
Alice Ormiston



LOVE AND POLITICS



SUNY series in Hegelian Studies

William Desmond, editor



LOVE AND POLITICS

Re-interpreting Hegel

 �

Alice Ormiston

STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK PRESS



Published by
State University of New York Press, Albany

© 2004  State University of New York

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever 
without written permission. No part of this book may be stored in a retrieval system 

or transmitted in any form or by any means including electronic, electrostatic,
magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise 

without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

For information, address State University of New York Press,
90 State Street, Suite 700, Albany, NY 12207

Production by Christine L. Hamel
Marketing by Michael Campochiaro

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Ormiston, Alice, 1964
Love and politics : re-interpreting Hegel / by Alice Ormiston.
p. cm. — (SUNY series in Hegelian studies)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-7914-6067-3

1. Hegel, Georg Ludwig Friedrich, 1807–1831. 2. Love. 3. Political
science — Philosophy. I. Title. II. Series.
B2949.L84 O76 2004
193—dc22

2003065156

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1



For my parents

�





Acknowledgements ix

Introduction: Hegel in the Context of Modernity 1

1 “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate”:
Toward a Reconsideration of the Role of Love in Hegel 9

Introduction 9
Hegel’s Critique of Reflective Rationality 11
Love as the Overcoming of Reflective Rationality 14
The Failure of Love as Overcoming 21
Conclusion: Love, Will, and the Task of the Mature 

Philosophy 26

2 From Christianity to Conscience:
The Role of Love in Hegel’s Phenomenology 29

Toward a Philosophy of Unity: Hegel and the 
Transcendental Intuition 29

Phenomenology of Spirit: The Journey of the Modern Will 35
Conclusion: The Inadequacy of Intuition as a Philosophical 

Standpoint 56
Appendix: The Negative Trajectory of Enlightenment 

Consciousness 57

3 Philosophy of Right:
The Final Reconciliation of Love and Reason 65

The Philosophical Standpoint: From Intuition to Notion 65
The Relationship between Experience and Notional 

Philosophy 71
Love and Logic in The Philosophy of Right 73
Appendix: Hegel and the Woman Question 92

vii

C O N T E N T S



4 The Historical “Failure” of Ethical Life:
A View from Within Hegel 95

The Historical “Failure” of Ethical Life: The Split between 
Love and the Will 95

Hegel’s Explanation of the “Failure” 102
Hegel’s Explanation and the Problems of Our Time 114

5 Hegel and the Dual Task of Today 125

Notes 133

Select Bibliography 147

Index 159

viii Contents



THIS BOOK GREW OUT OF a dissertation on Hegel I completed at the Univer-
sity of Toronto in 1998. To a great extent, that dissertation was shaped by the
people I encountered there, with whom I shared friendship, discussion, and real
political experiences—Edward Andrew, Michelle Baert, Darin Barney, Lianne
Barras, Kathy Bullock, Sandra Clancy, Ann-Marie Czikowski, Abraham
Drassinower, Carrie Hull, Ilan Kapoor, Alkis Kontos, Peter Lindsay, Loralea
Michaelis, Sarb Mann, Tom Powers, Fredrika Scarth, and Stefano Scoglio.
Alkis Kontos was an enormous source of encouragement and support during
the dissertation phase of this project. Others who offered me invaluable com-
mentary in the development of the work included Ed Andrew, Alan Brudner,
Graeme Nicholson, Ronald Beiner, Richard Day, and Tom Darby. Reza Rah-
bari has been with me from the beginning to the end of this seemingly endless
project, and without his support, and intellectual insight, I could not have com-
pleted it. The early stages of the project were assisted by a Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada Doctoral Fellowship. A slightly
altered version of chapter one was published in The Canadian Journal of Polit-
ical Science 35(3) (September 2002): 499–526 under the title “‘The Spirit of
Christianity and Its Fate’: Re-considering the Role of Love in Hegel.” Impor-
tant commentary that contributed to the final shape of this work was provided
by reviewers for the Canadian Journal of Political Science and the reviewers for
the State University of New York Press. Thanks to the Brandon University
Inter-Library Loan Department for so speedily transporting obscure Hegelian
texts to the middle of the Manitoba prairies, where I was able to complete the
work. My final thanks are due to William Desmond, Jane Bunker, and Chris-
tine Hamel of the State University of New York Press.

ix

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S





THE AGE OF MODERNITY is the age of abstract freedom, the shaking free of
the bonds of traditional community, of the natural ties of birth, and the step-
ping forth into the world as an individual equal in worth to all. It is this fea-
ture that is fundamentally determinative of the meaning of modernity, and it
is with the implications of this feature that thinkers have sought to grapple
since the beginning of its emergence in history.

In political theory, Hobbes constitutes a major marking point for the cat-
egory of the modern, precisely because it is the modern individual that he
takes up as his subject. The individual with which the discussion of Leviathan
begins is the individual torn from the context of community, ripped out of the
existing structures of identity, and considered side by side with other, similarly
abstracted individuals. This was no misguided intellectual exercise; Hobbes
was writing after the time of the religious civil wars when individuals had, on
a mass scale, begun to abstract themselves from the community and to assert
themselves as individuals. His philosophy is a reflection of what was happen-
ing in life. And in recognizing this emerging reality, Hobbes begins to chart,
with powerful precision, the profound implications of the modern principle of
subjectivity for human existence.

The “war of all against all” that Hobbes depicts in Leviathan must be
understood fundamentally as the struggle of the modern for identity. For
while traditional individuals were given an identity at birth, situated in a par-
ticular class, a particular gender, a particular vocation, according to an idea of
their nature, the modern is given nothing by nature; what she becomes she
must make herself into. And this requires the effort to gain the recognition of
others. That is why the category of “glory” figures so prominently in Hobbes.
Glory is defined as “Joy, arising from the imagination of a man’s own power
and ability” (Hobbes 1985:124–25). But power and ability are not, generally
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speaking, objective qualities. For power in a complex society entails most
essentially the power to influence others, the power to add others’ influence to
one’s own (Hobbes 1985:150). And this power only exists in the medium of
recognition. The individual who seeks power thus seeks the qualities that will
influence others, seeks to cultivate an identity that will sustain them in the
world. But because the qualities that go into making an identity are always rel-
ative, because in order to be regarded as intelligent or handsome one must be
measured against one who is less intelligent and less handsome, the seeking
after recognition is fundamentally antagonistic. There is no solid ground of
identity upon which one can rest secure. Rather there is a constant process of
struggle to acquire and sustain one’s identity in relation to others. Further-
more, opting out of the pursuit of identity is not possible for, according to
Hobbes, identity is tied to survival.1 One needs others to survive, so one needs
qualities that can influence others. And these qualities only exist, only sustain
their power, through the medium of recognition.

Hobbes’s depiction of the freedom of modern subjects in terms of the
desperate pursuit of an ephemeral identity, and the dynamic of antagonism
bound up with that pursuit, is a depiction of the problem that has, in one way
or another, preoccupied thinkers of modernity since. The shattering of the
bonds of trust upon which traditional community depended, the undermining
of the security and stability of that world, and the condition of alienation,
insecurity, and war into which moderns have thrust themselves in their strug-
gle for individual freedom constitute the paradox of modernity. The principle
of subjectivity is the hallmark of the modern age. But what Hobbes teaches us
is that this very principle itself binds us to a condition of unfreedom. As
Rousseau was later to articulate: “Men are born free, but everywhere they are
in chains.”

Hobbes’s own solution to this problem—the humbling of the individual
through a confrontation with her own mortality at the hands of another, and
the enforcing of the wisdom that results from this experience through the uni-
fied powers of an Absolute sovereign—has been a notoriously unsatisfactory
one, since it appears to crush the very freedom with whose conception it had
originally begun. The history of modern political thought can be traced in
terms of the various attempts to address this problem, first outlined by
Hobbes, in a more satisfactory manner. Locke’s republic, Rousseau’s social
contract, and Hegel’s idea of the modern state are all responses to the crucial
condition of modernity, all ways of trying to accommodate, and in some cases
transcend, the paradox of being modern.2

Within this history, Rousseau and Hegel constitute key participants in a
strand of modern thinking that has held that the principle of subjectivity,
while it does put us into the position of alienation and loss that Hobbes
describes, contains within it the seeds of a higher realization, toward a new
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kind of community and a new kind of identity. In Rousseau, in the German
romantics, and in German idealism, we find the notion of a genuine authen-
ticity or deeper truth to the self, an essential substance of freedom that, within
the context of the struggle for recognition that Hobbes describes, must find
its own expression. This is a substance that is to be realized in and through
modern subjectivity, in harmony with the modern principle of will. The gen-
eral will in Rousseau, practical reason in Kant and Fichte, substance become
subject in Hegel—all these are expressions of this ideal.

We can situate Hegel more specifically within this ideal and outline the
originality of the project that he undertook by looking at his relationship to
the generation of German idealists and romantics of which he was a part.
Hegel began, in his earliest writings, as a kind of political Kantian, seeking in
the Kantian principles of moral reason the basis of a new society of freedom
that could counteract the rigidity and heteronomy of the religion and the soci-
ety of his day. But in addition to this, he shared with anti-Enlightenment
Sturm und Drang figures the concern with sensuous spontaneity, for the sat-
isfaction of feeling and imagination, and, with his contemporaries at the
Tübingen seminary, the longing for a rejuvenated communal life along the
lines of the ancient Greeks.3 It was to a renewed and rationalized Christianity,
a Christianity that preached the Kantian message of autonomy, that he looked
in these earliest days to provide the foundation for a living political commu-
nity that could satisfy all of the above requirements.4 While Kantian moral
Reason (Vernunft) was to provide the content out of which the new society
would be shaped, religion was to play the role of “persuasion.” Christian love
was that which could serve Reason, aiding its realization in the world not as
a “pathological” motive but as containing something analogous to reason
within it. As Harris describes, “[i]t seeks out and harnesses every impulse that
supports Reason, so that our inclinations harmonize with Reason and the
imperative aspect of Reason disappears from view” (1993:29). Against the
asceticism of Kant, all aspects of the self could be harmoniously integrated in
this new “religion of freedom,” which would thus provide the motivating force
for a modern, rational, and fulfilling political community.

But in 1796, with his move to Frankfurt, Hegel fell more under the
influence of the romantics, particularly his friend Hölderlin, and it is here
that we see a significant shift in his thinking, as evidenced in the “Spirit of
Christianity” essay. Both Harris (1993) and Henrich (1970) describe this
shift as rooted particularly in Hegel’s encounter with Hölderlin’s developing
“Identity theory.” Here, instead of the rational society being something that
was to be constructed from abstract principles of Reason, with the knotty
problem of how to bring sensuous being in after the fact, that society was to
be borne out from a broader ontology of Being, from a primordial Identity of
the subjective and objective world from which we had become ruptured but
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to which we inherently strive to return. The significant issue here is that
humans already had the capacity for access to this deeper reality, not in the
sense of deriving the postulates of Reason from the concept of ‘moral auton-
omy,’ but through an “intuition of the divine life,” a primordial experience of
unity with the objective world (Harris 1993). This is no longer an abstract
conception that must bring sensuous being in after the fact; it is in itself
already a unity of reason and sensuous existence, a contacting of them in their
unity as they were prior to separation. And it is this intuition of a primal
unity of thought and being that comes to form the core of Hegel’s new onto-
logical conception and new political vision.

Thus in the 1797 “Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,” it is no longer Kant-
ian Reason per se that is to be realized, but the intuition of Identity, an intu-
ition that already has a basis in the individual’s being. Moreover, in Hegel’s
understanding, as we shall see, that intuition comes to consciousness in
humanity in the experience of Christian love. In a dramatic reversal then, love
becomes the true substance of subjectivity, the true consciousness of autonomy,
not as an aid to Reason but as itself the very seed of the new community.

It is this shift that is key to situating Hegel within the tradition of Ger-
man idealism and romanticism. The ontology of Identity, as experienced in
love, retains the Kantian ideal of autonomy but puts Hegel closer in line with
the romantics and the earlier Sturm und Drang figures in the emphasis on
sensuous spontaneity and harmonious selfhood. His embracing of this ontol-
ogy, as Taylor (1975) argues, thus constitutes the basis for a happy synthesis of
these apparently competing concerns.

While we may more clearly situate Hegel within German idealism and
romanticism by this understanding, his true originality and what will consti-
tute the legacy of his thought lies beyond this, in his subsequent, lifelong
attempt to work out how modern reason might be reconciled with the deeper
knowledge of the truth of Being, with the “mystical certainty” of love.5 For the
encounter with the knowledge of Being, which for the romantics would con-
stitute the end of their journey, in Hegel is only the beginning. As I shall try
to show in chapter 1 of what follows, the “intuition” of the Identity that Hegel
sees in Christian love encounters a problem unique to the modern subjectiv-
ity—that of alienation by reflective thought. While Schelling would look to
the singular experiences of artistic genius as the place of overcoming of this
alienation, Hegel will cling to the more widespread experience of love, histor-
ically manifest in the early community of Jesus, even in the face of its loss, and
will seek to comprehend how it might be realized in and through the modern
principle of will. Love, for Hegel, as a knowledge that resides within all of us,
and to which he believes we can all come back, even in the midst of our alien-
ation from it, will continue to provide for the modern subject the seed that can
flower into a fully rational human community, a community that integrates all
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aspects of the self in a genuine and complete freedom. This is the gargantuan
effort that underpins much of Hegel’s subsequent phenomenological, histori-
cal, and political studies. And it is this effort that the work here seeks to trace,
from Hegel’s articulation of love as the true experience of self and community
in “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,” to his statement of the problem it
encounters in the sphere of modernity with the principle of reflective thought,
to an examination of his mature system as an attempt to comprehend how the
problem is resolved in the history of the modern human will, through to his
final confrontation with the possibility of failure and the message that this
“failure” yields to us today.

The focus on love as the continuous foundation at play in Hegel’s under-
standing of the modern self and its development situates the interpretation
that follows within a minority tradition of Hegel scholarship that focuses on
the human experience of an infinite principle—in either intuition or faith—as
foundational to his philosophical enterprise. This tradition includes the work
of Adams (1984), Bienenstock (1985), Copleston (1971), Dickey (1987),
Fackenheim (1967), Houlgate (1991:ch.5), Jaeschke (1990, 1981), Shanks
(1990), and Westphal (1979).6 While Fackenheim, Houlgate, Jaeschke, and
Shanks have emphasized a religious knowledge or experience as central in the
mature Hegel, Adams, Bienenstock, Dickey, and Westphal have stressed the
importance of an intuitive knowledge in the writings of Hegel’s developmen-
tal period to 1807, a knowledge that continues to play an important role in his
mature thought.

