes painful learning proc-
ess, one which also requires a good deal of conscious self-moni toring and 
self-criticism. Once the habits are there, I no longer need to think about that 
history—or, indeed, about riding my bike at all. The habits I have formed 
so slowly and painfully are now ingrained in my body in such a way that they 
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are available to me on their own; the history of how they were formed is 
irrelevant.

Habit “applies to all kinds and grades of Spiritual activity,” says Hegel; 
habituation runs from biological processes like the toughening of skin in 
response to repeated exposure to cold, to highly developed manual or even 
conceptual dexterities which can be called upon at will.38 Though precise texts 
are lacking on the point, it is reasonable to assume that learning a natural 
language is for Hegel a case of habit formation on the part of the individual 
doing the learning.

 But habits can be acquired, not merely by individuals, but by whole nations 
and cultures as well.39 The language itself of a people, then, can be viewed as a 
mass of cultural habits—and thus as “natural.” For Hegel applauds calling habit 
a “second nature.” It is the force, in human affairs, which keeps us doing things 
the same old way no matter what happens.

Because any repeatable activity of Spirit can become habitual, habits do 
not have immanent organizing principles. The set of all habits possessed by an 
individual will be a mass of unrelated propensities, aroused by whatever aspects 
of reality happen to have repeated themselves in her experience. At the end of 
the Philoso phy of Nature, Hegel draws one implication of this: that habits as such, 
and not merely bad habits, can be fatal. Playing on the etymology of Gewohnheit, 
which is the German word for habit but is formed from the past tense of wohnen, 
to dwell or live, he refers to two sorts of death, which he calls “natural” and 
“spiritual.”40 

In “natural” death from habit, an individual life disintegrates into a series of 
per func  tory motions, and ultimately dissolves altogether.41 In “spiritual” death 
from habit, such an individual undergoes the reduction to habit of all its 
natural activities without losing its vital center. Instead of preserving itself 
through more-or-less organized responses to demands of the moment, such an 
individual asserts its unity through an active integration of its acquired disposi-
tions—its habits. And so we have what amounts to a self-integrating universal, 
or Spirit, coming to be from the “dead nature” of habit.42 Hegel applies this 
distinction between natural and spiritual death to the case of an historical 
people, and I will apply it to the case of a natural language.

In a death of the former sort, an entire people loses interest in its own values 
and purposes, and comes to lead “a lifeless existence without interest, an exist-
ence without the need of its institutions, precisely because the need has been 
satisfi ed—a political nullity and boredom.”43 

Social institutions grounded on mere habit persist as ineffectual dead weight, 
sustained only by the circumstance that various habits of various individuals 
happen to support them. Such was the case for Hegel in the Roman Empire, 
where Republican institutions persisted, not because anyone wanted them or 
believed in them, but simply because everyone was used to them.44 The linguis-
tic analogue to this would be a language whose individual linguistic habits, or 
words, have meanings formed from the kind of process I have outlined here. 



 Hegel and “Natural Language” 93

Such meanings are conveyed in defi nitions, which Hegel says are generally 
formed according to “caprice and contingency.”45 A language sustained only in 
this way dies, then, from habit. Its speakers make use of the words they have 
inherited, without even asking what those words really mean or whether they 
capture the things that need to be talked about. Discourse itself, public and 
private, becomes merely a series of random platitudes.

Such a fate can be averted, however, for a culture can provide itself with a vital 
center in the form of thought itself. Such thought, writes Hegel, can take as 
its object the set of habits to which society has been reduced—here, its words. 
In this respect, thought has a twofold task:

First, it seeks to overcome the randomness and contingency which infect 
received defi nitions by integrating those defi nitions into a rationally con-
structed system of what Hegel in the Encyclopedia Logic calls “confi rmed defi ni-
tions,” that is defi nitions whose component terms “are not simply taken up as 
we merely fi nd [them] but [are] cognized as grounded in free thought.”46 

On the other hand, such revivifying thought will also show how the rationally 
precise defi nitions it has constructed in its freedom capture whatever rational 
core still persists in the basic terms in the languages we actually speak, in such 
a way that those basic terms can be seen to convey what the Science of Logic calls 
“shadings” (Schattierungen) of the rationally constructed meanings.47

Thought, as Spirit, must then oppose language, as natural or habitual; but 
only in order to give it new vitality. Hegel’s name for the kind of thinking that 
undertakes this, and it may not be Hegel’s name alone, is “philosophy.”
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Chapter 5

Hegel’s Nonanalytic Option

Terry Pinkard

The story of the relation between Hegel and analytic philosophy has been 
chronicled so many times and has taken so many forms, it is surely now impossi-
ble to count them all up or to sort out their various wrinkles. Nonetheless, at 
least the general outlines of the story are clear. The headline for that story is 
something like the following: In establishing analytical philosophy, Russell and 
Moore rejected Hegelianism, and, in their usage at least, “analytical” meant 
above all not to be “Hegelian.” After this point, there are many disagreements 
as to how the story goes: Was it really Hegelianism they were rejecting? Or some-
thing else that called itself “Hegelianism” but was not in fact what it called itself? 
Or did they reject Hegelianism on the basis of something that wasn’t Hegelian-
ism but which applies to real Hegelianism anyway? Is to be analytic “by essence” 
to be non-Hegelian? Is to be Hegelian “by nature” to be nonanalytic? Or: is to 
be Hegelian to be “continental” and to be analytic to be noncontinental? Add 
to that the recent Hegel revival: Is it really a revival of Hegel, or has the analytic 
mainstream simply appropriated Hegel for its own uses and cast the real Hegel 
aside?

A large part of these stories turns on one issue that seems, for all practical 
purposes, to be infi nitely contested and which usually takes the form: So and so 
represents Hegel as claiming X; but is that really Hegel? To which inevitably 
there is a reply of the form: Even if it is not really Hegel, it is still an interesting 
view that should be taken seriously by an analytic mainstream that on the whole 
has not taken seriously (until recently) anything with the adjective, “Hegelian,” 
attached to it. At which point, the question is again raised: But is that really 
Hegel?

Rather than enter into that debate (again), I would rather focus on what 
I take to be Hegel’s signal failure in his philosophy. Hegel clearly thought that 
he was putting philosophy on a rigorous new footing that had been opened up 
by the Kantian and post-Kantian movements in philosophy, and he called that, 
following the usage of the time, “scientifi c,” wissenschaftliche philosophy (by 
which he meant something more akin to a “rigorous university-based discipline” 
of philosophy than something like the phrase “science” in current English 
usage would suggest). That much is fairly obvious. He also thought that in 
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doing so, he was fundamentally and irrevocably turning philosophy away from 
its more traditional “problem-centered” approach to a more developmental, 
social and historical approach. (That much is not so obvious.) To do this, he 
saw that he needed to write a completely unorthodox introduction to his phi-
losophy that would show his readers why it was in fact necessary to make that 
shift—readers who would otherwise not be inclined to view favorably such a 
proposal about how to do philosophy; that book, in my reading of it, consti-
tuted his 1807 Jena Phenomenology of Spirit. To make that charge stick, so Hegel 
thought, he had to begin the book in a way that would be familiar to those read-
ers otherwise disinclined to such a reformulation of the tasks of philosophy, 
and thus he would have to begin his account with the most fundamental ques-
tions that would be at the heart of the model of philosophy he was proposing to 
replace.

For these reasons at least—this is not to deny that there are also other 
reasons for beginning the book in the way he did—Hegel began his Phenomeno-
logy with an account of consciousness and the kinds of claims made by a 
supposedly direct awareness of the world; in that way, he could take up the 
issues of the content of perceptual experience, representationalism in philoso-
phy, models of explanation, and the like—all of them being topics easily fami-
liar to philosophical readers—and use them as a springboard to introduce his 
real concerns.

The beginning chapter of the Phenomenology is, of course, still familiar to 
philosophical readers; it takes up themes normally encountered in graduate 
seminars on perception, meaning, theories of knowledge and philosophy of 
mind. However, what is so intriguing (or often baffl ing or disturbing) about 
Hegel’s discussion is how in a relatively short space, he moves his discussion 
away from issues touching on the veridicality of perceptual experience to issues 
related to the nature of mastery and servitude, to the anguish experienced by 
early Christians, and then to themes from early European modernity, a discus-
sion of tragedy in ancient Greece, Roman legality, early modern conceptions of 
religion versus Enlightenment, all the way up to something called “absolute 
Knowledge.”

Unfortunately, judged in terms of the goals Hegel set for it, the book was a 
failure. It is, to be sure, a recognized classic in philosophy, but it has so far 
hardly eventuated in the grand shift in philosophy that Hegel envisioned for it. 
Yes, Hegel has always remained a fi gure of historical importance in European 
thought even if Hegelianism has not; and, yes, Hegelian themes about the 
importance of history were gradually absorbed into mainstream European 
philosophy; and the cultural importance of issues of normative authority—who 
are the masters dictating what the normative score is supposed to be?—were 
also absorbed into much mainstream European philosophy. But Hegel did not 
manage to bring off the great shift that another great Jena logician, Frege, did 
several decades later and alter the way philosophy was done in any methodo-
logical manner.
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Nonetheless, I think that there is a good case to be made for Hegel’s proposal 
for such a shift in philosophical approaches that comes out of some of the 
themes in the “consciousness” section. In particular, I want to argue that there 
is a distinction implicitly at work in Hegel’s discussion there and in other 
parts of his work that touch on the same themes that bolsters his case for the 
proposed shift in philosophy; and that this distinction is present in (at least one 
reading of) Ludwig Wittgenstein’s and J. L. Austin’s work without either of 
them having that as an intention.

There is, of course, no short summary of the fi rst several hundred pages of 
the Phenomenology that possibly does justice to all that is going on in them; but 
we can nonetheless highlight at least a few of the things going on there to make 
the points that need to be made. In the opening chapters of the Phenomenology, 
Hegel took himself to have shown that the most obvious starting points for 
contemporary philosophy—an evaluation of the various ways in which we might 
seek to account for knowledge or our direct engagement with the world in 
terms of some kind of natural “given” in experience, or some kind of direct 
perceptual uptake of the world, or some kind of intellectual insight into the 
inner nature of things—are all themselves bound to fail, and that all similar 
accounts which take themselves to be, in Hegel’s language, “articulations of the 
absolute” are doomed to fail because of a kind of internal insuffi ciency within 
themselves, and fi nally it is this failure, and the exact way in which it fails, which 
inexorably leads us to look for a different starting point.

Hegel’s claim that each of these stages in the “Consciousness” chapter fails as 
a claim about the “articulation of the absolute” amounts to his view that none 
of these kinds of accounts are self-suffi cient. If in fact there were an account of 
an immediate awareness of a sensory given which did not require anything else 
and which could explain its own possibility within the terms it must set for itself 
in terms of being such an account of an immediate sensory given, then such 
“sense-certainty” would be “absolute.” But there is no such account. No idea of 
an awareness of singular items that are directly known without our having to 
know anything else can itself be coherently carried out. (One could transpose 
this argument without changing too much of it into the terms of contemporary 
linguistically oriented philosophy about the usage of singular terms.) Such a 
picture fails to give an account for how it is that such singular awareness is 
possible; it is inevitably driven to thoughts of something like there being pure 
“simples” for which only logically proper names can be given (a view that, for 
example, Bertrand Russell held at one point in his philosophical development); 
and all such moves inevitably make it a complete mystery how we talk of or refer 
to singular items at all. Therefore, “sense-certainty,” taken as a self-suffi cient 
account of our awareness of individual things in the world, fails on the terms it 
sets for itself as such an account since it seemingly licenses various contradic-
tory utterances, and, as Hegel says of a similarly diffi cult fi rst proposition of his 
Science of Logic, such a “proposition itself contradicts itself and dissolves itself.”1
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Likewise, the appeal to awareness of singular items as mediated by the gen-
eral properties that they display (or, again, if we were to put into the linguistic 
mode: In terms of the various descriptions we give of them) themselves fare no 
better: Perceptual accounts—if they proclaim their fi nality as accounts, claim, 
that is, to be “absolute”—do not merely claim to give accounts of how it is that 
we are acquainted with perceptual objects and how we make true claims about 
perceptual objects; they also proclaim that such accounts are self-contained in 
such a way that they explain their own possibility. However, such perceptual 
accounts oscillate among equally valid accounts of the singular thing as only a 
bundle of properties, and singular things as pure “ones” that somehow function 
as the basis in which such general properties are instantiated, and singular 
things as functions purely of our own way of describing them (that is, in terms 
of the idea that we arbitrarily “cut up” an otherwise metaphysically neutral 
world in various ways, depending on our interests and linguistic schemes). 
At one point, Hegel even entertains a kind of naturalistic account of perceptual 
objects as free-fl oating matters in an enclosing surface attached to it via “pores” 
(a view Hegel lifts from John Dalton’s theory of gases, which appeared in 
Germany in 1803).2 Such views of “perception” are misleadingly suggested by 
the grammar of the way we speak of things, and, taken as expressions of the 
absolute, are all self-contradictory; indeed, the move from the philosophical 
conception of the perceptual object as a bundle of properties to a conception 
of the perceptual object as a pure “one” and from there to the faintly ridiculous 
naturalistic conception of the perceptual object as an enclosing surface with 
properties attaching themselves to the gaps or “pores” in the surface is itself 
quite natural if one conceives of the general properties of things as “ingredi-
ents” of the thing in the way that, as Wittgenstein put it, alcohol is an ingredient 
of wine.3 But that way of characterizing the perceptual object should itself alert 
us to the diffi culties of a purely perceptual account of knowledge in the fi rst 
place.

What fi nally looks as if it were indeed the solution to the puzzles about what 
Hegel respectively calls “sense-certainty” and “perception” is the view which 
holds in effect that our perceptual experience has a conceptual, judgmental 
structure to it, and that the key to understanding how our perceptions of 
singular items works is to understand how our judgments and concepts work in 
structuring our perception. Unfortunately, our conceptual accounts of that 
experienced world differ in ways that are incompatible with each other. The 
view that our “receptivity” takes in the world in a “judgmental,” or “conceptual” 
way leads, so Hegel argues, to all kinds of different contradictions, which seem 
to imply that either we are just imposing conceptual structure on a neutral 
world (and our concepts are contradictory), or that we are “taking in” the world 
as it is in itself and thus the world itself is deeply contradictory on its own.

The problem with that conclusion—to summarize Hegel’s point admittedly 
rather swiftly—is that it draws its conclusions from an incomplete, cropped 
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picture of our cognitive activities and that in doing so, it leads us to a funda-
mental misunderstanding of what is going on in perceptual experience.

To see what Hegel is after here, we need to introduce a distinction which is 
not made clearly by Hegel in his works (either in the Phenomenology or the later 
Encyclopedia, although there are passages that can be interpretively stretched 
so as to be seen as making this point): We should distinguish between our 
capacities for recognition (in the sense of re-cognizing or of re-identifying 
something) and our capacities to make conceptual sense out of something.4 
(“Recognition” in this sense is not to be confused with “recognition” in the nor-
mative sense. This sense of “recognition” as identifi cation is not Anerkennung, 
conferring normative status, but something more like Erkennen, identifying and 
reidentifying something.) To be able to recognize something in this sense—to 
recognize a dog as a dog, or an English setter as an English setter, a Federal style 
house as a Federal style house—is to have a capacity to pick it out and then to 
re-cognize it when we re-encounter it. Our capacities to recognize something 
(as erkennen), to make it out as what it is, are, to be sure, informed by our concep-
tual capacities, but they are distinct from the exercise of conceptual capacities 
in judgment. They function in terms of both our physical sensory makeup and 
how we have been educated to recognize things. Now, it is true of a person who 
is capable of recognizing, say, a hummingbird that he or she has a capacity 
which embodies a certain cognitive accomplishment within itself. It embodies an 
accomplishment since it is intrinsically normed (that is, correct recognition is a 
matter of getting things right), and it is thus also true that these kinds of recog-
nitional capacities cannot exist without our having acquired a fairly rich set of 
linguistic capabilities and cultural learning. But it is also true that these capaci-
ties can, as it were, occasionally misfi re so that, for example, one’s capacity to 
recognize hummingbirds leads one mistakenly to identify hummingbird 
moths as hummingbirds; or it can be that the environment can change so that 
one’s capacity to genuinely recognize something (such as a hornbeam) can be 
nullifi ed by the introduction of a new species that looks like a hornbeam but 
which is not a hornbeam (that is, such that where one previously was a reliable 
recognizer of hornbeams, one suddenly no longer is).5 But the point of noting 
the way such “recognition” functions is to note that in ordinary consciousness 
of perceptual objects, or in our ordinary talk about them, we are led to various 
paradoxes that result when we try to make our recognitional capacities into 
representational capacities, transforming the cognitively informed awareness of 
particular things into something it is not, namely, a representation of how 
things are (or how they possibly are).

Our conceptual capacities, on the other hand, come fully into play when we 
make judgments about, for example, the deliverances of our recognitional 
capacities and, even more crucially, they often come into play to correct those 
capacities when they misfi re. The recognition of the hummingbird moth as a 
hummingbird is corrected by the more refl ective use of the concepts at issue 
(such as noting that the hummingbird moth comes around at a different time 
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of day than the hummingbird does and so forth). The basic distinction thus is 
between that part of ourselves which is informed by our conceptual capacities—
that part of us which functions as a kind of “second nature”—and our explicit 
use of the conceptual capacities themselves. The former may in fact be studied as 
a part of empirical psychology. (Indeed, the mechanisms by which these 
capacities are acquired and through which they are exercised are surely best 
looked at empirically.) These kind of recognitional capacities form the area 
that Hegel later put under his systematic title, “subjective spirit,” where he tried 
to make it clear that he was looking at the “normed” ways in which we bodily 
engage with the world that are not themselves direct exercises of our conceptual 
capacities, even if many of them are informed by our conceptual capacities.6 

Indeed, it is precisely in confusing the realm of concepts and what Hegel 
often calls the “standpoint of consciousness” (of which recognition in the sense 
of Erkennen is a part) that we go astray. That our recognitional capacities are 
informed by our conceptual capacities and that they (quite literally) embody 
cognitive accomplishments means that it is all too easy to slide into a picture of 
them as embodying judgments. However, sliding into that view inevitably leads to 
sliding further down the slope toward paradox, namely, to the position where 
one begins to think of experience itself as a representation of the world (with our 
experience on one side of a metaphysical dividing line and the objects of the 
world on the other), at which point it is then quite natural to believe one of two 
things: Either (1) our experience is fundamentally that of our imposing our 
conceptual structure on neutral deliverances of sense, out of which emerges 
the phenomenal world “for us” (which may or may not correspond to the 
world of things existing apart from the conditions under which we experience 
them); or (2) the world must consist of facts that are structured like judgments 
(i.e., like propositions) that we somehow just “take in” in some kind of noetic 
insight.

Hegel’s own view is, of course, that we have to reject this absolute distinction 
between concept and sensibility, a view he maintained consistently throughout 
even his earliest Jena writings (and which is itself, so he argued, a distinction 
suggested by the very terms under which by modern philosophy is fated 
to discuss its issues). That view holds that we create the phenomenal world by 
virtue of imposing our conceptual scheme on neutral sensibility or that we 
immediately noetically take in the world in all its metaphysical structure; that 
view in turn leads to the ongoing see-saw between forms of subjective idealism 
and metaphysical realism which Hegel thought characterized one of the most 
basic oppositions at work in modern philosophy.7 For Hegel, the important 
point was to understand that although our basic, bodily engagement with the 
world is not that of an unmediated sensory intake of anything like sense-data, it 
is nonetheless informed by our possession of concepts, and that does not 
imply or mean that it is itself the result of our imposing a conceptual scheme 
on some otherwise unorganized sensory content.8 Nor is our basic bodily 
engagement with the world a matter of purely causal, blind and nonnormative, 
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interaction with things. Instead, there is a kind of middle level of meaning, 
which is not propositional and thus not yet fully “spiritual,” or geistig, but which 
is also not nonnormative, not a mere “machine-like” response to signals in the 
environment.

We are aware of individual things, not our representations of individual things. 
That is, in our consciousness of individual items in the world, we are certainly 
not aware of concepts at all. The awareness of the stone is not an awareness of the 
concept of the stone; it is certainly informed by our possessing the concept of a 
stone, but awareness of a stone it is not awareness of anything like a concept 
(One can kick the stone or throw the stone; one cannot in the same way kick or 
throw a concept).

In this respect, Hegel (on this reading at least) takes a defl ationary stance 
toward our recognitional (erkennen) engagement with perceptual objects; there 
is no problem to be solved there, no demonstration as to whether our represen-
tations match up with the world. The problems emerge only when, in Hegel’s 
jargon, we take a refl ective stance toward perceptual objects, when, that is, we 
slide out of our nonproblematic grasp of perceptual objects into what he calls 
the “standpoint of consciousness,” a standpoint roughly equivalent to what 
John McDowell has taken to calling the “sideways-on” view and for which he 
acknowledges a Hegelian pedigree.

If Hegel’s account is right, then there is no metaphysical mystery to our 
ordinary engagement with the world: There is no “given” of any sort that we 
employ in our encounters with the world just as there is also no absolute impo-
sition of a conceptual scheme on our supposedly unstructured ordinary expe-
rience. This ordinary engagement is continually subject to critical evaluation 
by judgmental and theoretical thought.9 But, so Hegel argues, the conclusion 
to be drawn is not the quietist one that we should now stop doing philosophy 
but that the nature of the inquiry into the nature of knowledge itself changes. 
To put it in Hegel’s terminology of choice: the classical epistemological issues 
(having to do with the status of epistemic givens and naturalistic understand-
ings of content) simply dissolve, yielding themselves to considerations of how it 
is that certain types of claims have come to exercise their hold on us and how 
those kinds of ways they exercised that hold on us themselves require a histori-
cal, developmental account of those norms. Just as our conceptual grasp of the 
world goes beyond this straightforward recognitional grasp of it, that concep-
tual grasp itself also undergoes a historical development, getting at the true 
nature of things by thinking about them (in the construction, for example, of 
scientifi c theories).

Crucially, Hegel does not move to that conclusion immediately after the 
“Consciousness” chapter, since he clearly seems to think that the temptation to 
adopt some kind of absolute scheme/content distinction reappears in yet 
another form. Rejecting the “myth of the given” (one, although not the only, 
lesson of the “Consciousness” chapter) leads us to endorse the idea that our 
conceptual capacities are unendlich, “infi nite,” normative all the way down; but 
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if the “truth” of consciousness is “infi nity” (that is, if what is true in “conscious-
ness” is to be ascertained not by simply repeating the banalities of ordinary 
experience but by refi ning them and subjecting them to a conceptual examina-
tion that need not itself be simply an abstraction from that experience), then a 
new form of what Hegel calls “self-certainty” turns out to be in play. In sense-
certainty, perception, and the intellectual grasp of the inner nature of the 
world, we are not simply reacting to the world, nor are we simply coping with it 
(however normatively structured and bodily engaged that coping might be); we 
are—in the chapter on “the understanding” but not in “sense-certainty” and 
“perception”—making claims about it; and, since claims involve norms, and if 
the only thing that fi xes a determinate norm for a claim is ultimately another 
norm, then the conclusion to be drawn, so it seems, is that the agent must set 
the norms for himself. (It at fi rst seems to be only a singular agent about which 
we are speaking, even if, as all readers of Hegel know, it will turn out really to 
be a “we that is I and an I that is we.”) Or, to put it differently, our judgmentally 
and theoretically taking things to be a certain way (and not just reacting to 
them) involves our taking them to be that way, and that involves at least impli-
citly assuming certain responsibilities and being aware of those responsibilities, 
which in turn means that consciousness is self-consciousness, the undertaking of 
commitments to certain claims, coupled with the new awareness forced on us 
by the end of the “Consciousness” chapter that as “infi nite,” we are setting the 
norms that govern such claims.10

As Hegel clearly saw, taken that way, such self-legislating activity threatens to 
lose all contact with the world, or, as he later puts it in the Phenomenology, it takes 
on “the appearance of the movement of a circle, which, within a void, freely 
moves itself within itself, and which, unimpeded, now enlarges and now con-
tracts, and is fully satisfi ed in playing a game within itself and with itself.”11 
Indeed, it looks as though the only constraint on our descriptions and accounts 
of the world must consist in their dependence on our interests, and, if so, then 
our various descriptions and explanations might be best seen not as representa-
tions but instead only as tools that can be used in some cases but not in others 
(where different descriptions, which might even appear to be contradictory at 
the fi rst, might be better suited). If so, what counts as the true description would 
depend on what we are seeking to achieve with that description; or, again, to 
generalize it, it would depend on what kinds of descriptions and explanations 
satisfy desires we have.12

However, to the extent that the agent’s “self-certainty” at the end of the 
“Consciousness” amounted to a view of himself as self-legislating, the claim that 
our norms ultimately rest on desire seems to contradict what the agent takes to 
be true, since the object of natural desire is obviously not legislated by him, and 
he is therefore not self-determining but determined by an “other,” the object of 
desire. That purported ultimacy or “positivity” of desire itself breaks down in its 
inability to yield any non-question begging ordering of desire itself; even if 
there are fi rst- and second-order desires (as there surely are), the ordering of 
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them in terms of primacy cannot itself be immediately a matter of desire (or a 
desire about desires) but, again, something that “we” seem to legislate for 
ourselves, a move which threatens to move off again into what Hegel calls 
the “game” played purely within a (frictionless) void. What stops the “game” 
from descending into such emptiness is the introduction of another self-
consciousness staking out equal claims to normative authority. The celebrated 
dialectic of mastery and servitude—where the slave, under threat of lethal 
force, accepts the master’s own activity as constituting the normative authority 
to lay down both what is to count as the norm and what is to count as following 
it—is Hegel’s attempt to show how that kind of account (which seeks to ground 
the normativity of our commitments on the factual sanctioning of others 
vis-à-vis our behavior in claiming to follow the rule) itself fails on terms internal 
to itself.

The argument is as dense as any in Hegel’s already dense writings, and it too 
is all but impossible to summarize concisely, but the upshot is that the master’s 
power over the slave, even when that power is fully accepted by the slave, cannot 
be a form of genuine normative authority. Even when, metaphorically speaking, 
the whole social formation, both masters and slaves together, are each and all 
disposed to accept the authority of certain ground-rules which give the master 
all rights over the slave, there still remains a gap between this effective, well-
functioning, accepted claim to authority and true authority. The refl ective gap 
(or, in Hegel’s preferred usage, the negativity) that opens up with self-
consciousness cannot be fi lled by appeal to “given” rules of behavior (or, to 
revert to Hegel’s own preferred expression, by appeal to any kind of “positivity”). 
Indeed, once the “slave” has come to understand that the only claim that the 
rules have on him stem from their social acceptance (and the forms of simply 
“given” social power that enforce that acceptance), the normative authority of 
those rules begins to dissolve, even where the slave himself continues to accept 
them. Genuine authority, as opposed to socially administered, fully effective 
authority, is a matter, so Hegel stresses, of truth, of whether the purported claim 
to authority matches up to the aspirations already nascent in the subjection to 
authority in general. Mere de facto acceptance of the master’s rule cannot on its 
own answer that question of truth, and thus any analysis of what the “master” 
means can never yield anything that on its own carries authority with it.

Putting it like that, of course, practically begs for something like a Kantian 
response, something to the effect that, after all, an “is” never implies an “ought,” 
or that only properly universalizable rules can possess genuine authority and so 
on. Clearly, much more needs to be said in response to that charge, but Hegel’s 
point is, roughly, that such view and its variants, however, are all themselves to 
be diagnosed as being versions of the “standpoint of consciousness,” the very 
standpoint which he took himself to have undermined in his arguments in the 
fi rst part of the book. What in fact looks like a relation between a subject, 
a timeless law, and his actions is rather best understood instead as a social 
requirement, one which in fact is resolved at fi rst by an appeal to force in the 
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dialectic of mastery and servitude (an appeal which itself breaks down under its 
own weight) and which then goes on to develop out of that failure an appeal to 
normative authority that is not itself a matter of social positivity or force. Within 
the big and even more ambitious Hegelian narrative, the claim is advanced that 
just as all such “individualistic” options in epistemology (and, to speak 
anachronistically, in philosophy of language) fail in terms internal to their 
own aspirations, the “individualistic” options in moral and political theory all 
fail in the same way. It is a fantasy that the singular agent can perceive a set of 
timeless universals, or at least any that provide any kind of concrete orientation, 
and it is even more of a fantasy that he can move from some normless void into 
the space of reasons; rather, agency itself is always already a kind of norm, a mat-
ter of self-consciousness, an act of occupying a position in social space within 
which what is at stake are the responsibilities for undertaking certain commit-
ments and attributing certain entitlements.

Thus, in both the “Consciousness” and “Self-Consciousness” chapters, Hegel 
thinks that he has made his initial case for why the typical map of the philo-
sophical landscape should be altered away from the parochial concerns of 
epistemology and the like to his more sweeping social account of agency. 
In particular, he takes himself to have put to rest anything like the absolute 
“scheme/content” distinction, but he also thinks he has made his case for resist-
ing any and all attempts to rely on any form of “positive” authority, even such as 
“what we would say,” or “what the reasonable person holds”; appeals to positive 
authority fare no better than individualist epistemology.

On this reading, Hegel clearly shares certain views with the later  
Wittgenstein; in particular, he shares Wittgenstein’s own claim (itself as hard to 
unpack as Hegel’s dialectic) that despite the appearance that all such social 
accounts give—namely, that they do away with concepts of truth and normativ-
ity and substitute instead some kind of self-defeating relativistic “truth as seen 
within this particular social view”—they in fact do no such thing. In a well-
known passage in the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein himself has his 
imaginary interlocutor put that very question to him in so many words: “So you 
are saying that human agreement decides what is true and what is false?,” to 
which Wittgenstein retorts, “It is what humans beings say that is true and false; 
and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in opinions but 
in forms of life.”13 Neither Hegel nor Wittgenstein thinks that we can under-
stand how it is that we “represent” the world correctly until we have understood 
the way in which the world has already come into view in a way such that true 
and false judgments can be made about it, and the world can indeed come 
into view only for those creatures who have already mastered a conceptual 
structure—that is, a language and the form of life of which it is a component. 
(“Represent” is kept in quotation marks there, since it is clear at least for Hegel 
that such “representation” is not the key thing to be considered.) 

This is the sense in which Hegel speaks of the “absolute” as prior to all 
divisions between subject and object. This issue, as with all things Hegelian, is 
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hard even to state correctly, and getting the right handle on this in Hegel’s 
thought is made all the more diffi cult in that such terms as “consciousness” 
(and its cognate “awareness”), “representation” (as Vorstellung), and the like all 
carry more or less technical meanings within the Hegelian system, and which 
Hegel himself take great pains to keep distinct from each other. But Hegel’s 
general point can be succinctly put: The distinction between subject and object 
(which includes that between experience and the experienced) is itself only 
possible because of a deeper intersubjective agreement at work in the form of 
life. It is part and parcel of the Hegelian claim that the empirical knowledge of 
things as physical objects and the knowledge of other subjects are more basic 
than the more mediated forms of knowledge, such as those found in all 
scientifi c theories; and this more basic intersubjective agreement—what 
Wittgenstein calls “agreement in judgments” as distinct from “agreement in 
defi nitions”—cannot itself be derived from anything else. Or, to put it differ-
ently, this kind of intersubjective agreement cannot itself be created by infer-
ring it from any more basic knowledge.