Fackenheim has termed this interpretive approach the “Hegelian middle,”
because it comprehends Hegel’s project neither as an attempt to establish the
truth of the finite world solely in terms of the abstract logical Idea (the right-
wing Hegel) nor as a limiting of all knowledge and being to the finite human
(the left-wing Hegel), but as finding a basis of infinity within human experi-
ence, which must perpetually be actualized in the finite secular world, in order
to achieve the rise to the philosophical consciousness that vindicates it.7

The interpretation here seeks to contribute to the development of this
tradition in two ways. First, in focusing on the experience of love, rather than
religious faith per se, the hope is that this work will help to reveal the signif-
icance of this interpretive tradition to more secular readers, who may have
steered clear of it because of its apparently religious preoccupations. The larger
tendency within Hegel scholarship has been to try to appropriate his thought
in a way that strips it of what are seen as its untenable metaphysical assump-
tions; but it is not always clear that this approach is viable (Gillespie 1997).
The idea here is that exploring Hegel’s work in terms of the experience of love
and the antagonism between love and reflective reasoning within the modern,
secular self, offers a more meaningful way into Hegel’s metaphysics than a
more external approach might do.
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Second, in examining the relationships among love, conscience, and
modern ethical life in Hegel, this work seeks to develop the implications of
this experiential basis of an infinite principle for Hegel’s political philosophy.
This is something that has been developed somewhat by Jaeschke and
Shanks but that requires further elaboration, particularly in regard to Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right.8

At a more general level, in terms of social and political philosophy and
the reception of Hegel therein, this work seeks to show three things. First, it
seeks to expand our understanding of the importance of love for Hegel’s the-
ory of action (the discussion of modern history and conscience in chapter 2),
and for his understanding of modern ethical life (chapter 3). For in spite of his
confrontation with the antagonism between love and rationality in his early
writings, Hegel never abandons the former in favor of a more abstract kind of
knowing and willing. Rather he seeks to comprehend how the intuition of
love itself is what comes to be developed more fully in human secular existence
in and through the principle of will.

Second, the study here is concerned to show that Hegel’s mature philo-
sophical system can be at least partially understood as a response to the
problem of how to reconcile the experience of love with a modern reason
that appears to be fundamentally antagonistic toward it. The worst carica-
tures of Hegel’s thinking, such as we find in Marx and Kierkegaard, depict
him as subsuming all actual life into an abstract concept. The argument here
is that Hegel’s system never was an attempt to replace the wisdom of life but
sought in fact precisely to protect and preserve that wisdom. This philoso-
phy, it is argued, was born out of a modern existential dilemma, the dilemma
of the modern skeptic within ourselves and the tendency of that skeptic to
denigrate and dissect our own deeper forms of knowing. The need for a
purely rational philosophical system is most fundamentally the need for the
modern individual to have a rational vindication of their own intuitive
knowing, a vindication that can stand up to the dissecting, skeptical ten-
dencies of the narrower Enlightenment rationality that has come to domi-
nate us. Hegel’s larger, dialectical thinking is an attempt to meet precisely
this need.

Third, this work seeks to draw out the ongoing significance of Hegel’s
theory of the will as motivated by the deeper knowledge of love, for some of
our contemporary problems. Against the prevalent notion that historical
events have rendered Hegel’s thought less relevant to us today, the argument
here is that this history can, in fact, be explained from within Hegel’s own
perspective, in terms of the ongoing antagonism between love and a reflec-
tive reasoning that has been given too wide a scope. It argues, furthermore,
that Hegel’s notion of a will that is rooted in the knowledge of love and of a
public life and a public philosophy that recognize and seek to develop such a
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conception of the will remain valuable in conceptualizing how we are to
respond to certain problems of today.

The precise outline of the book is as follows: The first chapter, “‘The
Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate’: Toward a Reconsideration of the Role of
Love in Hegel,” examines Hegel’s early understanding of love a basis of auton-
omy in the modern self, which overcomes the divisions of reason and emotion,
self and other, and finite and infinite. Yet as he demonstrates, it is a basis we
are unable to sustain in its immediate fashion because of its antagonism with
the principle of reflective rationality and will that have come to dominate the
modern consciousness.

The second chapter, “From Christianity to Conscience: The Role of Love
in Hegel’s Phenomenology,” explores the implicit role of love in Hegel’s depic-
tion of the history of the modern will and the culmination of this history in
conscience and forgiveness. This latter is understood in terms of a resurfacing
of the knowledge of love and a depiction of how it is realized concretely in the
world, in and through the modern will, thus pointing to the ongoing signifi-
cance of love for Hegel’s mature political philosophy.

In the third chapter, “Philosophy of Right: The Final Reconciliation of
Love and Reason,” I argue that the dialectic of conscience and forgiveness is
key to understanding Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. The experience of con-
science and the mutual understanding achieved in forgiveness stand at the
root of the objectification of love in history, in the valid laws and institutions
depicted in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and thus stand at the root of a devel-
oped reconciliation between the modern self and its world. But because the
action of conscience is undertaken “through a glass, darkly,” without always
finding a rational justification in the immediate moment of history, and
because its recognition by others seems to depend on an experience of grace,
it remains obscure to a reason that stands outside it. Hegel’s “Notion” of the
will as unfolded in Philosophy of Right is meant to be a retrospective capturing
of the inherent rationality of this movement in history, which thus provides a
final reconciliation between love and reason.

In the fourth chapter, “The Historical ‘Failure’ of Ethical Life: A View
from within Hegel,” I seek to explain why the developed unity between
individual and society, law and being, and reason and emotion, which
Hegel had envisioned, has failed to come to full historical fruition, being
only partially realized in Western liberal democracies. It is argued that this
reality, and some of the central problems associated with it—atomism and
the domination of instrumental rationality, poverty, and other ills associ-
ated with capitalism, and the evil of genocidal events such as the Holo-
caust—can be explained from within Hegel’s own perspective, by extrapo-
lating from various remarks he made in Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion
and elsewhere.
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In the concluding chapter it is argued that Hegel’s own diagnosis of the
failure provides the key to the task before us, in philosophy and in life, a task
that remains within his own conception of a will driven by love. The task of
life is the need to cultivate experiences of love and conscience in an age
when they are threatened by eclipse. And the task of philosophy in relation
to this is to vindicate experiences of love and conscience that individuals do
achieve and thus to protect these from the reductive attacks of a narrow
reflective rationality.
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INTRODUCTION

HEGEL’S “SPIRIT OF CHRISTIANITY AND ITS FATE” (SC), written in 1798–99,
constitutes his most extensive consideration of love and his attempt to work
out why a community based on the immediate bond of love is not possible for
modern individuals. Although Hegel himself never published it, because it
involved the articulation of a problem for which he had not yet conceived a
solution, it is nevertheless important as a philosophical text in its own right.1

It is important because in it, Hegel is attempting to come to terms with what
it means to be a modern individual, with the defining feature of modernity at
the level of individual subjectivity. In exploring why a community of love,
which he sees historically manifest in the early followers of Jesus, could not be
sustained by modern individuals, Hegel is seeking to come to grips with what
it is about us as moderns that necessarily makes such a unity impossible to sus-
tain; he is coming to terms with the loss of immediacy that characterizes mod-
erns.2 The essay can be read, thus, as Hegel’s confrontation with the nature of
the modern subjectivity.3

Rather than as a philosophical text in its own right, however, this early
essay by Hegel has received attention mainly in terms of its place in the
development of Hegel’s thought.4 It represents a phase when he believed that
love was the highest kind of knowing for humans, a knowing that could only
find objective expression in the religious symbol. And the inadequacy of love
in terms of satisfying the modern principle of abstract reasoning and achiev-
ing a true reconciliation between the self and its world is what initiates
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Hegel’s move toward, first, a philosophy based on intuition,5 and subse-
quently, the philosophy of the concept.6

I do not, with the examination offered here, wish to dispute this view of
Hegel’s development, so much as to raise the question of what happens to love
as he makes his movement into the mature philosophy. That is, what is the
relationship between the experience of love and the mature ethical thought and
philosophical system? Such a question is important because it remains so
ambiguous in much of the commentary on Hegel’s development. Some com-
mentators actually seem to point toward the loss of the knowledge of love as
Hegel moves into his mature philosophical system.7 For others, the relation-
ship remains unclear.8 Clearly Hegel did come to disavow his earlier empha-
sis on love as the highest knowledge and sought to find a conceptual under-
standing of it. But what this means about the role of love in life remains
unclear. Only George Adams fixes his attention specifically on this question
and provides a satisfactory answer to it.9

The idea that Hegel leaves behind intuitive knowing in his move into the
concept, or the failure clearly to address the relationship between experience
and concept, has serious implications for our understanding of his mature sys-
tem. For example, it lends tacit support to the criticism of certain feminist
scholars who, in observing Hegel’s analysis of the movement from ancient to
modern communities, or from family to civil society, point to the apparent
dialectical “loss” of the feminine principle of “blood and hearth,” or “repro-
duction” (Benhabib 1996, O’Brien 1996). Love, it is said, in Hegel’s mature
work is restricted to the limited realm of the nuclear family, constituting only
the private life of men, while reason becomes the true bond of the political
community. This theme of the loss of other forms of knowing has similarly
been a concern for postmodern (e.g., Connolly 1988, Derrida 1982) and
Christian (Desmond 1995, 2001) commentators on Hegel.10 The idea is that,
while Hegel might acknowledge love and intuitive knowing generally as a
moment in one’s life, this is seen to be absorbed by a conceptual knowing that
stands above it.

From a less critical standpoint, the emphasis on Hegel’s development as
being one from the standpoint of love to the standpoint of reason has lent
support to prominent Marxist appropriations of Hegel, where the emphasis is
on the idea of subjects creating their own world from the perspective of a crit-
ical rationalism.11 The notion of a deeper substance or knowledge of unity
informing—and limiting—the will, a knowledge experienced in intuitive
form, is abandoned, just as Marx strips the substance out of Hegel’s ontology
in his own attempt to anthropomorphize it.

Against such views, the consideration of “The Spirit of Christianity and
Its Fate” given below aims to begin to make the argument that, while Hegel
did indeed move away from a philosophy based on intuition and a commu-
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nity based on the immediate bond of love, the central place that he assigns to
love in this early work is not something that he ever really abandons at the
level of life. The movement toward a community based on reason and con-
structed through the human will and toward a philosophy based on the con-
cept rather than upon intuition should not lead us into thinking that Hegel
meant to leave the intuitive knowledge of love behind. Rather, as a knowl-
edge of unity, love remains the source of the modern will in its drive to real-
ize its unity in the world, albeit a source that becomes unconscious. And the
philosophical system, while it does seek to provide a higher form of knowing
than Hegel had earlier conceived was possible, does not thereby seek to
replace the knowledge of love. Rather, the deep antagonism between love and
reason with which Hegel tries to come to grips in this early essay points
toward his mature system as an attempt to protect and preserve love against
the divisive and eclipsing effects of a narrower, abstract rationality. By con-
sidering how Hegel understands love in this, his most extensive elaboration
on the topic, as well as the problem of the inherent antagonism between love
and reason, we can begin to move toward a better understanding of the role
of love in his mature philosophy.

HEGEL’S CRITIQUE OF REFLECTIVE RATIONALITY

While Hegel ultimately embraced the rationalism of the Enlightenment, a
study of “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate” reveals his deep awareness
of the negative effects of what today would be termed “instrumental rational-
ity.” Hegel is hostile to the dominant strand of Enlightenment reasoning at
this time because he has not yet conceived his larger, dialectical thinking,
which will seek to incorporate but transcend the claims of the more limited
reasoning of the Enlightenment. In this essay, he understands reason largely
in terms of the static and disengaged character of the modern scientific stand-
point. This is a thinking that is characterized fundamentally by the act of
reflection—reflection away from the body, away from our direct engagement
with the world, to the distant and neutral perspective of the scientific
observer. This is the thinking that registers the external world in terms of the
static and “neutral” judgment of “facts.” And it is the kind of thinking that
Hegel will later derisively refer to as “the Understanding” (Verstand).

In “The Spirit of Christianity,” Hegel sees reflective rationality as funda-
mentally bound up with the atomism of rights-based societies, with the inca-
pacity to establish and comprehend a meaningful and satisfying basis of com-
munity. Traditional societies such as ancient Greece are prereflective,
according to Hegel, in the sense that they are not marked by the radical sep-
aration between thought and existence. The ethical order is rather built upon
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the natural morals and sentiments of individuals; it is an extension of their
being, and so their commitment to it is implicit and unreflective. But with the
emergence of reflective rationality in the modern individual, we have the rad-
ical separation between thought and being, self and ethical substance, abstract
thinking ego and concrete individuality. The basis of the new political com-
munity, in such a scenario, becomes the “abstract Ego,” which Hegel sees his-
torically manifest in ancient Rome. Nature is no longer accorded a place in the
moral order, as rights developed on the basis of this “unfeeling, non-spiritual
unit” (PH 288/351).12

The political philosophy that embodies this reflective separation of
thought and being is found in the early moderns such as Hobbes and Locke,
who were dominated by the spirit of scientific rationality. The isolated self,
viewed as an object of science, can be seen to be driven merely by appetites
and aversions. It realizes itself in the expression of these passions, in the tak-
ing of what it wants from the material world. Furthermore, these passions are
seen to be fundamentally idiosyncratic, since nature is no longer regarded or
experienced as the locus of one’s social identity, the way it had been in tradi-
tional communities. Hence the establishment of self in the world through
property is a fundamentally isolated act, the assertion of an absolute particu-
larity of self in which others cannot share. This is the character of private
property and of how it is bound up with the self of self-reflection.

While there is a conception of unity involved in a society based upon the
“abstract Ego,” it is a conceptual unity only, a putting together of a multitude
of individuals according to a principle of right that is external to nature, that
exists purely in thought. In contrast to traditional societies and customary
morality, there is nothing in the nature of individuals that ties them together,
no inherent bond of feeling. Rather nature is understood only as idiosyncrasy
and raw desire, an absolute particularity of self in relation to the other. As
Hegel says of Rome, it had “no spiritual centre which it could make the object,
occupation and enjoyment of its spirit” (PH 311–12/378) Furthermore, while
there is a conception of justice here whereby individuals must respect each
other’s rights, the experience of fulfilling one’s obligation to the other is inher-
ently divisive. One limits one’s own rights in order to respect the rights of the
other. This may indeed constitute a kind of ethics, based on a unifying prin-
ciple of equality, but, says Hegel, it is only an “equality of enmity” (SC
218/270). One’s own interests are always conceived as separate from the inter-
ests of others and in perpetual tension with those others. At best what can be
achieved is a mere balancing or overlapping of fundamentally separate self-
interests rather than a unity in something truly common.