Much of Hegel’s conception of a “form of life” is thereby defl ationary with 
regards to the kind of philosophical topography he is trying to displace. In free-
ing himself from the Kantian version of the “scheme/content” distinction—
that is, in rejecting the idea of there being two independent and separable 
sources of knowledge (concepts and intuitions)—Hegel thought that he had 
opened the way for his more historical and socially embedded conception of 
the relation of thought and reality. (Robert Pippin has recently written on both 
about how easy and how disastrous it is for some readers of Hegel to fail to note 
the distinction between the claims of separability and the claims of distinguish-
ability; both concepts and intuitions are distinguishable in terms of their contri-
butions to knowledge, but they are not separable in the way that Kant sometimes 
seems to suggest that they are; and the failure to note that distinction leads to 
the familiar but now discredited view that Kant’s successors freed Kantianism of 
a commitment to unknowable things in themselves only at the cost of making 
the mind spin frictionlessly in the void.14) 

The notion that we are in direct contact with things, not with our representa-
tions of things (which is bound up with the related misconception that our 
perceptual experience already contains claims within itself), is what opens up 
the view that the inner telos of conceptual thought is for it to gradually establish, 
as a social and historical achievement, its normative independence from intuition. 
Kant himself fi rst defi nes intuition as that which is in immediate relation to an 
object, but then he goes on though to speak of the unity of an intuition as 
resting on what he calls a “fi gurative synthesis,” a point on which Hegel jumps 
early in his career.15 Intuition (or so goes the lesson that Hegel takes from Kant) 
is never purely passive but itself involves a kind of synthesis which is part of what 
we earlier called “recognition” (as “Erkennung”); it presents the agent with a 
world in view as an incomplete totality, with what we could be called “a regard 
on” the world. As we earlier said, this way of seeing the world is informed by our 
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conceptual resources but is not itself an exercise of those resources. (Perceptual 
experience does not involve claims about the world, except “an sich,” in the 
sense that such experience can furnish the basis for claims and can thereby pro-
vide fodder for further inference.) The fully-fl edged, actualized, verwirklicht, use 
of our conceptual resources goes beyond what is given in intuition (even as it 
takes its jumping off point from intuition), and both from out of its intuitional 
basis and independently of it, such an exercise of our conceptual capacities 
fashions various theories that, for example, take elements of the natural world 
as the key to the rigorous measurement of that world; such fashioning of stand-
ards of measurement is itself an act of spontaneity, even if such acts of spontane-
ity in turn bind us henceforth to treat those elements as fi xed as we perform 
experiments and test the theories we construct. Thus, Hegel holds that natural 
scientifi c theories themselves “idealize”—his own term—the world in a way that 
does not get itself entangled in the kind of scheme/content distinctions that 
colored, so he held, so much of contemporary philosophy; in regard to the 
construction of these theories, Hegel concluded that “in fi nite mind, which 
places nature outside of it, this idealization has a one-sided shape; here the 
activity of our willing, as of our thinking, is confronted by an external material 
which is indifferent to the alteration which is imposed on it and suffers quite 
passively the idealization which thus falls to its lot.”16 We construct theories, but 
we do not construct the objects of perception; our conceptual activity functions 
as a critique of our ordinary powers of “recognition” in perceptual experience, 
calling on us to revise claims that we made when we had actively taken our 
experience to provide warrant for some judgment or other.17 

This constitutes Hegel’s normative (and not substantialist) monism.18 From the 
standpoint of “the absolute,” the difference between the normative and the 
nonnormative (or between Geist and nature) is itself a normative distinction, 
a difference that Geist itself posits.19 It is not, that is, a metaphysical distinction to 
be found within nature itself as a distinction between two very different types of 
objects (spiritual objects and natural objects); it is instead a normative distinc-
tion that is itself instituted by spirit itself. Indeed, part of the whole Hegelian 
narration of this alternative picture of mindedness has to do with his story of 
what might be generally characterized as the gradual loss of the normative 
authority of nature over spirit, a loss which spirit itself achieves in its historical 
development and which culminates in a view of nature as completely disen-
chanted, or in Hegel’s jargon as mere “externality.”20 

Thus, when Hegel notoriously claims in the Science of Logic that “[t]he propo-
sition, that the fi nite is ideal, constitutes idealism. . . . The idealism of philoso-
phy consists in nothing other than recognizing the fi nite not to be a genuine 
existent” and concludes from it that the difference between realism and ideal-
ism is meaningless since all genuine philosophy is idealist, he should be taken 
to be saying (on this interpretation) that the fi nite can never be fully or “abso-
lutely” normatively authoritative for us, since such “fi nite” points of view—where 
we see subjects on one side of a metaphysical dividing line with objects on the 
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other side of the line—cannot itself supply the normative authority for its own 
assertions, that is, for drawing that line in the fi rst place, however much such a 
picture is suggested to us by our ordinary speech (or, to revert again to Hegel’s 
own preferred vocabulary, suggested by the “standpoint of consciousness”21). 
The fi nite—the view of the relation between consciousness and objects as two 
“things” standing side by side—cannot be fully actual, wirklich, be fully at work in 
our lives except as embedded within a form of life that is not itself a system of 
beliefs about such objects as much as it constitutes the conditions, that is, the 
“agreement in judgments,” which make the formation of such beliefs possible 
in the fi rst place. The lack of full actuality, Wirklichkeit, on the part of the fi nite 
is its lack of full normative authority; and it is the view that it is the normative 
whole, which in Hegelian-logical terms is the “Idea” (as the unity of “concept 
and objectivity,” that is, of fact and norm, a picture of what our norms are, what 
the world is, and of how we can reasonably expect these norms to be realized or 
not); in concrete, realized terms, it is Geist itself as a form of life, a “Gestalt des 
Lebens,” which is the “absolute.” Only the whole, as Hegel likes to say, is thus 
fully “actual.”

Once one takes this social and historical turn, Hegel’s nonanalytic option 
becomes more apparent. The analysis of key philosophical terms needs to be 
put in terms of how those terms function in a form of life, and, or so goes the 
key Hegelian thesis, there is a kind of normative structure—although perhaps 
not having the exact structure of the logic Hegel himself formulated—to each 
form of life such that it is the task of philosophy to give articulation to that 
structure and to ask what it means or could mean for us—in particular, to ask 
what in it is true. The kinds of questions germane to such a Hegelian view of 
things thus involve the kind of normative authority at work in various areas of 
life and how those forms of authority interact with each other. For example, 
there is the issue of what, if any, normative authority art is supposed to have, 
and over what domain it is to exercise such authority (if any). The same holds 
for religion, and the same holds for political life. What is also specifi cally 
Hegelian about this is his long, extended argument to the effect that all such 
forms of life must be understood historically, that not only are there break-
downs of particular kinds of normative views (such as those which take place in 
various scientifi c revolutions) but that even whole forms of life can break down 
and give way to their successors (with the paradigm for Hegel being that 
between ancient Greek and Roman life giving way to Christian culture, 
which in turn has been transformed by what is covered in the catch-all term, 
“modernity”), and that philosophy is thus always its “own time grasped in 
thoughts” (as Hegel put it in the preface to his 1820 Philosophy of Right).

It also follows that for Hegel this kind of philosophy must be “encyclopedic,” 
or, as we would now say, interdisciplinary. As Hegel says of his own philosophy 
of nature, “not only must philosophy agree with our experience of nature, but 
the unfolding and formation of philosophical science has empirical physics 
as its presupposition and condition.”22 Moreover, Hegel’s own philosophy of 
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“subjective spirit” in his Encyclopedia dealt with how we were to make sense of 
what little scientifi c knowledge there was in his own day about the relation 
between bodily states and mental activity, with the problem being how we are to 
integrate the fi ndings, as we would now put it, of the neurosciences and 
psychology with that of our socially established, historical, normative concep-
tion of agency. What things mean, what is their truth, is the Hegelian concern; 
and one will never get that solely from the analysis of concepts, the construc-
tion of semantics for artifi cial and natural languages, or any of those other 
things, however much propaedeutic value they might otherwise have.

To anybody making a general overview of the way philosophy is still taught 
and practiced nowadays, it seems clear that Hegel failed in his project to redraw 
the lines along which contemporary philosophy was supposed to pursue its 
path. Thus, in one respect, Hegel’s philosophy seems to have failed on the 
terms it set for itself. On the other hand, this may not be a normative failure at 
all but only a historical setback which is itself still subject to correction. And it 
may not be too late to correct our mistakes in this regard.

Notes

 1 Hegel, TW 5, 93.
 2 This is pointed by Bonsiepen in his scholarly appendix to the critical edition of 

the Phänomenologie, see: Hegel (1988), 579–580.
 3 Wittgenstein (1953), 17: “The idea of a general concept being a common pro-

perty of its particular instances connects up with other primitive, too simple, 
ideas of the structure of language. It is comparable to the idea that properties are 
ingredients of the things which have the properties; e.g. that beauty is an ingredi-
ent of all beautiful things as alcohol is of beer and wine, and that we therefore 
could have pure beauty, unadulterated by anything that is beautiful.”

 4 I take much of this distinction from the work of Travis, who makes it in the 
context of his discussion of Wittgenstein on the nature of our acquaintance with 
singular items; I would in fact call it “Travis’s distinction,” except that I would not 
want to burden him with the uses to which I put it. See Travis (2003).

 5 Such recognizings are not thus to be construed as simple mechanisms along the 
line of causally elicited reactions that a subject might make to the world around 
it. They are not, that is, reliable differential responsive dispositions, in Robert 
Brandom’s sense. For Brandom, such recognizings are simply dispositions that 
themselves are not normed and do cause us to take them up normatively in any 
way; they acquire normative import only when others issue entitlements to that 
mode of reliably differentially responding to the world; it is hard to see, though, 
just how others could issue entitlements, since their connection to the world 
would also be in terms of such reliable differential responsive dispositions. See 
Pippin (2006a).

 6 In Enz. §387, Z, Hegel notes: “We must thus begin with spirit still hemmed in by 
nature, related to its corporeality, not yet existing in its own sphere, not yet free. 
. . . In this part of the science of subjective spirit the concept of spirit (as it has 
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been thought) lies only in us, the examiners, and not in the object itself; the 
object of our examination is formed by the, at fi rst, merely existent concept of 
spirit, spirit which has not yet grasped its concept, the spirit which is still external 
to itself.” [“Wir müssen also von dem noch in der Natur befangenen, auf seine 
Leiblichkeit bezogenen, noch nicht bei sich selbst seienden, noch nicht freien 
Geiste anfangen. . . . In diesem Teile der Wissenschaft vom subjektiven Geiste ist 
der gedachte Begriff des Geistes nur in uns, den Betrachtenden, noch nicht im 
Gegenstande selber; den Gegenstand unserer Betrachtung bildet hier der erst 
bloß seiende Begriff des Geistes, der seinen Begriff noch nicht erfaßt habende, 
noch außer sich seiende Geist.”] It is obvious that the issues at stake could use 
more elaboration, which would itself require a full commentary on Hegel’s 
philosophy of subjective spirit. Hegel’s aim in that section of his Encyclopedia is to 
show how “spiritual,” geistige, life grows out of our natural makeup without itself 
being reducible to that natural makeup. Thus, from one point of view, our 
conceptual capacities (which are normative and social) emerge quite naturally 
out of our organic capacities as the kinds of creatures we are (as the way in which 
children, for example, become language users); on the other hand, from the 
standpoint of intelligibility within the “philosophical system,” the standpoint of 
agency is what takes pride of place. Thus, in Enz. §388, Hegel speaks of this move 
as the equivalent of nature sublating itself: “Spirit, as the truth of nature, has 
come to be. In addition, since within the Idea in general, this result signifi es the 
truth and is in fact (with regards to what preceded it) what is prior, the coming to 
be, that is, the transition into the concept, bears the more determinate signifi -
cance of free judgment. Spirit that has come to be hence signifi es nature as having 
in itself sublated itself as what is untrue, such that spirit no longer presupposes itself 
as this universality existing externally to itself in its bodily individuality; rather, it 
exists as this simple universality in its concretion and totality, within which it is the 
soul and not yet spirit” (Italics mine). [“Der Geist ist als die Wahrheit der Natur 
geworden. Außerdem, daß in der Idee überhaupt dies Resultat die Bedeutung 
der Wahrheit und vielmehr des Ersten gegen das Vorhergehende hat, hat das 
Werden oder Übergehen im Begriff die bestimmtere Bedeutung des freien 
Urteils. Der gewordene Geist hat daher den Sinn, daß die Natur an ihr selbst als 
das Unwahre sich aufhebt und der Geist so sich als diese nicht mehr in leiblicher 
Einzelheit außer sich seiende, sondern in ihrer Konkretion und Totalität 
einfache Allgemeinheit voraussetzt, in welcher er Seele, noch nicht Geist ist.”]

 7 As Hegel puts it in his Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie: “Idealism, 
taken in the sense that nothing exists outside of my own individual consciousness 
(as individual), or, the refutation of that idealism taken in the sense that there 
are individual things which do exist outside of my self-consciousness: One [of 
those] is as bad as the other.” “Der Idealismus in dem Sinne genommen, daß 
außer meinem einzelnen Selbstbewußtsein als einzelnem nichts ist, oder die 
 Widerlegung desselben, daß außer meinem Selbstbewußtsein als einzelnem 
Dinge sind, ist eins so schlecht als das andere.” TW, 20, 485. 

 8 Hegel notes in Enz. §447, in speaking of our immediate engagement with the 
world as a matter of feeling, how this kind of engagement (which would take 
place at the stage of what I am calling here “recognition”): “In contrast to 
the simplicity of feeling, it is usually presupposed that the judgment in general, 
the distinction of consciousness into a subject and an object is what is primary; 
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in that way, the determinateness of sensation is then derived from a self-suffi cient 
external or internal object.” [“Gegen die Einfachheit des Gefühls pfl egt vielmehr 
das Urteil überhaupt, die Unterscheidung des Bewußtseins in ein Subjekt 
und Objekt, als das Ursprüngliche vorausgesetzt zu werden; so wird dann die 
Bestimmtheit der Empfi ndung von einem selbständigen äußerlichen oder 
innerlichen Gegenstande abgeleitet.”]

 9 I also take it this is part of the point McDowell (1994, 33) is trying to make when 
he says, “The capacities that are passively drawn into operation in experience can 
be recognized as conceptual capacities only because we can get the idea of 
spontaneity to fi t.”

10 Such self-consciousness involves a transparency to itself, such that the two claims, 
“I believe that P” and “P is true” are independent claims but nonetheless, from 
the normal fi rst-person standpoint, “transparent” to each other; or, as Hegel puts 
it in Phenomenology §167, with self-consciousness “there is, to be sure, in that 
respect also an otherness; consciousness makes a distinction of the sort which, for 
it, is at the same time no distinction at all.”

11 Phänomenologie 260–261. [“Das Tun hat daher das Ansehen der Bewegung eines 
Kreises, welcher frei im Leeren sich in sich selbst bewegt, ungehindert bald sich 
erweitert, bald verengert, und vollkommen zufrieden nur in und mit sich selbst 
spielt.”]

12 This is what Hegel means by his abrupt and cryptic introduction of the claim, 
“self-consciousness is desire in general” in Phänomenologie 121.

13 Wittgenstein (1953, 1958) §241. In the next section (§242, Wittgenstein adds: 
“If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement not 
only in defi nitions but also (queer as this may sound) in judgments.”

14 See Pippin (2006a).
15 Critique of Pure Reason, A19 = B33: “In whatever manner and by whatever means a 

mode of knowledge may relate to objects, intuition is that through which it is in 
immediate relation to them, and to which all thought as a means is directed.” 
On Hegel’s point about this, see Faith and Knowledge (1802), where Hegel says, 
“Man erblickt diese Idee durch die Flachheit der Deduktion der Kategorien 
hindurch und in Beziehung auf Raum und Zeit nicht da, wo sie sein sollte, in der 
transzendentalen Erörterung dieser Formen, aber doch in der Folge, wo die 
ursprünglich synthetische Einheit der Apperzeption erst bei der Deduktion der 
Kategorien zum Vorschein kommt und auch als Prinzip der fi gürlichen Synthesis 
oder der Formen der Anschauung erkannt und Raum und Zeit selbst als 
synthetische Einheiten und die produktive Einbildungskraft, Spontaneität und 
absolute synthetische Tätigkeit als Prinzip der Sinnlichkeit begriffen wird, welche 
vorher nur als Rezeptivität charakterisiert worden war” (TW, 2, 304–305) (Italics 
mine). He adds a few pages later: “[W]as in der Erfahrung Form der Anschauung 
ist, gehört der fi gürlichen, was Begriff ist, gehört der intellektuellen Synthesis; 
für die Dinge an sich bleibt kein anderes Organ als die Empfi ndung, denn diese 
ist allein nicht a priori, d. h. nicht im menschlichen Erkenntnisvermögen, für 
welches nur Erscheinungen sind, gegründet—, daß die Dinge an sich und die 
Empfi ndungen ohne objektive Bestimmtheit sind” (310). Hegel’s point seems to 
be that in Kant’s conception of the “fi gurative synthesis,” we pass from merely 
empirical intuition of individual things to a “pure intuition” (which he always 
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identifi es with “pure thought” in his mature works) of the world as a manifold of 
shapes and magnitudes, that is, to a world taken in a certain regard.

16 §381 Z. 
17 Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, §146: “Die Substanz ist in diesem ihrem 

wirklichen Selbstbewußtsein sich wissend und damit Objekt des Wissens. Für das 
Subjekt haben die sittliche Substanz, ihre Gesetze und Gewalten einerseits als 
Gegenstand das Verhältnis, daß sie sind, im höchsten Sinne der Selbständigkeit,—
eine absolute, unendlich festere Autorität und Macht als das Sein der Natur. Die 
Sonne, Mond, Berge, Flüsse, überhaupt die umgebenden Naturobjekte sind, sie 
haben für das Bewußtsein die Autorität, nicht nur überhaupt zu sein, sondern 
auch eine besondere Natur zu haben, welche es gelten läßt, nach ihr in seinem 
Verhalten zu ihnen, seiner Beschäftigung mit ihnen und ihrem Gebrauche sich 
richtet. Die Autorität der sittlichen Gesetze ist unendlich höher, weil die 
Naturdinge nur auf die ganz äußerliche und vereinzelte Weise die Vernünftigkeit 
darstellen und sie unter die Gestalt der Zufälligkeit verbergen.”

18 To see Hegel’s monism as normative is to view it in terms of what Rolf-Peter 
Horstmann has called Hegel’s Vernunftmonismus without the substantialist 
addition that Horstmann thinks accompanies it. See Horstmann (1991).

19  This way of putting it, as most will recognize, comes from Brandom (1977).
20 In Enz. §247 Hegel famously gives his defi nition of nature as the externality of the 

Idea: “Die Natur hat sich als die Idee in der Form des Andersseins ergeben. Da die 
Idee so als das Negative ihrer selbst oder sich äußerlich ist, so ist die Natur nicht 
äußerlich nur relativ gegen diese Idee (und gegen die subjektive Existenz 
derselben, den Geist), sondern die Äußerlichkeit macht die Bestimmung aus, in 
welcher sie als Natur ist.”

21 TW 5, 172: “Der Satz, daß das Endliche ideell ist, macht den Idealismus aus. Der 
Idealismus der Philosophie besteht in nichts anderem als darin, das Endliche 
nicht als ein wahrhaft Seiendes anzuerkennen.”

22 Enz. §246. [“Nicht nur muß die Philosophie mit der Naturerfahrung überein-
stimmend sein, sondern die Entstehung und Bildung der philosophischen 
Wissenschaft hat die empirische Physik zur Voraussetzung und Bedingung.”]



Chapter 6

Unlikely Bedfellows? Putnam and Hegel 
on Natural Kind Terms

Katharina Dulckeit

1. Dialectic vs. Analysis

It is common knowledge that some analytic philosophers tend to think of the 
history of philosophy primarily as history and less as philosophy proper.1 They 
do, however, generally respect the main fi gures of the philosophical tradition 
and honor them for their contributions to the discipline.

It is hardly news to point out, however, that often this is not so in the case of 
Hegel. Philosophers of the analytic stripe are notorious for simply ignoring 
Hegel—even in their study of the history of philosophy—or to shower him with 
contempt and ridicule, all too often with no more than passing familiarity with 
his writings.

Why and how did this happen? The fact that Hegel was writing prior to the 
advent of predicate logic puts him in good company with many other philo-
sophers who have fared much better: it simply places him in the historical 
queue. But surely one’s relative position in this queue by itself, makes one 
neither a superior nor inferior thinker.

Admittedly, Hegel’s notoriously dense, often torturous prose and infamous 
terminology holds little appeal for ally or adversary. Then there are disparate 
interpretations, misinterpretations, Hegel’s reputed glorifi cation of the  
Prussian State, his alleged views about the end of history, and all the rest we 
cannot consider here. No one is beyond criticism, and there is ample room for 
it here. The bottom line of analytic denunciations of Hegel, however, often 
simply amounts to little more than an unexamined rejection of Hegel’s basic 
assumptions, i.e., the nature of reality, the infamous dialectic logic, reason, 
spirit, and so forth. This lands us squarely in a quandary: No one can do philo-
sophy without some basic assumptions. As soon as one makes them, one is 
locked into a paradigm. Once there, it seems one can no longer critique either 
one’s own paradigm, or that of another. The former is impossible because one 
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can question a paradigm only by stepping outside of it, while attempting the 
latter seems equally doomed precisely because rival basic assumptions have 
exactly equal claims to truth.

But this does not get us very far, except to realize that dismissing Hegel 
from within another, (in this case the analytic) paradigm is wrong-headed, 
simple-minded and pointless, since Hegel and, for that matter, anyone else, 
presumably has the right to do precisely that. On the other hand, analytic 
philosophers can scarcely be expected to desert their own basic assumptions. 
So we seem stuck in the proverbial pickle: From Hegel’s point of view, the truths 
of abstract logic are only partial truths enabling him to dismiss analytic philoso-
phy as incomplete, while his analytic opponents believe that Hegel’s Reason is 
entirely fi ctitious, leaving them at liberty to write off Hegel altogether.

What to do? At this juncture, we might do well to remember Russell’s maxim 
that the preferable theory is always the one that best solves puzzles.

In what follows, I shall put this dictum to the test. I shall examine a famous 
argument Putnam put forward regarding Natural Kind (NK) terms.2

Lacking suffi cient magic to produce the beleaguered German in person 
to fi ght his own battles, I shall instead let a faithful reading of Hegel’s words 
speak on his behalf. Although I chose Putnam, I believe this exercise could be 
repeated with any number of analytic philosophers on any number of topics. 
I intend to show that Hegel has in fact thought deeply and clearly about many 
issues of interest to analytic philosophers. Indeed, unsympathetic analytic phi-
losophers who found themselves among my readers (perhaps by serendipity) 
might be surprised to learn that (i) certain arguments taken as perfectly reason-
able when coming from one of their own, have in fact already been made—
in slightly different language and with different aims, to be sure—but 
nevertheless they have been articulated two centuries earlier by the very object 
of their scorn.

More importantly, they would discover that (ii) Hegel’s basic idea of medi-
ated opposition solves, or at least circumvents, certain problems still besetting 
their contemporaries.

This is precisely what I hope to establish here. Let me be clear: Reasonable 
people can differ on the value of Hegel’s philosophy or its consequence to 
contemporary issues. But friend or foe, one thing is clear: With its very name 
analytic philosophy promises, well, critical analysis, something that is not unrea-
sonable, therefore, to expect its practitioners to deliver.

Russell’s Description Theory famously claims that reference is determined by 
identifying descriptions. Kripke is credited with knocking it off its throne by 
pointing to certain unacceptable implications, such as the impossibility of coun-
terfactual talk of the sort we can—and commonly do—engage in. In its place he 
offers his Causal Theory, which he also extended to cover general nouns, par-
ticularly natural kind terms.3 

But it is Putnam’s analysis of natural kinds that is most widely known and 
most frequently quoted, which is why I chose to take it up here.
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2. Putnam

Putnam sets out to show that the traditional view cannot, as assumed, be true 
for natural kinds, which are “classes of things that we regard as of explanatory 
importance; classes whose normal distinguishing characteristics are ‘held 
together’ or even explained by deep-lying mechanisms. Gold, lemon, tiger, acid 
are examples.”4 The traditional view5 is false, according to Putnam, for the 
meaning of a natural kind term cannot be given by specifying a conjunction, or 
even a disjunction, of properties. His supporting arguments are Kripkean in 
nature. Take the term “lemon” for instance. Its “defi ning characteristics” are 
yellow color, tart taste, and so forth. But these properties do not actually defi ne 
the term. Why? Well, fi rst of all there is the diffi culty of (i) abnormal members 
“a green lemon is still a lemon—even if, owing to some abnormality, it never 
turns yellow.”6 Ditto for three legged tigers, gold in a gaseous state, and so 
forth. Thus the old tactic will say something is a lemon if its normal members have 
certain properties. However, (ii) it is logically possible that the normal lemons 
as we think of them (tart, yellow, etc.) are really atypical, are not in fact normal 
 members of their species. However, if there is no natural kind whose members 
are tart, yellow, etc., then the fruits from which I make lemonade, says 
Putnam, are not really lemons. But this is absurd, for clearly they are lemons, 
though it is not analytic that they are normal lemons. Finally (iii) it is possible 
that the characteristics of a natural kind may change over time—lemons may 
turn blue, for instance as a result of a new fertilizer—without their essence 
changing enough so that we would cease using the same word. Thus, Putnam 
concludes, “There are no analytic truths of the form every lemon has P.”7 Hence 
Putnam agrees with Kripke that the extension of a term is not determined by 
a conjunction of properties which analytically determine its meaning, because 
such conjunction could not possibly suffi ce as a criterion for determining the 
extension. It is  logically possible, for example, that we might fi nd out that sci-
ence was mistaken about the nature of a given kind having a given property 
such as the discovery that whales are not fi sh. If “whales are fi sh” were analytic, 
however, such a discovery would be impossible. Indeed even speculating about 
it would be impossible. So someone in the fourteenth century (or any time 
prior to the discovery) could not have thus speculated, because the utterance 
(a) “suppose one day we discovered that whales are not fi sh,” (on the old 
theory in which whales mean fi sh) would be tantamount to saying: (b)  “suppose 
we discovered that whales are not whales,” which is impossible. Clearly, how-
ever, such speculation is possible and the traditional theory fails. This, together 
with the following example shows that statements about natural kinds are 
almost invariably synthetic. Since “whales are fi sh” is false, it cannot be ana-
lytic. Putnam uses the example of the “robot cats,” which involves supposing 
that humans have all along labored under some kind of mass illusion about 
the nature of cats who were then discovered to be not mammals but robots 
sent from outer space to spy on us. As this situation is conceivable, it is  logically 
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possible, which in turn proves that “cats are animals” is not an analytic 
proposition.8 

Not only does the Description Theory fail to account for such counterfactual 
talk, it also makes it impossible to identify individuals and natural kinds across 
possible worlds. Putnam’s famous example of Earth and Twin Earth9 proves, 
among other things, that very point about natural kind terms. He imagines a 
kind of Doppelgänger to our planet, Twin Earth, on which a substance is found 
with all the superfi cial properties we associate with water, which fi lls rivers and 
lakes, is used for drinking, cooking, irrigation, and so forth. This liquid is called 
“water” by the inhabitants of both planets. If they were to visit each other’s 
planet, space travelers would doubtless assume that “water” refers to the same 
kind of stuff in both worlds. Until such a time in history when science advanced 
suffi ciently to perform certain chemical tests, they would not know that the 
stuff on Twin Earth is not H2O but in fact has a different chemical 
signature which Putnam calls XYZ. But upon this discovery, Putnam writes,

I will be able to say that the stuff on Twin Earth that I earlier mistook for water 
isn’t really water. In the same way, if you describe, not another planet in the 
actual universe, but another possible universe in which there is stuff with the 
chemical formula XYZ which passes the “operational test” for water, we shall 
have to say that that stuff isn’t water but merely XYZ. You will not have 
described a possible world in which “water is XYZ,” but merely a possible 
world in which there are lakes of XYZ, people drink XYZ (and not water), or 
whatever. In fact, once we have discovered the nature of water, nothing counts 
as a possible world in which water doesn’t have that nature. Once we have 
discovered that water (in the actual world) is H2O, nothing counts as a possible 
world in which water isn’t H2O.10

Thus “water,” according to Putnam, is what Kripke calls a “rigid designator.” 
It is H2O in all possible worlds. What makes some stuff water or gold or some 
things tigers, etc., is not merely satisfying a set of descriptions analytically 
associated with certain terms, but the particular chemical, atomic, or biological 
structure.11 A conjunction (or cluster) of descriptions associated with a natural 
kind term is neither necessary nor suffi cient for applying that term. What 
“water” picks out as its extension is determined by what the essence of water 
happens to be. Thus “water” has no defi nition in the traditional sense but is 
simply a name of a substance. “Water” is a rigid designator. This is so, even prior 
to the scientifi c discovery that water is H2O, for in fi xing the referent of a term 
I need not know the precise nature of the thing named. Again, “Water” is rigid 
even if it should turn out that science was mistaken (which is at least logically 
possible) and water is not H2O at all. Hence “Water” is H2O is a necessary but a 
posteriori and synthetic proposition.

So how exactly is it possible to name substances the precise essence of which 
is unknown to us? We dub a sample or paradigm of some substance by ostensive 
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defi nition, Putnam explains, uttering, e.g., “This liquid is called water.” 
Subsequently, we then use the term “water” to refer to whatever we take to have 
the same nature as the paradigm. The relation of “sameness” cannot be fully defi ned 
because it is a theoretical relation the content of which depends on the progress 
of scientifi c theory. Putnam writes:

My “ostensive defi nition” of water has the following empirical presupposition 
that the body of liquid I am pointing to bears a certain sameness relation 
(say, x is the same liquid as y, or x is the same, as y) to most of the stuff I and other 
speakers in my linguistic community have on other occasions called “water.” 
If this presupposition is false because, say, I am—unknown to me—pointing 
to a glass of gin and not a glass of water, then I do not intend my ostensive 
defi nition to be accepted. Thus the ostensive defi nition conveys what might 
be called a “defeasible” necessary and suffi cient condition: the necessary and 
suffi cient condition for being water is bearing the relation same L to the stuff 
in the glass; but this is the necessary and suffi cient condition only if the 
empirical presupposition is satisfi ed.12

The extension of the term depends on the actual essence of the paradigm but 
this essence is not generally fully known to the speaker. A term which is intro-
duced by means of a paradigm and is then used to refer to whatever has the 
same essence as the paradigm, is called an “indexical term” by Putnam. Because 
its extension is in part determined indexically, the relation of sameness deter-
mines the extension of a natural kind term via the deictic indication of 
samples:

Our theory can be summarized by saying that terms like “water” have an 
unnoticed indexical component” “water” is stuff that bears a certain similar-
ity relation to the water around here. Water at another time or in another place 
or even in another possible world has to bear the relation same to our “water” 
in order to be water. Thus the theory that (1) words have “intensions”, which are 
something like concepts associated with the words by speakers, and (2) inten-
sion determines extension—cannot be true of natural kind words like “water” 
for the same reason it cannot be true of obviously indexical words like “I”.13

And further down he adds: “It should be clear that Kripke’s doctrine that natu-
ral kind words are rigid designators and our own doctrine that they are indexi-
cal are but two ways of making the same point.”14

We can summarize Putnam’s view as follows:

1. NK terms do not defi ne a kind in the traditional sense but merely fi x its 
extension.

2. NK terms have no meaning (in the traditional sense) but rather function 
like indexical terms.



118 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

3. NK terms are simply names of substances.
4. The example of Twin Earth demonstrates that, in fact, we do correctly apply 

NK terms in cases when the proper defi nition or essence remains unknown to us. 
The traditional theory cannot explain how this is possible but Putnam’s 
theory does.