The inherent relationship between reflective rationality and an atomistic
political community finds its religious counterpart, according to Hegel, in the
Jewish separation of God and man. The notion that God exists in the beyond,
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and that this world is condemned to finitude, is a product of the reflective sep-
aration from nature and the viewing of that nature from the standpoint of
abstract rationality.13 Such a viewpoint can only see finitude in nature and in
human existence and in order to preserve any notion of universality must pro-
ject it into the beyond, as God. Thus reflective rationality is bound up not only
with the separation of human and human, self and other, as reflected in the
society of Rome but is also integral to the separation of finite and infinite.

Furthermore, because the Jews projected the universal or divine aspect of
the self outside into the beyond and submitted to the dictates of a law com-
ing from that beyond, he sees the religion as bound up with the further sepa-
ration of law and being, of what in Greek society had been united in the being
of the individual. In this sense Hegel saw Judaism also as a religion of posi-
tivity, of unfreedom, involving the submission to a law given and external to
the self rather than generated from within, just as he had earlier criticized
Christianity for its positivism.14

Hegel is hostile to positivity, to a law given outside of the self, because he
is committed to the modern principle of freedom. In spite of his idealization
of ancient Greece, and in spite of his concerns about the negative effects of
reflective thinking, he recognizes even at this early stage that such thinking is
bound up with the principle of freedom. While in its negative sense thought
had torn the individual away from the unity she experienced in her ethical
substance, such a tearing free also had a liberating effect. No longer bound by
nature to their ethical substance, and accepting its demands in an unreflective
manner, individuals had to find a rational confirmation of what is right. But
reflective thought itself was incapable of generating such a content of right.
The Roman commitment to the universal that lay over against their natural
self, the abstract ego and the equally abstract universality of the state that held
them all together, was clearly an unsatisfactory basis of right and of commu-
nity for Hegel.15 And the Jewish and later Christian projection of the univer-
sal into the beyond was seen as an abdication of the position of freedom.

While Hegel had earlier looked to Kant’s philosophy, to his notion of a
larger moral reason, as providing a more meaningful basis of autonomy and
unity for the modern self in “The Life of Jesus” fragment, by the time of the
“Spirit of Christianity,” he sees Kant’s position as itself bound up with the
divisive limitations of reflective rationality. Indeed, it posits a new division
within the self, between reason and emotion. As Hegel argues in a now-
famous polemic, the apparent progress of Kant’s position is simply one of a
transition of the master from the outside to the inside of the soul.

[B]etween the Shaman of the Tungus, the European prelate who rules
church and state, the Voguls, and the Puritans, on the one hand, and the man
who listens to his own command of duty, on the other, the difference is not
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that the former make themselves slaves, while the latter is free, but that the
former have their lord outside themselves, while the latter carries his lord in
himself, yet at the same time is his own slave. (SC 211/266)16

Hegel’s desire in “The Spirit of Christianity” is to find a basis both of
individual autonomy and of political community that overcomes the limita-
tions of reflective rationality, with its harsh separation of reason and emo-
tion, law and being, self and other, and finite and infinite. And it is in love
that he finds such an overcoming. An examination of Hegel’s view of love
in this early essay shows in just what sense it constituted transcendence of
reflective rationality.

LOVE AS THE OVERCOMING OF REFLECTIVE RATIONALITY

For the Hegel of “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,” love constitutes the
highest kind of knowing, higher than reflective thought. This is because love
captures a deeper unity of existence, a unity of self and other, consciousness
and being, finite and infinite, that is primordial and from which reflective
thought has alienated itself.

The Hegel of the late 1790s had come directly under the influence of his
old friend, the poet Hölderlin, and the latter’s developing “Identity” theory.
Hölderlin and some of his contemporaries such as Schelling and the roman-
tics were concerned to articulate a deeper source of knowledge than that
accessible to modern Enlightenment reasoning, one that could overcome the
negative, divisive effects of this rationality and reveal the one-sidedness of its
views. Such a task was coming to fruition in the Identity theory, with its roots
in Spinoza’s notion of substance, and in particular Hölderlin’s notion of an
Identity that exists in Being (Henrich 1970, Harris 1993). According to this
theory, the experience of being separate from the world and of viewing it as a
neutral, external object—the standpoint of modern consciousness—is deriva-
tive and corruptive of a more primordial identity that exists in nature. This
primordial unity of subject and object is the divine, for Hölderlin. And it is
the condition of the modern subjectivity that, in its very being, it is constituted
by a rupture from this primordial Identity.

Reflective thought itself is incapable of capturing the deeper unity of
existence because it is constituted by the separation of subject from object,
of concept and being. Hence it must be a different faculty or mode of know-
ing, an intuitive one, that grasps the deeper unity. It must be a knowing
comprised by unity of reason and emotion, of mind and body. While
thinkers such as Schelling believed that only those blessed with the appro-
priate poetic genius could encounter this knowledge, this conscious reexpe-
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riencing of the primordial identity, Hegel locates the intuition, more demo-
cratically, in the experience of Christian love.

As such, for Hegel, love is not a mere “emotion.” To view it so would be
to view it from the perspective of the reflective understanding. Rather, love is
the experience of the harmony of mind and body, of thought and being, of con-
sciousness and existence, of reason and emotion. But it speaks in the language
of emotion rather than in the language of concepts. This must not provoke the
view of it as “irrational,” however, for it also embraces the side of the rational.
Love is a transcendence of the position of reflective rationality, a refinding or
reexperiencing of a primordial experience of unity that had been lost due to the
separative influence of reflective rationality. It is the overcoming of the sub-
ject-object divide.

What is so significant about this conception of unity, as opposed to the
unity manifest in societies governed by custom, such as ancient Greece, is that
love is a coming back to unity after the suffering of diremption. And because
of this, love is a unity of acute awareness. It is the self-consciousness of the
unity, a self-consciousness that is felt. And most significantly, because it is a
self-consciousness achieved after separation, love is to be compatible with the
principle behind that separation, the principle of freedom implicit in reflective
thought. Love is to be the finding of what is right in one’s own self, not as the
abstract ego, nor as the rational moral law divorced from feeling, but as a
higher unity of the universal and finite being. As this unity, and as the tran-
scendence of the negative separations of reflective rationality, love is to be the
ultimate realization of the principle of freedom.17 It is in Hegel’s specific inter-
pretations of the teachings of Jesus in the “Spirit of Christianity” that we can
see more clearly the way in which love constitutes the overcoming of the divi-
sions of reflective rationality.

Christian Virtue: The Unity of Reason and Emotion

Christian virtue, according to Hegel, was consonant with the modern princi-
ple of autonomy, with the idea of adhering to a principle of right that is found
within one’s own self. But it went beyond the Kantian notion of adhering to
the moral law within, while subordinating one’s sensuous desires. Indeed, it is
the “fulfillment” of Kantian morality, in that through love we realize the Kant-
ian moral law not only with the rational side of our being, but with the whole
of our selves. Love is the overcoming of an authority that sets itself over
against actual being and the transcendence of a morality founded on mastery.

Hegel finds this notion of virtue in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, where
virtue is described as being a “modification” of the subjective disposition of
love. Rather than ignoring or repressing the sensuous side of the individual, in
virtue this is to be raised up into a higher unity, while the moral rule in turn
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becomes something living. Thus it is not a subservient response to a “com-
mand” coming either from outside or within the self. Instead, one is pulled
toward the virtuous action with the whole of one’s being.

While indeed the Christian virtues are expressed in command form by
Jesus in Sermon on the Mount, as in “Thou shalt not kill,” this is only
because the language of reflective thought is inherently incapable of ade-
quately expressing the kind of unity that virtue represents and that the actual
individual experiences. It was the figure of Jesus himself that was the inspi-
ration for Christian virtue, for he was the concrete embodiment of it. Thus it
was not in obedience to his commands that one was to practice virtue but
rather because he himself “evoked love and a spontaneous desire to imitate”
(Harris 1972:402).

In Jesus, the disposition of love is the unity that grounds the action, just
as in traditional morality the law is the ground. But unlike the abstract, exter-
nal nature of law, that simply imposes itself on particular circumstances, love
“modifies” itself to respond to the particularity of the context. This is no dom-
ination, no response to an external command, for the action emanates from a
unified self, at peace with itself. The sensuous side of the self is not repressed
in the name of moral fulfilment but is engaged as precisely the motivation for
that fulfilment.

Fidelity in marriage, for example, is not rooted in mere respect for duty
independent of one’s desires. Nor is it based on a particular inclination for
one person, making the fidelity dependent upon constancy of desire. Nor
indeed is it a question of a fortuitous correspondence between the moral rule
of fidelity and particular desire for one person (an accidental balancing of
the universal and the particular). Rather the action must emanate from a
higher synthesis of the self, from a disposition of love: “[T]his sanctity alone
makes a man capable of checking any one of his many aspects which may
wish to make itself the whole or rear its head against the whole; only the
feeling for the whole, love, can stand in the way of the diremption of the
man’s essence” (SC 217/270). Love integrates any competing desires and
thus resolves moral conflict.

Love furthermore overcomes the inevitable clash of duties that emerges
under rule-bound morality. For if moral rules or commands are considered as
absolutes, in the multifaceted reality of concrete situations we will be faced
with the paradoxical situation of having a plurality of absolutes. If this is dealt
with by ranking specific duties as to which is most important, the lower
duties take on the status of vices. Love, however, is “the one living spirit
which acts and restricts itself in accordance with the whole of the given situ-
ation” (SC 245/294). Against the elevation of particular duties as absolute, we
have love as a “living bond of the virtues,” their “all-pervasive soul”: “[I]t does
not set up a determinate virtue for determinate circumstances, but appears,
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even in the most variegated mixture of relations, untorn and unitary. Its
external shape may be modified in infinite ways; it will never have the same
shape twice. Its expression will never be able to afford a rule, since it never
has the force of a universal opposed to a particular” (246/295). The root of
the virtues is thus not their universality of form, but the unified self, the self
of love, from which the virtues emanate as love “modifies” itself according to
its context. It is this love, this unity of self, that informs the practice of virtue,
that allows for the many-sidedness of the situation and calls forth an action.
Rather than consciously invoking one absolute and imposing it on particular
circumstances, thereby destroying other absolutes that might also find some
rights therein, the virtuous action represents a fusion of the universal and the
particular in life.

Love, then, as the fusion of law and inclination, is meant to overcome the
abstract form of theories of moral law, without transgressing the rational con-
tent of that law. The notion of virtue as a modification of love finds a way to
reconcile sensuous being with ethical action. It humanizes the morality of
Kant without compromising the moral seriousness of his project, the serious-
ness of what he expected from us as rational beings. The moral law is fulfilled
not out of mere obedience, but willingly, with one’s whole being. This, says
Hegel, is the most genuine “fulfillment” of the moral law. The rational con-
tent of law is no longer set over against being. Rather it now exists as the real
harmony of reason and being that love represents.18

“Reconcilability”: The Unity of Self and Other

Christian love also overcomes the atomism of the standpoint of abstract right,
in Hegel’s interpretation, by revealing the deeper unity between self and other
from which abstract thought, and the political philosophy founded upon it,
has separated us. It is upon Jesus’s command to “Love one another” that Hegel
develops this notion of a community based on love. For this “command” con-
tains the idea of a virtue of “reconcilability,” a modification of love that is to
govern one’s relations to others.

Reconcilability constitutes an escape from the inherent divisiveness
entailed in rights-based justice. It constitutes an annulling of the “equality of
enmity” that Hegel had complained of in relationship to this justice. In recon-
cilability, if one asserts one’s right against another, there must be no hostile
reaction in act or feeling. For reconcilability, “even anger is a crime” (SC
216/269). For to feel anger is to feel wronged and to want to do wrong in
return or to assert one’s rights in the face of the other. Reconcilability on the
contrary wants to give up the notion of a right as something held against
another. Only then can one treat the other from a disposition of love; only then
can one feel the true bond with the other that transcends the atomistic relation.
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A heart thus lifted above the ties of rights, disentangled from everything
objective, has nothing to forgive the offender, for it sacrificed its right as
soon as the object over which it had a right was assailed, and thus the
offender has done no injury to any right at all. Such a heart is open to rec-
onciliation, for it is able forthwith to reassume any vital relationship, to re-
enter the ties of friendship and love, since it has done no injury at all to life
in itself. On its side there stands in the way no hostile feeling, no conscious-
ness, no demand on another for the restoration of an infringed right, no
pride which would claim from another in a lower sphere, i.e., in the realm of
rights, an acknowledgment of subordination. (SC 236/286)

If one continues to assume one’s place in the competitive world regulated
by a system of rights, then one will always be involved in an injury to “life,”19

to the fundamental unity with the other. But if one withdraws from this sys-
tem of justice, from the profanity of the public world, if one stops making
claims on others, then there will no longer be feelings of resentment, hostil-
ity, and pride to deal with. By clearing the self of these emotions, the way is
opened up to love, to the “sensing of a life similar to one’s own” that takes indi-
viduals back to the truth of their life and to the real bond of community with
others (SC 247/296).

But already, in this conception of love, we can see that its character is
bound up with a morality of retreat from the modern world. It is impossible
for love to find any existence on the terrain of atomistic individuals who
express themselves in private property. The standpoint of atomism already
presupposes the moment of reflective separation from self and community.
Reflective rationality is the knife that severs, that cuts into and distances us
from any previous experience of unity we might have had. And private prop-
erty is the expression of that separated self, and its nature considered only as
appetite and idiosyncrasy. Even if common possession is posited—“commu-
nity of goods is still only the right of one or other of the two to the thing” (FL
308/382). What the lovers genuinely share as a unity cannot be the relation to
the external, dead objects that belong to them. As a living relation, love can-
not penetrate the lifeless world of things. Seeking to find its relation to the
other, it encounters the impenetrable wall of property, the boundary of the
other’s ego in which it can share nothing, and retreats.

Thus to find unity again love must go behind the separative principle of
reflective thought and its expression in private property. Unlike the unity of
individuals in ancient Greek society, in the shared ethical substance that con-
stitutes their being, the unity of love is implicit and undeveloped, lying beneath
the actual existence of individuals in the world of property relations. To attain
the unity of love, then, is necessarily to strip away the world of property that
hides and smothers the true relation to the other. And because the world of
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which the followers of Jesus were a part was so completely dominated by
property relations, because there seemed to be no space for love to express
itself there, opposition to that world became a fundamental feature of the
community. The purity of the union could only be preserved by withdrawal.
Hence “Jesus required his friends to forsake father, mother, and everything in
order to avoid entry into a league with the profane world” (SC 236/386).