4.1  An important implication of 4 is that our ideas of what it is to be an F can 
undergo considerable and signifi cant change and development without 
a corresponding change in the reference of F. For “water,” for speakers 
on Earth, continues to refer to the stuff that has turned out to be H20, 
and for speakers on Twin Earth it continues to refer to the stuff that 
turned out to be XYZ.

5.  Given that meanings are exhausted by their extension, meanings are entirely 
external.

6. “Anything that has P1 to Pn is F” is not an analytic proposition. The robot cat 
example shows that propositions about NK terms such as “cats are animals” 
are synthetic.

7. On the traditional theory we ought not be able to use NK terms counterfac-
tually, nor pick out objects across possible worlds, but in fact we do. Only 
Putnam’s theory explains how this is possible.

8. The meaning of NK terms (in the traditional sense) is neither necessary nor 
suffi cient for applying the term. The defeasable necessary and suffi cient con-
dition for ostensive defi nition, i.e. for application of the term, is the sameness 
relation.

If the theory with the most explanatory power wins, Putnam’s theory concern-
ing NK terms prevails over the traditional theory.

3. Hegel

In which camp would Hegel locate himself? On the face of it, that seems to be 
an open and shut case.

Hegel’s infamous dialectic, climbing as it does, from one synthesis of 
opposites to the next, using the legendary notions of mediation and what he 
calls “determinate negation” as his stepping stones, is antithetical at its very 
core to any theory restricted to formal logic, including the rival theories just 
discussed.

And this is a reasonable assumption from the vantage point of “the big 
picture.” 

But it can hardly be credible to guess at Hegel’s position on any of 
Putnam’s particular arguments in this overly general fashion. One would have 
to get very specifi c and look at the details of how Hegel might respond to each 
of Putnam’s individual points. But given that philosophers in Hegel’s day lacked 
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the framework and much of the vocabulary presupposed in Putnam’s account, 
isn’t it prima facie ludicrous to try to make Hegelian philosophy address Putnam’s 
arguments in any sort of detail? Would it not only do violence to Hegel’s 
thought? Surely it is absurd on the face of it, even to attempt to trick out Hegel’s 
philosophy in ways that would address the current dispute.

As the title of this paper indicates, however, my view could hardly be more 
different. Hegel did, in fact, analyze issues relevant to contemporary analytic 
philosophy as well as our current discussion: the context dependency of indexi-
cals, the distinction between meaning and reference and the problem of deixis, 
to name a few. Not that anyone would accuse him of putting such issues in 
contemporary language, or of using current terminology.15 Indeed, sporadi-
cally the derniere cri in philosophy turns out to be an old problem in new dress. 
In fact, certain confusions between grammatical structure and logic have gener-
ated all manner of puzzles and spawned metaphysical population explosions 
just to accommodate errors. After all, philosophy took on the job of wrestling 
with perennial questions. It is unlikely that most of these will be retired any time 
soon.

On the condition that a detailed analysis of Putnam’s thesis is possible, it does 
make sense to ask which side Hegel would choose. Keeping in mind that a 
seemingly infi nite stream of concepts is required to feed Hegel’s dialectical 
maze, and that Hegel was so fond of concepts that at times he seems to have 
prized them above the fl esh and blood things of the world, it is hard to imagine 
that Hegel could ignore the siren call of those universals determining meaning 
(and reference) in the traditional theory.

In what follows, I shall look at Putnam’s points and sketch a response in the 
Hegelian spirit.

As it happens, Putnam’s views are astonishingly close to Hegel’s own as 
expressed in both the Phenomenology and the Logic. When Sense-Certainty asks, 
“What is the This?” it wants to know what the This is essentially. And in the Logic 
Hegel argues that essential determination is not possible exclusively via predi-
cation. Even the longest list of properties cannot enlighten us about what the 
object is essentially, unless the term in the predicate place at once expresses the 
nature of the subject—and this, in turn, presupposes their identity-in-differ-
ence. I shall now consider these in turn.

We begin with the question Sense-Certainty asks itself “What is the This?” 
Hegel’s unusual formulation underscores the type of task facing Sense-
Certainty: It must test, not the truth of a particular belief, but rather whether 
what it intends corresponds to what it actually experiences. For example, the answer 
“The This is a tree,” does not merely concern the question of whether there is, 
in fact, a tree before consciousness, but rather whether what Sense-Certainty 
takes to be the criterion of its certainty corresponds with its actual experience. 
It is true, then, that (speaking from outside Sense-Certainty) Hegel is asking 
the larger question, not just what this particular thing might be, but: What does 
it mean to be a particular, what sort of things are particulars, what is it that 
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particulars have in common? In other words, what is the essence of particulars? 
Hence the question concerns the essence of the particular-in-general. Impor-
tantly, Hegel’s answer does not, as some have claimed,16 simply sacrifi ce this 
existing particular by replacing it with a particular-in-general in order to make it 
correspond to some notion Sense-Certainty has of universality. As a matter of 
fact, it is exactly the other way around. For it is precisely the evidence of this 
particular individual in Sense-Certainty’s experience that makes it apparent that such 
an experience would be impossible on its own criterion of immediacy.

The argument runs as follows: Sense-Certainty takes its object to be an imme-
diate or bare particular, which it claims to know immediately. But then Sense-
Certainty’s actual experience of the object is determined as a kind, this tree, for 
example. Sense-Certainty soon realizes that if its criterion of immediacy were 
correct, it could not possibly experience this tree qua tree, qua determined 
particular or kind, because immediacy would in fact prevent consciousness 
from determining what kind of object it is related to, because determining 
the kind of object involves predicating qualities of it that distinguish it from 
other objects. Thus the possibility of determining the object as individual 
presupposes a whole network of relations and mediations. But since Sense-
Certainty insists on immediacy it cannot avail itself of this network and conse-
quently  cannot determine its object. Its own criterion therefore leaves it with 
a bare, abstract This, not the particular kind it actually experiences when it 
regards the tree, or the house. It is precisely that discrepancy that causes the 
problem.

Sense-Certainty has a problem on its hands: its criterion of knowledge, imme-
diacy, does not jibe with its actual experience. Experience has revealed that on the 
criterion of immediacy consciousness could not explain the knowledge it in fact 
has. Knowledge simply cannot consist of immediate awareness; consciousness 
must fi rst determine its object as a this of a certain kind. Hence knowledge is 
mediated by the perceptual object. Says Hegel:

The wealth of sense-knowledge belongs to [the attitude of] Perception, not 
to immediate certainty for only Perception admits negation, i.e. difference or 
manifoldness, within its own essence. (PG 90/PS 67/PM 163)17

Let us pause here and refl ect on what Sense-Certainty has delivered so far:
Hegel’s phenomenological investigation of consciousness has now shown that 

mediation is a necessary condition for knowledge of particulars. But Hegel makes 
it quite clear that we can, nevertheless, point at a thing and utter: “This is a tree.” 
I have argued that in doing so Hegel has in fact demonstrated the context 
dependency of indexicals long before that language became part of philosophi-
cal discourse.18 In this case it serves to show that Hegel specifi cally argued that 
we can indicate and name a kind without knowing its essence by ostensive defi nition. 
And this is precisely Putnam’s claim. It is possible to name substances the precise 
essence of which is unknown to us by ostensive defi nition, e.g., “This is water.”

 Hegel concludes that “this” “here” “now” and “I” are indexical terms and as 
such their reference must be mediated by the context in which they are uttered. 
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The indexical component guarantees the success of the reference independent 
from a determining set of properties.

And, again, this is exactly Putnam’s view: the indexical element will permit 
successful dubbing without a set or cluster of properties, as long as the context 
mediates and hence determines the referent.

Now clearly “tree,” “water,” and “lemon” are natural kind terms. Hence it 
follows that what Hegel argued for in the case of the former holds in the case 
of the latter. We may conclude then, that Hegel has already established that the 
NK term “water” picks out water indexically. According to Hegel this is accom-
plished without a conjunction (or disjunction) of properties. So while properties are 
a necessary condition for knowledge, no properties are needed for NK terms to 
pick out, refer to or name the object.

This establishes also that Hegel is not committed to the traditional theory 
whereby meaning, in the traditional sense, determines reference of NK terms 
such as “water” or “tree.” Hegel’s view is therefore consistent with the main 
point emerging from Putnam’s refutation of the traditional theory.

We now have our answer to the fi rst two of Putnam’s points. Despite the fact 
that Hegel obviously had different assumptions and concerns, it turns out that 
he already argued, persuasively and successfully, for the very position taken by 
Putnam long before the latter was born.

1.  We can successfully name substances or natural kinds without under-
standing precisely what they are, and we can subsequently refer successfully 
to samples of the substance by using the name. Thus it is possible to talk about 
substances the essence of which we do not know (or science has not yet 
discovered).

2.  This implies that our ideas of what it is to be an F can undergo considerable and 
signifi cant change and development without a corresponding change in the reference 
of F. For Putnam, “water” picks out the same stuff before and after we 
discover its microstructure. Even when it turns out that earthlings and 
twin-earthlings have been drinking and bathing in entirely different 
 substances, the reference of “water” continues to refer to XYZ in one place 
and H2O in the other. For Hegel this idea of developmental changes in the 
object is revealed in the very experience of consciousness on its path through 
the Phenomenology. Consciousness must continually reevaluate what it knows 
about the nature of its object, all the while effortlessly pointing to, naming 
and talking about it, as its knowledge about it slowly becomes more and 
more adequate.

4. Hegel’s Logic19

To garner Hegel’s response to points 3 and 4, we must consult Hegel’s 
Logic,20 specifi cally his Theory of Judgment, which draws out and formalizes the 
discoveries made in the Phenomenology.
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Before we begin it is important to understand that the analysis of the forms 
of judgment in the Logic is motivated by Hegel’s interest in essential judgment.21 
There are two conditions for such judgments.

1.  A judgment is an essential judgment only if P tells us precisely and exclu-
sively what s is; no less and no more. But merely predicating universals of 
particulars is insuffi cient for this, unless the term in the predicate position 
at once expresses the essential nature of the subject. This, in turn, argues 
Hegel, is possible only if the “is” expresses some identity between s and P.22 For if 
essential determination were possible exclusively via predication, subject 
and predicate would remain separate and the relation between them 
expressed by the copula would remain external. As a consequence, s would 
refer to one thing, namely an individual, while P would designate some-
thing distinct from s, namely a universal. But the truth of Sense-Certainty 
has already shown that qua individual, a thing is grasped only through the 
mediation of universals. It follows that divorced from these it would then 
have to be an individual without a universal nature, i.e., a bare individual. 
This applies equally, if the individual is the subject of a judgment, as Hegel 
points out: The subject without the predicate, he explains, is just what the 
thing is without its qualities, a bare particular (WL, 72; SL, 628). A radical 
distinction between s and P entails their mutual exclusivity, which, in turn, 
yields a bare s, and an abstract P.23 And this is precisely why we cannot 
appeal to the Aristotelian notion of class inclusion, which maintains that 
although s and P are different, the predicate is nevertheless in the subject. 
A class is an abstract universal or “what is merely held in common.” 
In Hegel’s onto-logic concepts cannot be merely abstract but always involve 
being. Clearly then, where judgments of essence are concerned, the “is” of 
predication will not do because it entails the distinction between s and P, 
which would commit us to a metaphysical thesis already overcome in the 
Phenomenology.24

2.  According to Hegel, an essential judgment must also be informative. The “is” 
of identity as analytic philosophy conceives it, however, would result in a 
mere tautology, since the identity it would express between the two terms of 
the judgment would be a merely abstract or formal identity. Hegel’s whole 
point, then, is to show that neither the “is” of predication nor the “is” of 
identity is capable by itself to yield an informative judgment about what some-
thing is essentially. Hegel’s own example serves to illustrate this nicely: “The 
rose is red” may be informative, but fails to tell us about what it is that is red. 
And, according to Hegel’s view, s must already be a particular before we can 
predicate of it a property, such as “red.” And while “The rose is a rose” exhib-
its the form of a statement of identity it provides no information about the 
essential character or nature of the thing that is asserted to be identical with 
itself. Unless we want to deny that judgments about essences (which must 
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express identity) can also be informative, argues Hegel, what we need is nei-
ther the “is” of predication nor the “is” of identity, but a dialectical unity of 
the two, which I have called the “is” of “identity-in-difference.”25 This is why 
Russell’s example for the “is” of identity is really an example for the notion 
of identity-in-difference as Hegel conceives of it, although it does not yet 
constitute a perfect instance of it. The same applies to Hegel’s own example 
of what he calls a “qualitative judgment.”26 In the judgment “The rose is red,” 
the difference between s and P is still very great and the “is” only minimally 
mediates between the two terms. So, if one wishes to know the essential 
nature or identity of the subject, qualitative judgments will not suffi ce, since 
even the longest list of properties will not enlighten us in that regard unless 
the term in the predicated place expresses the essential character of the 
subject. And this, he argues, is possible only if s and P are identical in their 
difference.

Because they depend in part on the content, the degrees of mediation cannot 
be spelled out explicitly. But in Hegel’s view, judgments progress from this still 
largely “immediate” or “qualitative” judgment in which the “is” closely parallels 
Russell’s “is” of predication, through a long series of progressively more 
adequate judgments in which s and P become increasingly more congruous 
until they are fi nally “identical.”

But even then, the identity retains an inner distinction and, consequently, is 
quite unlike the analytic conception of formal identity. It is clear, then, that, for 
Hegel any absolute distinction between the “is” of predication and identity 
ultimately vanishes. But surely, this is not to say that he cannot tell the difference 
between them where it does exist,27 as Sir Russell famously did, particularly 
since Hegel’s entire treatment of judgment clearly consists of a careful working 
out of this very difference, culminating in “identity-in-difference.” Since differ-
ence is preserved in even the most perfect case of identity, Hegel can hardly be 
accused of denying the distinction between s and P. Quite clearly, he insists on 
it. Insofar, however, as the distinction is internal, what is distinguished at once 
remains a unity or “identity.” Or, to put it even more strongly, the identity 
is an identity only by virtue of the (internal) distinction. Surely, discovering the 
inadequacy of two philosophical notions in isolation (i.e., in abstraction) is not 
the same as overlooking their difference.28

If it is true that “identity-in-difference” explains how identity statements 
can be informative, then asserting the identity between s and P no longer 
results in a tautology. But how is such identity possible? It is possible only by 
virtue of retaining difference at its very heart. But this strategy seems to land 
us precisely in the diffi culty Russell laments in the fi rst place, namely that 
“the particular is the universal” is a self-contradictory proposition. We fi nd 
the answer in Hegel’s critique of formal identity and the Law of the Excluded 
Middle.
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5. The Laws of Identity and the Excluded Middle

The Law of Identity, which Hegel takes up in the “Doctrine of Essence,”29 says 
that “everything is identical with itself.” Self-identity is expressed as A = A, a 
proposition which clearly uses two terms, not one. So while the object o is one, to 
understand and state that fact requires two terms “o = o.” According to Hegel, 
this is consistent with Leibniz’s Law of the Identity of Indiscernibles. Implicit in 
the Law of Identity, then, is something that simply eludes the logic of the under-
standing: the idea that identity makes sense only as self-identity, which, in term, 
implies self-relation and, therefore, contains essentially the idea of difference 
(LL, § 116). Difference is the necessary condition for grasping and expressing 
the notion of identity. What is more, as is the case for all opposites for Hegel, 
identity and difference are interdependent, or mediated, such that either one 
makes sense only in terms of the other.

Hegel’s onto-logic also motivates his criticism of the Law of the Excluded 
Middle, a law which, as Hegel puts it, “would feign avoid contradiction, but in 
doing so falls into it” (LL, § 119).30 As formulated in the two Logics, the law 
states: “Something is either A or not A, there is no third” (WL, 544; SL, 438) and 
“A is B or A is not B” (LL, § 119).

The salient point in saying that there cannot be anything that is not either 
A or not A, is the claim that there can be no third possibility which is indifferent 
to the opposition because the difference between the opposites is absolute. 
Thus the Law of the Excluded Middle ordinarily is taken to mean something 
like the following: “Of all predicates, either this particular predicate or its 
‘non-being’ (i.e., the lack of the predicate) belongs to a thing.” More specifi -
cally, explains Hegel:

The opposite means here merely the lack (of a predicate), or rather indeter-
minateness; and the proposition is so trivial that it is not worth the trouble of 
saying it. When the determinations sweet, green, square are taken . . . and 
then it is said that spirit is either sweet or not sweet, green or not green, and 
so on, this is a triviality leading nowhere. (WL, 544; SL, 438)

In abstract logic P and not-P simply cancel each other out.31  According to Hegel, 
however, true opposition should not lead from one determination to its non-
being or indeterminateness, which is clear from the principle of determinate 
negation. After all, Hegel continues “The determinateness, the predicate, is 
referred to something; the proposition asserts that something is determined” (WL, 
544; SL, 438, emphasis added).

For Hegel, therefore, “A is B or A is not-B” can be an important proposition, 
if and only if it is taken to express that everything must be determined either 
positively or negatively.32 While Spinoza tells us that all determination is 
negation, Hegel adds that the reverse is equally true, all negation is determina-
tion. Thus P and not-P do not constitute an essential difference but are opposite 
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determinations of something; the latter being the third that the law seeks to 
exclude. One is invariably reminded of the Greeks here for whom the idea of 
change was hard to grasp until they hit upon the idea of an unchanging substra-
tum, which remained identical through the change. Hegel argues that opposite 
determinations presuppose what he calls a “ground”33 an essence (to use the 
term in a non-Hegelian fashion), which is determinable either way, and hence 
contains identity as well as difference (LL, § 119, Zusatz). This ground, 
or essence, is the (dialectical, not abstract) unity of identity and difference 
(LL, §121). Thus, he concludes:

Instead of speaking by the maxim of the Excluded Middle (which is the 
maxim of abstract understanding) we should rather say: Everything is 
 opposite. Neither in heaven nor in earth, neither in the world of mind nor of 
nature, is there anywhere such an abstract “Either-or” as the understanding 
maintains. Whatever exists is concrete, with difference and opposition in 
itself. (LL, § 119, Zusatz 2)

Perhaps it bears repeating that Hegel’s argument—including the statement just 
quoted—must not be taken to mean that he denies the principle of contradic-
tion. In fact, “contradiction is the very moving principle of the world,” he says 
(in 119, Zusatz 2) and insists, “It is ridiculous to say that contradiction is unthink-
able.” But this is not to suggest that, for the understanding, a self-contradictory 
statement can be true. The opposites are not essential opposites but opposite 
determinations of essence. Their identity or unity is dialectical which, in contem-
porary terms, is somewhat inaccurately expressed by saying that it occurs on a 
level that is other than that on which they are different, with the caveat that 
these levels are not strictly divorced. There is no contradiction in holding that 
essence has opposite determinations, or that identity is upheld in difference. 
The philosophical error does not consist in self-contradiction per se but rather 
in the persistence in such contradiction.

In this way Hegel has answered the last question we considered: since identity 
is achieved by virtue of difference, we had asked, will it not generate a contra-
diction all over again? The answer is “yes,” of course new opposition is 
generated, but only to pass to another level of self-reconciliation, more 
adequate than the previous one. Thus contradiction is the moving principle of 
the dialectical process which fi nally results in the concrete universal or, which 
is the same thing, the determined particular.

Let us pause here for a moment and refl ect on what Hegel’s interpretation of 
the Law of the Excluded Middle has delivered with respect to the issue under 
consideration. According to this law, identity and difference in non-dialectic 
logics are mutually exclusive notions when applied to the same term and in the 
same sense. This is obviously appropriate for a logic that abstracts from content. 
On this view it follows that if s and P in a judgment are not identical they must 
be different. In the latter case their relation is explained in terms of class 
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inclusion and the “is” of predication, which is strictly distinguished from the 
“is” of identity. But as we have seen, based on such a radical distinction neither 
notion can be made intelligible. The result is a kind of logical Catch-22: the 
distinction is possible only on the condition of the very interdependence it 
denies. As it turns out, however, the dilemma exists just for the logic of the 
understanding, which is not to say that it is false but that it constitutes a phase 
that is aufgehoben from the point of view of reason. Hegel’s dialectical slip 
through the horns of the dilemma reveals a third alternative not available to the 
understanding: subject and object, argues Hegel, are neither identical nor 
different but constitute an identity-in-difference. Thus essential judgments, 
which must express identity, also exhibit difference, which is precisely what 
accounts for the fact that they can also be informative.34

Once again, it’s time to take stock. And once again we see that Hegel agrees 
with Putnam’s critique of the traditional theory in points 3 and 4 below:

3.  Properties cannot enlighten us as to what natural kind we are dealing with, for 
no matter how many properties we discover in a substance, they cannot give us the 
essence of that substance.

4.  The upshot is that talk about substances or kinds cannot be reduced to talk 
about sensible properties, and essences cannot be given by specifying a conjunction (or 
cluster) of properties.

Our analysis of Hegel thus far has revealed that despite his very different 
basic assumptions, he in fact arrived at some of the same positions later taken 
by analytic philosophers. Perhaps this will go some distance toward persuading 
overly glib analytic foes that, by parity of reason, they cannot reject Hegel for 
having the very insights they celebrate in Putnam.

However, we must still examine points 5 to 8. I begin with 5 and 6.
Point 5 reasons that (a) because the meaning of NK terms is exhausted by 

their extension, it is not internal and (b) if it is not internal it must be external. 
What would Hegel make of this? Keeping in mind that Putnam’s points are 
based exclusively on analytic and realist assumptions, we can glean the answer 
from the sections analyzed above. Given that Hegel’s logic takes issue with the 
laws of analytic thinking, he would insist that pairs of opposites of any type are 
not and can never be mutually exclusive and that therefore the internal and 
external, too, are mutually determined through negation and mediation. Thus 
Hegel would claim that while it is certainly true that meaning is not exclusively 
internal to the speaker, it does not follow that it is exclusively external. Analytic 
philosophers who refuse the language of the dialectic and abstract from all 
content, can only translate Hegel’s view by saying that meaning is both and 
neither, promptly violating both the law of contradiction and the law of the 
excluded middle.

Point 6 asserts that Putnam’s thought experiment about the robot cats shows 
that propositions such as “cats are animals” are synthetic, not analytic. Of course 
that distinction is embattled even in analytic philosophy and we cannot 
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consider it here. But we can construct a general answer based on our previous 
analyses.

First, Hegel’s examination of the relation between subject and object reveals 
that subject and predicate are essentially mediated by determinate negation. 
So the short answer is that judgments are neither exclusively analytic nor exclu-
sively synthetic because subject and predicate are always already mediated by 
identity-in-difference. Thus they are mutually determined by one another, and 
the subject cannot be bare and the predicate cannot be abstract. Therefore, no 
subject can wholly “contain,” as Kant calls it or imply any universal or predicate 
on its own, essential or otherwise, because there would be no subject in the fi rst 
place, unless it had already been mediated by universals. And if judgments were 
exclusively synthetic in the ordinary sense, they would be mutually exclusive 
and s and P would loose the interdependence which allows them to be what 
they are in the fi rst place.

Second, in Hegel’s onto-logic, grammatical, epistemic, logical, and metaphys-
ical notions are not strictly divorced from each other. Thus the relation between 
s and P in a judgment refl ects the relationship between the existing individual 
determined and actualized by the universal and the concrete universal deter-
mined and actualized by the individual.

Alternatively, we could say that Hegel would agree with Putnam that “cats are 
animals” is synthetic provided we attach a dialectical signifi cance to “synthetic” 
that is missing from Putnam’s use of the term.

Neither point 5 nor point 6, inspire a very satisfactory debate in this headlong 
collision of paradigms.

We have two points remaining, 7 and 8.
Point 7 stresses that it is an undeniably fact of experience that we successfully 

use NK terms counterfactually and thus can easily pick out objects if history had 
been different. The traditional theory cannot explain how this is possible. 
Putnam’s theory, on the other hand, explains it beautifully.

And so does Hegel’s view! After all, in the traditional theory counterfactual 
talk fails on the assumption that meaning determines reference through 
associated descriptions. Putnam’s theory wins out because he treats NK terms 
like indexicals. We have already established that Hegel can talk about trees 
without knowing their precise nature and clearly uses “tree” as an indexical 
term. Therefore, even though he did not consider the question explicitly, his 
views are perfectly consistent with counterfactual talk.

Now we have come to Putnam’s fi nal claim. Number 8 announces that 
ostensive defi nition conveys what might be called a “defeasible” necessary and 
suffi cient condition: the necessary and suffi cient condition for being water is 
bearing the relation same L to the stuff in the glass; but this is the necessary and 
suffi cient condition only if the empirical presupposition is satisfi ed.35

According to Putnam, I should not be able to pick the proper referring term 
unless I recognize the sameness relation a given entity has to the paradigm. But 
now a question arises: Just how am I to recognize that this thing resembles 
that paradigm? How can the “sameness relation” be recognized sans mediation 
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of universals or properties? Similarity itself is a universal; what can we make of 
the “sameness-relation?” It seems prima facie impossible to recognize the requi-
site resemblance between the item and its paradigm, without some kind of rudi-
mentary knowledge about it. It seems I must be able to recognize what sort of 
thing it is, even if all I can say is, “that strange thing, whatever it is.” That means 
that I must have some rough notion of what natural kind the thing seems to 
belong to, even if no one should yet have determined what precisely the essence 
or substance is which makes it a sample of a particular kind.

But if this is correct, then Putnam seems to have violated his own standards. 
What I know presumably is expressible by predicates or universals, which 
supposedly play no role for Putnam. Not only that, if it turns out that universals 
are involved in this after all, Putnam’s theory would be vulnerable to all the 
pitfalls of traditional theory he thought he had overcome.

So where does Hegel stand on this? Given that reference to an item entails 
knowing what it is (in a rough and ready way) and since knowing what some-
thing is entails knowing what it is not, Hegel clearly embraces mediation.

But unlike Putnam, Hegel has not thereby become vulnerable to the hazards 
of the traditional theory. To see why this is so, we must point to a critical differ-
ence between Hegel and Putnam. Despite the fact that both affi rm the possibi-
lity of deixis, they have different reasons and motivations for this. Putnam’s 
main motivation is the irreducible element of ostensive defi nition to paradigm 
samples. But Putnam, like many semanticists like him, simply assumes the 
possibi lity of naming paradigm samples. To my knowledge, neither Putnam nor 
anyone else of his persuasion has ever demonstrated whether and how this is 
possible.36 Presumably this is because they view semantics and pragmatics as 
mutually exclusive endeavors. To be sure, in and of itself this does not consti-
tute a problem. The trouble arises only when the latter is used to ground the 
former.37 When a necessary condition for one’s semantics is an act performable 
only by speakers, then one’s semantics stands and falls with the possibility of the 
speaker’s performance that is presupposed in naming samples.

Surely it cannot be suffi cient, as is en vogue, simply to assume that possibility, 
on the grounds that semanticists don’t “do” pragmatics. Nevertheless, such a 
move is common practice. Empirical science, to pick another obvious example, 
rests on nonempirical assumptions, which then must be evaluated by philoso-
phers. But if my semantics is grounded in your pragmatics, why could we not 
take that to suggest, instead, that our two fi elds may have some kind of connec-
tion? Isn’t it in fact the case that we express that very connection in our 
language when we speak of, for example, “philosophy of science” or  “philosophy 
of (pick your favorite)?” Again, if it becomes harder and harder to keep discipli-
nary lines fi rmly drawn in fi elds like cognitive science, etc., is that not perhaps 
indicative of linkages that ought to be explained, instead of denied? And if con-
nections exist between disciplines, they are more likely still to exist between 
areas of the same discipline.
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For Hegel, of course, connections and mediations are essential, and thus for 
him pragmatics and semantics are not, and could not be, strictly divided. If he 
is right, we can reasonably expect Putnam to provide justifi cation of the 
possibility of deixis. If Hegel is wrong, on the other hand, we might question 
the practice of locating one’s basic assumptions across a divide in an area, 
which, due to its radical difference, by defi nition is safely exempt from examina-
tion. It seems all too convenient.

At any rate, it is Hegel, not Putnam, who examines how naming natural kinds, 
is possible in the fi rst place. What’s more, in Sense-Certainty he argues that 
even prior to language, the mere possibility of pointing to the tree, or house, is 
already a result of mediating universals, in this case the mediation between 
subject and object which determines the object qua kind.

If this is correct, it has dramatic implications. It would mean that that deixis 
is not truly the irreducible element in ostension, after all, but rather presupposes 
my ability to individuate and determine the object for me, an ability left utterly 
unexplained and ignored by Putnam, and legions of contemporary offspring of 
his theory.38 

It seems many analytic philosophers were able to refute the Theory of 
Description and ditch the bothersome universals only by going back to a form 
of Russellian acquaintance, a theory that seems equally undaunted by the 
mysteries of its possibility.

Perhaps it bears repeating at this juncture, why, in Hegel’s case, the interven-
tion of universals remains benign. Why do universals threaten Putnam but not 
Hegel? Why does Hegel not loose the ability to explain counterfactual talk? The 
crucial difference is that, in Hegel’s onto-logic, universals are not abstract prop-
erties “merely held in common,” as he says in the chapter on Perception. 
Instead they are tied down to deixis by his very system of mediated opposition 
and determinate negation, which connects internal with external, and thus pro-
tects the rigidity of naming across possible worlds. As a result ostensive defi ni-
tion of lemons or other natural kinds is necessarily mediated. When the dialectic 
of negation and mediation governs deixis, it becomes possible (a) to name nat-
ural kinds independent of identifying properties, without however (b) leaving 
deixis unexplained. For Hegel, then, the notion of indexicality or rigidity makes no 
sense without the dialectical notion of mediation.

There is no denying that it is Hegel who delivers what Putnam merely assumes. 
So if the best theory has the most explanatory power, then Hegel wins this 
battle.

Clearly, there are numerous issues where the shoe would be on the other 
foot. But this is hardly the point. The best account should win every time, no 
matter its author. My goal here was only to suggest that Hegel deserves a place 
at the table.

But there is also a larger issue, the blueprint of which Hegel lays out in the 
Introduction to the Phenomenology. In his discussion of criticism he concludes 
that we cannot critique a standard from within that standard, we must go 
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beyond it. On the other hand, no genuine critique of paradigms is possible 
strictly from the outside either, as I already noted in my introductory remarks. 
That seems to present a serious conundrum. However, Hegel’s dialectic of 
mediation gives him the unique ability to slip through the horns of that dilemma 
because it makes possible examining standards both from within and without 
by moving back and forth between both standpoints. And that dialectic is not 
assumed or imposed but rather discovered and laid bare during Hegel’s 
journey through the Phenomenology. It is precisely what prompted him to 
examine the very residence of analytic philosophy, the status of the understand-
ing itself. Thus Hegel can accomplish what analytic philosophers by defi nition 
cannot. In fact, Kuhn tells us that paradigm shifts require revolutions. If Hegel 
is right, then a genuine alternative to revolution is on offer: Hegel’s dialectic 
becomes essential for criticism of opposing paradigms.

Clearly this topic is beyond the scope of this paper. But perhaps philosophers 
might benefi t from occasionally looking at problems, not merely from another 
point of view, but through a different looking glass altogether. Perhaps there is 
an alternative to either hiding mutely in our various disparate paradigms or use 
them as bases to launch unjustifi ed attacks on paradigms of others. Is it some-
how possible to integrate our different philosophical worlds into a larger philo-
sophical universe where opposing paradigms could each have their own realm 
of validity? 