Nevertheless, by such a retreat, the early Christians could find the unity
they were looking for. And it is in Hegel’s discussion of the “culmination” of
the community in the notion of the “Kingdom of God” that we can under-
stand how such a community of love was achieved and how it represented the
experience of the divine in the finite lives of individuals.

“The Kingdom of God”: The Unity of Finite and Infinite

For Hegel, Jesus is not to be understood literally as the son of a transcendent
God, but as representing the unity of the finite and the infinite, the idea that
there is an infinite principle that exists in this life, a principle of unity with
which we can come into contact and through which we can find the deeper
truth and meaning of existence. But because individuals were so broken from
any experience of the infinite in the Roman world, because they could not find
any divine in their own selves, they required the figure of Jesus as a way of
coming to consciousness of the divine within, as an intermediary step in the
achievement of genuine love. Faith in Jesus is this intermediary step.

Belief in Jesus as an embodiment of the divine stems, on the one hand,
from a felt absence in one’s own life, from the feeling of being broken from
the whole of life, and on the other hand from a recognition that Jesus repre-
sents this unity of life, this infinite principle that exists in a finite form. This
was not a procedure of the rational understanding; rather the individual must
“grasp the communication with the depths of his own spirit” (SC 256/306).
Faith is “a knowledge of spirit through spirit,” a sensing of the infinite in the
other (SC 239/309). But such a recognition presupposes also a sensing of the
infinite in oneself. Indeed, faith is “only possible if in the believer himself there
is a divine element which rediscovers itself, its own nature, in that on which it
believes, even if it be unconscious that what it has found is its own nature” (SC
266/313 [my emphasis]). Jesus is the concrete embodiment of an existence
that is separated and over against us, and yet that is implicitly within us.

Beyond this intermediary step of the love of Jesus is envisioned a “culmi-
nation,” an achievement of complete oneness among the followers. This final
stage is an achieving of independence from the objective existence of Jesus.
Jesus went against the notion of himself as “personality,” an “individuality,”
“for the ground of such an individuality would be an absolute particularity of
his being in opposition to theirs” (SC 271/316). The living link of faith that
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must be strengthened is one that allows no exclusive individuality, no differ-
ence. The culminating relationship that Jesus sought with his friends was that
complete overcoming of the subject-object, self-other separation in love. It is
in this unity of individuals with one another that the true meaning of Jesus is
realized: “Where two or three are united in my spirit . . . then I am in the
midst of them, and so is my spirit” (ibid.).

A further illustration of this notion of unity is found in the unity of
lovers. The joining of the two persons is not a conceptual unity, a putting
together of two separate egos, but a becoming as one: “It is a living link that
is said to be something divine” (ibid.). The lovers are separated only in the
sense of their individuation as mortal bodies. But even this they strive to over-
come in the act of love.20

What we see in this notion is that a complete love requires the moment
of separation and difference, which must be worked through if love is to
achieve its highest development. In his “Fragment on Love” Hegel expresses
this most clearly. Love entails the encountering and overcoming of differences
in the other, a mutual giving up of personality. The more differences, the more
particularities the lovers encounter in one another, the more aspects of them-
selves they can reunify and the deeper love can become. “[Love] seeks out dif-
ferences and devises unifications ad infinitum; it turns to the whole manifold
of nature in order to drink love out of every life. What in the first instance is
most the individual’s own is united into the whole in the lover’s touch and
contact; consciousness of a separate self disappears, and all distinction
between the lovers is annulled” (FL 302–08/Nohl 378–82).21

We can see here the distinction from Platonic love, which is love of the
beautiful only and which ultimately seeks to leave the realm of finite embod-
iment behind. In Hegel’s notion of love the finite realm is not a mere step-
ping stone to the infinite but is its ultimate dwelling place. This is why phys-
ical love plays a central role in Hegel’s conception, whereas for Plato it is an
inferior expression.

The developed experience of unity with one’s fellow human beings was
the true spirit of Christianity according to Hegel and the culmination of exis-
tence that Jesus preached. A community of individuals who love one another
is the true “Kingdom of God” and not some otherworldly or transcendent
existence. Love, as an experience of the infinite, is an infinite that can live only
in and through the finite. Even as each member of the community must die,
the bond of love that unites them will live on. And it is this bond that gives
truth and meaning to a mortal existence.

In Hegel’s discussion of the kind of unity that Christian love achieves—
the unity of reason and emotion, of self and other, of finite and infinite—we
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can see the ways in which it constitutes, for him, the overcoming of a moral-
ity that subjugates feeling, of an atomistic society that ties us together through
the cold principle of right, and of a religion that strips the world of any spir-
itual significance. And in portraying it with the beauty and the feeling that he
does, it is clear that he has a profound investment in the notion that it might
have worked. But already in the analysis we can see the seeds of its failure. For
in retreating behind the world of private property relations, behind the self of
reflective rationality that knows only its own idiosyncrasies and differences,
love fails truly to overcome reflective reasoning. Rather it turns its back upon
the latter. The principle of reflective rationality that love was meant to over-
come, in fact turns out to be the “fate” that continues to plague it. And it is
out of Hegel’s confrontation with the clash between love and reason that we
can begin to comprehend the motivating impetus of his mature philosophy.

THE FAILURE OF LOVE AS OVERCOMING

We have already seen that the community of love depended fundamentally
on a retreat from the world of private property relations that dominated the
early Christian era. Because there was no space for love to express itself in the
world of things, where one encounters only the idiosyncrasy of different
selves, the preservation of the bond of love required an ethic of withdrawal.
The clash between the world of Christian love and the world dominated by
private property relations has been emphasized by some commentators as the
chief cause of the failure of the community.22 And certainly by their opposi-
tion to the world the Christian community of love did find itself conditioned
by that world. By dismissing the world as polluted, they ironically gave it
tremendous importance.

The problem of withdrawal, however, was not in itself the ultimate cause
of the failure of the community. For the early Christians, in spite of this with-
drawal, did have a positive life. They defined themselves by common owner-
ship of goods, and the love of Jesus that bound them together expressed itself
in their love for each other and in the single activity of spreading the faith,
with its shared pleasures in praying, believing, and hoping. The real cause of
the failure of the community thus was not so much withdrawal as it was the
deeper antagonism between love and reflective rationality within the modern
self. Ultimately, the escape from the divisiveness of reflective rationality and its
expression in private property could not be sustained by a strategy of with-
drawal. For reflective reasoning was not simply an external, governing factor
in the world; it had penetrated their very selves, and it is this deeper penetra-
tion, this irrevocable change in the self of the modern individual, that was the
chief cause of the failure of the community of love.
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We have already considered how love was a rational emotion, a transcen-
dence of the position of reflective thought because it is a real capturing of the
unity of life, of which reflective thought had been incapable. Nevertheless,
reflective rationality remains a reality for the subject who participates in a rela-
tion of love. In the eyes of reflective rationality, love is merely an emotion,
something subjective, the other of thought. As Hegel says in his 1800 Frag-
ment, the relation of reflection to emotion, however divine that emotion may
be, “is only consciousness of feeling, in which reflection reflects on emotion
but each is separate from the other” (FS 314/349). The reason imbedded in
love feels this inadequacy, feels that it is conditioned by reflective thought in
this way. If it is to be a true knowledge of the whole, then it knows that it must
bring reflection into the experience of the unity. Reflective understanding,
with all the oppositions it entails, has emerged as a part of the truth of life and
must be accounted for.

How does love deal with the reality of reflective rationality and address
its claims so that it can bring that rationality into the unity? It does so
through the objectification of the feeling of love in a way that can satisfy the
reflective understanding of the truth and reality of love; it renders love a
knowable object. Otherwise, love’s knowledge will always be in competition
with the knowledge of the intellect that cannot grasp it and will always be
conditioned by that knowledge. To truly harmonize feeling and intellect,
then, the divine must appear, “the invisible spirit must be united with some-
thing visible” (SC 291/333). This, says Hegel, is “the supreme need of the
human spirit and the urge to religion” (SC 289/332). Thus the religious
object is to be the objectification of the subjective experience of the infinite.
Religion, and not philosophy, is to be the completion of the knowledge of
love, its fulfillment, and preservation.

Religion is a rational objectification of the experience of the divine in life.
But we are dealing in religion with a different kind of reason. It is not the
same as a conceptual abstraction. It is not the reason of reflective understand-
ing for which every object is a thing that can be united with others only under
an abstract category, by means of a barren universal. The religious object is
constructed “by means of fancy,” by reason in its imaginative use, a higher
form of reason (inspired by Kant’s Vernunft) that transcends the categories of
the understanding (ibid.). It is through the intellect in its imaginative use that
the separation between reflection and emotion is overcome and that the truth
of the religious object can be comprehended.

For the first Christians, the religious object was an immediate objectifi-
cation of the feeling of love, a symbol of the unity of life. While they could
not attain such objectification in the world around them, in relations that had
been so despiritualized, according to them, they did achieve it in religious
worship. It was in the figure of the individual Jesus that they initially found
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such an object. He was the image of the unity, of the pure life in which believ-
ers implicitly felt the truth of their own life. And it was through their imagi-
native faculty that they could recognize him as such, that they could, even if
it be unconsciously, know the unity between themselves and him.

But the object was inadequate, because they focused on the fact of his
separate individuality, on that which was irrelevant to the truth of Jesus. By
their understanding they saw him as separate from their own selves, but by
love they felt his true reality as the unity of divine and human, law and being,
self and other. Thus with his death they were devastated by the understand-
ing’s belief that “[h]e had taken everything into the grave with him” (SC
291/333). But by the intuition of love they felt his truth persisting after
death amongst them, and it was in the resurrected Jesus that they found
their true religious object, that “love found the objectification of its oneness”
(SC 292/334).

The resurrection of Jesus was a sign of the genuine union of spirit and
body, the overcoming of the finite human form as a fundamentally exclusive
particularity. The real truth of Jesus was his unity with life, the unity of the
finite and the infinite, of this life with the divine. And this truth was realized
in the living bond of the finite human community. The finite Jesus had to die,
for it was not he himself that was the unity of God and human, of spirit and
body; rather he only represented that. The personal, individual Jesus was not
in the end what was to be immortalized, but his existence as the unity of love,
the spirit of the whole that transcends the form of separate individuality (a
form indeed imposed by reflection) and that goes on living in the finite com-
munity of which he had been a part. And with his death and resurrection, the
individuals of the community could come to comprehend this. The resur-
rected Jesus was a better sign of the unity that Jesus represented, of his real
existence as the love of the finite community, which enabled the members of
his community to make the final transition to the higher truth, to the fully
developed knowledge of love.

However, the religious object, the objectification of the knowledge of
love, had an immanent tendency to become positivistic, to be understood as
an external bond uniting them. Ironically, this tendency was partly a product
of the temporary success of the community and it points to another intrinsic
difficulty in sustaining a community of love—the problem of size.

It has already been discussed how a truly developed love entailed the
encountering and overcoming of the differences in the other. The intensity
and completeness of such a developed love means that it is exclusive and indif-
ferent to others; it necessarily restricts itself to a small number of people. Yet
the task of the Christians was to extend love to others, to proselytize and bring
more people into the spirit of the community. A large group can live a shared
life and experience a “common spirit.” But it is not the spirit of love; rather it
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depends on similarity of need, a common sharing of objects and a striving
after common goals. And the early Christians would not compromise the
spirit of love as the principle of their community by engaging in activities out-
side love’s boundaries. As the group expanded there could be no hope of work-
ing through individual differences and incorporating them into a higher unity.
“For the sake of a petty interest, a difference of character in some detail, love
would have been changed into hatred, and a severance from God would have
followed” (SC 281/323). The only way for them to ward off this danger, says
Hegel, was “by an inactive and undeveloped love, i.e., by a love which, though
love is the highest life, remains unliving” (SC 381/325). Rather than being
“surrendered” in the higher unity of love, particularity must simply be removed
from the possibility of expression.

Because the love of the Christians remained undeveloped, a mere “sens-
ing of a life similar to one’s own,” as the group enlarged its love became more
and more fragile, less and less alive. The undeveloped nature of this love was
what caused the Christians to seek an external source of unity. “Love itself did
not create a thoroughgoing union between them, and therefore they needed
another bond which would link the group together and in which also the
group would find the certainty of the love of all” (294/336). This bond was the
“mundane reality” of the factual Jesus that the Christians continued to read
into the purity of the symbol, “hanging on the deified one like lead on the feet
and drawing him down to earth” (SC 293/335). They remained attached to
the memories of the individual, his activities and his death. They could not
sustain the certainty of the truth of love without clinging to the historical, fac-
tual reality of Jesus as the criterion for the recognition of their love. The harsh
opposition between spirit and body, which the resurrected Jesus was meant to
overcome, remained, in the tendency to regard the sign as a “vague hovering,”
“midway between heaven’s infinity, where there are no barriers, and earth, this
collection of plain restrictions” (ibid.). Rather than simply the love uniting
them, they found in the religious object a factual reality, a common master and
teacher, to bind them together. The divine was something given to them, an
alien spirit, an external master, not what they themselves had become, not the
true realization of freedom.

It remains ambiguous whether, for Hegel, any relationship of love, no
matter how developed, could be strong enough to withstand the crystallizing
power of reflective rationality. Any externalization of love, any attempt to
express its meaning for thought, will be subjected by this reason to miscon-
strual, “because every form of life can be objectified by the intellect and then
apprehended as its object, as a cut-and-dried fact” (SC 288/331). Reflective
thought is inherently incapable of comprehending love. As Hegel later says in
Philosophy of Right, “Love . . . is the most tremendous contradiction; the
Understanding cannot resolve it” (§158A). And while love in this mature
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work is seen to find objective expression in the marriage ceremony, in family
capital, and most ultimately in children, even here reflective rationality is at
odds with it; for it is the development of this principle in the child and its legal
recognition that is responsible for the “ethical dissolution” of the family (PR
§177). Furthermore, as the knowledge of the Absolute at the level of feeling,
the bond of love in the family only ultimately finds its vindication through the
rational knowledge achieved at the level of the state.