Of course opponents might take a dim view of that strategy if they take it 
as a quintessentially Hegelian move. But why stop there? It seems that a genu-
ine critique of Hegel’s dialectical reason itself would require precisely such 
a move. Might we appropriate Hegel to go beyond him, to a place that is to 
warring philosophical views as string theory claimed to be to Newtonian and 
 Einsteinian physics? 

But such lofty topics I leave to others. With respect to the more modest 
issue just discussed, perhaps I have persuaded one or the other of his analytic 
detractors that Hegel should not be so readily dismissed. Not only is he worth 
studying on his own terms, as I hope to have shown here, Hegel  can still inform 
and enrich contemporary debate.

Notes

 1 The assumption that one can function without the other seems prima facie mis-
taken. After all, historians of philosophy do study philosophy, not history, and 
can no more leave arguments aside than did the philosophers whose work they 
study. Conversely, analytic philosophers who dispense with an in-depth study of 
the history of philosophy, end up reinventing the wheel.

 2 Though familiarity with Putnam’s argument is certainly not presupposed, 
I  purposely picked a by now almost “classic” analytic argument. In doing so 
I hope to increase the likelihood that readers from the opposite philosophical 
camp might have passing acquaintance with Putnam’s views. Note that the 
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 theories resulting from these and other arguments by Putnam and others still 
fi rmly reign in analytic circles, and that thus this topic is of very much of conse-
quence to present-day views.

 3 He claimed that their logical function is akin to Russell’s logically proper names, 
rather than to Russell’s ordinary proper names, which is to say that they are not 
descriptive at all but rather operate as rigid designators. For example, it is an 
empirical hypothesis that gold is the element with the atomic number 79. If that 
hypothesis is correct then, no matter what its superfi cial qualities, “gold” rigidly 
designates the element with that atomic number. Kripke (1972), 128–129.

 4 Putnam (1970), rpt in Schwartz (1977). See Schwartz’s excellent introduction 
from which I have greatly benefi ted and which is still helpful to my students.

 5 As Schwartz puts it: “On the traditional view, the meaning of, say, ‘lemon’ is given 
by specifying a conjunction of properties. For each of these properties, the state-
ment ‘lemons have the property p’ is an analytic truth; and if P1 to Pn are all of 
the properties in the conjunction, then ‘anything with all the properties P1 to Pn 
is a lemon’ is likewise an analytic truth” Schwartz (1977), 103.

 6 Schwartz (1977), 103.
 7 Schwartz (1977), 105.
 8 For Putnam, then, statements about natural kinds are almost always synthetic, 

just like informative identity statements. Frege’s famous “Hesperus is Phospho-
rous” was generally taken to be synthetic because it was not analytic as it had been 
an empirical discovery that the morning star and the evening star were, in fact, 
one and the same heavenly body. Frege had wondered why the two terms of 
the identity statement were resistant to Leibniz’s law of the substitutivety of 
identicals, salva veritate. Kripke agrees that such statements are neither analytic, 
nor a priori. However, he argues that, nevertheless, they are necessarily true. 
He blames recent philosophy for failing to distinguish the epistemological notion 
of a prioricity, from the linguistic notion of analyticity, from the metaphysical 
notion of necessity. It is unclear why they should have been thus confl ated. After 
all, “a priori” means knowable independent from experience and “necessarily 
true” means true in all possible worlds, so prima facie there is little reason to 
assume these terms have the same extension. See Kripke (1972), 311.

 9 See Putnam “Meaning and Reference,” Reprinted in Schwartz (1977), 120 ff.
10 Putnam, “Meaning and Reference” in Schwartz (1977), 130.
11 As Schwartz reminds us, Putnam’s argument gains support from an example by 

Kripke. Iron Pyrites (fools’ gold) has many of the superfi cial properties of gold, 
but it is not gold because it is not the element with atomic #79. And water is water 
only if it is H20: “on the other hand if this substance can take another form—
such as the polywater allegedly discovered in the Soviet Union, with very different 
identifying marks from that of what we now call water—it is a form of water 
because it is the same substance, even though it doesn’t have the appearances by 
which we originally identify water” Kripke (1972), 128–129.

12 Putnam,”Meaning and Reference” in Schwartz (1977), 122.
13 Putnam,”Meaning and Reference” in Schwartz (1977), 131. 
14 Putnam,”Meaning and Reference” in Schwartz (1977), 132. Indexicality implies 

rigidity because an indexical term, such as “here,” “I,” etc. refers rigidly to the 
present context of the speaker, no matter what the context and who the speaker. 
Both Putnam and Kripke retain that indexical component when they baptize 
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some entity as in: “This is water” or “This is John.” Subsequent references are deter-
mined by this original dubbing (given the appropriate causal chain or sameness 
relation) and are thus no longer context dependent in the way “here” and “I” are 
because the extension of “water” or “John” no longer varies with the context. 
They now refer rigidly to the entity bearing the name, regardless of the context. 

15 My interpretation of Sense-Certainty in this section is based on my analysis of 
Sense-Certainty in Dulckeit (1986).

16 The charge that Hegel’s epistemology is covertly panlogistic has been repeated in 
various forms over and over again. See Feuerbach’s “Critique of Hegel’s Philoso-
phy” and “Principles of the Philosophy of the Future” in Feuerbach (1972), 
76–79, 215–216. Also see Maier (1966), 76ff., Derbolav (1959), 56–86, and Becker 
(1971), 24–29. Hegel’s principle defenders are Westphal (1979), 72–80, and 
Cook (1973), 49–50, 185–189.

17 All quotations from Hegel’s Phenomenologie des Geistes are from the Hoffmeis-
ter edition, Meiner, Hamburg 1952. Translations are my own with references 
given to Miller’s translation. Hegel’s Phenomenplogy of Spirit, (Oxford 1979) and 
Baillie”s translation The Phenomenology of Mind (New York, 1967)References are 
abbreviated respectively as PG, PS, PMD

18 See Dulckeit (1986).
19 A slightly different version of the next two sections have appeared as a part of 

Dulckeit (1989).
20 Hegel’s theory of judgment can be found in the “Doctrine of the Notion” in the 

Logic. See SW, 65–116. All quotations are from Miller’s translation: Hegel (1969) 
(cited as SL with references to SW ). Also see Hegel, G.W. F. (1894) Enzyklopaedie 
der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse, Teil I: Logik. Trans. Wallace, W. The 
Logic of Hegel, 2nd ed 1892, rpt 1950. Oxford, Clarendon Press.Often referred to 
so- called “Lesser Logic, Cited as LL. 

21 It must be remembered that Hegel’s Logic, unlike predicate logic, is logic of con-
cepts. Moreover, it is an onto-logic, which does not abstract from content. Even 
predicate logic defi nes validity in terms of truth of the premises, i.e. content—a 
tacit realization that content does play an essential role. Hegel takes that notion 
seriously and develops it in the Logic.

22 This has caused considerable distress to Russell who accuses Hegel of confusing 
the “is” of identity with the “is” of predication. For a conclusive argument against 
Russell see Dulckeit (1989).

23 “[T]he subject is immediately an abstract individual which simply is, says Hegel, 
and the predicate is an immediate determinateness or property of the subject, an 
abstract universal” (SW 74–75; SL 630).

24 This is also Pippin’s view. See Pippin (1978), 310.
25 Dulckeit (1989).
26 Presumably Hegel chose this term because qualitative judgments are either 

positive or negative. Thus the negative judgment “The rose is not yellow” is mean-
ingful only in the sense in which it implies that it is, at any rate, colored by some 
other color, and hence only together with the positive judgment, e.g. “The rose 
is red” do we get a true positive judgment it is this particular individual rose that 
is red. Conversely, the positive judgment “the rose is red” requires the negative 
judgment: “the rose is not yellow” to express the particular individuality of the 
thing thus colored.
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27 In non-Hegelian terms we might say that it can be found on the level of the 
understanding, the surface structure of experience, but it collapses when we 
probe the surface to uncover the deep structure.

28 Hegel holds that identifying a thing’s essence necessarily involves difference. 
Without difference there would be only one term, and the assertion of identity 
would be impossible. For Hegel this means that Russell could never get an “is” of 
identity from which to distinguish that of predication in the fi rst place, unless 
he admits their interdependence. But this is just what he wants to deny when 
he asserts their radical difference. Thus Russell is mistaken when he thinks 
“Socrates is the philosopher who drank the hemlock” is an example of an identity 
statement that excludes all difference. In sense-certainty, Hegel had shown that 
saying what something is possible only by saying what it is not. So he takes t
hat point to have been established there as well as in the Logic where he 
criticizes the law of identity. Now he merely applies this insight to his analysis 
of judgments. The inadequacy of the “is” of identity by itself stems precisely from 
its exclusion of difference. If all difference is eliminated the judgment will 
become tautologous. It is only “identity-in-difference” which allows identity 
judgments to be infor mative. Since Russell’s “identity” statement, however, 
is clearly an informative. Consequently, it is actually an instance of Hegel’s 
“identity-in-difference.” See Dulckeit (1989).

29 SW 510–515; SL 411–416.
30 The understanding appeals to this law in order to extricate itself from the 

problem engendered by two apparently true maxims that clearly confl ict with 
each other: The Law of Identity that claims that “everything is essentially iden-
tical” and the maxim of essential difference stating that “Everything is essentially 
different.” The two maxims are obviously at odds with each other, as one 
expresses that a thing must be, essentially, self-relation, while the other claims that 
it must also be, essentially, an opposite or a relation to its other. But if identity and 
difference, self-relation and relation to the other, are viewed as mutually exclusive 
it is clear that everything cannot essentially be both.

31 Mure argues Hegel’s is an idealist doctrine that depends on the active nature of 
the real and therefore cannot be adopted by the realist. Says Mure: “From such a 
realist position identity and difference prove an insoluble contradiction if their 
signifi cance is honestly pressed. A modus vivendi can only be achieved by the 
short-term policy of relying on the immediacy of sense, and taking things to be 
simply identical in some respects with other things, simply different from them 
in others. This is to assume in each thing a miraculous power of retaining its 
self-identity and resisting logical dissolution. That this miracle cannot be 
explained is supposed not to matter because it is a matter of fact” (Mure (1950), 
99). As we know, Hegel believes that “matters of fact” and the way we experience 
them must be rendered intelligible.

32 In this way it would express the fact that identity passes over into difference, and 
difference into opposition. Ironically, the “naive intelligence of abstraction” 
which clings to the idea that opposition must express absolute difference, cannot 
grasp that the very third it seeks to deny, is implicit in the law itself. In Hegel’s 
words: “. . . the third that is indifferent to the opposition is given in the law itself, 
namely, A itself is present in it. This A is neither +A nor A, and is equally well 
+A as A” (SW 545; SL 438). Note that Hegel uses the same symbols for subject and 
predicate because he is considering essential opposition.
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33 We cannot pursue that dialectic here but for Hegel, “the Law of Suffi cient 
Ground” as he calls it, implies that everything is essentially mediated. He argues 
that this mediation cannot merely be assumed, but must be explained, because the 
substrate is not merely “indifferent” to its determination. This is interesting when 
compared to formal logic, which simply adopts this law without ever deducing it 
or exhibiting its mediation. But if we want to know why Y happened to X, it is not 
satisfactory to be told simply that it is in the nature of X for Y to happen to it. 
As Hegel remarks: 

  With the same justice as the logician maintains our faculty of thought to be so 
constituted that we must ask for the ground of everything, might the physicist, 
when asked why a man who falls into water is drowned, reply that man happens 
to be so organized that he cannot live under water; or the jurist, when asked 
why a criminal is punished, reply that civil society happens to be so constituted 
that crimes cannot be left unpunished. (Enz. § 121)

34 For another twist of irony in this story, which is surely a case of poetic justice: 
Russell, I submit, cannot on his own theory account for the in formativeness 
of certain kinds of statements of identity that Hegel handles without effort. 
See Dulckeit (1989).

35 Schwartz (1977), 122
36 For a more detailed discussion see Dulckeit (2006).
37 Dulckeit (2006), 151–154.
38 It remains bewildering how direct reference philosophers imagine that dubbing 

takes place sans universals. The man most often associated with having made 
indexical reference popular is Strawson, himself a believer in description. In 
Individuals, he seeks to establish that it is possible to refer to a unique spatio-
temporal position by assigning numerical, spatial and temporal coordinates. 
Combining this position with a description, argues Strawson, enables us to refer 
successfully to a particular individual. Not only is each and every one of the 
concepts applied in this task, such as that of meridian, parallel, number, hour, 
second, etc., a universal, the description combined with the reference to a unique 
position in space and time necessarily involves universals or predicates. By showing 
how universals can be made to apply to particulars, Strawson has made Hegel’s 
point for him: mediation of universals is a necessary condition for reference to 
individuals, including natural kinds. By contrast to Hegel, however, Strawson’s 
brand of description remains vulnerable to Putnam’s critique.



Chapter 7

Was Hegel Noneist, Allist or Someist? 

Franca D’Agostini

1. Introduction

Noneism is the position held by people who think that some controversial 
entities, such as universals, classes, unactualized possibilia, incomplete or 
inconsistent objects (the so-called Meinongian objects), do not exist. Allism is 
the position of those who think that all these entities actually exist, and more-
over everything we can speak meaningfully about in some sense exists. Someism 
is the theoretical attitude of those who think that some entities do exist and 
some others do not, but without specifying a priori which entities (or which kind 
of entities) actually form the extension of the predicate of existence.

This distinction (or rather, a version of it1) was proposed by David Lewis in 
one of the most famous among his metaphysical papers: “Noneism or Allism?,” 
a brilliant discussion of Richard Routley’s ontological view as exposed in 
Routley’s Meinong Jungle and Beyond. Lewis defended a form of someism against 
Routley’s noneism. Lewis’ theses—and more generally any criticism of 
noneism—have been in turn discussed by Graham Priest, in his Towards 
Non-Being.2 

In what follows I will partially reconstruct the debate, and then try to answer 
the question proposed by my title: was Hegel perhaps noneist, or allist, or 
someist? Did he hold that only some of the things that there are exist, or that 
everything exists, or rather did he get rid of the problem of existence?

These questions are of some importance, I think, when one is committed to 
an inquiry into the complex relation between Hegel and analytical philosophy. 
Generally speaking, to acknowledge an author’s ideas about existence (that is, 
his or her ontology) is the fi rst step to be taken in order to make clear his or her 
affi nities and incompatibilities, enemies and friends.3 But more specifi cally, in 
our case it is important to have a clear idea of Hegel’s ontology,4 because this is 
exactly one (probably the main) of the alleged points of divergence between 
Hegelianism and analytical philosophy. The so called “allergy” of analytic 
philosophy (or at least of the main stream of it) to Hegelianism is usually traced 
back to the dominant anti-idealism of the analytical tradition, and to Hegel’s 
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proverbial anti-realism. But on closer inspection, we might fi nd that analytic 
philosophy has not been properly or strictly anti-idealist (in Hegel’s sense of 
idealism), while Hegel was not properly and strictly anti-realist (in different 
analytical meanings of realism). I tend to adopt this line of thought, and I will 
argue in favor of it.

Moreover, I think that Hegel’s view can help decide the above-mentioned 
discussion, and more generally the problem presented by the term “existence” 
from an analytical point of view. As I will show, Hegel’s famous formula “what is 
real is rational, and what is rational is real” provides a restriction rule for the use 
of the predicate of existence (if you want, for the existential quantifi er). 
This rule is not in contrast with some form of analytical realism but it rather 
concerns another level of the problem. As well known, Hegel relaunched 
ontology after Kant’s transcendental turn.5 In a sense, he provided new instru-
ments of inquiry into the concept of “existence,” and a new defi nition of such 
a concept. To use Lewis’ enlightening terminology: while Kant could be seen as 
a particular kind of uncertain someist (someone who substantially sidesteps the 
question of existence or presents it in a disguised form) Hegel is as a kind of 
generous noneist: not a desert-dweller, but someone who sets some order in 
Meinong’s jungle.

I will at fi rst present and discuss Lewis’ ideas about the three ontological 
positions (§ 2). Then I will give a brief account of Priest’s defense of noneism 
(§ 3). Subsequently, I will introduce Hegel’s theory, fi rst by providing the tools 
of a possible translation of it in the analytical idiom (§ 4). Such a translation 
requires an unbiased assessment of Hegel’s idealism and of his alleged anti-
realism. I will suggest that Hegel was not “idealist” in many meanings of this 
term, and was not “anti-realist” in the proper sense of the term (§ 5). I will 
fi nally reconstruct Hegel’s noneism (§ 6).

2. Orthodoxy and Heresy

The problem of accounting for the nonexistence of some objects or distin-
guishing between existent and nonexistent things is one of the most frequented 
in recent analytic philosophy. In fact, it is also the problem which gave rise to 
analytic philosophy as it inspired Russell’s seminal essay “On Denoting.”6 

Recently, the debate has shown a certain tendency to develop in the form of 
a contrast between Meinongians, who somehow assert there being nonexisting 
things, and hence distinguish “existence” from “being”;7 and Quineans, who 
think that the unique meaning of “existence” is adequately captured by and 
only by the existential quantifi er, and therefore do not admit any difference 
between “being” and “existence.”

There are opportunities and diffi culties in both perspectives. I will not enter 
into the variety of positions belonging to the two (meta)ontologies but limit 
myself to Lewis’ characterization in the 1990 essay, where the problem is 
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presented in the clearest way and the Quinean view identifi ed (following 
Routley) as “the orthodoxy.”

2.1. Existence and Being 

In analytical ontological disputes the interpretation of the existential quantifi er 
plays a decisive role. For people who are not used to the analytical idiom it is 
worth briefl y specifying the matter. What in logic is called “existential quanti-
fi er” is expressed in natural languages by the words “some,” “something,” in 
sentences such as: “some P are Q,” “something which is P is Q” (some cat is grey, 
there are grey cats). These sentences are translated by “there is at least one 
P which is Q,” and hence the existential quantifi er is identifi ed by “there is at least 
one.” The open connection between “existence” and this classical logical device 
was established by Quine in his well-known essay “On What There Is,” where he 
assumes that “exists” and “there is” are equivalent formulas, and therefore exis-
tence is linguistically captured by the existential quantifi er. The connection is 
somehow useful, as it allows for a decisive use of logic in ontolo gical contexts: 
ontological problems should be (to a certain extent) logically controlled.

This move is at the origins of many problems but what is important here to 
note is that the analytical debate about existence has been dominated by the 
analogy by “there is” and “exists” in the light of the ontological implications of 
the existential quantifi er. Therefore the problem of existence could be 
expressed by the question: do the sentences “some things are donkeys,” “there 
are donkeys,” “donkeys exist” have equivalent meanings?

The standard perspective consists of admitting a perfect equivalence: they 
“stand or fall together,” as Lewis writes. In Routley’s view instead there is 
a difference, which should be expressed by two kinds of quantifi cation: the 
existentially loaded quantifi cation and the existentially neutral quantifi cation.8 
“Exists” is the term reserved for loaded quantifi cation, while “there is” and 
“there are” are terms for neutral quantifi cation. The latter is evidently weaker: 
if I say that some Φs exist, I imply that there are Φs, but if I say “there are Φs” 
I do not imply that those Φs are existent. In addition, loaded quantifi cation is a 
restriction of neutral quantifi cation: Φs exist if and only if some things are Φ, 
and exist.

The orthodox view, as Routley specifi es, does not admit the possibility of 
nonexistent objects, and more specifi cally the possibility of knowing them and 
rightly (or wrongly) speaking of them. The distinction between neutral and 
loaded quantifi cation is aimed at allowing people to be noneist, that is, to say 
“some things do not exist” without contradiction (as it were if they said so intend-
ing “there are things that there are not,” or “some nonexisting things are 
existent”). As Lewis interprets it: for noneists in the sentence “some controver-
sial entities (or rather: items) do not exist” the “some” is to be interpreted as 
neutral, while the “exist” refers to loaded existence.
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At this point the difference between heresy and orthodoxy seems to consist 
in the latter’s refusal to allow for two distinctive senses of “existence” (being)—
a refusal which is meant to preserve the unique meaning of the existential 
quantifi er.9 But so stated, which kind of quantifi cation, in Routley’s language, 
does really correspond to the orthodox view? Lewis presents two main hypothe-
ses: (1) it corresponds to the loaded; (2) it corresponds to the neutral.

The fi rst hypothesis is adopted by Routley: orthodox quantifi cation is loaded 
quantifi cation. When someone “of the establishment” says “there are unicorns,” 
s/he wants to say that unicorns exist; and if the person of the establishment is, 
say, materialist, s/he intends that unicorns are spatiotemporal and physical 
objects. The objection raised by Lewis is that Routley’s strategy ambiguously 
fl uctuates between saying and not saying. When Routley uses the neutral 
quantifi er, he in fact “quantifi es without quantifying.” But in the end it is not a 
serious fault: “we, that is the men of the establishment,” can understand 
Routley’s position, and “often we accept it,” speaking rather of “simulated quan-
tifi cation,” or sometimes we “admit restrictions.” Altogether, “there are many 
ways to quantify without quantifying.” So there is no reason at all why Routley 
should present himself as  heretic for he would agree with this kind of very fl ex-
ible orthodoxy.

Under the second hypothesis, the disagreement remains but Routley’s 
heresy results “more intelligible” from the orthodox standpoint. Lewis points 
out that the orthodox view has a weaker concept of existence than Routley imag-
ines: “he should not say that we dogmatically reject neutral quantifi cation, but 
instead that we dogmatically reject loaded quantifi cation. He should not say that we 
impose existential loading on ‘some’ and ‘there are’, but rather that we unload 
‘exist’ itself. He should say that we outdo him in noneism: we never affi rm the 
existence of anything, not the controversial items and not the uncontroversial ones 
either.”10 

In conclusion, Lewis says, “Routley quantifi es just as we do; over everything; 
that is (as we would say) over everything that exists” and “like us, he sometimes 
restricts his quantifi ers.”11 But Routley is in fact (neutrally speaking) an allist, as 
he admits of a jungle of entities, while orthodox people simply “dodge ques-
tions about some of these alleged entities.”12 And in the end Lewis’ position is 
clear and simple: the distinction between what exists and what does not is to be 
substituted by the distinction between “present, actual, particular, spatiotempo-
ral things” and “all the rest.” So he fi nds no diffi culty in squaring orthodoxy 
with Routley’s heresy: Routley admits—he says—that existing (loaded) things 
are present, particular, etc. . . ., but he takes this to be a controversial thesis, 
while in the orthodox view it is only “a trivial matter of defi nition.” 

2.2. Ontological Defl ationism 

Let’s summarize the respective positions. In Lewis’ account, Routley is allist as 
to neutral quantifi cation and noneist as to loaded quantifi cation; Lewis is allist 
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as to neutral quantifi cation, which is the only kind of quantifi cation he 
admits but he does not admit any other kind of quantifi cation, and hence he 
does not allow any place for loaded existence. Instead, he talks of actuality 
(actual reality).

 Neutral Loaded

Routley allist noneist
Lewis allist *

* Instead of “loaded existence”: actuality, reality.

The difference, I would say, is not really relevant, in the end. But what is the 
place of someism in the schema? Who exactly are someists? I suspect that the 
uncertain location of someism is the key problem of ontology. Ultimately, it 
seems to me that someists are disguised allists or alternatively nihilists. Or else 
they are some sort of noneists, who keep some elements of doubt or mistrust 
towards ontology.

In Lewis’ characterization, someists are “pickers and choosers,” that is, 
people who each time contextually decide their account for existence, when 
they simply speak of items or entities or objects or things. Thus contextualism 
(often combined with fi ctionalism) takes the place of loaded existence, which 
means that one cannot speak about (loaded-restricted) existence “in general”: 
when I speak of existence (in general) it becomes a very vague generic term 
that can be referred to everything. Lewis actually points out that the orthodox 
view “dispenses with existence.” It keeps the word “exist” as referred in princi-
ple to any entity of Meinong’s jungle but assuming that “existence” is “a queer 
predicate,” as Lewis signifi cantly specifi es in a note: it has no extension, insofar 
as it also includes things that cannot be member of any class.

This diminishing of existence (or being) is widely shared and it is probably 
one of the main distinctive requisites of contemporary analytical “orthodoxy.” 
Take van Inwagen’s “meta-ontology”: it is declaredly “Quinean” and includes 
among its theses the following: “existence is adequately captured by and only by 
the existential quantifi er.”13 Van Inwagen also openly declares that his own is a 
“thin conception of being” as opposed to “thick conceptions.” When we speak of 
being, he says, we do not speak of something relevant or profound. In “being” 
there is nothing more than “number.” When we say “unicorns exist” we simply 
intend that “the number of unicorns is one or more.”14

Note that this ontological defl ationism is similar to semantic defl ationism, that is, 
to the defl ationary account of truth given by, say, Paul Horwich.15 For someists 
existence is everywhere as we quantify “over anything”; but there is nothing to 
say in general about existence: there is nothing in common between, say, “mon-
keys exist,” “numbers exist,” “unicorns exist,” “snarkles exist” (if not the fact 
that we speak of monkeys, numbers, etc., as unities). In the same way, for defl a-
tionists, truth is simply everywhere as asserting “p” is exactly the same as asserting 
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“p is true,” but there is nothing in common which is worth defi ning between 
expressions such as “‘the cat is on the mat’ is true,” “‘E = mc2’ is true,” “‘there is 
no entity without identity’ is true,” etc.

Also note that in both cases a classical contradiction is involved: “there is 
nothing to say in general about truth (or about existence)” is evidently 
something general which is said about truth (or existence). It is, trivially, as if 
I wrote on a board “I will never write on this board.” And Hegel charged the 
“philosophies of fi nitude” with this same contradiction.16

But what is properly the reason of this tendency to diminish being? My answer 
is that Quinean orthodox should reduce being in order to avoid allism or rather 
to admit a lightened form of it, exactly the one illustrated by Lewis in his paper. 
A possible consequence of the identifi cation of existence and existential 
quantifi er (and existence and number) is that everything we are speaking of 
does exist.17 But Quineans cannot adopt this view because it fails to meet their 
“principle of ontological sobriety.” Thus the solution adopted is reducing or 
defl ating the concept of being: when we talk of being, we do not talk of some 
profound sense of being but of something very superfi cial and not really 
relevant.18

The three decisive theses of someism as ontological defl ationism are the 
following: 

1. “there being” and “existing” are one and the same; 
2. both are expressed by the existential quantifi er; 
3. both express something thin and not profound.

I suggest that 1 and 3 are intended to defend and support 2. The identifi cation 
of being and existence, that is, 1, is meant to justify the use of a unique structure 
for talking about existence; the defl ation of being, that is, 3, is intended to pre-
vent the embarrassing consequences of the connection between the logical 
(linguistic) dimension of existence and its properly ontological nature (between 
existence in language and existence in reality). This connection is in a sense 
the core of ontology because it allows one to speak of being in a meaningful 
(and logically controlled) way.

But the point is: are 1 and 3 the only ways we have to preserve 2 (or some version 
of it)? Furthermore, is the release of the difference between being and 
existence, and the reduction of being to number (or to nothing) less danger-
ous than the dismissal of a rigid identifi cation between “being” and a classic, 
unique, existential quantifi er? In my view, the costs-and-benefi ts analysis favors 
noneism as this (somehow) preserves 2 while doing away with 1 and 3.

3. The Importance of Being Noneist

Noneism is the ontological background of dialetheism, and dialetheism is 
the peculiar logic adopted by Graham Priest: a logic which allows for “true 
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 contradictions.” Dialetheism (as well as, more generally, the paraconsistent 
logic which Priest shared with his former teacher Routley), is declaredly inspired 
by Hegel.19 One may say that while In Contradiction and Beyond the Limits of 
Thought lay the foundations of Priest’s logic, Towards Non-Being is the presenta-
tion of the underlying ontological view.20

3.1. The Ontological Basis of Dialetheism

In Towards Non-Being Priest gives a detailed account of noneism suggesting 
some changes and specifi cations of Routley’s position. He explains how it is 
possible to solve the main problem of Meinongians: the need to avoid the 
unwilled consequences of the principle of characterization (CP), that is, roughly 
speaking, the risk of allism (and consequently what Priest calls “trivialism,” the 
idea that everything is true). CP says that each object or item has exactly the 
properties which is said to have. If I talk about yellow pencils, the things I am 
talking about are yellow and are pencils; if I talk about fl ying horses, the things 
I am talking about are horses and fl y. Thus, how can I say that fl ying horses do 
not exist, though they are horses, and they are fl ying? More classically, is the 
existent golden mountain existent? Insofar as it is characterized as existent, it 
should be existent. Making use of CP one can prove the existence of everything, 
provided that the thing has a characterization of whatever kind.

Meinongians have offered different solutions to this problem, typically 
brought up by Russell in his criticism of Meinong’s theory of objects.21 Priest’s 
solution is very simple: it introduces a possible world’s semantics. This does not 
mean that some objects exist in a world and do not in another;22 it means that 
some objects in some world do belong to the extension of the predicate E.

In Priest’s view, existence is a “perfectly ordinary predicate.” He also notes 
that nothing in the tradition prevents us to consider it in this way.23 So instead 
of admitting two different kinds of quantifi cations, Priest distinguishes the 
existential quantifi er from the predicate of existence.24 Like Routley (and con-
trary to Meinong and the fi rst Russell) Priest does not hold that nonexistent 
objects have some different way of being. “They have no mode of being 
whatever. They do not exist in any sense of that word.”25 As existence is not 
characterizing, it cannot enter in the application of CP for any object. Only 
properties “of a certain kind” could be deployed in the CP. They must 
be “assumptible, characterizing, nuclear.” Existence is a predicate but not of 
this kind.

Finally, as “object of thought” any object has all the properties it is said or 
perceived to have. From a phenomenological point of view there is no relevant 
(ontological) difference between fl ying horses and yellow pencils. The differ-
ence is made by the reference to the actual world. But a nonexisting object 
does have the properties it is supposed to have in other worlds. “In this way, the 
CP can be accepted in full generality: we just do not assume that an object 
characte rized in a certain way has its characterizing properties at the actual 
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world, only at the worlds which realize the way the agent represents things to be 
in the case at hand.”26 Something characterized as the golden mountain has its 
properties (being gold, being a mountain) not in the actual world but in those 
worlds that realize the way I represent the world to be when I think or read of 
it. Hence one can admit that each world contains all the objects, be they possi-
ble as well as impossible, though in some worlds some objects are existent and 
in others they are not. “The noneist generosity” embraces all thinkable objects 
and therefore, as Priest says, it “extends just as much to impossible objects as 
possible objects. For one can think of the greatest prime number just as much 
as one can think of the smallest, and one can seek both a proof of Goldbach’s 
Conjecture and a proof of its negation—though one of these cannot exist.”27 

One may ask if this really differs from Lewis’ perspective. I think it does not. 
(A more decisive difference, I think, is that between modal and nonmodal 
accounts of ontology, that is. for instance between van Inwagen’s and Priest’s 
perspectives). The two positions can be summarized as follows:

Lewis:

 Actual  = reality

Existence
 Possible

{
Priest:
 Actual  = existence

Being
 Possible

{
The structure is fairly similar. I am quite sure that modal someists and noneists 
ultimately differ in terminology: Lewis tends to call “existence” what Priest would 
call “being,” and Priest calls “existence” what Lewis would have called “actuality.”