Hence while Hegel does point to the problem of size as a central one in
the demise of the Christian community, while it is clear that a true community
of love must be small and developed in nature, a look at the later work confirms
that the deeper antagonism that love could not resolve is the antagonism of
reflective thought. This is evidenced in “The Spirit of Christianity” by the
implications of the progress of reflective rationality for the fate of the commu-
nity. The early Christians did find the objectification of their love in the resur-
rected Jesus. They were capable of understanding the truth of that symbol as
their love given shape. But this is only because they were less intellectual than
we. The crudeness of the union between divine and human in the symbol, a
seemingly direct connection between Jesus’s actual body and the ascendance,
was compensated for among the early Christians by this lower development of
reflective rationality. “They were breathed upon by the oriental spirit; the sep-
aration of spirit and body was less complete for them; they regarded fewer
things as objects and so handed fewer things over to intellectual treatment”
(SC 297/334). Their imagination was more capable of finding in the resur-
rected Jesus the true unification of spirit and body, feeling and objectivity, and
thus of satisfying the rational self. But even for them the cleft in the symbol
between God and man was there, so the grasp on the unity was very tentative.
The longing for religion, for a completion of the sense of unity with life,
remained. “[E]ven in its highest dreams, even in the transports of the most
finely organized love-breathing souls, it is always confronted by the individual,
by something objective and exclusively personal. In all the depths of their beau-
tiful feelings those who felt this longing pined for union with him, though this
union, because he is an individual, is eternally impossible” (SC 300/341).

The continuance of the opposition between God and man experienced by
the early followers of Jesus has plagued the entire history of the Christian
church, who in its consciousness, if not in its feeling, has seen God variously
as friendly, hating, or indifferent to the world, but always as opposed. And as
we grew more intellectual, the incapacity to see any spiritual truth in life was
extended to our incapacity to see it in the religious object. The opposition
between God and human in the symbol was deepened by the imposition of
reflective thought, until that, too, became simply a spiritless object.

Hegel’s recounting of the ultimate failure of religious objectification, its
tendency to become positivistic, confirms that the deeper problem that love
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faced all along, in an era of modernity, was the confrontation with reflective
reason. While love did constitute an overcoming of the negative divisions of
reflective rationality, it was never a complete overcoming. Because reflective
rationality ultimately separates itself from love and stands outside it, unable to
comprehend or do justice to the deeper truth of existence, love cannot finally
transcend that rationality. Yet this reason, and its centrality to the modern
subject, cannot be denied.

CONCLUSION: LOVE, WILL, AND THE
TASK OF THE MATURE PHILOSOPHY

The fate of the Christian community appears to be of tragic dimensions,
reflecting the fundamental clash between love and reflective rationality in the
modern self, and the apparent triumph of the latter, with all of the loss that
this entails. For Hegel, however, this clash and this triumph are not ultimate.
While he must turn his back on the notion of a community of love, this rejec-
tion is not, in the end, an abandonment of the truth of love but only an aban-
donment of its immediate form. Love now becomes only the beginning point.
To reclaim life, to actualize its fundamental unity, is to be a task of the will.

It is in this early essay that Hegel is being forced to come to grips with
the modern principle of will. For will is precisely what makes its emergence
with the reflective separation of thought from nature, of individual from
ethical substance, and with the concomitant demand of the individual for
self-determination. In Philosophy of Right Hegel is explicit that will must not
be considered separately from thought, as if it were another faculty, but that
the two are one and the same (§4, 4A). For will is the self-assertion of the
individual that legitimizes itself according to the notion that we are ratio-
nal, thinking beings. And the assertion of self in private property, which
appears so inimical to the bond of love, is the first, most primitive expres-
sion of that will. In his mature work, then, Hegel will not only reluctantly
acknowledge the will, as he does here, but will actively embrace it as a mode
of realization of the Absolute. And it is this reality, that the Absolute must
include the expression of difference and particularity, one mode of which
exists as private property, that he is already coming to embrace in his famous
statement in the 1800 “Fragment of a System”: “Life is the union of union
and non-union” (FS 312/347).

But after witnessing Hegel’s deep attachment to the principle of love as
the fountain of autonomy and the overcoming of the division between reason
and nature in the modern self, it should be very difficult to believe that he so
easily abandoned it to the concept of a will driven purely by the logic of neces-
sity or by the need to actualize its own natural potentialities.23 Rather, love is
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implicitly behind the movements of the will that we witness in the later works.
The drive of the feudal consciousness in Phenomenology toward a unity with
its objective world, the achievement of reconciliation between the judging and
the acting conscience in that same work, the expression of the modern will in
private property and in the subsequent manifestations that Hegel traces in
Philosophy of Right, the need of that will to objectify its certainty of itself in the
world, and the drive of the individual of civil society towards the knowledge
of its unity with others, all these can only be understood if the will already has
some deeply rooted conviction of its own inherent significance, of its implicit
unity with the world and with other individuals around it. And these convic-
tions presuppose the knowledge of love. For as we have seen, love is precisely
the knowledge of the unity of self and other, of self and world, and of self with
an infinite principle.

Thus while the will, in its very coming into being, may have separated
itself from the knowledge of love, it is nevertheless unconsciously driven by it.
And this unfolding of love is precisely the process of “History,” according to
Hegel: “The process displayed in History is only the manifestation of Religion
as Human Reason—the production of the religious principle which dwells in
the heart of man, under the form of Secular Freedom. Thus the discord
between the inner life of the heart and the actual world is removed” (PH 335
[my emphasis]). It is to a consideration of the ongoing role of love in Hegel’s
mature works, then, of its fundamental place in his philosophy of the modern
will, that we must now turn.
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TOWARD A PHILOSOPHY OF UNITY:
HEGEL AND THE TRANSCENDENTAL INTUITION

IN THE 1800 FRAGMENT, Hegel holds that reflective thought can never com-
prehend a unity such as love and that love can only find objectification in the
religious symbol. By the time of his 1801 On the Difference between Fichte’s and
Schelling’s Systems of Philosophy, he is engaged with Schelling in an attempt to
develop a philosophical comprehension of the Absolute. This movement
reflects Hegel’s growing appreciation of the significance to the modern of the
impulse to rational conceptualization and thus the necessity that this impulse
be satisfied. For we have already seen in “Spirit of Christianity” how reflective
thought was immanently linked to the demise of religious faith and the
impossibility of a community based on love. The harmony of law and being,
mind and body, experienced in love, is totally disrupted by this consciousness.
It loses the truth that love had discovered in being. Thus, by 1801 he has come
to consider that if there is to be any possibility of a spiritual life for modern
individuals, of something beyond the relations of dead objectivity and ethics
of mastery that are implicitly tied to reflective thought, it must have a philo-
sophical comprehension that can transcend the standpoint of that thought
and its negative implications. In an age of reason, philosophy must illuminate
the richness of life, show the individual the significance of her particular indi-
vidual experiences by relating them to the Absolute. And it was through
Fichte and Schelling that Hegel drew his hope that philosophy, a “new phi-
losophy,” which consisted not in mere fixed and abstract concepts divorced
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from existence but in a systematic movement of concepts in connection with
existence, could provide for the genuine, rational grasping of the infinite in
life. Like the poetry of the Greeks, and the resurrection of Jesus for the early
Christians, philosophy must cognize for the modern the unity of self and
world and of finite and infinite.

But this is far from suggesting that philosophy constitutes a replacement
for the experience of spirituality that we saw with love. The strength of
Hegel’s attachment to the principle of love, as witnessed in “The Spirit of
Christianity and Its Fate,” makes it difficult to believe that he could com-
pletely abandon it. Rather the philosophy Hegel is seeking to conceptualize
here is one that incorporates the intuitive knowledge of love and provides it
with a conceptual expression or element that will shield it from the negative,
reductionist effects of a merely abstract thinking. This is a philosophy rooted
in intuition, that provides a conceptual fulfillment to that intuition that will
ultimately lead to its vindication. Only then will the problem that reflective
rationality poses to love—the problem of the separation from and eclipse of
intuitive knowledge—be solved.

In the Difference essay, Hegel conceptualizes this new philosophy as based
on “transcendental intuition,” which he defines as “an activity of both intelli-
gence and nature, of consciousness and the unconscious together” (D
110/28).1 As in his understanding of love, the transcendental intuition is
something that, in being conceptualized by reason, should not thereby be seen
as an object over against that reason but as a unity of subject and object. That
is, the conceptualization must not be made from the reflective standpoint, for
that would see the knowledge that exists in being, the knowledge of love, as a
merely subjective and finite experience. The concept is not something differ-
ent from the experience of being, which conditions and dominates it. Rather,
in the “transcendental standpoint,” the concept and being are seen as one and
the same. Thus one begins philosophizing from the intuition itself, from “the
identity of Idea and Being” (D 112/30).

One gets a sense of what Hegel means by this transcendental standpoint
in his examination of Fichte’s conflicting statements about the relation of the
Ego to nature. We experience nature in ourselves as “drive” according to
Fichte, versus the Ego, which acts according to a “concept of purpose”
(D 136/48). For Hegel, the genuine synthesis or knowing of this opposition
between the Ego and its drive is “feeling.” But, as in love, when the Ego sep-
arates itself from feeling and views it reflectively, it appears as a merely sub-
jective and finite emotion. The Ego’s relation to its own drive from this reflec-
tive standpoint is one whereby they are different, “one is the condition of the
other, one dominates over the other” (D 137/49). The Ego is asserted to be
the Absolute and must bring the emotion under its sway. This tends to be
Fichte’s standpoint. But there is another possibility, the transcendental stand-
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point, whereby “Ego=Ego; freedom and drive are one and the same” (D
137/49). Here the I does not need to regard its objective being as the antithe-
sis to its freedom, as that from which it must act completely independently,
but as that which contains the same truth as itself, a truth that exists in sensi-
ble form.

According to Hegel, Fichte seems at moments to take up the transcen-
dental viewpoint, as when he says, “My drive as a natural being and my ten-
dency as pure spirit are the same basic drive (Urtrieb), the drive that consti-
tutes my being)” (D 137/49). But he inevitably slips back into the reflective
stance, separating the Ego from its drive and advocating a relation of com-
mand to its own being. For Hegel, on the contrary, one must begin by taking
up the transcendental standpoint.

“Feeling,” then, is an example of the transcendental intuition, of a knowl-
edge that includes being, but that has a conceptual expression. It is not an
abstract reflection on the Absolute as object. Rather the philosopher actually
engages with the experience of the Absolute, because that experience is the
knowledge, just as we have had with love before. Thus it is “an activity of both
intelligence and nature.”

Philosophizing from the standpoint of “feeling,” however, does not seem
very different from the philosophizing that Hegel had undertaken in his ear-
lier attempt to comprehend the spiritual significance of love. Hegel appears
merely to have substituted the idea of a philosophical concept attached to the
knowledge of intuition, for the previous satisfying of intellect through the reli-
gious symbol. He appears merely to have rehabilitated conceptual thinking by
attaching it to intuition, whereas before he had seen it as inherently destruc-
tive of intuitive knowledge. There is, however, a significant difference. For
whereas love constituted the highest standpoint of knowing, the transcenden-
tal intuition is merely the beginning. The transcendental intuition is not a
final standpoint to be arrived at but is conceptualized explicitly in terms of
Fichte’s idea of Ego or “activity,” an activity to be understood in terms of a
teleological drive toward self-knowledge that is vindicated in a complete sys-
tem of knowledge. That is, Hegel is already moving here away from the notion
of the Absolute as a relatively inert intuition that can express itself only within
the confines of the Christian community, in praying, proselytizing, herding
sheep, and making love, toward a notion of the Absolute as embodied essen-
tially in a “will” or subject that progressively expresses itself in the world. Thus
it is not in the transcendental intuition per se that we have the final knowl-
edge of the Absolute, but in philosophy as a system.

While the foundation of this philosophy of the Absolute Identity is
Fichtean, it is Schelling’s developing system of philosophy that Hegel, in Dif-
ference, sees as holding forth the most promise for rationally cognizing the
Absolute in existence. For Fichte had conceptualized the Absolute as coming
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to self-consciousness through a primitive act of self-division into the subject
world and the object world and thus as a ground behind being and experience,
behind the subject-object relation of ordinary consciousness, rather than exist-
ing in experience. Furthermore the object world was for Fichte simply the
other posited by the Absolute against which it could begin to come to self-
consciousness, and thus it is the side of the subject that is privileged in his sys-
tem; the subject must prove its underlying identity with the object world by a
one-sided process of mastery. In Schelling’s idea for a philosophy of nature
Hegel saw, on the contrary, a recognition of the Absolute as positing itself in
the world of appearance, in that the natural world is seen as an actual existence
of the Absolute. Key here was the idea that Hegel and Schelling derived from
Kant’s “Idea” of “teleological judgment” in The Third Critique, that nature, like
the self, must be conceived fundamentally as a self-striving activity (Beiser
1993). But whereas for Kant the teleological judgment was merely regulative,
posited to comprehend our experience of the organicism of nature, and did
not necessarily tell us anything about nature “itself,” Schelling and Hegel
insist that nature must be seen as constituted by a teleological principle. In
other words, the judgment does actually capture a truth about nature itself.
Nature is not dead being, inert matter, but also the movement of subjectivity,
purposive self-overcoming, albeit at an unconscious level. In Hegel’s terms, it
is an “objective subject-object.” In Schelling’s idea of a philosophy of nature,
one begins with this objective world, examining and understanding its move-
ments and its patterns as fundamentally teleological.

But how can Schelling assume such a view of nature without falling into
the problem of dogmatism that all the post-Kantian idealists are so aware of,
of claiming knowledge of an objective being without accounting for the con-
tribution of consciousness to that knowledge? The answer is that knowledge
for Schelling is not something foreign, added on to Nature, but an emana-
tion of nature itself, indeed the very telos of nature. As he says in the 1800
System of Transcendental Idealism, “Nature’s highest goal, to become wholly an
object to herself, is achieved only through the last and highest order of reflec-
tion, which is none other than man” (6). Hence we have here a teleological
treatment of the development of nature and intelligence, as the self-positing
of the Identity in existence toward its own self-consciousness. This is
opposed to the loss of the Identity in the postulated act of self-division by
which Fichte’s system begins and where, in the project of reconstructing the
Identity for consciousness, the objective world comes to take on a subordi-
nate position. It is in this idea of a teleological or developmental tracing,
then, that Hegel sees the potential for comprehending the Absolute in the
experience of ordinary consciousness. Hence it is to be in the carrying forth
of Schelling’s project that Hegel believes we might find a genuine verifica-
tion of the Absolute in existence.
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If the Absolute is self-positing, if it posits itself in an objective and a sub-
jective form, in nature and in intelligence, toward its own self-comprehension,
then, according to Hegel, philosophy can trace this self-unfolding, can trace
the Identity as it exists in each moment and situate each moment in relation
to the Absolute as a totality. One accompanies the Identity in its own self-
positing, first, following Schelling, in its visible form as nature. The manifold
of nature is comprehended as the striving of the Absolute toward reflection on
itself in visible form, and thus there is an evolutionary development of being
from its first existence in inorganic nature, toward an increasingly centralized
self-striving in the organic activity of plants, then in the self-feeling of ani-
mals, and finally in the consciousness of the human, the being who reflects
nature to itself and thus begins to bring the Absolute to self-consciousness.

At first humans do not find their unity with nature but, from the subject-
object division which characterizes consciousness, take nature as something
separate and distinct. It is in self-consciousness, in reflection away from nature
and back onto their own self, that we have the beginning of a rational reuni-
fication with nature. Through the experience of its own self as activity, as sub-
ject, self-consciousness will gradually come to find itself as the conscious
activity that parallels precisely what has gone on unconsciously in nature. The
Absolute as self-consciousness emerges out of the unconscious Absolute of
nature and wills its own existence. It will construct consciously the rational
structure of itself, and it will find that structure mirrored in nature. Nature is
thus the ground and confirmation of the Absolute as self-consciousness. And
self-consciousness in its self-unfolding consciously constructs what in Nature
had been unconsciously working therein.

What this presupposes is that the Absolute ultimately achieves its goal of
self-knowledge, ultimately comes to know itself both in self and in nature and
thus is its own rational self-grounding. The philosophical system, then, is the
final emanation of an Absolute that seeks rational self-comprehension. The
philosopher follows the unfolding of the Absolute in both these worlds of
nature and humanity and comprehends the unity of both of them in the
Absolute as a totality. And the “transcendental intuition” is the key to this
philosophical engagement. The transcendental intuition is precisely the
Absolute in the moment of its existence, the conscious expression of an uncon-
scious activity, which then goes beyond itself and finds its ultimate verification
in its relation to the whole.

The transcendental intuition, then, is at the basis of Hegel’s conviction
that there is a way to philosophically cognize the Absolute. In taking up the
“transcendental standpoint,” in comprehending the subject-object identity as
it exists in each moment, this philosophy can show each moment in its rela-
tion to the totality of the Absolute, thus conceptualizing the true infinity of
each moment in a self-grounding system. In this cognizing, nature is rescued
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from its status as dead objectivity in relation to a modern subjectivity that is
inherently alienated from it and can accord it merely instrumental value,
because that nature is known, experienced by human consciousness, as the
genuine existence of the Absolute.

Within the individual’s own self, the transcendental intuition implies pre-
cisely the knowledge of love—a harmony between reason and inclination, law
and self-interest. But now, in conjuction with the philosophical system, it is a
knowledge that can achieve a philosophical comprehension and justification.
Thus Hegel’s idea of philosophy here as based on the transcendental intuition
unfolded into a system can be seen to address the very problem with which he
grappled in “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate”—the problem of the
divisive and denigrating effects of reflective rationality on the knowledge of
love, the problem of the antagonism and apparent irreconcilability of these
two forms of knowledge. In this new idea of a system, Hegel seems to believe
that reflective thought can be managed by being brought into conjunction
with intuition and satisfied by the truth expressed in the philosophical system
as a whole. Thus can its negative effects on the knowledge of the Absolute,
the knowledge of love, be dealt with, without at the same time denying or
refusing the principle of reflective thought itself.

Hegel spent a number of years in Jena, through lecture courses and in
coordination with Schelling, working out the details of this philosophical
system. But in what is known as his “phenomenological crisis” of 18052 came
the crystallization of what had been a growing uneasiness with Schelling’s
system of philosophy and ultimately with his own work based on the tran-
scendental intuition. The democratic intent that he had believed to be
implicit in their philosophy, the intent to give credence to the world of expe-
rience by revealing it as the Absolute in existence, seemed marred by an
increasingly evident elitism.

In Schelling’s work this was more blatant in that, for him, the true com-
prehension of the subjective and objective worlds, the Absolute Identity in its
full self-consciousness and ultimate self-verification, was an experience that
could be achieved only by those who possessed the appropriate “poetic
genius.” But a unity of subjective and objective worlds that lay ultimately and
only in the capacity of the artist to lose himself in the mystic identity was one
that left behind the whole experience of ordinary consciousness and its
ambiguous relations with the world. Hegel’s own work certainly did not rele-
gate the truth of the Absolute to the privileged artist but sought to be a phi-
losophy accessible to everyone and that could bring to light the true signifi-
cance of the world of appearance.3 But it must have dawned on him that this
philosophy itself relied on a privileged standpoint, the standpoint of the tran-
scendental intuition. For the standpoint of ordinary consciousness, for whom
Hegel believed philosophy to be so essential, was precisely the standpoint of
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reflective thought, of fixed and rigid categories, of alienation from unity, and
hence of an incapacity to conceive any genuine identity.

In focusing on unity in experience from the transcendental standpoint,
Hegel still has failed truly to address the fundamental problem characterizing the
modern consciousness—the radical breach between self and nature. The fact is that
even if the experience of unity could have a conceptual expression that would
satisfy the modern individual of its truth, that individual is alienated even
from the experience of the unity by the standpoint of reflective thought that
has come to dominate him. It is not that this consciousness is incapable of
experiencing a unity such as love, or the knowledge of the transcendental
intuition, but that in its reflection it becomes alienated from that unity. To
come back to that experience for the modern is thus in itself a special problem
that cannot be addressed by Hegel’s existing philosophical system. The birth of
Phenomenology of Spirit as the true introduction to Hegel’s philosophical sys-
tem appears to have been the result of the final crystallization of this idea.
The taking up of the standpoint of modern consciousness and its separation
from being must be the initiating point for the system. And the task of a Phe-
nomenology, the “science of the experience of consciousness,” is to trace the
experience of how reflective consciousness, or the modern will, overcomes
this separation, how, through its own experience, it comes to transcend its
limited, one-sided perspectives, toward a standpoint of unity between self
and world, subject and object, reason and nature. In other words, it is to see
how consciousness comes to the transcendental intuition as the genuine truth
of its existence.

PHENOMENOLOGY OF SPIRIT:
THE JOURNEY OF THE MODERN WILL

In Phenomenology, the task is to build a “ladder” from finite consciousness,
which is in the position of reflective thought, to the “transcendental stand-
point.” While before Hegel had presumed this latter position, now he must
show how reflective consciousness is immanently driven there. In the method
of Phenomenology, thus, we begin with reflective consciousness, which has a
particular idea of the truth according to which it operates. We merely observe
how this consciousness, through its experience with this idea, discovers the
flaw or contradiction therein and moves on to a new view of the truth, which
incorporates the previous insight. Thus the method is meant to illustrate a log-
ical necessity in the movement of reflective consciousness toward the establish-
ment of a higher truth.

But already we can see a strangeness in this task. For it is not clear why
reflective consciousness must move at all; it is not clear what is driving it.
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Phenomenology is meant to be a tracing of a movement that reflective con-
sciousness does of its own accord, that it undertakes by its own hands, and
not a construction created by the philosopher. Rather the philosopher is
merely to be the observer of the process in which reflective consciousness
engages by its own self, according to its own immanent logic. Yet reflective
consciousness by itself would seem to be static. Hegel indeed accuses it of
being so in various places in his philosophy. Thus why it is at all that this
consciousness would embark on a project of self-overcoming is an ambigu-
ity that plagues us from the beginning and that is only too rarely addressed
by commentators.4

A will to truth, to seeing its own inadequacies and transcending them in
a higher standing, is simply assumed in many readings. Further, there is a
notion that the journey we witness is a purely reflective overcoming of a reflec-
tive consciousness and that to trace it is to follow a seamless unfolding of
rational necessity. Reflective consciousness is to be driven simply by the nature
of its own logic and gives up its truth and embraces a new one in each move-
ment only according to its own standards.

I would like to propose something different here, which is that the very
undertaking of the journey of reflective thought witnessed in Phenomenology
of Spirit requires us to assume not merely that reflective consciousness has a
will to truth through which it comes to confront its own contradictions, but
that it has this will only because it already possesses the truth in a subconscious
form. It is this subconscious knowledge that drives it forward, to make explicit
what it knows only in a dark, intuitive manner. Furthermore, it has acquired
this knowledge of truth, of unity, through its experience of love. Reflective
consciousness appears to have lost the truth of love by separating from it. But
the experience of love can never ultimately be lost, although it may be
eclipsed. It remains as an intuitive knowledge, separated, lurking in the back-
ground, no longer explicitly part of the self-consciousness of the figures we
encounter. And it is only in and through the experience of reflective con-
sciousness that it will come to light again.

Reflective consciousness, the beginning point of Phenomenology, thus pre-
supposes the knowledge of love and is driven forward by this knowledge. We
can see this at crucial points in the text that shall be examined, most notably
in the movement from the consciousness of “Abstract Right” in the Roman
Empire to the noble consciousness of the ancien regime. Hegel is not explicit
about this in the text because it is not taking place at a conscious level and
hence cannot be brought to the forefront of the phenomenological presenta-
tion (which only deals with the conscious idea of consciousness about its
truth). However, at a crucial point it becomes necessary to acknowledge the
presence of this subconscious knowledge, in order to explain the very drive to
unity. It is only at the end of its journey that this knowledge will again become
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explicit, become for consciousness, in the experience of conscience and for-
giveness. Hence the whole movement that we will be tracing begins and ends
with the knowledge of love.

What the following examination will thereby show is that, far from con-
stituting a purely logical unfolding, what we encounter in the initial drive of
the noble consciousness toward unity, and in the final reengagement with love
in the experience of forgiveness, is a will that is implicitly driven by the knowl-
edge of love. Phenomenology will not achieve what we expect it to—we will not
see a reconciliation of self and other, or of finite and infinite, achieved in a
manner that is purely transparent to rational thinking. Instead, the exposition
that follows will seek to show how love is at play and must be invoked at cru-
cial moments in order to comprehend the pathway of the modern will.

It will not be necessary for our purposes here to engage with the entire
series of movements of consciousness that the Phenomenology traces, for the
major purpose of our investigation is to see how a reflective consciousness that
has, in history, become separated from the experience of unity with its own self
and with the cultural world around it, gets driven forward toward a conscious
reengagement with its lost experience of unity. Specifically, we shall take up
consciousness in its experience of the Roman Empire, what Hegel calls “the
world of legal status,” for it is here that we encounter reflective conscious-
ness—on a widespread scale—in history for the first time.

The Roman Consciousness

In its reflection away from nature and customary morality and back onto its
own self, the fundamental political principle of the consciousness Hegel attrib-
utes to Rome is the abstract category of “the person.” The idea of the person is
abstract because it is arrived at by negating all particular characteristics. It is
political because it is upon this concept of individuals as persons that rights are
asserted and recognized. In the world of “legal status,” consciousness under-
stands its own sensuous being only as finite, particular being, with no larger
spiritual significance. Its universality here is the “empty unit of the person,” the
abstract self of legal personality that is purely external to its natural being (PS
§480). Its nature is merely the insignificant filling of its legal personality, a fill-
ing that is accorded no recognition in this world (PS §477–79). But it is from
this standpoint that it gains the right to concern itself with its own individual
self, conceived as something separate from the community. It is from this
standpoint that it is conceived as “will,” as an individual justified in occupying
itself with its own separate being and living according to its immediate, indi-
vidual impulses. And this is realized in private property (PS §480).

The major significance of the discussion of Rome (and this is regardless
of whether Hegel gives us an adequate comprehension of Rome per se) is the
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argument that a society that constructs itself purely according the category of
the legal person, or “abstract ego,” cannot sustain itself as a political community.
For while such a community contains the positive principles of legal equality
and individual freedom, ironically, even these positive aspects will be destroyed
in the absence of some deeper moral principle—in the absence of an ethical
life—binding citizens together in a more substantial way. And this is precisely
what, according to Hegel, was lacking in Rome. The result was that the repub-
lic inevitably deteriorated into a state of empire where “colossal individualities”
were required to hold things together.5 Only through force can a purely atom-
istic society be held together, as Hobbes also comprehended. Hence we have the
paradoxical spectacle of a freedom that turns into subjugation (§481).

What we will ultimately see, and the significance of the next phase of the
discussion, is that the concept of ‘abstract right’ or ‘legal personality’ as the
basis of political community must be transcended in favor of a unity of per-
sonality and nature, in favor of a moral subjectivity that is situated in nature
and in a particular social and political context. But as I shall argue, this tran-
scendence does not take place at a purely logical level. To go beyond abstract
right requires the knowledge of love.

For now, however, consciousness has learned merely of its own nothing-
ness, both in terms of its abstract being-for-self and its own natural being. The
very condition of the upholding of its right, that of the absolute power of the
emperor, is at the same time an abrogation of that right, for the emperor is
subject only to his own whims. Having confronted this, consciousness is “dri-
ven back into itself from this actuality” and “ponders this its inessential nature”
(PS §483). It now projects the idea of the universal, which it had previously
attached to its own self, onto that external force that holds it together. It sees
its essence now as outside of itself, as “state power.”

The Noble Consciousness

In the transition from the Roman consciousness to the noble consciousness of
the ancien regime, Hegel does not explicitly mention the experience of Chris-
tian love, focusing instead on Christ as a religious object from which individ-
uals feel alienated (PS §485). Hegel’s failure to mention the principle of
Christian love in this section of Phenomenology could well lead to the conclu-
sion that such a principle has no historical significance and no intrinsic phe-
nomenological meaning to the modern. It would seem that the movement
forward is conducted without the knowledge, or the need, for love.

But such an interpretation is problematic, for the movement from the
Roman to the noble consciousness in fact presupposes the knowledge of love.
While the Roman had produced only a knowledge of itself as alienated, as
finding its essence outside of itself, in the figure of state power, the noble con-
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sciousness undertakes an activity of trying to unify itself with the essence that
lies beyond it. Why it should do so is a question that requires considerable
attention, for it is not the only, or even the most obvious, path available to it.
One, which Hegel saw the Stoics as doing, would be to retreat into the uni-
versality of thought, abandoning sensuous existence (PH 316, 323). Or for the
Jewish consciousness as Hegel viewed it, more aware of its embeddedness in
finitude, the knowledge of alienation from universality takes the form of sor-
row and yearning but at the same time of a resignation to living in the actual,
finite world (PH 323). The idea of the noble consciousness—that one could
attain unity with the truth outside oneself and that by one’s own activity—is
not the most logical path forward. Indeed, it seems to presuppose something
quite beyond the logic of reflective rationality.

It is here that we must confront the knowledge of love as the presuppo-
sition of the noble consciousness. For it is only with the experience of love, the
experience of the implicit identity of the finite self with the universal, of
human and God, and of self and other, that we can comprehend the drive of
the noble consciousness toward unity with a truth that it now holds as beyond
it. The noble consciousness must have some intuition of its implicit unity with
the universal, with “state power” and the metamorphosis that this universal
undergoes, in order to undertake the striving toward unity with it. As Hegel
suggests, even though it experiences itself as alienated from the actual world
and political order, “at the same time, certain that this world is its substance,
it sets about making it its own” (PS §490). Its striving is the striving to render
an implicit truth explicit.