3.2. Why Ought One to be Noneist?

Besides being “a very simple, natural and common-sense view,” as Priest claims, 
Meinongianism, that is, noneism, presents some relevant advantages: fi rst, the 
possibility of explaining intentional relations as true relations. If one admits that 
relations only hold between existent objects s/he cannot explain intentional 
relations, that is, the meanings of intentional predicates. Intentional predicates 
express relations that may be to nonbeing (I may be afraid of something that 
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does not exist). More generally, agents often have relations with nonexistent 
objects: “to suppose otherwise is simply a prejudice in favour of the actual, as 
Meinong put it.”28 Suppose that Benny fears the man next door but the man 
next door is a perfectly nice person. One would say that Benny actually does not 
properly fear the man next door but some representation of him. Any person 
endowed with common sense can grasp this. And yet, it is impossible to express 
the true sentence “there is someone whom Benny fears but who is in fact a very 
nice man” with the instruments of modern logic. It turns out that Benny does 
not fear anyone, or that Benny is mad, or that the two places predicate “. . . is 
afraid of . . .” has no use, or possibly that this is only a monadic predicate if it 
expresses a person’s emotionally confused state.

Noneism provides the instruments to get the hang of the problem. The 
sentence above is expressed by introducing the concepts of representation 
(yRx = x is a representation of y) and similarity or rather intentional equivalence 
(x  y = x is equivalent to y) —two concepts that are also included in the com-
mon sense view of the situation. We admit that what Benny is afraid of is 
a representation of the man next door, that is, a mental picture that is equiva-
lent (or corresponds) to the object “man-next-door.”

Priest presents other classical semantic problems that fi nd a solution in the 
perspective of noneism. But in my view among the merits of noneism is the possi-
bility to preserve ontology as a philosophical discipline. Both allism and someism 
involve some defl ation of ontology. The case of allism is clear: if everything exists, 
there is no problem of existence. The case of someism is, as suggested, ambigu-
ous. But it is important to remember that a reduction of the philosophical con-
cept of being is typical of the enemies of ontology. Let’s consider Hilary Putnam’s 
view exposed in Ethics without Ontology (2004). His (as Quine’s) idea of being is 
based on the identity of “inquiry into being” and “inquiry into reality.” This 
means that in his view ontology is a scientifi c—namely physical—enterprise and 
any effort to base ethics or other philosophical disciplines on ontology is 
ipso facto an attempt to base philosophy on science. Quine has nothing against 
this. Putnam instead does not like this attitude in ethics for various reasons 
(for instance because there are purely ethical problems, like the problem of abor-
tion). But in both views, the philosophical concept of existence is very thin, so 
thin that it gives way to the scientifi c concept of reality and (most importantly) 
the latter is considered different than the former.29

This “metatheoretical” import of noneism is left implicit in Priest’s account. 
He does not give a rule for the monadic predicate “E.” Given that some things 
are but do not exist, some entities are actual and some others are not, some-
thing is real and something is not real, can we say something about this differ-
ence “in general”? Admittedly, the real concern of a philosophical ontology is to 
defi ne the relation between actual and possible, existence and being, and real-
ity and intentionality.30 I think that Hegel’s old perspective, though less subtle 
of Lewis’ and Priest’s provides some suggestions in this regard.
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4. Translating Hegel

Was Hegel not an idealist, that is, someone who denies any form of existence out-
side (human) thought and therefore reduces and denies existence itself? 
Or, alternatively, someone who defends a form of allism claiming that anything 
which is thought is existent? More generally, is an idealist (in some sense of the 
term) a nihilist, or an allist, or both? The question is not so clear (it has been 
discussed since the beginnings of German idealism)31 and I will try to give some 
suggestions on the issue. But fi rst two specifi cations are needed.

4.1. Philosophy and Existence

Given that “material ontology” gives a list of existent things and “formal 
ontology” gives a theory of formal concepts (such as “part” and “whole”) that 
we use to describe existent things, which kind of ontology gives the rule or the 
criterion for the compilation of the list? Who establishes a priori (or rather: in 
general) the kind of things that should be said existent? In all likelihood, it is a 
fundamental ontology (or a metaphysics) that gives such a rule. Such a rule should 
be drawn from science (philosophy can see which kind of things actually exist 
by looking at natural science and by refl ecting on scientifi c results) but it should 
also be drawn from a series of refl ections and conjectures concerning common 
sense, natural language, and philosophical language.

To acknowledge the role of metaphysics is extremely important as to the topic 
we are concerned with. I can say that unicorns do not exist in my ontology because 
I have a metaphysics, that is, a theory that gives a restriction rule for existence. And 
yet, contemporary philosophers are generally reluctant to give such a rule. This 
is because most of them are someist, that is, have a hesitant attitude toward 
existence and metaphysics. Hegel, instead, had no hesitations in this regard. He 
knew that every philosophy has a metaphysics and that even the refusal of meta-
physics is based on metaphysical reasons. He knew that it is better to be aware 
and explicit with regard to one’s own ontological prejudices32 and hence, dodg-
ing Kant’s uncertainty, he gave a resolute account of “being” and “existence.”

Here I anticipate briefl y Hegel’s position.

—  Hegel conceived “existence” as “determined being.” Thus, the fi rst restric-
tion rule he suggested is: we have existence when we have determined being.

—  Hegel was not allist but did not use a possible-world semantics. He assumed 
reality as a third term (beside “being” and “existence”), conceiving it as the 
mutual implication of real and rational: that is real being (really existent, 
i.e., capable of corresponding to true statements) which is rational.

—  Rational in turn means “connected,” that is, integrated into the system 
of scientifi c knowledge of a given epoch. Hegel thought that in order to 
state what is real philosophy should use the particular results of empirical 
sciences making them philosophically relevant.
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Many aspects of this view should be specifi ed. But the fi rst problem we have to 
face to is the following: are these reasonable ideas to be referred to the “obscure” 
thinker that analytical philosophers know under Hegel’s name? 

4.2. Hegel’s Misfortunes

Hegel’s Wirkungsgeschichte—and more generally the historical fortune of 
German Idealism—has always been troubled by controversies and misunder-
standings.33 Something has changed in recent years but talking about Hegel’s 
idealism still means to move on uneven ground.

Clearly, Hegel does not belong to the analytical canon.34 If Meinong has also 
been a noncanonical author, it is in a totally different way. He has rather 
represented the heresy that fortifi ed and specifi ed the (Russellian) orthodoxy. 
There have been misunderstandings, among which a typical one is the idea of 
Meinong as an allist, favored by his subterraneous assimilation to Wyman (the 
philosopher who thinks everything exists) in Quine’s mentioned essay.35 But 
Meinongianism (and more generally Brentanism) has always been a well-traced 
trend within the analytical tradition and has become (since the 1980s) one of 
the leading voices in the analytical debate.

Hegel’s case is different. Here the divergence does not regard a single theory 
but an alleged style of thinking, a philosophical method, and a conception of 
philosophy. Everyone knows that the analytical tradition arises from Russell’s 
and Moore’s “rebellion against idealism”—a rebellion that included a defense 
of realism and common sense but was also methodological as it concerned the 
alleged idealistic tendency to vague and general philosophy. All this simply 
means that Hegel36 did not belong to the analytical canon but to the anti-canon. 
He was the example that one ought not to follow.

However, at least some of the misunderstandings of the analytical reception 
of Hegel can be swept away. In particular, in order to answer the question 
proposed by this essay, it is important to tackle the main problem of the opposi-
tion idealism–realism.

5. Was Hegel Idealist?

Hegel’s reception as idealist and anti-realist is deeply rooted in the analytical 
tradition. Yet both determinations may be misleading. Hegel was not properly 
anti-realist and his idealism was strictly philosophical.37 Let’s start with the prob-
lem of idealism.

5.1. Idealism

Interestingly, distortions of Hegel’s view have been offered not only by his 
declared enemies but also by some declared followers. A recent account of 
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Hegel’s idealism starts by assuming that in Hegel’s view “was otiose to postulate 
the things in themselves of which Kant supposed it to be the appearance.” 
Hence the conclusion that nature as a whole “is a product of our own minds”; 
but this is an odd thing to believe “if the minds in question are simply human 
minds”; and then the solution allegedly adopted by Hegel is that “the world and 
its character is the product or the appearance of one great Cosmic Mind, of 
which our minds are somehow parts or aspects.”38

Clearly, this is a particularly misleading account.39 In Hegel’s view the true 
“subject” of knowledge is not a Cosmic Mind but Science itself. Geist is the com-
mon effort of humanity toward knowledge, fi xed in the concepts and principles 
of sciences, and in the institutions, works, and monuments of human history—
something quite different from the picture above.

In what sense can one still say that Hegel was idealist? 
Hegel says that every philosophy is “idealism”: “any philosophy is idealistic in 

nature. There cannot be any non-idealistic philosophy.” This means that “the 
opposition between realism and idealism in philosophy is meaningless.” 
Idealism is the awareness that speaking philosophically of this or that particular 
thing is speaking of the idealized version of those things. Even the most physical 
thing, like water or marble, when thematized by philosophical reasoning 
becomes ideal: “the principles of antique or modern physical philosophies, like 
water, or matter, or atoms, are thoughts, idealities, they are not things that we 
immediately fi nd, in their sensible individuality.” Thales’s water, “even if it is the 
empirical water, it is also at the same time, besides this, the an-sich or the essence 
of every other thing.”40

This is an important point. Philosophy is idealism because it deals with ideal 
things. The ideal is real for philosophy insofar as it is its own reality, the fi eld in 
which it operates, and to which its objects belong. This should be taken into seri-
ous consideration when interpreting Hegel’s philosophy. When Hegel writes 
“reality is ” the sentence should be intended (if not otherwise specifi ed) as if 
he wrote “the concept of ‘reality’ is .” The Science of Logic is not an inquiry into 
what being, essence, concept, etc. are but into what “being,” “essence,” “con-
cept,” etc. are, that is, into the meaning, structure, use and behavior of such 
concepts in philosophical practice.41

5.2. Realism

Many misunderstandings concerning Hegel’s idealism may be brought back to 
the lack of awareness of this specifi c level of Hegel’s discourse. And a similar  
lack of awareness has also concerned his alleged anti-realism.

Hegel’s system has empiricist basis (an aspect rarely stressed). Hegel cannot be 
more explicit in this regard: “it is very important that philosophy be fully 
aware of the fact that its own content is reality. We call the fi rst awareness of this 
content experience.” Shortly afterwards he writes: “the principle of experience 
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contains the affi rmation, infi nitely important, that in order to accept and hold 
true some content, a man should be inside this content he himself. More 
specifi cally: he fi nds that content in one with the awareness of himself. He must 
be there, with his own external perceptions, or with his profound thought, with 
his self-consciousness.”42 And again: “philosophy owes its own fi rst origin to 
experience (to the a posteriori).” “Thought is the negation of the immediate 
existent.”43 “And yet”—he immediately specifi es—“there is a more exact and 
more profound sense in the affi rmation that the development of philosophy is 
given by experience,” and this sense is the following: “on one side the empirical 
sciences do not limit themselves to perceive singular phenomena, but they 
‘think around’ about them, they elaborate the matter which will be given 
afterwards to philosophy, and they do this by fi nding general determinations, 
and laws. They thus prepare that particular content to be received by philoso-
phy.”44 Philosophy “receives” the contents of science because philosophy’s task 
is to give knowledge the form of Science, i.e., of the system.

But what about Hegel’s alleged anti-realism? We can fi nd an answer in his 
Lectures on the History of Philosophy: “in everyday life everything is real but there is 
a difference between the phenomenical world and reality.” And the difference is this: 
“the real has also an external existence.” Reality has external existence. There are 
phenomena (everyday appearances), in which everything seems to be real; and 
there is reality in the proper sense that has “external existence.” The difference 
between a transcendental realist like Hegel and a pre-transcendental realist comes 
soon after: “reality’s existence presents arbitrariness, casualty, exactly in the 
same way in which, in nature, a tree, a house, a bush come to be casually 
close,”45 but the reality that is of philosophical relevance is the ordered reality of 
reason.

Thus, there are three realities or rather three ways of speaking of reality: 

—“reality” as it appears to my perception (phenomenic reality) that can be 
different from “reality” in the proper sense; 

—“reality” in the proper sense, that is the arbitrariness of the world out there 
(external reality); 

—“ordered” reality of science (rational reality).

The unique concept of reality includes all this. I have always asked myself why 
there is a tendency to charge Hegel with anti-realism despite this articulated 
conception of reality.46

6. Hegel’s Noneism

All this given, many of the prejudices concerning the nontranslatability of 
Hegel’s meta physics in the analytical language should be removed.47 Many of 
the prejudices concerning Hegel’s idealism and anti-realism can also be 
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retrenched. Let’s then reconsider the brief exposition of Hegel’s view that 
I gave in section 4.1. It  consisted of the following claims: “existence” is “deter-
mined being”; “determined” means “really existent” (real) which is rational; 
and “rational” (real)means  “connected,” i.e. set in the right relation to the 
system of science.

Three relations should thus be clarifi ed: the relation between being and 
existence; the relation between existent and real; and the one between real and 
rational.

6.1. Being and Existence

At the beginning of the Science of Logic, Hegel defi nes being as the 
“undetermined immediate.” When we say “being,” we immediately think of the 
immediate appearance of everything, without determination. At this level, it is 
not a question of existence vs. nonexistence: in the immediate being of 
everything, everything and nothing coincide. Thus, “pure being” is a “pure 
nothing”: there is nothing in it, simply because “there is not even anything to 
think of.”48

It should be noted (Hegel repeatedly stresses this) that we are dealing with 
being and nothing as “pure abstractions” without content. In the moment in 
which we assume some content of them, and the abstractions are opposed, they 
stop being pure nothing and being, and determination emerges. In order to 
explain this Hegel presents his well-known—and controversial—interpretation 
of Kant’s criticism of the ontological argument.

The basic idea is that being starts to be what it is when it enters into (its own) 
concept, that is, it fi nds determination by thought. Does this mean that being 
and concept, being and thought, are one and the same, so that the imagined 
hundred talers in Kant’s pockets are identical to the real ones? No, evidently 
there is a difference. But the difference does not consist in a determination of 
a unique being, the hundred talers that are “existing” if real and “non 
existing” if only thought. The hundred talers exist conceptually with no need of 
further addition. It is instead their patrimonial relevance or irrelevance which 
consists in a relation to other things. This is—as Nuzzo (1995) clearly explains—
the main concern of every ontology: whether “it is possible to ascribe existence 
to the objects expressed by our concepts.” As to this problem Hegel’s answer is 
clear. It is true that “from the possibility of hundred talers I cannot draw their 
reality” but this is because when we speak of talers we speak of fi nite things, 
whose typical requisite is that their being and their concept are distinct. But when 
we speak of things such as “God,” “being,” “nothing,” “existence,” “concept,” we 
note that they only have a conceptual being; their existence coincides with 
their conceptual determination. Hence “being” (not unlike “nothing,” or 
“existence”) has a specifi cally conceptual existence.
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Any kind of entity can be acknowledged as existent insofar it is included in a 
concept. I can say that unicorns exist insofar as I have fi rst determined 
something as “unicorn.” How does this happen? It is not a complex procedure 
as in the end “being determined is simple being one.”49 The relation between 
being and existence is thus quite clear. We have existence when we have deter-
mined being that is, being “fi xed” in the form of unity. The existent, Hegel says, 
“drops” its becoming as it does not retain residual memory of its own being 
before its conceptual being. Nuzzo’s analysis of this passage50 is particularly help-
ful as it hits on two crucial aspects. The fi rst is that the process which gives form 
to concepts is the true starting point. Hegel completes the ontological proof of 
the existence of God by assuming that the passage from concept to being is pos-
sible only under the condition of a previous passage from being to concept. The 
second relevant aspect is that the effective pre-conceptual “existence” in Hegel’s 
view is “something which is doomed to be aufgehoben” as it is “a modus which can 
be compared to the disappearing of infi nitesimal quantities in mathematics.”51

The completely determined being (the Dasein) is “the being which has 
become, and is therefore specifi ed” but this specifi cation is not only its being 
“one” and being exactly like it is (said to be). In order to be conceptually 
completed (and therefore to be “real” that is “true,” existent), a thing should 
also be determined “in a relation to other.” At this point something that is 
existent is also truly real insofar as it corresponds to its concept.

So, summing up: a thing is existent when it is determined, and it is determined 
as one, as concept, and as put in relation to other determined beings. Finally, this kind 
of determined entity is truly real insofar as its concept could enter, if needed, 
into a proposition that will be true (or false). Thus, the thing belongs to the true 
reality.

The role of truth in the whole picture is mostly relevant. A thing is real inso-
far as it is existent, and it is existent insofar as its concept can be included in a 
proposition that can be true or false. In this sense a thing is real/existent if it is 
rational (x is rational means: x can be considered true or false).

6.2. Real and Rational

The well-known thesis “what is real is rational, and what is rational is real”52 
appeared in the Grundlinien der Philosophie des Recht and was further specifi ed in 
a note included in the second edition of the Enzyklopädie § 6. It has been 
considered the epitome of Hegel’s anti-realism or hyper-rationalism or “identi-
fi cation” of reality and rationality. But it is not properly so, and I will try to show 
it making use of what is probably the most typical requisite of analytical method, 
namely, Frege-Russell semantics (or the “canonical notation” as van Inwagen 
calls it).

Hegel’s assertion could be translated into the following formula: 



150 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

x (REx  RAx)  (RAx  REx)

Which means: for every x, if x is RE = real, it is RA = rational, and if it is RA is 
RE. This is equivalent to the bi-conditional formula:

x (REx  RAx).

Now we can see that by using one of the rules that Popper used to refute Hegel’s 
(alleged) conception of dialectics, the elimination of conjunction (E ), from 

x (REx  RAx)  (RAx  REx)

We can infer only

(1) x (REx  RAx),

or only

(2) x (RAx  REx).

Two classical—and opposite—interpretations of the thesis are based on 
(1) or alternatively (2). The fi rst (fi rst held by Rudolf Haym) envisages in the 
thesis the expression of a strong historical effectualism, that is, the conviction 
that all that happens is rational, hence justifi ed. Hegel in this sense would have 
expressed a new version of the theory of Divine Providence, key formula of 
quietism and conservatorism. The second interpretation dates back to the 
left Hegelians and has been elaborated in a defi nitive form by Marcuse (1941). 
It stresses the nature of rationality as the power of transforming reality, as an 
“immanent” principle of criticism that modifi es the obvious existence of things. 
Thereby Marcuse connected Hegel’s metaphysical view to Bloch’s spirit of 
utopy (and, indirectly, to Heidegger’s existential projectuality53).

The two interpretations stress alternatively one or the other term of the 
formula, respectively: rationality or reality. The valuation could be opposite: 
one could assume that reality is part of rationality or vice versa, at the same time 
assuming that this is good or bad, or vice versa. Yet, in both cases, metaphysi-
cally speaking, the most important thing is lacking, namely, the double connec-
tion established by Hegel; the fact that reality and rationality are connected by 
a double link.

Haym’s criticism as Marcuse’s approval diminishes the import of Hegel’s 
assertion while both are mistaken with respect to the original formulation. The 
mistake can be identifi ed in the discussed elimination rule for conjunction but 
can also be grasped in another way.

Hegel is here presenting a version of the skeptical circle or “diallele.” But if it is 
so, in what sense this (like other Hegelian defi nitions) is not an empty and 
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useless circle, a joke devised to avoid a clear and direct defi nition of reality (and 
rationality)? In fact, the answer is not diffi cult. The specifi c use of diallele in 
Hegel’s thought always implies a dissymmetry. The two concepts are linked but 
their link has not an identical function in the two cases—for instance, because 
the fi rst concept is used to defi ne the form of the second concept, and the latter 
is used to defi ne the genesis of the former.

As to the relation between real and rational, the former establishes the 
content, and the latter expresses the formation rule. Let’s consider this aspect 
in detail. It should be reminded that Hegel’s declared aim in presenting the 
formula is to defend the strict relation of philosophy to reality and presence. 
“It is just with reference to this position of philosophy towards reality that the worst 
misunderstandings occur”; “philosophy, insofar as it is the activity of exploring the 
rational, is for that same reason the activity of grasping presence and reality, and it is 
absolutely not engaged into the erection of some beyond which only God would 
know where is, or rather, which anyone perfectly knows where is: in the wander-
ing of a one-sided and empty reasoning.”54 Thus, the concept of “reality” is 
stressed. With regard to the equivalence between rationality and reality Hegel 
insists that any ingenuous conscience (unbefangene Bewusstsein) would agree 
with philosophy and he points out that there is Wirklichkeit, reality, only in “the 
actuality,” that is, “in the presence” (Gegenwart). “Reality” or “presence” is the 
object of philosophy,55 which explores “the rational,” and the rational is the real. 
However, rationality in turn is the rule of selection that isolates what is “eternal and 
substantial” in what only seems “temporal and transient.”56 Rationality is the 
power, or the principle that singles out what is signifi cantly real within reality.57

6.3. Noneism?

This rough reconstruction should now be confronted by the three 
(meta)ontological views, noneism, allism, someism.

Hegel was not allist properly. Or rather, he was not more allist than any 
noneist or someist should be. As we saw, both noneism and someism imply 
some form of allism. In the perspective of neutral quantifi cation, of the mere 
characterization principle, or of mere being, noneists should be allists; in the 
perspective of the neutrality of the use of being, that is, of pure quantifi cation, 
any someist should be allist. However, for noneists as well as for Hegel, this does 
not correspond to the meaning of the word “existence.” For someists, “existent” 
is a thin or dispensable (or queer) predicate, and may be substituted by reality. 
For noneists (Priest), existence is a well determined predicate that we assert of 
some things in worlds containing all things. For Hegel, existence is the way of 
being of determined beings. But not any entity satisfying the CP is existent: 
Hegel’s logic implies that a determined being is something characterized as 
well as recognized in its own intimate contradiction, and set into the proper 
relation to other determined beings. Recall the three types of reality—phenom-
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enic, effective (external), and the one object of science and philosophy. One may say 
that a determined or existent being is one that displays the latter kind of reality, 
and can on occasion be said real insofar as it is rational. It follows that 
universals, classes, unactualized possibilia, are existent insofar as they are 
determined as such.58

It should be stressed that all this concerns the meaning of the concepts 
of “real,” “existent,” “being.”59 More properly, it concerns the philosophical 
(scientifi c) use of those concepts. This could explain in what sense Hegel is a 
realist and in what sense he is not an idealist.

“As the realist sees it—writes Rescher in his manifesto for an idealistic 
realism—reality can safely be presumed to have depths that cognition may well 
be unable to plumb.”60 Rescher does not think this position could be accepted 
by Hegel. Yet, in Hegel’s view, as we saw, there is a sense of reality that perfectly 
fi ts the requisite: reality as the “infi nite quantity” that always disappears as we 
talk of it. Which means: reality is out there but when we try to describe it, it 
becomes a matter of reason. This does not mean that reality looses its being but 
that it acquires another existence, a conceptual, philosophical, even mathemati-
cal existence. It is the disappearing quantity (die verschwindende Größe) and as 
such it is indeed existent (also on a rational level determined as “negative 
quantity”).

This can also settle the question of idealism. “It is a dubious proposition that 
the linkage should be so close that only what is knowable for some actual being 
should be real.”61 Such is the idealistic proposition in Rescher’s intention. Hegel 
did not cultivate this idea. In his view we call “real” what we acknowledge and 
argumentatively defend as such. Thus, the possibility of being known is the con-
dition of the argumentative (philosophic, scientifi c) real. The question is not 
“what is reality?” but rather “when can we reasonably assign the predicate ‘real’ 
to something?”. Hegel’s answer is: “when it is rational, that is, located within our 
system of knowledge.”62

The idea of rational reality (reality which enters into philosophical discourse) 
gives the rule for distinguishing between (argumentatively) existent and 
nonexistent things. We do not argue for the existence/reality of fl ying horse, 
because we know that science does not allow for fl ying horses; we defend the 
reality of gastropoda because we know that gastropoda exist (are real). In this 
perspective Hegel’s idea of the mutual implication of rational and real is 
commonsensical: reality is not a problem for us; our problem is rather “reality,” 
namely, how and when to assign the predicate “real” to a thing in controversial 
cases. Not by chance the problem of “existence” (and consequently of “reality”) 
does not emerge when we speak of tables or trees but with reference to contro-
versial objects. And it is in these cases that the idea of rationality + reality is of 
some help.

In conclusion, let’s consider the most (supposedly) Hegelian among the 
controversial objects, the “round square.” From a Hegelian point of view, the 
question is: round squares surely exist as “round squares,” that is, conceptual 
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entities that allow us to discuss the limits of ontology. They are real + rational 
insofar as they enter into specifi c relations to other conceptual entities. But we 
also know that “round squares” act within the system as limits, something that 
cannot exist on the basis of principles and rules of our science (of our lan-
guage). Thus, “round squares” represent a case of true (metatheoretical) con-
tradiction: they mark the limits of a system, thereby indicating the truth of the 
system itself.

Notes

 1 Lewis’ reconstruction, as I will explain, slightly diverges from mine in character-
izing the third perspective.

 2 See respectively, Lewis (1990), Routley (1980), Priest (2005).
 3 This is the specifi c import of Quine’s “principle of ontological commitment.” 

See Quine (1948).
 4 At the moment I do not trace any explicit distinction between “material ontol-

ogy,” that is the theory of existent things, “formal ontology,” that is the theory of 
ontological formal concepts, “metaphysics,” that is the theory of the essential 
structures of reality. I suggest that the inquiry into the concept of existence which 
is at the basis of a specifi c material ontology should deserve the name of 
fundamental ontology, or also: metaphysics (see section 4.1). 

 5 The tendency to stress the role of ontology in Hegel’s view is a requisite of the 
interpretations developed in the fi rst decades of twentieth century, which 
relaunched Hegel against (or from inside) neo-Kantianism: see particularly 
Lukàcs’ dialectical ontology. Lukàcs was infl uenced by Lask, and both infl uenced 
Heidegger’s ontology, as developed in Being and Time (1927). The fact is that an 
ontological turn there had been in Germany, in those years, and part of this turn 
assumed a Hegelian form. 

 6 The tendency to stress ontological themes at the origins of the analytical view is 
fairly recent: see particularly Hochberg (2003), 72–82. It should be noted that 
the problem of the existence of nonexistent objects is a more general version of 
the problem which instead gave origin to Frege’s entire work (as appears in 
Dummett’s reconstruction: see Dummett, 1993), that is: the existence of that 
particular kind of “nonexistent” things which are mathematical entities. So one 
may say that the problem of (mathematical) Platonism, and more generally the 
problem of existence are the two great topics which gave origin to the analytical 
tradition. The interest towards language was somehow a consequence: as language 
provided, for a certain time, the best solutions to the two problems.

 7 See van Inwagen (2006).
 8 See Routley (1980), 174–80.
 9 We see that a traditional problem here surreptitiously appears: it seems that 

orthodox are in favor of some sort of univocity (it is clear and open in van Inwa-
gen, see 1998), while heresy is in favor of equivocity. This is odd in a way, as 
traditionally, univocity is less “canonical”: not by chance, Aristotle was against it, 
and so was St. Thomas Aquinas; while in favor of univocity we fi nd Duns Scoto, or 
Gilles Deleuze, or also Heidegger. About the equivocity of the univocity defended 
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by van Inwagen see Berti (2002) (more generally, on the problem of equivocity, 
see also Berti 2001).

10 Lewis (1990), 160. This is, I think, the crucial point of Lewis’ paper. Here Lewis’ 
refusal of noneism turns into a sort of nihilism.

11 Lewis (1990), 161.
12 Ibid.
13 See van Inwagen (1998), and the enlarged version in van Inwagen (2001).
14 I elsewhere discussed this position, see: D’Agostini (2007).
15 See Horwich (2004).
16 See Hegel (1801).
17 This is otherwise fairly evident in van Inwagen’s theory of properties—see van 

Inwagen (2004)—where the existence of properties is drawn by the unavoidable 
necessity of quantifying over them, when expressing propositions such as: 
“spiders share some of the anatomical features of insects.”

18 We can see clearly now what is the idea which inspires both epistemological and 
ontological defl ationism. In order to safeguard the connection between exis-
tence and existential quantifi cation, some reduction of being is held to be 
necessary; exactly as in order to save the (exclusive use of the) defi nition of truth 
expressed by the so called “T convention” (that is: “‘p’ is T iff p”) some defl ation 
of truth is needed.

19 Priest’s manifesto of dialetheism In Contradiction (Priest 2006a) opens with a 
motion in favour of Hegel’s theory of contradiction, as an improvement 
and  generalization of Kant’s transcendental dialectics. See also Priest (1989) 
[G. Priest, 1989, “Dialectic and Dialetheic”. in Science and Society, n. 53].

20 Another recent book of Priest is Priest (2006b), which presents the general 
theory of truth envisaged by dialetheism.

21 For instance, in Castañeda’s theory of guises “a round square is round” is true 
from the point of view of internal predication (that is: roundness belongs to the 
core of the object), but existence is an external predicate; not very differently, in 
Parsons’ theory existence is an “extra-nuclear” predicate. 

22 Priest (2005), 13.
23 Also Kant, considered the great theorist of the nonpredicative nature of 

existence, in fact only said that it is not a determining predicate. If I say that some 
a exists, I do not say how a is made, I do not indicate properly some determinate 
property of a, but only the position of it within the world (which I am speaking of). 
See the very clear presentation of traditional theories concerning the nondeter-
mining predicate of existence in Chakrabarti (1997).

24 He also suggests adopting an alternative quantifi er, which can express character-
ization, avoiding any misunderstanding.

25 Priest (2005), 14.
26 Priest (2005), 85.
27 See Priest (2005), 58. Roy A. Sorensen has discussed this idea see Sorensen 

(2003). 
28 Priest (2005), 57.
29 The ambiguous relation of analytical orthodoxy to ontology has the same pattern 

of the traditional (neo-Kantian) enmity between “transcendental” and “ontolo-
gical.” Hegel had a clear idea of this meta-theoretical aspect of the problem: 
an idea that clarifi es the concept of existence without the need of thinning or 
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thickening it, and without any need to sacrifi ce science for the sake of philosophy 
or vice versa. 

30 Which means: to defi ne the concepts of reality, existence, actuality, proposing 
some substitution for  in the formula: x Px  x, where “P” means “real” or 
“existent,” or “actual,” etc.

31 See the famous letter of Jacobi to Fichte, in 1799, where for the fi rst time is 
proposed the equivalence idealism–nihilism.

32 Note that this point of view, which Hegel opposed to Kant and to every “philo-
sophy of fi niteness” (see Hegel 1801) is also at the origins of Lewis’ theory of the 
ontological “we,” presented at the beginning of Lewis (1990).

33 It should be remembered that “anti-Hegelianism” is a historiographically 
complex entity. Very often, in nineteenth as well as in twentieth century, argu-
ments that Hegel would have heartily approved have been produced against 
Hegel himself. We can easily fi nd typically Hegelian choices and points of view in 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, but also in Popper or Deleuze. See also the compli-
cated and misinterpreted affi nities between Husserl and German idealism 
stressed by Eugen Fink.

34 This is one of the clearest divergences between analytical and continental philo-
sophies (more properly European: as to the historical, theoretical, and 
geographical differences between analytical and continental philosophy here 
presupposed, see D’Agostini 2001): there are analytical upholders of Hegel (see 
Brandom), and strong continental opponents of Hegelianism (see Deleuze), but 
in the continental tradition Hegel—for better or worse—is an author who must 
be taken into account by any philosopher as such.

35 See Priest (2005).
36 Or rather the alleged Hegel, because notoriously under the label of Hegelianism 

the pioneers of analytical philosophy put many things only nominally Hegelian
37 Which means: it was a particular kind of Platonism. Priest describes the differ-

ence and similarity of noneism and Platonism in terms which clearly reveal the 
affi nity of Hegelianism and noneism: he actually says that noneism is a sort of 
paraconsistent Platonism, that is, one which does not admit the noncontradic-
tion principle. But Hegel’s Platonism is based on Plato’s Parmenides, and therefore 
does not admit (the traditional use of) the principle of noncontradiction.

38 Sprigge (2002), 225–226.
39 Not every analytical interpretation of Hegel’s idealism is of the same nature. 

See Rescher (1973). Here Rescher seems to be aware of the conceptual nature of 
Hegel’s idealism. In Rescher (2006) however, Hegel’s view is presented in 
a different way.

40 See Hegel (WL), 172.
41 It is an aspect which Benedetto Croce particularly stressed, in his interpretation 

of Hegel’s dialectics.
42 See Hegel (1817), §§ 6–7.
43 This is Hegel’s well-known idea of skepticism as the fi rst tool of philosophical 

method. A recent account of Hegel’s theory of skepticism is Testa (2002).
44 Hegel (1817), § 12.
45 Hegel (1986), vol. XIX, 111.
46 I specifi ed that these are not three realities, but three levels or ways in which we 

speak of reality, if you want three acceptations of “reality.” This is due to what 
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I suggested above, which is of extreme importance for our theme: in reading 
Hegel’s considerations, a semantic ascent should always be presupposed; when 
he speaks of being, it is of the concept of being which he is speaking of. This is to 
be intended especially when Hegel is referring to the dialectical import of 
concepts. See for instance the “paradox” of being which turns into nothing. 
Hegel openly admits that this could seem somehow “surprising,” but there is 
nothing to be wondered at, he says, if one bears in mind that we are here doing 
philosophy, and that “in this science determinations which are totally different 
from the ones of ordinary conscience and of the so-called common sense usually 
occur” (Hegel (WL), 85–86). It is mostly confusing, Hegel says, the tendency to 
consider here “being” and “nothing” as “something which is concrete,” forget-
ting that we are not speaking of something concrete, but uniquely of pure 
abstractions.

47 I always asked myself why Hegel, who is a very meticulous analyst of concepts, is 
sometimes considered a vague and generalist thinker. He was a 19th century 
thinker, surely, so he was not a “specialist”: but philosophers, in his time, were not 
specialists.

48 Hegel (WL), 82–83. It seems that, at this point, Hegel is simply giving an account 
of allism, as a fi rst unavoidable passage in any ontological inquiry.

49 We see then that the idea of the connection of existence and number, stressed by 
Quineans, has in Hegel an unexpected upholder. But note that the equation 
being = number regards “determined being”: being is number insofar as it is 
determined, and in the perspective of its determination.

50 See Nuzzo (1995), 108–114.
51 Nuzzo (1995), 114–117. We see here also some common points with the 

“thin” conception of being, in van Inwagen’s and Lewis’ ontologies. But above 
all, “existence,” in this meaning, is for Hegel the limit of knowledge, a pure mathe-
matical concept: see on this Priest, 1995.

52 In the translation by T. M. Knox: “what is rational is actual, and what is actual 
is rational.” The translator explains that he uses “actuality” in order to avoid 
misunderstandings: “Hegel is not saying this that what exists or is ‘real’ is 
rational. By ‘actuality’ he means the synthesis of essence and existence” (T. M. 
Knox (1952), Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Oxford University Press, “Translator’s 
Notes,” page 302). But at the moment I do not use “actual” in order to avoid the 
confusion with the meaning of the term in modal reasoning (actual-real world). 

53 See Marcuse’s dissertation, Marcuse (1932).
54 Hegel (GRP), 24; In Knox’s translation (mentioned in note 52): 10.
55 Note the decisive difference: reality is the object of philosophy, insofar as philo-

sophy turns its attention to the fi eld of real events (the effective, external reality); 
but the object created by philosophy is ideal (see here section 6), and ideality is 
what it fi nally deals with. The “ideal” is the real level of rational, the level or 
condition in which the determining power of human thought conquers its 
own reality (in the third meaning).

56 Besides, rationality expresses itself in “an infi nite wealth of forms, phenomena, 
appearances”: only a small part of these forms, appearances and relations fall 
within the competence of philosophy. Plato, Hegel writes, should have omitted 
his recommendations to nurses, and Fichte his remarks about passport regula-
tion: this kind of « super-wisdom » (Ultraweisheit) should be let apart, as this 
“reality,” however rational, is not affair of philosophy.
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57 One might say that Hegel’s diallele links together the two terms of Kant’s ontol-
ogy: concepts, and intuitions. So that the former are not empty, and the latter are 
not blind.

58 As to incomplete objects: they exist, insofar as they are determined as 
incomplete.

59 It should also be kept in mind that a concept is not in Hegel’s view a mental 
entity—something which lies outside the topic of this essay.

60 Rescher (2002), 244.
61 Ibid.
62 This is not properly coherentism: Hegel in fact defended a form of corresponden-

tism, see for instance: “what is true, is true in virtue of the fact that its reality 
corresponds to the concept” (1817, §128): we can now understand what is meant 
here for “its reality.”



Chapter 8

Some Recent Analytic “Realist” Readings 
of Hegel

Tom Rockmore

This essay will call attention to three points. First, analytic thinkers currently 
turning to Hegel are mainly, perhaps exclusively, concerned to interpret 
Hegel without idealism. I am not aware of any exception to that approach, any 
weakening of the analytic proscription of idealism, nor any detailed effort to 
fi nd out what “idealism” amounts to as concerns Hegel. Second, analytic think-
ers now turning to Hegel are mainly concerned with reconciling Hegel with a 
traditional analytic commitment to variations on what, whether they use the 
term or not, can be called metaphysical realism as usually understood. Third, in 
virtue of his understanding of idealism Hegel rejects metaphysical realism. 
It follows that the recent analytic interest in Hegel without idealism centers on 
a commitment that Hegel rejects.

The problem of realism is central to epistemology of all kinds, which is in all 
cases directed toward knowledge of the real. There are many different kinds of 
epistemological realism. A short list, which does not pretend to be exhaustive, 
might include ordinary, metaphysical, empirical, and scientifi c forms of real-
ism, each of which is understood differently by different observers. As under-
stood here, ordinary realism is the realism of the ordinary person, the 
nonphilosopher or proverbial person in the street, who believes without 
argument that there is knowledge and that when we know we in fact know what 
philosophers call the mind-independent external world as it is. Metaphysical 
realism is the philosophical counterpart of this view. It counts as a philosophical 
effort to demonstrate our ordinary beliefs. It is the more sophisticated philo-
sophic view that there is knowledge and we possess arguments of suffi cient 
strength to justify the inference that when we know we in fact know the 
mind-independent world as it is, or in another formulation the world not as it 
merely appears but as it in fact is. Empirical realism is the view that we can and 
do know only the empirical world, that, if there is a distinction between the way 
the world is and as it merely appears, we cannot reliably claim to know the 
mind-independent external world as it is. Finally, scientifi c realism is the view 
that science alone reliably tells us the way the mind-independent world really is, 
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as distinguished from whatever nonscientists may think. It is a form of 
metaphysical realism that depends on limiting reliable claims to know merely 
to the scientifi c community.

By analytic philosophy, I will have in mind the important philosophical 
tendency which was invented in England around 1900 by Russell and Moore, 
and which was one of the four main philosophical tendencies throughout the 
twentieth century, the others being Marxism, American pragmatism, and 
so-called continental philosophy.1 It is hardly surprising, since Russell and 
Moore held very dissimilar philosophical views, that the philosophical tendency 
or movement they jointly brought into being is now and always has been very 
diverse, as diverse as any other important movement.

Analytic efforts to appropriate Hegel occur in the context of philosophical 
commitments by analytic thinkers; they do not occur in a conceptual vacuum. 
They rather depend on a broad range of presupposed analytic views, hence 
respect traditional analytic commitments to what I am calling metaphysical 
realism. This general commitment unites a series of often very different think-
ers sailing under the analytic fl ag, including the early Carnap but not Neurath, 
the later Carnap but not Quine, Putnam in his internal realist and more recent, 
so-called natural realist phases, and Davidson in his correspondence theory of 
truth phase. It further includes Dummett, whose so-called antirealism refl ects 
his commitment to a form of Platonic realism, which, he believes, cannot be 
satisfi ed in practice.

The analytic approach to realism is determined by three main sources: the 
traditional commitment to metaphysical realism that goes back in the Western 
philosophical tradition to such Greek thinkers as Plato and even Parmenides; 
the dispute between proponents of idealism and realism; and the steady ana-
lytic concern with reference since its anticipation in Frege, who strongly 
infl uenced Russell (but not Moore) and many other later analytic thinkers. The 
dispute between idealism and realism is one of the founding acts of analytic 
philosophy in England. For present purposes, I will be distinguishing without 
argument between Marx and Marxism in order to focus on the latter. Engels, 
who invented Marxism, depicted it as inverting the relation between thought 
and being, the real and the ideal, idealism and realism as a result of which 
Marxist science replaced idealist humbug.2 A similar belief runs throughout the 
analytic debate almost since its origins. In a highly infl uential paper, which is 
now more often cited than read, “The Refutation of Idealism,” Moore suggests 
through an empirical test, in one version the claim for immediate knowledge of 
his hands, that idealism, which he defi nes through the supposed rejection 
of the existence of the external world, can be defi nitively vanquished in favor of 
realism.3

It would be interesting to explore the crucial similarities between the classical 
Marxist attack on idealism, which runs throughout all later forms of Marxism, 
and the enduring analytic rejection of idealism, which follows from Moore’s 
famous paper. Suffi ce it to say that these two attacks on idealism overlap on a 
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number of points. They include the depiction of appropriate philosophical 
method as a choice between two and only two alternatives, a view of the choice 
between idealism and realism as concerning something like what Kuhn famously 
later called a paradigm shift, and the rejection of idealism as making possible 
the commitment to an appropriately scientifi c approach which may or may not 
be philosophical or again beyond philosophy.

All three points are obviously controversial. The fi rst claim, namely, that 
there are two and only two philosophical approaches, was not invented by either 
analytic philosophy or Marxism, but by mathematics. A version of this approach 
was applied earlier by Fichte under the heading of a supposed exclusive 
alternative between idealism and materialism. Yet Fichte himself implies this 
simple reduction is too simplistic. He arguably seeks in his position to combine 
both materialism, or realism, and idealism in a third position, identical with 
neither alternative. This suggests these two alternatives are not exclusive and do 
not exhaust the available possibilities. It would certainly be incorrect to see 
idealism and realism as incompatible since all the main German idealist think-
ers defend forms of realism. Kant, for instance, describes his position as com-
bining a dual commitment to transcendental idealism and empirical realism.4 
At most certain forms of idealism and certain forms of realism are incompati-
ble. It is worth noting that the distinction between idealism and realism is also 
not uniformly understood nor understood even in analytic philosophy. It has 
sometimes been claimed that Wittgenstein and Carnap are idealists. If this is 
true, then, if we bracket Marxism, we can say that the difference between 
idealism and analytic philosophy is not absolute, not a paradigm shift in what-
ever Kuhn’s sense might be, but at most a matter of degree.

Further, the alleged difference between unscientifi c idealism and the 
scientifi c alternatives of Marxism and analytic philosophy apparently cannot be 
defended in any simple form. Perhaps it cannot be defended at all. Kant, who 
claimed to present the only possible analysis of the possibility of knowledge, 
understands philosophy as science and science as system.5 The claim to provide 
philosophy as system, hence as science, indeed as the science of the sciences, 
which is as old as Plato, is repeated in different ways by all the main German 
idealists.

The well-known analytic concern with reference is certainly one of the main 
factors infl uencing the current analytic approach to Hegel through the bias of 
metaphysical realism. Frege’s concern with the distinction between Sinn 
and Bedeutung, which is often rendered as a distinction between sense and refer-
ence, gave rise in Anglo-American analytic philosophy to an effort, which is still 
underway, to develop a theory of reference by such thinkers as Russell, 
Strawson, Carnap, Kripke, and many others. Indeed Soames has recently argued 
that the entire analytic tradition reaches a peak in Kripke’s solution to the prob-
lem of reference through a theory of rigid designators.6 

The effort to work out a formal theory of reference has always been contro-
versial. In the early 1930s, Neurath famously criticized Carnap’s attempt to 
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construct an incorrigible relation between words and things through the 
obvious fi ction of an ideal language containing “clean” atomic sentences. Long 
before Quine, he concluded that the problem of reference has no formal 
solution. If Neurath is correct, then the project of reference as it runs through 
the entire analytic debate beginning with Frege cannot succeed. Neurath 
suggests a shift from foundationalist epistemology to a kind of pragmatism 
later followed by Quine, whose very important attack on empiricist dogmas 
builds on Neurath.7 According to Neurath, a successful reconstruction of the 
epistemological ship would presuppose an ideal language allowing no more 
than a single correct analysis.

Yet dreams die hard. The conviction that it is possible to produce a formal 
solution to the problem of reference led to continued efforts, including those 
by Carnap, who adopted a fallback position in the form of a theory of transla-
tion from a real to an ideal language with a view to understanding how, as the 
expression goes, words hook on to things. And in the analytic turn to Hegel, it 
led to a focus on metaphysical realism in analytically inclined discussants of 
German idealism such as K. Westphal, Beiser, Brandom, and others. Indeed, in 
what is admittedly an extreme case Stekeler-Weithofer argues that Hegel 
specifi cally anticipates Frege in proposing a theory of reference.8

I have no intention of denying that analytical techniques are useful for 
reading Hegel and others in the history of philosophy. Yet whatever else he is 
Hegel is not an analytic thinker and it is mistaken simply to attribute analytic 
doctrines to him. It is at least arguable that the project of reference as it has 
developed in the analytic discussion is incompatible with anything Hegel 
defends. A relevant text is the account of sense-certainty in the opening 
arguments of the Phenomenology of Spirit. Hegel here claims that the meanings 
of words are general, or perhaps universal, not specifi c. This leads him to main-
tain that we can designate things ostensively, hence informally, but we cannot 
unambiguously designate things as analytic thinkers desire to do so through 
language, for instance by an appropriately rigorous use of words. This seems to 
suggest that Hegel’s position runs squarely against anything like a theory of 
linguistic reference, which demonstrates through some ingenious formal 
mechanism how words hook up with things, or again how language hooks 
onto the world, as it has been discussed in detail over an entire century in the 
analytic tradition.

It is by now clear that a selective return to Hegel is well underway and in fact 
has been developing for quite some time. The list of analytic thinkers interested 
in Hegel, which is already long, is lengthening rapidly. The turn away from 
Hegel began toward the beginning of the twentieth century in the analytic 
revolt against British idealism, which it soundly defeated, and by extension, 
since nuances were not in order, against all forms of idealism. The relevant 
question of what British idealism shared with Hegel seems neither to have been 
answered nor even raised either during or after the analytic revolt against 
idealism. In the meanwhile, times have changed. Everything is now happening 
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as if the continuing resurgence of Hegel, as Heidegger continues to recede, 
and as other fi gures pass from the scene, has by now spread to analytic 
philosophy.

The analytic return to Hegel, which is idiosyncratic, resembles Strawson’s 
well-known interpretation of Kant as a Kant without idealism who is a peculiar 
kind of empiricist, even an early analytic philosopher. This has recently led to a 
controversy within the analytic Kant community between Strawson, who thinks 
we must read Kant without idealism, Guyer who believes Kant’s idealism cannot 
be defended, Langton who holds that Kant is not an idealist at all, and Allison 
who contends Kant is an idealist and his form of idealism can indeed be 
defended.9

The controversial analytic approach to Kant without idealism is arguably 
unfaithful to the critical philosophy, which features an inseparable link between 
transcendental idealism and empirical realism. It is more congenial to the 
empiricist strain in earlier analytic philosophy than to the later anti-empiricist 
form of analytic thought. Hegel understood himself, and has always been 
understood in the discussion as belonging to German idealism. Yet, following 
the nonidealist reading of Kant, a number of analytic thinkers are now return-
ing to Hegel without idealism.

At present, a selection of analytic writers interested in Hegel includes in 
at a minimum Wilfrid Sellars, John McDowell, Robert Brandom, Richard Rorty, 
Frederick Beiser, Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer, Michael Quante, Wolfgang Welsch, 
perhaps Robert Pippin, Rüdiger Bubner, Alexander Grau, Kenneth Westphal, 
and others as well. In different ways, all of these analytic Hegel enthusiasts 
take Hegel to be a strong realist, committed to a version of what I am calling 
metaphysical realism. Since I cannot consider all the analytic readings of Hegel, 
I will consider a representative selection in concentrating on Beiser, Sellars, 
Brandom, and Westphal.

In terms often used for theories of truth, we can say that Beiser’s account of 
Hegel is “defl ationary,” hence intended to undercut the view that German 
idealism culminates in Hegel’s position. The view attributed to Hegel, namely 
that his position represents the peak of German idealism as well as the peak and 
end of philosophy itself, has been on the agenda roughly since Hegel’s death. 
It is central to Marxism as it developed on the basis of Engels’ reading of the 
history of recent philosophy. According to Engels, in the guise of German 
idealism philosophy comes to a peak and to an end in Hegel. That this view has 
no discernable support in Hegel’s writings did not stop it from becoming 
a fi xture in the discussion about him. It was initially formulated by the young 
Hegelians after Hegel’s death, then restated by Schelling, later by the Marxists 
but not Marx, then again later by Heidegger and more recently in detail by 
Walter Schulz.

Engels suggests that German idealism descends from heaven to earth in 
making thought rather than being the starting point of the inquiry. Following 
Engels, Lukács holds that German idealism peaks in Hegel’s mythological 
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approach, which is replaced by Marx’s real solution of the real problems.10 
In his lectures On the History of Modem Philosophy Schelling claims that his 
positive philosophy carries German idealism beyond Hegel. Schelling’s view
 of things was later restated in our time by Heidegger and then, closely follo-
wing Heidegger, in much greater detail by Walter Schulz. Beiser echoes the 
Schelling-Heidegger view in suggesting that the German idealist tradition peaks 
in Schelling after Hegel died. Though he later published a comprehensive 
introduction to Hegel,11 Beiser leaves little doubt where he stands in writing 
that Schelling was “the most inventive, brilliant and productive of all the 
absolute idealists, and indeed the most fertile.”12

Epistemology does not end in Kant but rather returns as a kind of social 
theory of knowledge in post-Kantian idealism. Analytic students of Hegel are 
not always sensitive to Hegel’s contribution to epistemology. Beiser takes 
seriously the relation of German idealism to the problem of knowledge, which 
others, for instance, Pinkard, simply ignore.13 Beiser distantly follows Kant in 
suggesting that German idealism turns on explaining the possibility of 
knowledge according to idealist principles and in accounting for the reality of 
the external world.14 Beiser, who may have Berkeley in mind as his specimen 
idealist, depicts the struggle against subjectivism as the rejection of the doctrine 
that the subject knows only its own ideas, so there is no knowledge beyond 
consciousness.15 For Beiser, who divides German idealism into subjective ideal-
ism and objective idealism, the former includes the “aggrandizement” of the 
transcendental subject16 and the latter comprises the progressive “de-subjecti-
vization” of the Kantian legacy.17 In the second edition of the Critique of Pure 
Reason, Kant insisted on the scandal that the existence of external things must 
be accepted on faith.18 From this perspective, which Beiser adopts as his stand-
ard, “good” idealism proves the existence of the external world on strong realist 
grounds by avoiding the fall into subjectivism, and “bad” idealism not only fails 
to provide this proof but, through a change in the conception of the subject, 
falls into something like Berkeleyan idealism.

In Beiser’s account, Hegel and Schelling both come off badly, Hegel worse 
than Schelling. Beiser straightforwardly denies Hegel is an original thinker 
in any important sense in suggesting that without exception all of his ideas 
can be traced back to those of his Jena colleagues.19 His claim that Hegel 
followed Schelling’s version of absolute idealism in the period 1801–l80420 
overlooks the fact that even in the Differenzschrift his initial philosophical 
publication, Hegel was critical of, hence not aligned on, Schelling’s position. 
At the turning of the nineteenth century, many important thinkers thought 
it was important to be seen as a disciple of someone else. Fichte pretended to 
be a Kantian, and Schelling to be a Fichtean. Though Hegel was infl uenced 
by Schelling, it is an error of interpretation to consider Hegel, even in his 
earliest philosophical writings, as aligning his position on those of his younger 
colleagues, which he subsequently clearly rejected but also never clearly 
accepted.
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Beiser depicts Hegel and Schelling as defending the same, or indistinguisha-
bly similar, approaches to the absolute. Yet this cannot be correct, since it is the 
difference in their two views of the absolute, to which Hegel called attention in 
famously satirizing his colleague’s conception as “the night in which . . . all cows 
are black,”21 which precipitated a break between them.  Schelling holds that 
knowledge is possible if and only if there is no distinction, none at all, between 
the subject and the absolute, and all knowledge is self-knowledge.22 For Beiser, 
Schelling erroneously reinterprets Kant’s and Fichte’s view that knowledge 
depends on a subject–object identity as “the self-consciousness of the transcen-
dental subject that is presupposed by all empirical consciousness”23 or again as 
the self-knowledge of the absolute, or once more as the self-knowledge of God.24 
Beiser, who regards this specifi c approach to knowledge as a miserable failure, 
further attributes it to Hegel.

Beiser may be correct about Schelling, who, alone among the great German 
idealists, abandons epistemology for theology. The other great German ideal-
ists all wrote on theology while maintaining a keen interest in epistemology. Yet 
Hegel, who takes a secular approach to knowledge, never argues that to know 
is to know God, nor that knowledge is divine self-knowledge, nor that the 
absolute knows itself, or even that in knowing the empirical subject coincides 
with the transcendental subject. In abandoning critical, or transcendental 
philosophy as Kant understands it, he follows Fichte but not Schelling down the 
path to a theory of knowledge based solely on the conceptual accomplishments 
of fi nite human individuals.

Hegel’s strong link to Fichte not surprisingly infl uences the kind of realism 
he adopts. Fichte, who claims to be a seamless Kantian, reformulates the Kan-
tian, which is a mere epistemological construct, on the basis of fi nite human 
being. Hegel, who follows Fichte, is not confronted with the Kantian version of 
the problem of the existence of the external world since the cognitive subject is 
already always in the world. And if Beiser thinks Hegel falls into some version of 
Berkeleyanism, he would need to argue this claim. The perhaps more interest-
ing question of whether, when we know, we in fact know the way the world is, 
the key claim of metaphysical realism, is not raised by Beiser but is raised by 
other even more strongly analytic Hegel commentators.

The later Wittgenstein, in criticizing Moore, rejects the idea of direct 
empirical knowledge, hence a well-known form of empiricism, in favor of index-
ing cognitive claims to conceptual frameworks. He further rejects by implica-
tion traditional British empiricism in all its forms.25 In “Empiricism and the 
Philosophy of Mind” (1956), distantly following the later Wittgenstein, Sellars 
rejects the given, or direct givenness, which is basic to classical British empiri-
cism, and restated in Moore, as no more than a myth.26 According to Sellars, 
who claims to be conducting méditations hégéliennes, but also inconsistently criti-
cizes Hegel, the probative force of immediate experience is undermined by the 
so-called myth of the given, to which he prefers what he vaguely depicts as the 
space of reasons, and ultimately those reasons formulated by natural scientists. 
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Yet Sellars’ Hegelianism, which occurred between periods of his favored, better 
known Kantianism, is very thin, very minimal. He clearly relies on a certain 
reading of Hegel in his own critique of empiricism, which has been very 
infl uential in analytic circles. Yet in other ways he is opposed to Hegel. His 
scientism, or the view that natural science is the fi nal arbiter of what we know, 
which is intended to disqualify both the so-called folk view as well as philoso-
phical speculation, is clearly at odds with Hegel’s own view.27 Though Hegel 
insists on a conception of philosophy as science, he draws the traditional 
distinction between philosophy as science and natural science.

Sellars, who holds a functionalist approach of language, defends realism with 
the proviso that the logical space of reasons,28 which is exemplifi ed by science, 
is successful in devising a satisfactory conceptual framework.29 The latter point 
is also common to Kant and Hegel, who both refuse claims for direct, imme-
diate knowledge. Sellars’ approach to Hegel is infl uential on two colleagues 
with very different readings of Wittgenstein, Sellars and Hegel: Brandom 
and McDowell. Each of them carries Sellars’ approach further in combining his 
commitment to realism with Hegel in related, but different ways. I will be con-
centrating here on Brandom, not because he reads Hegel better than his 
colleague, but rather because he has so far gone further down the Hegelian 
path than McDowell.

In a recent book, Brandom considers the relation of intentional content to 
the world, which for him means the way the world is and the way we take it to 
be, as it relates to the self, or cognitive subject. Hegel’s innovation lies in 
placing all this within a social process extending through history, which 
Brandom links with pragmatism in writing: “For Hegel places the sort of infer-
ential/causal process central to that functionalism in the larger frame of histori-
cally extended social practice. Transposed into this key, functionalism takes the 
form of pragmatism in the sense of a particular kind of theory of meaning and 
content.”30

In formulating his nonstandard view of pragmatism in this way, Brandom 
implicitly indicates three points. First, pragmatism is concerned with the prob-
lem of meaning, hence with reference (and semantics). This is an analytic view 
of pragmatism, consistent with the traditional analytic concern with the prob-
lem of reference, but arguably not consistent, perhaps inconsistent, with the 
main thrust of American pragmatism as it emerges out of Peirce, in which the 
problem of reference as it arises in analytic philosophy has never been a central 
concern. The implication is clear in Brandom’s account that pragmatism 
as he understands it is seamlessly related to the traditional analytic concern 
with theory of reference. There is no difference, or at least no signifi cant differ-
ence, between them, at least none that prohibits someone committed to the 
analytic theme of reference from simply taking over for other purposes insights 
borrowed or adapted from pragmatism.

Second, the proper approach to reference lies in a theory of meaning in 
use, a view very close to, perhaps identical with Wittgenstein’s later position. 



166 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

This view is also not clearly related to pragmatism, at least on a standard 
analysis. Peirce maintains that the meaning of any idea is its expected empirical 
consequences, or pragmatic signifi cance. His view of pragmatism can be under-
stood as a theory of meaning, or what the words mean, as opposed to a theory 
of truth, since he denies truth in the sense that truth means the direct or even 
the indirect grasp of independent reality.31 This pragmatic view of meaning as 
defi ned by consequences differs basically from a theory of meaning in use. 
According to Brandom, who overlooks this difference, this suggests that we can 
look to Hegel to supply such an approach, if not with the formal sophistication 
of later analytic thinkers, at least in outline. In this respect, in Brandom’s account 
Hegel’s theory appears as a forerunner of Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning in 
use. Yet this attribution seems questionable since there is apparently no passage 
in Hegel’s writings, and Brandom cites none, where Hegel argues in this way.

Third, Hegel is cast on this reading as another party in the effort by many 
hands to work out a causal theory of perception. I take this to mean that in 
Brandom’s eyes Hegel is a conceptual realist in the metaphysical realist mode. 
The effort to formulate a causal theory of perception is pervasive in modern 
philosophy at least as early as Descartes and right up to the present. The  general 
line of a causal theory can be paraphrased as the belief that there is a way the 
mind-independent world is, and that that same mind-independent world 
causally affects us, more precisely, causes us to perceive it in certain ways. 
Knowledge is the result of a backward inference from effect to cause. In Hegel’ 
s case the inference is complicated by the fact that knowledge turns out not to 
be a causal process in any straightforward way but rather to be a historical 
process.

Important here is Brandom’s idea that Hegel relies on a view of the way the 
world is, not, say, on what is given in experience, and that the relation of subject 
to cognitive object is mediated by a series of inferences from the subject side in 
response to causal infl uences exerted on it from the object side. This is in effect 
a Hegelian reading of Kant, which overlooks the distinction between Kant and 
Hegel. If Brandom were correct, then Hegel’s position would follow, or derive 
strictly from Kant’s. On this reading, the latter holds that we can only defeat the 
skeptic because there really is a causal connection in experience.32 That is the 
main point in Kant’s important “Refutation of idealism.”33 Brandom clearly 
draws that conclusion elsewhere in a passage on what he calls, in relying here 
on Taylor’s approach to Hegel in terms of Herder, which he refers to as 
expressivism.

According to Brandom, Hegel takes a pragmatic approach to conceptual 
norms in adopting a rationalist form of Enlightenment expressivism. In 
 Brandom’s lexicon, rationalist pragmatism and rationalist expressivism appear 
to be closely synonymous, even equivalent terms.34 Brandom very clearly 
attributes this idea to Hegel. “Rationalist expressivism understands the explicit, 
the thinkable, the sayable, the form something must be in to count as having 
been expressed in terms of its role in inference. I take Hegel to have introduced 
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this idea, although he takes the minimal unit of conceptual content to be the 
whole holistic system of inferentially interrelated judgeables, and so is not a 
propositionalist.”35 It follows that, for Brandom, Hegel pioneers rationalist 
pragmatism and expressivism, or again rationalist pragmatism and rationalist 
expressivism, as opposed to expressivism or pragmatism. Brandom seems to be 
to construing Hegelian pragmatism in explicitly expressivist terms as a holistic 
form of inference. In other words, he depicts Hegel as anticipating his own 
inferentialism, and he depicts inferentialism as a seamless development of 
Hegel’s position.

Brandom’s attention to Hegel is linked to his own intervention in the 
contemporary analytic debate. The epistemological payoff of Brandom’s form 
of materialist semantics is visible in his critical remarks about naturalism. The 
main thrust of these remarks is directed against Quine, who famously combines 
a tilt toward pragmatism36 with a naturalistic form of epistemology.37 According 
to Brandom, naturalism as ordinarily understood denies the characteristic 
human appeal to conceptual norms developed in social linguistic practices. 
Yet there is no good reason why a naturalized approach to epistemology, or 
even a pragmatic form of a naturalized approach to epistemology, prevents 
or even impedes conceptual norms as arising in the social context. Dewey, for 
instance, who is generally considered to be one of the three most important 
American pragmatists—the others are Peirce and James—works out this kind of 
approach. Brandom, who does not address this theme, simply takes without 
argument a so-called nonnaturalist approach in claiming that inferentialism 
cum expressivism features a distinction between things that have natures and 
those that have histories.

Brandom’s claim about things that have natures looks suspiciously like 
essentialism, a doctrine which goes all the way back in the Western tradition at 
least to Aristotle. Brandom, who does not clarify the relation of his view of 
natures to essences, proposes an argument including two claims. His fi rst claim 
is that the objects of science (physics, chemistry, biology) have natures, which 
differ from and cannot be reduced to their histories. Brandom seems to mean 
that objects with natures can be studied empirically, or again through empirical 
experience. He seems to assume that things, which have natures are invariant, 
or are the way they are in independence of human history, waiting to be discov-
ered. His second claim is that the empirical properties of things allow us to 
determine whether inferences based on them about concepts are correct. 
Taken together both points suggest that not only are there mind-independent 
external objects, but under the right conditions we know them as they really 
are. Hegel, of course, denies this view in claiming that what we take to be 
a cognitive object is not independent of, but dependent on the conceptual 
framework, or theory we formulate to know it. For this reason, he insists that as 
the theories change the objects about which they are formulated also change.