But if this is the case, why does Hegel not make it more explicit in Phe-
nomenology? Why is there no mention of the experience of love, at this stage,
but simply a chronological shift from the historical epoch of Rome to that of
the ancien regime? The answer is that we are dealing with a phenomenologi-
cal presentation here and thus have before us only consciousness’ idea of its
truth. If there is an implicit knowledge, a knowledge that is not conscious, at
play, it cannot be brought to the forefront. It attains reality here only in the
symbolic figure of Christ, in whom consciousness has faith, but without any
comprehension of the nature of this belief itself (PS 485). Only when con-
sciousness has before itself the full idea of itself, of what is driving it, only
when the knowledge has become fully conscious, will it be presented to us. We
will get closer to this knowledge of the unity of self and universal in the fig-
ure of “the Enlightenment.” But even here, as we shall see, the identification
of self with the universal is abstract only and leaves out the realm of being. It
is only in conscience and its further development in forgiveness that the
knowledge of love will once again come to the surface.

The notion that the noble consciousness is implicitly driven by the
knowledge of love can be corroborated by an examination of The Philosophy of
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History, where Hegel is more explicit about what is going on here. The expe-
rience of love, which in Christianity is reflectively captured in the positing of
“the unity of Man with God” (PH 324/392), is what pushes “him who is a
partaker of the truth, and knows that he himself is a constituent [Moment] of
the Divine Idea, to give up his merely natural being” in order to try and unify
himself with the universal. This giving up is precisely the activity that we see
undertaken by the noble consciousness.

That this movement takes the form of a subconscious impulse, rather
than a conscious knowledge of unity, is evident from Hegel’s statement in Phi-
losophy of History that “[t]his implicit unity exists in the first place only for the
thinking speculative consciousness” and that “for the sensuous, representative
consciousness” it becomes present only in the form of an external object, the
figure of Christ. And yet we know already that it is the “witness of one’s own
Spirit” (PH 326/294) that is the real truth of Christ. Or, as Hegel said earlier
in the “Spirit of Christianity”: “Faith in the divine is only possible if in the
believer himself there is a divine element which rediscovers itself, its own
nature, in that on which it believes, even if it be unconscious that what it has
found is its own nature” (SC 266/313 [my emphasis]). Hence it is the recog-
nition of the truth of Jesus on an intuitive level by Christians—the experience
of love, of one’s unity with an infinite principle—that becomes the immanent
force of history.

Indeed, in Philosophy of History Hegel is very explicit that the meaning of
the idea of history from this point forth is precisely the unfolding of the expe-
rience of love in the actual world: “The process displayed in History is only the
manifestation of Religion as Human Reason—the production of the religious
principle which dwells in the heart of man, under the form of Secular Freedom.
Thus the discord between the inner life of the heart and the actual world is
removed” (PH 335 [my emphasis]).

The significance of the insinuation of love as the basis of the noble con-
sciousness and its subsequent unfolding is manifold. For what it means in
terms of the modern human subjectivity is that a true overcoming of the posi-
tion of abstract right, the position that Hegel believes politically to have
played itself out in the fate of the Romans, requires the experience of love. The
movement of overcoming in the mature Hegel—the Hegel of Phenomenology
and of subsequent works—is not a purely rational, reflective one, where the
logical inadequacy of the position of abstract right is recognized, as most com-
mentators would have us believe. Certainly there is a logical inadequacy,
which he depicts in Philosophy of Right and which he dramatizes in Philosophy
of History.6 But at the level of actual, individual existence, it presupposes more
than mere logic—it presupposes the experience of love.

It is of the utmost significance for understanding Hegel’s mature
thought that he sees Christian love as making its appearance on the histori-
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cal scene at the time of the Roman Empire, the society most purely deter-
mined by the principle of abstract right and the abstract reflective reasoning
that lies at its basis. And this is the case not because it emphasizes the Chris-
tian presupposition of Hegel’s thinking but because it shows love, the princi-
ple he identifies with the early Christian community, to be essential to the
overcoming of the standpoint of reflective rationality and of a society
founded purely on relations of private property.7 While he may have rejected
love as a final overcoming of the divisions of reflective rationality, as we saw
in chapter 1, love nevertheless continues to serve as the basis of that over-
coming, as the basis of the modern will.

But to realize this process, to be able to will the knowledge of love in the
world, requires, first, a profound process of disciplining. This is why Hegel
emphasizes the significance of Christ not only in terms of the inner knowl-
edge of the heart but also in Christ’s teachings that one must sunder oneself
from one’s natural being (PH 327–28). Only by “abstraction from all that
belongs to reality, even from [natural] moral ties . . . only by stripping himself
of his finiteness and surrendering himself to pure self-consciousness, does he
attain the truth” (PH 328/397). The idiosyncratic will that had been liberated
by the principle of Rome must now be educated, in order to attain the truth
that lay within it, the truth that the self is universal. That truth now is placed
outside the self, in the figure of Christ, or with the noble consciousness, in
“state power.” The negative process by which one approaches this truth is con-
ceived as a “disciplining”: “‘Zucht’ (discipline) is derived from ‘Ziehen’ (to
draw). This drawing must be towards something; there must be some fixed
unity in the background in whose direction that drawing takes place. . . . A
renunciation, a disaccustoming, is the means of leading to an absolute basis of
existence” (PH 320/388 [italics mine]).

Yet the very presupposition of this disciplining is that one can attain to a
unity with the truth that stands beyond one. One is drawn toward the exter-
nal figure of unity by the inner feeling of connection with that figure. One is
drawn by the intuition of love.

It is this process, this “disciplining” by its own hands, that we see com-
mencing with the noble consciousness, that will ultimately result in its coming
back to itself as containing the truth, as containing an infinite principle. The
noble consciousness, who has understood the lesson of chaos encountered in
the experience of Rome, the nothingness of its own existence, devotes its atten-
tion to its new truth—“the universally acknowledged authority” that holds the
society together and seeks to bring about a unity with that authority. Its entire
movement is a movement of discipline, by which it denies its own natural self
in order to come to unity with the universal that it perceives as outside of itself.
What Hegel calls “culture” (Bildung) is the means by which it conforms to the
universal. This is the negating of its own natural, particular desires, the desires

41From Christianity to Conscience



that it now sees as nothing and as the source of its previous chaos. It must
alienate itself from its natural being, become “one who voluntarily renounces
possessions and enjoyment and acts and is effective in the interests of the rul-
ing power” (PS §503/274).

In the section of Phenomenology called “Culture,” the truth that con-
sciousness sees as external to itself and for which it sacrifices itself takes on a
number of different shapes through the course of its experience. And as it
does so, the consciousness itself changes “shape” or adopts a different view of
what it is working towards. At first, as the “noble consciousness,” it sees the
truth of itself as state power and adopts a negative attitude to its own ends in
obedience to that power. Indeed, it completes this self-negativity by abasing
its very being-for-self, its very sense of itself as an ‘I,’ in the activity of flat-
tering the monarch. Flattery is the true sacrifice of the self, the debasement
of any vestige of being-for-self. The irony is that in doing so, the noble
receives back wealth from the monarch. This is because the monarch is in fact
dependent on the nobles for recognition. Indeed, it is only through the recog-
nition achieved in flattery that the very being of the monarch as an actual,
self-conscious state power can exist. Through their flattery, he “knows that
the nobles not only are ready and prepared for the service of the state power,
but that they group themselves round the throne as an ornamental setting, and
that they are continually telling him who sits on it what he is” (PS §511/277).
The monarch implicitly acknowledges this reality by imparting wealth to the
nobles in return for the recognition. And thus the noble discovers that state
power, or the monarch, is not in fact the truth for which he sacrifices him-
self. Rather, in the end, the sacrifice turns out to be for money. Its new object
of truth is money.

But in order to save its idea that it is still working for a higher truth, and
not for itself, the noble consciousness takes upon itself to distribute its wealth
for the benefit of others. However, it remains in a contradiction because the
criteria by which it imparts its money—its noblesse oblige—are “independent
and arbitrary” (§519/281). It is its “contingent personality,” precisely what was
supposed to count for nothing to this consciousness, that is the fundamentally
determining aspect of its activity. It is up to the “base consciousness,” however,
the consciousness which supplicates itself to the noble in order to gain wealth,
to expose the real truth of this situation.

The Base Consciousness

The base consciousness degrades itself before the noble in order to get money,
just as the noble consciousness had done with the monarch. But only the base
consciousness faces up to what it is doing, for the base consciousness has
nothing to lose by confronting the truth. Indeed, in its self-degradation lies a
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resentment and inner rebellion at its situation, which Hegel sees portrayed in
Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew. This resentment entails an implicit taking back of
its self, its dignity. It is aware of the inessentiality to which others are hypo-
critically devoting themselves and, although it itself engages in such devotion,
in its flattering behavior it harbors a secret mockery and despising by which it
retrieves its own being-for-self. In its witty talk it externalizes this mockery,
shows itself the real power over the situation, the power over every object—
state power, wealth, and benevolence—that had before been taken as the given
and the true.

The real insight to which the base consciousness attains is that it is not
the sovereign power or the objects of wealth that are the real truth of the sit-
uation, but the individual subjects. The truth of the whole movement of cul-
ture is the recognition by the self that its real truth and universal does not
stand outside itself, in state power or wealth, but in its very own being. Every-
thing is in fact done for its own self. It thereby overcomes its alienation and
returns once again to its own self.

Enlightenment Consciousness 

The return into the self by the base consciousness is not a return to itself as
a natural self. That is what we had with the self of the Roman Empire, which
lived according to its own found desires and impulses. On the contrary the
reality of this new consciousness is the “pure self,” the self purified of any self-
subsistent content, “determined neither by reality nor by thought”
(§526/286). In knowing the vanity of the objects of wealth and power, it
knows itself as their truth, knows itself as the power of negativity and the
truth of the world. It is no longer mired in its own desires or in denying its
own self in the name of something higher, because it has come to see itself as
the real truth of what went before. Its former content and substance have
“turned into something negative. . . . The positive object is merely the pure ‘I’
itself, and the disrupted consciousness in itself this pure self-identity of self-
consciousness that has returned to itself ” (§526/286). Its object is itself as a
pure abstraction, a pure ‘I’.

What had been politically instantiated in Rome—the legal status of the
person—becomes here self-consciously embraced as the real truth of the self.
It is capable now of denying its own desires, not in the name of state power
and wealth but in the name of itself as a higher truth. Hence the disciplining
process through which consciousness had sought to reunite itself with a uni-
versal that stood over against it has here been largely achieved. It finds itself—
as pure self-consciousness—as the infinite principle.

With itself as object, consciousness appears implicitly to have come to a
harmony with its object, to have overcome its own alienation from its truth.
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And yet this is clearly not the return to the intuition of love for which we have
been waiting. Rather, it is the rational self of the Enlightenment, which holds
that the truth does not lie in some external authority, but in the rationality of
humans, that being attains its true validity and verification in human self-con-
sciousness. This self as the object of truth has indeed progressed beyond the
“abstract ego” of the Roman Empire, which acted according to the truth of its
contingent, particular self, and beyond the noble consciousness that did not
recognize its self as the truth of its own activity.

Yet the purification to pure self-consciousness, the seeing of its rational
essence as the truth of things, is only one side of the matter, and this is the
essential inadequacy of the Enlightenment consciousness, which shows that it
has not fully come back to itself. For this “pure I,” “pure self-consciousness,”
purged of its natural desires, is incapable of willing anything in the world. It
is defined only negatively, over against the world, and can find no positive
substance. It knows itself as the truth of the world, but that world still appears
as a reality and an ‘other’. To realize its knowledge of itself as the truth and
power over the world, it must show itself as such. It must show itself as the
might of negativity, “which eliminates everything objective that supposedly
stands over against consciousness, and makes it into a being which has its ori-
gin in consciousness” (§529/288). The entire story of the Enlightenment is the
actualization of this idea, first against the content of faith, then in the positive
concept of ‘utility,’ then against the very form of being in the French Revolu-
tion, and finally against its own sensuous being in the moral consciousness of
Kant (see appendix).

The disciplining process that has led consciousness to the standpoint of
the Enlightenment has laid the groundwork for a coming back to the knowl-
edge of love. But pure self-consciousness is not capable of willing from love or
recognizing love as its true principle. It recognizes only its own ‘I’-ness. And
the overcoming of this, essentially abstract, standpoint, will be achieved not
through the Kojèvian-Marxist pathway of labor, or objectification of self-con-
sciousness in nature, or through the mutual recognition of two pure self-con-
sciousnesses (Habermas 1999), but through a coming back to the nature in
one’s own self, in the form of conviction, and a willing from there. It is this
moral self-consciousness that is rooted once again in nature—nature not as
mere desire but as conviction. Furthermore, as I shall argue in the next sec-
tion, it constitutes Hegel’s positive conception of moral agency and of a will
that can will the knowledge of love in the world.

The disciplining process to pure self-consciousness is thus only one side
of the story, as I have suggested here all along. The other side is the inner
knowledge of love, which serves as the ground of the modern subjectivity and
which must be returned to after the process of separation and disciplining.
However, it is only after pure self-consciousness has experimented with
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attempting to realize itself as such, only after it has been forced to see the truth
of itself as pure negativity, that it will come back to conscience, to an embod-
ied idea of itself, as its larger truth and as the basis from which it can will
something positively in the world (see appendix).8

Conscience and Forgiveness: The Return to the 
Knowledge of Love and the Willing of It in the World

Hegel’s discussion of conscience in Phenomenology of Spirit constitutes his idea
of how a concrete morality can be realized in the world. It represents, for him,
the overcoming of the poverty-stricken nature of the concept of utility and the
problem of abstractness that plagued the French Revolution and Kantian
moral philosophy.

Kant’s moral philosophy, which embodies in thought what was realized
historically in the French Revolution, according to Hegel, contains the posi-
tive notion of an autonomous self, a self that can determine itself according to
reason. Hegel’s problem with Kant is not in the idea that an individual has the
capacity for autonomy, as is so often interpreted; it is in how Kant conceptual-
izes that autonomy as a purely abstract reason, receiving neither substance nor
motivation from the sensuous self. According to Hegel, in separating reason
from being, Kant can find no content for moral action. Neither can such a rea-
son act out its “pure duty” in the world while remaining pure, unmotivated by
sensuous concerns. Similarly, the idea of the general will at the basis of the
French Revolution can also find no positive realization when conceived in
abstraction from nature. A merely abstract reason can realize itself only in “the
fury of destruction.”

Conscience represents the transcendence of this merely abstract stand-
point, for it is the standpoint that realizes the limit of the abstractly rational
self described above, which sees the one-sidedness of this kind of reason and
which now seeks the substance of morality elsewhere—in unity with its own
sensuous being. It responds to a given situation not by consulting its merely
abstract reason but in and through its own sensuous reactions to the situation.
It grasps onto this reaction as its duty and its reality.