It is important here, in order to grasp just what Brandom is suggesting, to 
focus on the distinction between a claim, which might be correct according to 
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the prevailing standards of a given cognitive discipline, and a claim that 
is further not merely correct but also true. As usually understand, a true claim 
grasps what really is, as opposed to what merely seems to be the case. Brandom, 
who uses the term “correct,” seems to be making a version of the latter, stronger 
claim about what is, hence about truth. “For the properties governing the 
application of those concepts [e. g. physical things such as electrons and 
aromatic compounds] depends on what inferences involving them are correct 
that is, on what really follows from what. And that depends on how things really 
are with electrons and aromatic compounds, not just on what judgments and 
inferences we endorse.”38

Since Brandom’s formulation is unclear, we need to be careful in describing 
the doctrine we attribute to him. Unlike Hegel, Brandom is not, it would seem, 
suggesting that cognitive assertions are indexed to conceptual frameworks, 
which might later require adjustment. He is rather, it appears, making a sugges-
tion about what is the case, which he signals by using the phrase “how things 
really are,” which indicates the desire as well as the capacity to go beyond mere 
inference about what seems to be the case to ascertain how things in fact stand. 
Knowledge is about what is, and what is can be distinguished from what merely 
appears to be.

In different ways, Beiser, Sellars, and Brandom are committed to metaphysi-
cal realism, or the goal of the cognitive grasp of the mind-independent world as 
it is which Beiser attributes to Kant but not to Hegel, which Sellars espouses and 
perhaps attributes to Hegel, and which Brandom clearly attributes to Hegel. 
In a series of publications, Kenneth Westphal has introduced a further variation 
on the same metaphysical realist theme favored in Anglo-American analytic 
philosophy in suggesting that both Kant and Hegel are committed to meta-
physical realism, or to what he sometimes also calls realism “sans phrase.” 
This term is presumably borrowed from the Aristotelian scholar and moral 
philosopher W. D. Ross. In his analysis of prima facie duties, Ross identifi es 
those he considers as binding sans phrase, or without qualifi cation.39

Westphal favors a “Romantic” view of Hegel, who, on this interpretation, 
denies any limits to knowledge whatsoever in claiming to know the mind-
independent external world as it is. Since Hegel does not make this or 
a variant of this claim, it is unclear that Hegel holds the position Westphal 
attributes to him. It is also unclear how it could possibly be defended.40 Hegel 
holds a weaker view in which theories are formulated on the basis of experi-
ence and then tried out, and, if necessary, reformulated, in which case, as 
noted, the cognitive object or objects also change. In place of any pretense at 
knowing the way the world is, Hegel seems to recommend a simpler, more 
easily defended process of trial and error. In a more recent work, Westphal 
again puts forward this “Romantic” view of total knowledge, this time with 
respect to Kant, in arguing that if we take Kant’s project seriously in its own 
terms, the result is not transcendental idealism but (unqualifi ed) realism 
regarding physical objects.41
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If we disregard the term he borrows from Ross, then it seems that Westphal’s 
view is an extreme form of Strawson’s well known, highly infl uential Kant inter-
pretation. The latter, who reads Kant in a way that corresponds to the 
traditional analytic commitment to metaphysical realism, suggests we should 
disregard Kant’s transcendental idealism in holding that Kant’s idealism and 
empirism are separable. Westphal defends Kant’s realism. But he contends, 
like, among recent Kant commentators, Strawson, Guyer and Langton, but not 
Allison, that Kant’s idealism is simply indefensible.42 

Westphal’s view is useful for present purposes, not because I endorse his 
interpretation—I believe he is wrong about both Kant and Hegel—but rather 
because at stake are the proper readings, not only of Hegel, but of Kant and 
Hegel. This is important because the relation between the great German ideal-
ists provides an important key to understanding any of their positions. There is, 
for instance, more continuity between Hegel and Kant than is commonly real-
ized. Hegel is incorrectly understood as merely rejecting Kant. He correctly 
understood as interpreting, criticizing, and reformulating central themes in 
the critical philosophy with the aim of carrying it beyond Kant in order to 
realize, if not its letter, at least its spirit. This is also the case for realism. In con-
sidering Hegel and Kant together, Westphal poses in more general form than 
other commentators on Hegel the general problem of the role of realism, 
hence metaphysical realism, in German idealism.

I take Westphal to be claiming that Kant’s commitment to realism, which 
Westphal designates as unqualifi ed, which arguably explains his appeal to the 
term “realism sans phrase,” is incompatible with Kant’s further commitment to 
transcendental idealism. If I understand him correctly, Westphal is arguing 
that, since Kant’s realism is incompatible with his idealism, which, unlike 
Langton, he does not deny, on Kantian grounds we must reject transcendental 
idealism in order to save his realism. In other words, to be true to Kant, we must 
be faithful to his realism but unfaithful to his idealism. Yet, if this is what he is 
maintaining, then it seems diffi cult to reconcile with even an average interpre-
tation of Kant’s position. I read Kant as asserting we can only maintain empiri-
cal realism on the grounds of transcendental idealism. I take this to be a form 
of the view, which is at the heart of Kant’s Copernican revolution, that we must 
in some sense, which Kant is fi nally unable to clarify, “construct” objects as a 
condition of experience and knowledge.

To see what is at stake, it is helpful to point out that Kant in different moods 
defends two incompatible forms of realism: metaphysical realism and empirical 
realism. He defends metaphysical realism as early as the famous Herz letter 
(21 February 1772)43 and in the Critique of Pure Reason in an analysis of the rela-
tion of representations to objects (Vorstellung zum Gegenstand). Through a non-
standard form of the familiar causal theory of perception, he argues that we 
construct representations as the condition of knowing mind-independent 
objects. In this view, we are affected by the mind-independent external world, 
which we seek to know through representations of it. Yet since, as he realizes, 
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we cannot show that representations represent, since we cannot know things in 
themselves, he also argues that we are simply affected though not affected by 
objects in constructing objects of experience and knowledge that, since they 
relate to nothing else, do not represent.

Representationalism supposes metaphysical realism. Constructivism, on the 
contrary, is an incompatible doctrine which supposes the failure of metaphysi-
cal realism in favoring empirical realism as well as the failure of representatiion-
alism. Though Kant, who typically fi nds it diffi cult to make up his mind, defends 
both doctrines simultaneously in the Critique of Pure Reason, he is in that respect 
inconsistent.

Representationalism is only a sophisticated form of the pre-Kantian new way 
of ideas—this term was initially applied to Locke—common in different ways to 
Descartes, Locke and many others in the modern debate. All of these thinkers 
frame the problems of knowledge in terms of variations on the theme of the 
relation of ideas to things. As a representationalist, Kant does not break with, 
but rather only continues representationalism on the basis of a causal view of 
perception. Kant’s Copernican turn, which presupposes the failure of this 
approach, breaks with representationalism in reviving constructivism earlier 
suggested by Hobbes and Vico. If Kant is an idealist, and if constructivism is an 
idealist doctrine, then in this respect Hobbes and Vico are also idealists.

Beginning with Fichte, the post-Kantian German idealists, including Hegel, 
are concerned to make good on Kantian constructivism in turning away from 
Kantian representationalism. That means they give up any desire to make out a 
claim to know the mind-independent world as it is in limiting claims to know to 
no more than what is given in experience. Thus Hegel refuses metaphysical 
realism in limiting knowledge to the science of the experience of conscious-
ness, in short to what is given in conscious experience. The single most useful 
account of his view of knowledge (Erkennen) is provided in the Introduction to 
the Phenomenology. Hegel here sketches an account of knowledge as resulting 
from what was described above as a trial and error process. In brief, he suggests 
we formulate theories on the basis of experience, theories that we test against 
further experience. If there is a difference between what the theory predicts 
and what we fi nd, we must modify the theory, which in turn brings about a 
change in the object. The suggestion that if theory and object coincided there 
would be truth is a strict reading of Kant’s Copernican turn, according to which 
the subject must construct the object of experience and knowledge as a condi-
tion of knowing it. In a word, from a constructivist point of view, that the post-
Kantian German idealists, including Hegel, take over from Kant, we do not and 
cannot know the mind-independent real. On the contrary, we know only the 
empirically real, what we in some sense construct.

I come now to my conclusion. This paper has considered a selection of recent 
analytic efforts to appropriate Hegel in attributing metaphysical realism to his 
position. The frequent analytic tendency to attribute metaphysical realism to 
Hegel corresponds to a main current in Anglo-American analytic philosophy, 
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but is incompatible with Hegel’s form of idealism. Like other post-Kantian 
idealists, Hegel rejects Kant’s representationalism but follows and participates 
in the development of Kant’s Copernican turn. As concerns realism, the episte-
mological turn away from representationalism to constructivism is equivalent to 
a turn away from metaphysical realism toward empirical realism.

It would make no sense to revive everything in Hegel, or to revive more than 
can presently be accepted. I believe, though I cannot argue the point here, that 
idealism in general is important for the current debate about knowledge. 
We need to determine, as Croce famously suggested, what is living and dead in 
Hegel’s thought. But we cannot do so without taking his idealism into account, 
which specifi cally mandates the rejection of metaphysical realism. If our inter-
est lies in learning from Hegel rather than to reinterpreting his views to fi t our 
own, I would like to suggest that rather than attempting to make use of Hegel 
to defend a form of realism he rejects, it would be useful to fi nd out why he 
rejects it and why he adopts empirical realism in its place.
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Chapter 9

Hegel, Russell, and the Foundations 
of Philosophy

Kenneth R. Westphal

1. Introduction

Though philosophical antipodes, Hegel and Russell were profound 
philosophical revolutionaries. They both subjected contemporaneous philoso-
phy to searching critique, and they addressed many important issues about the 
character of philosophy itself. Examining their disagreements is enormously 
fruitful. Here I focus on one central issue raised in Hegel’s Phenomenology 
of Spirit: the tenability of the foundationalist model of rational justifi cation. 
I consider both the general question of the tenability of the foundationalist 
model itself, and the specifi c question of the tenability of Russell’s preferred 
foundations of empirical knowledge, namely sense data. The stage is set by 
briefl y considering Russell’s philosophical revolt (§2). I examine Russell’s 
neglect of the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the Criterion (§3), and then consider 
Russell’s appeal to “knowledge by acquaintance”—the very view Hegel  criticized 
under the banner of “Sense Certainty” (§4).1

2. Russell’s Philosophical Revolt

Famously, by launching analytic philosophy Moore and Russell revolted against 
British Idealism, with Hegel tossed in for good measure. In 1922 Russell 
declared: “I should take ‘back to the 18th century’ as a battle-cry, if I could 
entertain any hope that others would rally to it.”2 To Russell, the philosophical 
headmaster of the eighteenth century was Hume, not Kant. Russell sought to 
dispatch rationalism with his logically sophisticated empiricism, based on 
“knowledge by acquaintance”: the nonconceptual apprehension of simples. He 
sought to dispatch Hegel in particular by condemning his alleged confl ation of 
“the ‘is’ of identity” and “the ‘is’ of predication.”3 Russell’s exhortation was 
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unexpectedly effective. For example, it is refl ected in Quine’s contention that 
‘The Humean predicament is the human predicament.’4

The battle lines thus drawn between analytic philosophy and especially 
Hegel’s philosophy have had deep, lasting, and unfortunate consequences in 
the fi eld.5 Hence it is especially regrettable that Russell’s criticisms of Hegel are 
unsound. Indeed, Russell’s confi dence in his own philosophical approach and 
views appear to have occluded from him several important ways in which Hegel’s 
philosophy raises fundamental critical issues about Russell’s philosophical 
orientation.

3. Russell’s Neglect of the Dilemma of the Criterion

Russell’s exhortation to return to the eighteenth century was made in reply 
to F. C. S. Schiller’s review of The Analysis of Mind. Russell stated that his 
differences with Schiller, a British pragmatist, were so fundamental that they 
could not be settled by logical argument without begging the question (petitio 
principii), so that “the remarks which I shall have to make will be of the nature 
of rhetoric rather than logic.”6

In this connection Russell asserted, “I dislike the heart as an inspirer of beliefs; 
I much prefer the spleen,”7 and excoriated romanticism, Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, 
and futurism for having contributed nothing “that deserves to be remembered.”8 
Unfortunately, most analytic philosophers were taken in by Russell’s rhetorical 
invective, in part because they did not, and most could not know that at this 
same time, Russell was writing very strong letters of recommendation on Schill-
er’s behalf!9 The results of Russell’s invective linger in the remarkable capacity 
philosophers still have, as Frederick Will once remarked to me, no longer to 
understand what one says as soon as one mentions the name “Hegel.”

In his reply to Schiller, Russell quickly switched from logical argument to 
rhetorical blandishment in the face of the mere prospect of question-begging. 
This shows how important it is to address the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the 
Criterion. This Dilemma highlights the challenges confronting any attempt to 
establish criteria of justifi cation in any domain in which those criteria 
themselves are disputed, without simply assuming what ought to be justifi ed. 
Sextus Empiricus formulates this Dilemma in these terms:

[I]n order to decide the dispute which has arisen about the criterion 
[of truth], we must possess an accepted criterion by which we shall be able to 
judge the dispute; and in order to possess an accepted criterion, the dispute 
about the criterion must fi rst be decided. And when the argument thus 
reduces itself to a form of circular reasoning the discovery of the criterion 
becomes impracticable, since we do not allow [those who make knowledge 
claims] to adopt a criterion by assumption, while if they offer to judge the 
criterion by a criterion we force them to a regress ad infi nitum. And further-
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more, since demonstration requires a demonstrated criterion, while the 
criterion requires an approved demonstration, they are forced into circular 
reasoning.10

Hegel states the philosophical agenda for the Phenomenology in his Introduction 
(Einleitung).11 In the middle of his Introduction, Hegel sketches a crucial 
dilemma involved in distinguishing genuine knowledge, which he calls 
“science” (Wissenschaft) from merely apparent knowledge. How can we distin-
guish genuine from counterfeit knowledge? Hegel states:

[I]f this presentation is regarded as a relation of science to apparent knowledge, 
and as an investigation and examination of the reality of knowledge, it seems that it 
cannot occur without one or another presupposition which would serve as 
the fundamental standard. For an examination consists in applying an 
accepted standard and in determining, on the basis of the resulting 
agreement or disagreement with the standard, whether what is being tested 
is correct or incorrect. Thus the standard as such, and science too, were it the 
standard, is accepted as the essence or the in itself. But here, where science fi rst 
arrives, neither science nor anything else has justifi ed itself as the essence or 
as the in itself; and without something of this sort it seems that an examina-
tion cannot occur.12

Although Hegel omits the specifi c tropes Sextus mentions, Hegel’s fundamen-
tal concern with determining whether “standards” or criteria of knowledge can 
be identifi ed and justifi ed without begging the question (petitio principii) against 
those who disagree, and thus to resolve the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the 
Criterion, are unmistakable. Hegel expressly reiterates these concerns in the 
introductory discussion to “Reason” (Phenomenology of Spirit, part V), with unmis-
takable reference to Fichte and Schelling.13

Hegel’s concern with Sextus’s Dilemma of the Criterion is underscored by 
his ensuing discussion. Hegel states his concern about question-begging in the 
following terms, ending with one of his most pithy retorts:

For science cannot simply reject an untrue form of knowledge as a merely 
common view of things and give assurance that it is a completely different 
kind of knowledge, for which the other knowledge is insignifi cant. Nor can it 
appeal to the intimation within itself of better knowledge. With this assurance 
it would declare that its force resides in its being; but the untrue knowledge 
also appeals to the fact that it is, and it gives assurance that to it science is noth-
ing—one bare assurance counts as much as another.14

This passage directly follows Sextus, who sought equipollence, that is, directly 
counterbalancing theses, to induce skeptical suspense of judgment (epoché). 
Sextus states:
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Now each of those who claim to have discovered the truth either makes this 
declaration by merely asserting it or adduces a proof. But he will not utter it 
by assertion; for one of those who belong to the opposite side will utter an 
assertion claiming the opposite, and in this case the former will be no more 
trustworthy than the latter; for a bare assertion counterbalances a bare 
assertion.15 

This kind of intractable opposition between fundamentally divergent views is 
precisely the situation Russell believed he confronted in trying to reply to 
Schiller: Because he and Schiller used different forms of logic, no logical 
argument can settle their differences, hence Russell’s only recourse, he pre-
sumed, was to polemic.

Russell’s view of his argumentative cum polemical circumstances is a direct 
consequence of his foundationalist view of rational justifi cation, which hews to 
an ancient dichotomy between “historical” (or empirical) and “rational” knowl-
edge.16 Historical knowledge (historia) derives from sensory and memorial data, 
while rational knowledge (scientia) is inferentially deduced from rational fi rst 
principles. The key justifi catory model central to both historical and to rational 
knowledge is foundationalist: both kinds of knowledge involve justifying con-
clusions by deriving them unilaterally from basic foundations. In the case of 
historical knowledge, these foundations are empirical data, however conceived. 
In the case of rational knowledge, these foundations are fi rst principles, prefer-
ably “self-evident” ones. The “foundationalist” point of either model is that jus-
tifi cation fl ows from “basic” foundations to other, “derived” claims, not vice versa. 
This remains true whether justifi catory “basing relations” between basic and 
derived claims are strictly deductive, or involve other kinds of rules of inference 
or (in the case of empirical data) weaker forms of basing relations. These two 
foundationalist conceptions of justifi cation pervade philosophy from at least 
Aristotle, through the Modern period and into the present day.

Foundationalist models of justifi cation work well within formally defi ned 
domains. The problem is that most of philosophy, like most of life, is nonfor-
mal. In nonformal domains, both foundationalist models of justifi cation (scien-
tia and historia) are exposed by the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the Criterion to be 
hopelessly dogmatic and question-begging (petitio principii), because neither 
model can offer any justifi cation to those who fundamentally doubt or dispute 
those foundations, or whatever derivation (“basing”) relations are used, or the 
foundationalist model of justifi cation itself. In the face of such fundamental 
disagreement, can proper criteria of justifi cation be established? If so, how? 
In principle, no foundationalist model can answer these questions, simply 
because it models justifi cation solely in terms of derivation (by whatever rules) 
from fi rst premises (of whatever kind). Hence in principle, foundationalist 
accounts of justifi cation preach to the converted, and beg the question (petitio 
principii) against those who dissent; they cannot justify their criteria of truth or 
of justifi cation to anyone who disagrees. Russell’s quick switch from logical 
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analysis and argument to mere rhetoric is exactly what his foundationalist 
preconceptions about rational justifi cation require.

The problem with Russell’s strategy is that rhetoric cannot provide rational 
justifi cation at all. At most, mere rhetoric can provide only a “yea–boo” model 
of justifi cation, analogous to the emotivist “yea–boo” theory of ethics.17 
Adherence to the foundationalist model of justifi cation strongly tends toward 
the formation of philosophical clubs—“cultural circles,” as they were called by 
early logical positivists18—where philosophical groups divide along disagree-
ments between what foundations they accept, what justifi catory basing 
relations they accept, or whether they accept the foundationalist model of justi-
fi cation at all. Moreover, the foundationalist model of justifi cation strongly 
tends to generate merely polemical relations between different philosophical 
groups, of just the kind Russell exhibited in his disagreements with Schiller. 
Thus to a great and unfortunate extent, the fractious history of twentieth-
century philosophy is prefi gured by these basic features of the foundationalist 
model of justifi cation.19

The crucial question is thus: Can there be rational justifi cation in nonformal 
domains that dispenses with, or at least augments, the foundationalist model? 
Hegel answered affi rmatively. Hegel recognized that the only genuine response 
to the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the Criterion lies in an account of constructive 
self- and mutual-criticism, which he developed in the Phenomenology. If self-criti-
cism is possible, then reconsidering any particular set of justifying grounds 
need not be viciously circular. Instead, self-criticism enables us to reassess the 
merits of any justifying ground, and of any link among justifying grounds within 
that set, regarding its relevance, accuracy, or cogency, on the basis of which we 
can reaffi rm, revise, reject or replace any particular justifi catory ground or link. 
If constructive self-criticism is indeed possible, then the Pyrrhonian trope of 
circularity is merely a trope, an oversimplifi ed, misleading model of our justifi -
catory resources.20

Central to Hegel’s account of justifi cation is avoiding begging the question 
against those who hold different views; this is required to solve the Dilemma of 
the Criterion. Hegel avoids question-begging through “determinate negation” 
of opposed views. According to Hegel’s method of determinate negation, any 
principle (whether cognitive or practical, whether fi rst-order or philosophical) 
can be justifi ed rationally only through the thorough internal critique of 
opposed views, both historical and contemporaneous. According to Hegel’s 
theory of rational justifi cation, any claim or principle is justifi ed only to the 
extent that it (1) is demonstrably superior to all available alternatives, (2) is 
maximally adequate to its intended domain and purposes, and (3) retains if not 
augments its justifi catory standing, so considered, as it continues to be used in 
new contexts and by other parties, often in different circumstances. Because 
rational justifi cation requires reference to competing alternatives, and the list 
of such alternatives expands over time as does relevant data, in nonformal 
domains rational justifi cation is fundamentally historical.
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Rational justifi cation is fundamentally social (even in formal domains) 
because we are all fallible judges (assessors). Careful consideration of the 
critical assessment by others of our own views or actions is crucial for our distin-
guishing effectively and reliably between mere conviction and our genuine 
grasp of the truth about whatever topic may be at issue. Second, rational justifi -
cation is social because the implications of any even moderately interesting 
claim or principle reach far beyond the context of any individual who uses it. 
These further implications can only be assessed by other agents, whose 
feedback bears on the justifi catory status of the original claim or principle. 
Rational justifi cation is fundamentally social for a third key reason. The 
“I think” that matters most in philosophy is the “I judge,” where the relevant 
judgments concern the critical assessment of rational arguments or other forms 
of expression or justifi cation. Critical assessment requires mature judgment, 
though our innate human capacities to become autonomous, rational, mature 
judges require social institutions and practices for their development, for 
provision of relevant background information, and for training in critical 
assessment. The enlightenment of individuals—the development, exercise, 
and preservation of their rational autonomy—is the fundamental aim of 
Hegel’s entire philosophy. Hegel’s account of rational assessment concerns not 
only the justifi cation of various claims or principles, it also concerns their for-
mulation, appropriateness, and use in any relevant contexts and for any rele-
vant purposes.21

Unfortunately, few analytic philosophers have recognized the importance of 
self-criticism to rational justifi cation, none have provided an account of how it 
is possible—of how to distinguish constructive self-criticism from vicious 
circularity—and none have recognized its central importance for resolving 
the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the Criterion. Our individual fallibility (even if 
we are self-critical) can be remedied only by constructive mutual criticism. 
This entails that rational justifi cation is fallibilist and pragmatic. Analytic episte-
mologists, Russell foremost among them, have typically rejected pragmatic 
theories of justifi cation because (inter alia) according to such theories 
rational justifi cation is in part historical. Opponents contend that any historical 
theory of justifi cation can only be historicist and indeed relativist, because it 
succumbs to (if not advocates) cultural relativism, and hence cannot support 
realism about the objects of human knowledge. This dichotomy between 
realism versus collectivism or historicism in epistemology is a cornerstone of 
Enlightenment individualism.22 It is evident in the common objection, also 
made by Russell, that pragmatism must be relativist. It is also evident in Rorty’s 
rejection of epistemology in favor of “conversation,” which shares all the histor-
icist and relativist features of “pragmatism” as conceived by mainstream 
analytic epistemologists, who presume (like Rorty) that the phrase “pragmatic 
realism” is an oxymoron.23

Hegel’s epistemology was deeply misunderstood by expositors and critics 
alike because they failed to realize that Hegel not only addressed, but solved the 
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Dilemma of the Criterion, in part by criticizing and rejecting the Enlighten-
ment dichotomy that undergirded this ill-conceived debate. To the contrary, 
Hegel showed that genuine rational justifi cation in nonformal domains must 
and can only be social and historical, and only this kind of justifi cation can 
preserve realism about the objects of our empirical knowledge.24 In natural 
science, of course, the superiority of currently accepted theories over their 
historical predecessors usually is (or becomes) clear-cut. In philosophy, how-
ever, where links to empirical data are indirect and less pervasive, recourse to 
the thorough (and maximally charitable) critique of alternative views, both 
historical and contemporaneous, is far more important, because our inherent 
fallibility has much freer rein. In philosophy, careful reconsideration of 
alternatives to one’s own views, both contemporaneous and historical, is the 
only feasible way to obtain a genuinely critical perspective on one’s own most 
fundamental philosophical outlook and commitments.25 The only alternative 
to this is overconfi dence borne of philosophical myopia, of the kinds exhibited 
by Russell’s criticisms of Hegel, including centrally Russell’s neglect of the 
Dilemma of the Criterion, his fi xation on foundationalist models of justifi ca-
tion, and his preferred foundations of empirical knowledge, namely sense data, 
which are supposed to be known by direct acquaintance.

4. Hegel’s Critique of “Knowledge by Acquaintance”

Famously, Russell condemned Hegel’s philosophy for confl ating “the ‘is’ of 
identity” and “the ‘is’ of predication.” Though Russell directed this objection 
to Hegel’s Logic,26 Hegel addressed this issue in the fi rst two chapters of the 
 Phenomenology of Spirit. Here I consider Hegel’s fi rst chapter, “Sense Certainty.”27 
The form of consciousness Hegel analyzes in “Sense Certainty” presumes that 
the “is” of identity and the “is” of predication are the same, or rather, that it can 
dispense with predication and hence with any predicative use of “is.” Hegel 
accepts Sense Certainty’s presumption as a premise in his reductio ad absurdum 
argument against sense certainty.28 Thus Hegel shares rather than denies 
Russell’s thesis about the two senses of “is.” However, Hegel further argues that 
predication is required in order to identify any particular one presumes to 
know. In this way, Hegel refutes Russell’s “knowledge by acquaintance” just over 
a century in advance.

I am far from the fi rst to notice this peculiar circumstance.29 However, 
previous discussions of these issues have paid insuffi cient attention to some 
signifi cant details of Hegel’s and Russell’s views. For one, insuffi cient notice has 
been taken of the question, whether Hegel’s critique of sense certainty, which 
focuses on concrete spatio-temporal particulars, extends to Russell’s preferred 
examples of knowledge by acquaintance, individual sense data, or complexes 
thereof. I contend that Hegel’s critique does hold of Russell’s views. I fi rst 
summarize the key points of Hegel’s critique of sense certainty (§4.1). I then 



180 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

consider a brief lesson from Hume (§4.2), which helps link Hegel’s critique of 
sense certainty to sense data theories. I then consider Russell’s account of 
“knowledge by acquaintance,” and why it is subject to Hegel’s critique (§4.3).

4.1 “Sense Certainty” Summarized

Hegel’s chapter divides into fi ve main parts: an introduction (¶¶1–5), three 
analytical sections (¶¶6–19) and a conclusion (¶¶20–21). In the fi rst analytical 
phase (¶¶6–11) the object of knowledge is primary, in the second (¶¶12–14) 
the subject of knowledge is primary, in the third (¶¶15–19) both have equal 
status. The fi rst two analytical phases of Hegel’s critique focus on designating 
particulars by using tokens of types of demonstrative (indexical) expressions; in 
the third, his critique focuses on designation by ostensive gestures.

Although the transition from “Sense Certainty” to “Perception” appears to 
rest merely on a pun, in fact it is based on combining linguistic expressions with 
ostensive gestures. This indicates that the relation between connotation and 
denotation, or between intension and extension is fundamental to Hegel’s 
analysis. Hegel’s critique of sense certainty explicates some basic conceptual 
presuppositions of singular cognitive reference. Hegel’s thesis is: singular 
reference via tokens of demonstrative type-terms or via ostensive gestures are 
mutually interdependent, and only succeed in securing singular cognitive 
reference through conceptually structured determinate thoughts about the 
designated individual and the spatio-temporal region it occupies, whether it be 
an object or an event. En passant Hegel justifi es the distinction between identity 
and predication by reducing their presumed identity to absurdity.

Recent semantic theory has shown that part of the meaning of a token of an 
indexical type term is that a specifi c speaker designates a specifi c item within a 
determinate region of space and time.30 Hegel not only concurs with, but argues 
for this thesis. It is not a thesis Sense Certainty can accept; it is the negation of 
sense certainty. One of Hegel’s main points is that determining the origin of 
the relevant reference system (the speaker) and the scope of the relevant 
spatio-temporal region (of the designated item) is only possible by using 
concepts of “space,” “spaces,” “time,” and “times,” where these can only be prop-
erly used by also using concepts of at least some of the designated item’s mani-
fest characteristics (properties designated by predicates). Consequently, neither 
ostensive designation nor singular cognitive reference are possible on the basis 
of allegedly concept-free “knowledge by acquaintance,” a.k.a. sense certainty.

Offi cially, Sense Certainty denies the role of the development of any 
manifold thoughts about its object,31 along with the role of any manifold 
characteristics or relations of any sensed particular within our putative 
“immediate” knowledge of it.32 To admit their relevance would require distin-
guishing and interrelating these features of the object and of our awareness of 
it, and this would directly concede our active conceptual comprehension of the 
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object: precisely the opposite of sense certainty. (This point is discussed 
further in connection with Russell, below in §4.3.) Sense Certainty maintains 
that our knowledge of sensed particulars is immediate, direct, and inter alia 
nonconceptual. Sense Certainty’s “certainty” is that we can and do have such 
knowledge.33 This is Hegel’s typical use of the term “certainty” when articulat-
ing forms of consciousness. The specifi cally epistemic meanings of “certainty,” 
whether “indubitability,” “infallibility,” or “incorrigibility,” are all beside the 
point. If the basic point of sense certainty is mistaken, these further refi ne-
ments are irrelevant.

To justify his counterthesis Hegel must examine and criticize sense certainty 
strictly internally.34 Hence Hegel’s main question is whether any object of 
alleged sense-certain knowledge in fact is, and appears, “immediately” within 
Sense Certainty. In his introductory remarks Hegel notes that any actual sense 
certainty is an instance of sense certainty; sense certainty is a repeatable phe-
nomenon.35 Furthermore, sense certainty forms a relation between a subject and 
an object; these two moments mediate each other within any instance of sense 
certainty.36 To be as charitable as possible towards sense certainty, Hegel disre-
gards descriptions or predicates and focuses on tokens of indexical expressions 
such as “this,” “now,” or “here,” which Sense Certainty purports to use as 
logically proper names (in Russell’s sense). Hegel stresses the alleged purely 
ostensive function of these terms within sense certainty by using the defi nite 
article, e.g., “the this,” “the here,” or likewise “the night” or “the day.” In this 
way Hegel stresses the irrelevance of any predicative use of these terms. Sense 
Certainty uses these terms as logically proper names in precisely Russell’s 
sense.

Hegel’s fi rst example of “the now” is “the now is the night.”37 In this statement 
the word “is” expresses, or is intended to express, an identity. Identity is the 
degenerate case of a relation; this is the only kind of “relation” Sense Certainty 
can admit. Hegel suggests that we can assess whether this statement, this fi rst 
example of putative sense certainty, is correct simply by preserving it. The state-
ment soon loses its truth: at dawn it becomes false. Sense Certainty cannot grasp 
a single simple truth about spatio-temporal particulars without indexing its 
claims temporally, as being correct within a particular period of time. Sense 
Certainty only maintains that the object it knows “is.”38 However, Sense  Certainty 
cannot at all reconcile its unrefi ned, undifferentiated use of “is” with its own 
temporally limited and transitory experiences of particulars. Our knowledge of 
sensed particulars requires having and using concepts of “time” and of determi-
nable “times.” Hegel makes the analogous point regarding space. Hence any 
tenable analysis of human knowledge of sensed particulars must admit univer-
sal and determinable concepts.

One may reply that tokens of indexical expressions have a kind of “character” 
or “role” by which they designate specifi c individuals. However, the problem for 
Sense Certainty lies in its attempt to use such expressions merely as logically 
proper names (in Russell’s sense); only such a use could possibly count as 
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immediate knowledge. To recognize the “character” or “role” of tokens of 
indexical expressions is to rescind if not refute sense certainty, because deter-
mining the “character” or “role” of tokens of indexical expressions is only 
possible within the spatio-temporal context of their use, by specifying the rele-
vant context and thereby the relevant designation, all of which requires correct 
and legitimate use of concepts, at a minimum, the concepts of “time,” “times,” 
“space,” and “spaces.”

In its second phase, Sense Certainty attempts to avoid these problems by 
acknowledging the context-dependence of its use of type and token indexical 
expressions. Sense Certainty now maintains that genuine sense certainty is 
found only within its own cognitive reference to an object: “The truth of this 
certainty is in the object as my object, or in my meaning; it is, because I know of 
it.”39 In this way, Sense Certainty focuses on a particular instance of sense 
certainty, e.g., “The Here is a tree.”40 However, someone else asserts “The Here 
is a House.”41 Is this a counterexample? Note that skepticism about other minds 
is no issue for any form of alleged aconceptual knowledge; such skepticism 
requires philosophical sophistication, including a raft of conceptual knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities (and committment to a potentially opaque distinction 
between appearance and reality). Hegel’s fi rst point is that the mere sensibility 
of sense certainty42 does not suffi ce to distinguish distinct cognitive subjects. 
Hegel shows, second, that the term ‘I’ is not a logically proper name: it is yet 
another indexical expression that can only be used and understood by distin-
guishing between its type and its tokens, because its tokens can only designate 
a particular speaker (on a particular occasion of use) through its context-
dependent “character” or “role.”

In its third phase, Sense Certainty ascribes its previous diffi culties to its use of 
language to export its sense-certain knowledge out of its immediate context by 
reporting it linguistically to others.43 Now it restricts the scope of its claims to 
immediate knowledge to the immediate context in which it purports to know 
any one particular; only within this immediate context can Sense Certainty 
enjoy immediate knowledge.44 Which particular it knows immediately can only 
be pointed out ostensively. Briefl y, Hegel’s main point is that an ostensive 
gesture as such can neither avoid nor determine the relevant spatial or tempo-
ral scope of what it purportedly designates. Any punctual “here,” “now,” “this,” 
or “that” has neither temporal nor spatial extension, hence it cannot contain 
any spatio-temporal particular. Any such particular can only be designated 
ostensively by determining, at least approximately, the relevant volume of space 
it occupies during some relevant period of time. However, even a very 
approximate specifi cation of the relevant region of space and period of time 
requires using concepts of “time,” “times,” “space,” “spaces,” and “I,” along with 
“individual” and “individuation.” Regarding time, Hegel states: “Pointing out 
is thus itself the movement which pronounces what the now is in truth, namely 
a result, or a plurality of nows taken together.”45

We can only understand or rightly interpret any use of an ostensive gesture 
if we understand a presupposed system of spatial and temporal coordinates 
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together with the specifi cation of the spatio-temporal region of the designated 
individual. Mere sensation, mere sensibility is necessary—though not at all 
suffi cient—for sensory knowledge of any spatio-temporal particular, because 
sensibility alone can neither identify nor ostensively specify which individual is 
purportedly known, whenever and wherever it may be known by whomever 
purports to know it. Hence our knowledge of sensed individual objects or 
events is neither immediate nor aconceptual.46

Only in the last paragraph of “Sense Certainty” does Hegel develop the main 
point of his critique of sense certainty. He notes that defenders of immediate 
knowledge speak of “the being of outer objects, which can be determined still 
more precisely as actual, absolutely individual, utterly personal, individual things, 
none of which has an exact duplicate . . .”47 Hegel points out that such talk is 
altogether insuffi cient to specify any individual, concrete particular, simply 
because these terms equally describe any and every such particular. However, to 
supplement such vague terminology with explicit descriptions, however 
detailed, cannot solve the problem of specifying determinate reference to a 
particular. However specifi c or extensive any description may be, no descrip-
tion by itself determines whether it is empty, determinate, or ambiguous. 
A description would be empty if no such individual existed, defi nite only if just 
one such individual existed, or ambiguous if more than one such individual 
existed. Which of these may be the case is not only a function of the descrip-
tion: it is equally a function of the contents of the world. To know any one 
particular spatio-temporal object thus requires both describing it and 
specifying it ostensively. Only through ostensive designation can we ascribe the 
predicates used in the description to any one, putatively known particular. 
(Russell neglected this crucial point in his theory and in his use of presumed 
“defi nite descriptions.”) In this way, Hegel establishes that predication is 
required for singular cognitive reference to any sensed, spatio-temporal 
particular. Only through predication can anyone specify (even approximately) 
the relevant spatio-temporal region that (putatively) contains the object one 
purports to designate ostensively—by specifying its occupant, the (putatively) 
known particular. Only in this way can we note, specify, or determine which 
spatio-temporal region to designate, in order to grasp this (intended, ostended) 
individual.48 In this way, Hegel demonstrates that “the ‘is’ of predication” 
is distinct from “the ‘is’ of identity,” and that predication is fundamental in 
even the apparently simplest cases of our knowledge of sensed particulars. 
With this summary in hand, we can consider how Hegel’s analysis bears on 
Russell’s “Knowledge by Acquaintance”—after considering a brief lesson from 
Hume.

4.2 A Brief Lesson from Hume’s Treatise49

The historical hero of analytic epistemology was the author of the Enquiry con-
cerning Human Understanding; unfortunately, not the author of the Treatise of 
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Human Nature. One reason this is unfortunate is that Hume’s offi cial “copy 
theory” of sensory impressions and ideas infl uenced analytical philosophy 
profoundly, although a careful reading of Hume’s analysis of abstract ideas in 
the Treatise reveals that Hume was also the fi rst and one of the most acute critics 
of his own offi cial copy theory.50 One problem Hume identifi es is important 
here, for it shows how to extend Hegel’s critique of sense certainty with regard 
to spatio-temporal particulars to cover the “ego-centric” particulars favored by 
Russell, namely sense data.

Analytic philosophers have made many efforts to account for meaning 
extentionally, in terms of sets of particulars having some relevant characteristic. 
In this they followed Hume, whose “copy theory” attempts to account for the 
contents of all thoughts in terms of entertaining objects within or before the 
mind, either original impressions or their sensory copies, “ideas.” To keep 
Hume’s offi cial view in clear focus, I shall call Hume’s sensory ideas “idea 
objects.” Central to Hume’s objectual account of ideas is this thesis: “What con-
sists of parts is distinguishable into them, and what is distinguishable is separa-
ble.”51 Hume’s copy theory equally requires the converse thesis, that only what 
is separable is distinguishable.52 Offi cially, any distinction we can make in 
thought depends on our identifying two different idea-objects, each of which 
instantiates only one of the two distinct ideas.

Hume recognized that equating distinctness and separability raises a diffi cult 
challenge for his objectualist account of thought, namely, how to account for 
distinctions where no real separation among objects is possible, e.g., between 
the fi gure and the color of a marble sphere, or between motion and a body that 
moves.53 Only in this connection does Hume recognize that even an allegedly 
“simple” idea-object contains “many different resemblances and relations.”54 
Hume proceeds along expectable lines: When we see globes of different colors, 
and the same color exhibited by objects with different shapes, we are able to 
notice their globular shape and distinguish that shape from the various colors, 
even within any one colored globe.55

The problem for the “copy theory” is that idea-objects are concrete particulars, 
and inevitably have and exhibit a variety of characteristics. Consequently, those 
features of them we identify cannot be defi ned merely extentionally, because 
they cannot be identifi ed with any one concrete individual, nor with any plurality 
of individual objects.56 On the contrary, we can and do make distinctions of 
reason because we are capable of determinate thoughts that are much more 
fi ne-grained than any allegedly simple idea-object. More directly, the thought 
that any concrete particular is “simple” is merely an allegation! There are no 
simples among particulars, whether spatio-temporal or ego-centric; regardless of 
whether they have constituent parts, they inevitably have a plurality of aspects.

On Hume’s considered account, being aware of an object that exhibits a 
characteristic does not suffi ce to be aware that the object exhibits that charac-
teristic. To be aware that an object exhibits some characteristic requires recog-
nizing that characteristic, and on Hume’s own account, especially his account 
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of distinctions of reason, we cannot recognize a characteristic without fi rst 
having witnessed a number of objects that resemble and differ in a variety of 
ways, because only such experiences coupled with refl ection on them enable us 
to focus on any one aspect or feature of some of those objects, and to distin-
guish that aspect, and whatever objects share that aspect, from other aspects or 
objects. This holds for any relation whatsoever, including relations of resem-
blance. Though it takes careful analysis to demonstrate it,57 ultimately Hume 
recognizes that our most fundamental capacity to distinguish such characteris-
tics is judgmental. “Ideas” in the sense of determinate thoughts cannot be 
accounted for by “ideas” in the sense of sensed particulars, not even ego-centric 
particulars, whether “idea-objects” or sense-data.

4.3 Russell’s Knowledge by Acquaintance

Russell defi ned “knowledge by acquaintance” as direct, noninferential 
knowledge of objects. Knowledge by acquaintance thus contrasts with knowl-
edge of truths, which involves judgments and propositions. Knowledge by 
acquaintance played a central role in Russell’s theory of meaning through its 
companion “Principle of Acquaintance” according to which understanding the 
meaning of a sentence requires that the sentence “be composed entirely of 
words denoting things with which we are acquainted or defi nable in terms 
of such words.”58 Knowledge by acquaintance played a role in Russell’s theory 
of empirical knowledge by enabling us to learn, almost automatically, the most 
elementary knowledge of truths,59 which in turn played a basic role in Russell’s 
theory of empirical knowledge.

A problem confronts any direct pursuit of the epistemology involved in (or, 
involving) Russell’s views on knowledge by acquaintance: those views are driven 
by Russell’s ever-revised semantic theories, theories which required revision due 
to Russell’s ultimately fruitless attempt to identify examples of logically proper 
names. In Russell’s various semantic theories, singular knowledge by acquaint-
ance is a necessary correlate of any grasp or knowledge of complex judgments 
or propositions. Throughout, Russell’s view is that we can only have knowledge 
by acquaintance of simples that are the meanings of logically proper names. 
However, as Russell developed his semantics, he found it increasingly impossi-
ble to fi nd any logically proper names, because he could not fi nd anything they 
could name that was not subject to further analysis. Hence Russell eventually 
replaced knowledge by acquaintance with an epistemic notion of “noticing.”60

Despite the vicissitudes of Russell’s semantic theories, the main points 
relevant to Hegel’s critique of knowledge by acquaintance can be made fairly 
briefl y, if we bear the following caveat in mind. Russell (1913) does not insist on 
sense data as the only candidate for objects of acquaintance. I set aside Russell’s 
accounts of our alleged acquaintance with universals or predicates, because 
Hegel’s concern is with our cognitive reference to sensed particulars, and in 
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Russell’s views, sense data are central cases of the (alleged) foundations of 
empirical knowledge. However, distinguishing between mental (“ego-centric”) 
and physical particulars proves to be irrelevant, for both Russell and Hegel 
focus on the basic epistemology involved in (alleged) acquaintance. The basic 
epistemic issues are the same, whether sense data or physical objects are at 
issue. This is also to say, the basic epistemic issues also remain the same across 
the otherwise signifi cant differences in Russell’s shifting semantic theories and 
accounts of empirical knowledge.

Russell insists that knowledge by acquaintance is “direct” knowledge of 
objects, in the senses that such knowledge is noninferential, nonjudgmental, 
and involves no knowledge of truths. The relevant objects are the meanings of 
logically proper names. For this reason, these objects must be incapable of 
further analysis; hence they are (ex hypothesi) “simple.” One prime candidate for 
such objects, according to Russell, are sense data. Sense data simply occur, they 
are neither true nor false. Nevertheless, sense data are “perfectly,” “completely,” 
and “immediately known to me just as they are” by acquaintance. This includes, 
e.g., knowledge of the specifi c shade of color instantiated in any colored sense 
datum.61

In turn, such knowledge by acquaintance of sense data affords us a range of 
“self-evident truths” that are “immediately derived from sensation.” These 
truths are immediately derived from sensation by acts of judgment, which 
analyze sense data, identify their features, and generate propositionally 
structured truths about them.62 These are the simplest cases of knowledge of 
truths.

By distinguishing knowledge by acquaintance from judgmental knowledge 
by description in this way, it may appear that Russell acknowledges, indeed 
insists on, the fundamental role of judgment in identifying particulars, even 
when those particulars are simple sense data. Hence it may appear that Russell 
escapes Hegel’s criticisms of sense certainty.63 (This may also appear to be 
indirectly supported by Russell’s pronounced a priorism regarding logic and 
mathematics.)

Such appearances, however, are deceptive. The central issue does not con-
cern the explicit knowledge we obtain through perceptual judgment as Russell 
describes it. The central issue concerns the scope and competence of the 
(alleged) knowledge by acquaintance that enables perceptual judgment to 
function so fl awlessly. The key issue can be formulated as a paradox:

If knowledge by acquaintance provides no knowledge of the features or 
structure of the object or objects with which we are acquainted, how can it 
guide perceptual judgment?

If knowledge by acquaintance provides knowledge of the structure or fea-
tures of the object or objects with which we are acquainted, suffi cient to guide 
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perceptual judgment, can such knowledge consist in mere direct “acquain-
tance,” or must it involve conceptually-informed, if implicit, judgment?

Consider two of Russell’s own examples. In these passages, Russell uses the term 
“acquaintance” as short-hand for “knowledge by acquaintance,” and (in the 
second passage) “perception” stands for acquaintance, not for judgments of 
perception.64

We shall say that we have acquaintance with anything of which we are directly 
aware, without the intermediary of any process of inference or any knowl-
edge of truths. Thus in the presence of my table I am acquainted with the 
sense-data that make up the appearance of my table—its colour, shape, hard-
ness, smoothness, etc.; all these are things of which I am immediately con-
scious when I am seeing and touching my table.65 

Suppose we fi rst perceive the sun shining, which is a complex fact, and thence 
proceed to make the judgment “the sun is shining.” In passing from percep-
tion to the judgment, it is necessary to analyse the given complex fact: we 
have to separate out “the sun” and “shining” as constituents of the fact.66 

Sellars posed the crucial question (using ‘R’ to stand for ‘. . . is related to . . .’):

how [can] acquaintance with the fact that aRb . . . be epistemic, in the sense 
of constituting knowledge of a being R to b (as contrasted with making such 
knowledge possible), without the acquaintance taking account of the constit-
uents and structure of the fact[?]67

The job identifi ed in the fi nal clause—taking account of the constituents and 
structure of the fact in question—is offi cially performed, on Russell’s own view, 
only by judgment. Sellars’ question poses the paradox stated above: If knowl-
edge by acquaintance makes known to us the constituents and structure of the 
object(s) with which we are acquainted, it must involve implicit judgmental 
analysis and synthesis, which alone affords a cognitive character to the act of 
acquaintance, so that we can have some form of articulate cognizance of these 
features of the perceived object(s). Conversely, if knowledge by acquaintance 
does not make known to us any of the constituents or structure of the object(s) 
with which we are (supposedly) acquainted, how can acquaintance count as 
“knowledge” at all? Note that this dilemma would arise even for an allegedly 
“simple” sense-datum. Because sense data are concrete particulars, any sense 
datum will have a variety of aspects, for reasons reviewed above in connection 
with Hume (above, §4.2).

Sellars notes that these questions directly pose controversial issues about the 
supposed nature and role of “the given” in perceptual knowledge. To address 
the details of the ways in which these issues were raised in the twentieth century 
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requires the kind of analysis Sellars provides in “Empiricism and the Philosophy 
of Mind.”68 This may appear to involve far more detail and subtlety than Hegel 
provides in his critique of sense certainty.

Note, however, two virtues of Hegel’s method of analyzing “forms of 
consciousness”: First, each “form of consciousness” is supposed to crystallize the 
key features of a whole kind of view, which may have a plethora of varieties, 
whether past, contemporaneous, or future. It is incumbent on us, Hegel’s 
readers, to determine whether future variants of a view in fact escape the 
problems Hegel highlights in the form of consciousness that view (perhaps 
unwittingly) instantiates. Second, refl ecting on the insights and oversights of a 
“form of consciousness” is designed to allow us, Hegel’s readers, to consider two 
important issues. First, whether the merits and defects of a form of conscious-
ness inform us about our own philosophical views and assumptions; second, 
whether (or the extent to which) a form of consciousness provides an adequate 
account of human consciousness (including philosophical consciousness). 
One way to put this second point is to ask, among all the logically, and even 
performatively self-consistent philosophical views, which if any of them is an 
adequate account of human consciousness? Which of them is or even could be 
true of us? Answering this key question requires considerations beyond the 
assessment of logical and performative self-consistency. (This is one reason why 
Hegel replaced “epistemology” with his kind of “phenomenology.”69)

Russell’s account of knowledge by acquaintance is driven by his semantic the-
ories and by his essentially foundationalist and empiricist view of empirical 
knowledge. Russell tailors his account of acquaintance to fulfi ll the needs of 
grounding and conjoining these two kinds of theory. This leads him to presume 
that we are capable of knowledge by acquaintance rather than to investigate 
whether we are so capable. The third phase of Hegel’s critique of sense 
certainty70 pertains to Russell’s account of knowledge by acquaintance because 
it addresses the paradox stated above. The third strategy of Sense Certainty 
rescinds the use of token-demonstrative terms as (in effect) logically proper 
names of sensed particulars and tries to use mere ostention to pick out the 
object it knows. It is consistent with Hegel’s presentation and critique of this 
phase of Sense Certainty that the relevant “ostention” be mental, in the form of 
directing one’s attention solely to one object of awareness. (This verges on 
Russell’s later notion of “noticing.”) It is likewise consistent with Hegel’s pres-
entation and critique that the object of awareness be mental, such as a sense 
datum. The key points of Hegel’s critique are that “here” or “now,” as mere 
ostensive designators, are (so to speak) “pointillistic”; they have no extent or 
scope whatsoever. Hence they pick out neither the relevant volume or area, nor 
the relevant duration of the particular alleged to be known on any occasion. 
Picking out the relevant spatial and temporal scope of any particular (whether 
physical or mental) requires awareness of its characteristics, in order (as we saw 
above, §4.1) to mark even roughly the relevant boundaries of the particular in 
question. This is to say, to designate any object as an object of ostention or as an 
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object of attention requires awareness of at least some of its features, and of 
how those features mark its temporal and spatial boundaries. This requires 
awareness of how those features are interrelated within that particular. 
Russellian “acquaintance” can only be cognitive, it can only count as knowl-
edge, if indeed it involves cognizance of the structure and features of its object. 
This was part of the lesson we drew from Hume (above, §4.2). Cognizance of 
the structure and features of an object requires identifying features by 
distinguishing them, and integrating them within our grasp of the manifest 
structure of the particular in question. This articulate cognizance is tantamount 
to cognitive judgment. Without this kind of analysis and synthesis, there would 
be no explicit, self-conscious awareness, no cognizance, no knowledge of the 
particular whatsoever. Knowledge by acquaintance is a creature of Russell’s 
semantic and epistemological preconceptions and theories; it is not and cannot 
be an account of any form of human knowledge. In this way, Hegel’s analysis 
supports Sellars’ conclusion: “The ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ with particu-
lars, qualities and facts which Russell takes to be a substratum which supports 
the meaningful use of symbols, is simply the effective exercise of the very 
abilities it is supposed to support.”71 Indeed so. Hegel’s analysis holds, mutatis 
mutandis, for any sense datum theory.

By defi nition, knowledge by acquaintance must be knowledge of simples. 
However, there are no “simples” among sensed particulars, whether spatio-
temporal or ego-centric. Even if we can fi nd a spatio-temporal particular that 
has no proper parts, it would still have a plurality of (distinguishable though 
inseparable) aspects. Russell was therefore correct to replace acquaintance with 
“noticing” as he developed his epistemology. Had he paid adequate attention to 
the epistemology of acquaintance he would have had even more sound reasons 
to reject acquaintance: acquaintance alone cannot account for the knowledge 
we are said to have by acquaintance; conception as well as sensation are both 
necessary for any humanly possible determinate cognitive reference to sensed 
particulars, whether ego-centric or physical. Had Russell studied the history of 
philosophy with adequate sensitivity, he could have had those reasons in hand 
decades before he did, either from Hegel or from Hume himself. Russell had 
no “knowledge by acquaintance” of particulars because no human being can or 
does have such knowledge, and because objects of such alleged knowledge can-
not be found among particulars.

5. Conclusion

Russell’s central objections to Hegel’s philosophy unwittingly illustrate and 
underscore the importance of some key points of Hegel’s account of rational 
justifi cation. To avoid begging the question (petitio principii) against opponents 
requires understanding their views in their own terms, and this requires taking 
a critical perspective on one’s own philosophical perspective and express views. 
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Only thus is genuine internal critique possible, and only thus can one establish 
the superiority of one’s philosophical outlook and views—if indeed they are 
superior—rather than merely beg the question against those who disagree. 
Hegel had excellent reasons to establish the history of philosophy, and indeed 
cultural history in general, as philosophical disciplines, for they are essential to 
the kind of refl ective, self-critical philosophical self-understanding that alone 
can enable us to justify our philosophical views in nonformal domains, by assess-
ing their merits in view of their historical and contemporaneous alternatives.72 
Regrettably, analytical philosophy, especially in the United States, retains 
 Russell’s ahistorical conceptions of philosophy and of rational justifi cation.73

Notes

 1 For discussion of Russell’s views on internal and external relations, see Jager 
(1972), 53–76, Sprigge (1979), and Griffi n (1991), 314–69. For an excellent 
account of why the debate about internal and external relations did not bear on 
Hegel’s views, see Horstmann (1984), which has been unjustly neglected. On 
“concrete universals” in British Idealism and in Hegel, see Stern (2007).

 2 Russell (1994) hereafter CP, here 9.39.
 3 Russell (1914), 48–49 note; CP, 6.365.
 4 Quine (1969), 72, see 74, 76.
 5 I discuss several of the confl icts and the genuine relations between Hegel’s 

epistemology and contemporary analytic epistemology in Westphal (2003). 
For discussion of Quine’s account of the Humean predicament, see Westphal 
(2006a), §4.

 6 CP 9.30.
 7 CP 9.30.
 8 CP 9.41.
 9 See the editorial introduction to Russell’s reply (CP 9.37–38).
10 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism (1933, vol. 1), bk. 2, ch. 4 §20; cf. bk. 1, 

ch. 14 §§116–17. (Sextus’ Dilemma is misprinted in Westphal (1989), 14). Sextus 
states the Dilemma more briefl y in two passages in Against the Logicians (Sextus 
Empiricus (1933), vol. 2): “But if his declaration of himself as criterion is accom-
panied by proof, it must be sound proof. But in order to ascertain that the proof 
which he employs in declaring himself as criterion is sound, we must possess a 
criterion, and one that is already agreed upon; but we do not possess an undis-
puted criterion, it being the object of inquiry; therefore it is not possible to 
discover a criterion” (I §316); “Again, since those who call themselves criteria of 
truth derive from discordant schools of thought, and just because of this disagree 
with one another, we need to possess a criterion which we can employ to pro-
nounce upon their disagreement so as to give assent to the one party and not to 
the other” (I §317).

11 Hegel’s Preface was composed after the Phenomenology and states his ambitions 
for his projected “System of [philosophical] Science,” of which the Phenomenology 
was to be the fi rst part, and the not yet written Science of Logic was to be the 
second part. Hegel’s Phenomenology has been widely misunderstood by focusing 
on Hegel’s Preface to the neglect of his Introduction, and in particular, by 
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failure to identify Hegel’s engagement with the Pyrrhonian Dilemma of the 
Criterion.

12 Phenomenology, Introduction, ¶9; GW 9.58.12–22, tr. KRW. A complete translation 
of Hegel’s Introduction appears in Westphal (1989), 189–96. For further discus-
sion of Hegel’s engagement with Pyrrhonian skepticism in the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, see Westphal (2000b), (2007–08). (Paragraphs (¶) are counted from the 
start of the section of text cited.)

13 GW 9.133.29–134.12. For discussion see Westphal (2007–08), §5.4.
14 Phenomenology, Introduction ¶4, GW 9.55.18–24, tr. KRW; cf. GW 9.133.34–134.9.
15 Sextus Empiricus 1933, vol. 2, I §315; see II §464.
16 Descartes employs this distinction in passing in the Third of his Rules for Directing 

the Mind . . . (AT 10:367/CSM 1:13). This distinction gives the point to Locke’s 
(1975, 44) claim to use the “historical, plain method.” This distinction under-
girds Hume’s point that if we were to fi nd no regularities in nature, then “the 
memory and the senses” would be “the only canals, by which the knowledge of 
any real existence could possibly have access to the mind” (1st Enquiry, §8). Kant 
uses it in the same sense as Descartes in a parallel context (Critique of Pure Reason, 
A835–7/B863–5). This distinction remains highly infl uential today, as is evident, 
e.g., from the extent to which analytical philosophers continue to distinguish 
“conceptual” from “empirical” issues, and to distinguish “philosophy” sharply 
from “history of philosophy,” relegating the latter to mere scholarship.

17 I say “mere” rhetoric to mark Russell’s exclusive contrast between logical argu-
ment and rhetoric. I grant that there is a rhetorical element involved in the 
hermeneutic process of bringing an audience or readership to understand the 
points one seeks to establish, the manner in which one seeks to establish them, 
and the details of one’s analysis and justifi cation, although I maintain that ratio-
nal justifi cation is neither reducible to nor can it be replaced by rhetoric.

18 Hempel (1935), 56–57, see 54; Carnap (1932–33), 178, 180.
19 For discussions of various attempts either to solve or dissolve the Dilemma of the 

Criterion, and their shortcomings, see Westphal (1989), 18–90; (1998b).
20 Unfortunately, the important features of Hegel’s analysis of self-criticism are too 

intricate to summarize here. For a brief summary, see Westphal (2002/2003), 
§§9–11; for more extended discussion, see Westphal (1998b); for full details, see 
Westphal (1989), 4–17, 91–139.

21 These issues are discussed more extensively in Westphal (2003). A fourth social 
dimension of rational justifi cation is discussed in Westphal (2009b).

22 For discussion, see Westphal (2002).
23 For proof to the contrary, see Shook (2003).
24 These points require further discussion than can be provided here; see Westphal 

(2003).
25 I argue for this in detail, with specifi c examples, in Westphal (2006a).
26 Russell (1914), 48–49 note; CP 6.365.
27 On “Perception,” see Westphal (1998a).
28 Please note that I use three typographical variants of the phrase “sense certainty”: 

“‘Sense Certainty’” designates chapter one of Hegel’s Phenomenology; “Sense 
Certainty” designates the form of consciousness that espouses and represents the 
doctrine of aconceptual knowledge of spatio-temporal particulars; “sense 
certainty” names that view.

29 The best of previous discussions of this point are by Dulckeit (1986, 1989).



192 Hegel and the Analytic Tradition

30 Evans (1982), ch. 6; Kaplan (1989), Perry (1979).
31 GW 9.63.20–22.
32 GW 9.63.22–24, 27–28.
33 GW 9.63.1–5.
34 Westphal (1989, 1998b).
35 GW 9.64.1–4.
36 GW 9.64.4–11.
37 GW 9.64.32–33.
38 GW 9.63.28.
39 GW 9.66.7–8
40 GW 9.66.17.
41 GW 9.66.18–19. Hegel’s examples appear to be deliberate. “Tree” and, less 

 frequently, “house” run through the modern Empiricists as obvious examples of 
commonsense physical objects, or particulars. Both Locke and Berkeley use 
“tree” as an obvious example of what is meant by a physical substance (Locke 
1975, 174, 330 cf. 409; Berkeley 1975, 23, 77, 173, 180, 186). Most signifi cant in 
the present context, “tree” and “house” are two of Hylas’ key examples of physical 
objects that obviously exist without the mind, against which Philonous argues on 
behalf of Berkeley (Berkeley 1975, 158). Hume (1975, 152) then uses these same 
examples to adduce and endorse this argument from Berkeley. (Cinzia Ferrini 
kindly reminded me of Hylas’ use of these examples.)

42 GW 9.66.12–13.
43 GW 9.67.27–30.
44 GW 9.67.19–27.
45 GW 9.68.18–20. Hegel makes the analogous point about space (“here”) following 

this point (GW 9.68.22–29).
46 Hegel’s analysis of sense certainty has important implications about the mutual 

interdependence of sensibility and understanding in human knowledge that 
bear directly on John McDowell’s views; see Westphal (2006b).

47 GW 9.69.35–70.1. For discussion of such claims among Hegel’s contemporaries, 
see Westphal (2002/2003).

48 On this point, Hegel’s analysis coincides exactly with Evans (1975). Would 
a reliabilist account of knowledge escape Hegel’s criticisms of knowledge by 
acquaintance? No. On the one hand, reliabilism primarily concerns justifi cation, 
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invoke knowledge by acquaintance. For any reliably produced belief to count as 
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Certainty.” Any mental state simpler than that is not a candidate for knowledge 
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49 This section is based on Westphal (in progress), §7, which provides full details.
50 For detailed discussion, see Westphal (2005).
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51 Treatise, 1.2.1.3.
52 Treatise, 1.1.7.3, 1.1.7.17, 1.2.3.10.
53 Treatise, 1.1.7.18.
54 Treatise, 1.1.7.18.
55 Treatise, 1.1.7.18.
56 One might rejoin that an actualist interpretation of possible worlds, such as 

David Lewis’, is designed to surmount this objection, and to provide extensional 
specifi cations of whatever objects, actual or possible, past or future, share some 
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57 See Westphal (in progress), §§7.4–7.8
58 Russell (1959), 169; see (1912), 58.
59 See Russell (1912), 109, 113–14; (1913), 177–78.
60 See Hylton (1990), 239, 271n.
61 Russell (1912), 46–47.
62 Russell (1912), 109, 113–14; (1913), 177–78.
63 Previous discussions of the bearing of Hegel’s critique of sense certainty on 

Russell’s “knowledge by acquaintance” have not addressed this point.
64 See Russell (1912), 46, and (1912), 113–14, 117 respectively.
65 Russell (1912), 46–47.
66 Russell (1912), 137; see (1913), 177f.
67 Sellars (1974), 69.
68 Sellars (1963), 127–96. Sellars’ infamous essay is as important as it is diffi cult. 

Excellent guidance is provided by DeVries & Tripplett (2000). Brandom’s “Study 
Guide” (in Sellars 1998) is fl awed. The most serious fl aw results from Brandom’s 
refusal to countenance the role Sellars assigns to sensation in perceptual 
judgment.

69 See Westphal (1989), chapters 1, 6–9.
70 On which, see Westphal (2000a), §§4.4, 4.6, 4.7.
71 Sellars (1974), 100.
72 Harris (1997), 2.142 note 59, 723–24, argues that Hegel’s genuine philosophy of 

history is contained in the Phenomenology of Spirit, and that Hegel’s philosophical 
history is far more complete and adequate than anyone had previously 
imagined.

73 Hegel’s critique of the use of extensionalist logic in ontology, ontological 
atomism, and the ego-centric epistemological predicament continue in 
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