This is conscience as “conviction,” as the certainty that one is right,
that this is what one must do in a given situation. The truth according to
which it acts is a truth it finds in its own sensuous being and self-con-
sciously heeds that truth. It authorizes its own sensuous response, and gives
it the status of a duty (646/349). Through conviction, conscience elevates
and validates the sensuous or particular aspect of its response. The appro-
priate moral response is not something known in advance—an abstract rule
to be applied in a given case—but only emerges in and through the
response called forth by the situation itself. Furthermore, the validity of the
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response is given simply through the certainty of conviction, simply in the
belief that this is the right thing to do.

As the finding of a moral response in a given moral situation, and within
its own sensuous being, conscience constitutes the unity of reason and being;
it is law no longer in an abstract form that stands over sensuous being as
something alien that commands it, but law in existence, in the form of being,
expressed through individuality. In giving up the internal division between its
natural self and its pure duty, a true unity of self has been achieved; the
antithesis has been overcome.

It is in light of this understanding of conscience that we can begin to see
why it is such an extraordinary attainment in Phenomenology. As the unity of
mind and body, reason and sensuous being, abstract principle and concrete sit-
uation, conscience represents, finally, the transcendence of the standpoint of a
merely “reflective rationality.” It represents the achievement of the “transcen-
dental intuition,” of a genuine reconnection with the Absolute as Hegel con-
ceives it. After the entire trajectory of identifying its truth as outside its sen-
suous being, in the abstract ego of the Romans, in the state power and wealth
of the noble consciousness, in the abstract ‘I’ of the Enlightenment con-
sciousness, the French Revolution and the Kantian moral self, in conscience
we finally have a return to unity with being as the fundamental substance of
the truth.

According to Hegel, Kant had achieved the transcendental standpoint
with his establishment of the unified subject in “the Transcendental Deduc-
tion” of the First Critique (D 79/5). But he then proceeded, like Fichte, to con-
ceptualize that unity reflectively, instead of taking up the transcendental view-
point implicit in the deduction. Existentially, it is conscience that achieves this
standpoint and sustains it—that wills from a unity of mind and body in the
world. Conscience—at least truth conscience9—is the coming together of the
divine and the human, of reason and emotion, and—still implicit at this
point—of self and other. In other words, it is a return to the earlier knowledge of
love as Hegel had discussed it in “Spirit of Christianity,” but now come to in and
through the will, in and through the medium of reflective thought.

But if the standpoint of conscience is the achievement of the transcen-
dental intuition of Hegel’s Differenzschrift, the foundation of the philosophi-
cal system, and the transcendence of the position of reflective rationality, then
it would seem that Phenomenology of Spirit has completed its task and that we
may begin to regard the unfolding of the intuition from within the framework
of Hegel’s philosophical system. And yet Phenomenology does not close here.
Rather, Hegel goes on to trace the dialectic peculiar to this standpoint, and it
turns out that this is necessary because, in spite of being a reexperiencing of
unity, a reexperiencing that has been achieved in and through the journey of
reflective rationality, conscience has nevertheless turned out to be inadequate
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as a final philosophical standpoint. Hegel has, by the time we reach the section
on conscience, fully abandoned the transcendental intuition as the basis of his
philosophical system, and we can point to two reasons here that give a pre-
liminary understanding of why he should have done so.

First, the character of conscience as conviction, the mere certainty that
it is right in what it does or holds, remains a mere assertion. Conscience has
not stood the test of judgment. It faces similar counterassertions from others
and must actualize itself in the world in order to gain any vindication at all.
With Kantian moral consciousness there was a preexistent basis for judging
actions as good or bad; actions were regarded either as pure or impure, as
good or evil. But this is not the case with conscience. Because there is no such
thing as a pure duty, because it is always being that gives content and reality
to duty, the former way of distinguishing between actions in terms of law ver-
sus being or happiness becomes ineffectual. Now, “[e]very content, because it
is determinate, stands on the same level as any other” (§645/348). This
includes content that seems to will for “the general good,” for that good could
go against the good of an individual, who could thus challenge this claim to
legitimacy. One furthermore cannot refer to existing law and right for what
“is valid on its own account independently of the individual’s knowledge and
conviction . . . [for it is] precisely against the form of that duty that morality
in general is directed” (§645/348); it is precisely willing from one’s own self
that constitutes the principle of autonomy that has been attained. This prob-
lem of judgment is thus a fundamental problem with the standpoint of con-
science and what shows that it has still not fully transcended the standpoint
of reflective rationality, for as we shall see, it is reflective rationality that poses
the question of judgment.

Even beyond this, however, the attempt by conscience to overcome its
inadequacy and gain recognition for its conviction in the world reveals a sec-
ond problem with it as a philosophical standpoint. As I shall try to show in
the following discussion, the final recognition of the truth of conscience in the
experience of forgiveness is one that does not take place according to a purely
transparent rationality but appears to involve a kind of experience of grace.
This is because it is a movement rooted in love. It is this strangeness to the
dialectic of conscience, that it is tracing a movement that cannot, in the
moment, be clearly logically followed, that is at least partially responsible for
Hegel’s abandonment of the transcendental intuition as the basis for philoso-
phy, and his subsequent turn to the “Notion” in the final chapter of Phenome-
nology. The idea that moral action and its recognition by others in the world
takes place “through a glass, darkly,” is one of the major significations of the
dialectic that we shall examine.

Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that we can point already to Hegel’s rejec-
tion of conscience and the transcendental intuition as a final philosophical
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standpoint, conscience does represent the basis of Hegel’s theory of moral
agency and the realization of right in the world. As an achievement of the tran-
scendental standpoint, as a coming back to the knowledge of the unity of rea-
son and sense, in and through the activity of the will, conscience is the basis by
which the knowledge of love can be realized in the world. Whereas before the
principle of reflective thought and will stood outside that knowledge and was
hostile to it, now, after its whole history of disciplining and despair, the will has
come to embrace its unity with being as its very substance and as that which it
must will in the world. Conscience is love come back to, in and through the
activity of the will, so that the truth of love can now be actualized in existence,
instead of remaining merely in retreat.

That Hegel’s discussion of conscience contains his theory of moral
action has been recognized by other commentators (e.g., Bernstein 1994,
Shanks 1991). But its bears reemphasizing. For the more widespread view,
promoted by commentators such as Habermas, is the notion that Hegel does
not in fact have any theory of individual moral action and that he points
instead to given laws and institutional structures as the reference point for
individuals (Habermas 1999, Robinson 1977). Such a viewpoint is also
implicitly present in the widespread appropriation of Hegel’s thought by
communitarians (e.g., Sandel 1982). Yet this viewpoint misconstrues Hegel
fundamentally. Not only does it efface the essentially Kantian nature of
Hegel’s enterprise, his lifelong concern with the moral autonomy of the indi-
vidual, but it fails to answer the question of how the objective structure of
laws and institutions get realized in the first place.

It is significant to note that Hegel’s discussion of conscience in Phenom-
enology comes on the heels of his assertion that the problematic of the French
Revolution lay in the incapacity of an abstract reason to generate an objec-
tive structure for organizing society. This problem, according to Hegel, is
played out in Germany at the level of thought in the difficulties with Kant’s
moral philosophy. Hence the historical time period to which Hegel’s discus-
sion of conscience can be paralleled is precisely the time when all old, feudal
structures have been wiped away and nothing adequate has emerged to take
their place. For conscience, at least as we can understand it in Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology, there simply is no institutional structure to which it can refer.10

Hence the individual is cast back upon herself, on her own moral autonomy,
as the basis for action and judgment. Not only does Hegel not repudiate this
condition but he indeed is portraying in this section just how a new order
comes into being through individual conscientious action and judgment, an
order that replaces the irrationality and injustice of the ancien regime. Just
how conscience achieves this, and how the realization of a new social and
political order happens in and through the knowledge of love, is what must
now be examined.
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The Dialectic of Conscience and Forgiveness or,
the Realization of Right in the World

For conscience, the validity of its position exists in its self-certainty, in its con-
viction, its unity with its own sensuous being. But there is an inadequacy to
this standpoint, an inadequacy that is felt by conscience itself and that explains
its drive to realize its conviction in the world, through action. This inadequacy
lies in the possibility that its conviction may be wrong, that it may not in fact
embody the universal. In fact, as a merely subjective self-certainty, the whole
world lies outside of its truth, and this world includes other individuals and
their convictions, convictions that may go against the certainty of the individ-
ual. Hence simply containing a certainty within oneself is not enough. One
must will it in the world and achieve recognition for it.

That conscience is driven to action reveals once again the implicit role of
love at work. The knowledge of love that we examined in chapter 1 entailed a
unity not only of reason and emotion, of law and being, but also of self and
other. But it is this latter knowledge that is still left out, that has not yet been
established. While conscience may have attained a unity within itself, with its
own being, it still stands over against other self-consciousnesses and the world
around it. It still has not attained a unity with these. Once again, then, the
drive to unity that Hegel depicts here, the drive to realize its truth in the
world, through action, presupposes that conscience has a prior conviction of
its unity with that world. And it could only have gained that conviction
through the knowledge of love. The inadequacy that conscience feels, which
drives it to action, is its inadequate fulfillment of the knowledge of love, the
inadequacy and untruth of the ongoing disjunction between itself and the
world. Hence it seeks to put itself forward in the world, to gain recognition
and objectification for its inner truth, to realize the knowledge of unity.

There is a significant risk involved in this procedure. For the world into
which conscience acts is a world dominated by the principle of reflective ratio-
nality, with its narrow, divisive categories. And conscience, in embracing the
unity of reason and emotion, of universal and particular, has only just suc-
ceeded in transcending those categories. To put its action out there in the
world is to expose it to a judgment, then, that cannot truly comprehend it. It
is a judgment that will indeed chop it up once again into its universal and par-
ticular aspects. That is, others could take the essence of the action to be “an
ordinary reality, and the action . . . [as] the fulfilling of one’s pleasure and
desire” (§650/350). They could deny the good intent of the actor and insist
that the latter was acting from purely self-serving motives. Indeed, it is in their
interest to do that, says Hegel. There is a necessary impulse to judge the other
as evil, because in conscience one is convinced of one’s own truth, and the
action of the other may not reflect that truth. This other is thus a threat, a
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threat they must “nullify . . . by judging and explaining it” (§649/350). To
expose oneself to this, then, is to expose oneself to harm, to the frightening
prospect of having one’s essential being torn to pieces by the dissecting power
of reflective rationality. It is to risk the judgment of the world.

Yet it is only by such action that the substance of its conviction, the prin-
ciple that it believes to be right in this particular case, can be realized. For con-
science can attain nothing, will be only an isolated and meaningless event, if
its action is not recognized by the world at large as embodying some genuine
and legitimate truth. It needs the recognition of others for its truth to attain
genuine reality, a genuine objectification. Recognition is the medium in which
its action gains significance. The risks to its own self involved in this exposure
are necessary to the realization of the inner truth of conscience. These risks
include the possibility that it be branded a heretic or dubbed insane.

The fact that taking a conscientious action in the world can be such a
frightening and risk-filled enterprise helps to explain why so many individu-
als will not do it. Instead, they will take the less authentic pathway of the
“Beautiful Soul.” The beautiful soul is an individual who experiences the truth
of conviction, the harmony of her being with the call of duty, but becomes ter-
rified of action because of the vulnerability it entails. This conscience attempts
to avoid its entrapment in a particular content that can become subject to the
judgment of others, by insisting that the deed and its consequences are not its
objective reality. It focuses on duty solely in the moment of selfhood, solely on
its own good intentions, and not on the act itself. That is, it emphasizes the
form of conscience, of its own self-certainty, rather than the substance of what
it believes and does.

It is thus only in language (rather than deeds) that this conscience can
actualize itself, can objectify itself as a good intention, without losing control
over its truth in the deed. Thus it “declares” for others its own conviction, and
“this declaration is the true actuality of the act, and the validating of the
action” (§653/351). That is, in declaring its conviction, in declaring that it
really believes this to be right and good, this consciousness absolves itself of
responsibility for the consequences of an action and posits its intention explic-
itly in order to try to prevent others from pathologizing its motives. Such a
conscience will find others who are receptive to its assertion, who will believe
and validate it, because these others are themselves self-consciousnesses who
believe in their own truth. Thus the formal element of selfhood, in abstraction
from the actual content of what is declared, is something these consciences do
share with one other and becomes the basis of mutual recognition.11

But the reality of this conscience in its community with others thus
reveals itself to be, as Hegel mockingly says, “the mutual assurance of their
conscientiousness, good intentions, the rejoicing over this mutual purity, and
the refreshing of themselves in the glory of knowing and uttering, of cherish-
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ing and fostering, such an excellent state of affairs” (§656/353). It is a com-
pletely solipsistic reality, whereby all existence, including its own being, has
been brought for it into the contemplation of itself as ‘I’, has resolved itself
into an “absolute certainty” of its own self (§657/354). Nothing else counts but
the world and being as it views it, in its own self-certainty. Unwilling to let the
deed go free as the expression of itself in the world and for others, this con-
science clings to itself as a self-contained self-knowing, which in this form can
only be validated by other self-consciousnesses who are the same as itself. This
is the poverty of the beautiful soul. The reality of its conviction, its declara-
tion, is “changed immediately into a sound that dies away” (§658/354). It is a
will-less self that in fact achieves nothing.

Yet in spite of the hypocrisy and self-protectiveness of the beautiful soul,
it does have a role to play in the realization of right in the world. Because it is
not an authentic actualization of its inner truth, the beautiful soul is plagued
by a sense of its own inadequacy, and it is threatened by others who would
actualize their inner convictions in action, convictions that may well be dif-
ferent from their own. Thus it not only forms a community of language
around itself, but it sets itself up as the judge of others, to discredit their
actions and their convictions. It becomes the harsh agent of the world of
which it was so afraid and which prevented it from realizing its action in the
first place.

This process of judging others, in spite of its dangerous tendencies,12 is
nevertheless essential to the realization of good in the world; for exposure and
judgment is a process that the truly conscientious actor must go through in
order to get its truth recognized. The beautiful soul plays this judging role.
Hence conscience splits itself up into the two figures of the acting and the
judging conscience.

In face of the action of the acting conscience, the judging conscience
will indeed reflectively divide up the unity of the action into its universal
and particular components. In other words, it will accuse the acting con-
science of being “evil,” of really acting from a selfish motivation, rather than
from principle. It will furthermore charge the acting conscience with
hypocrisy, because that conscience insists that its action is “duty and con-
scientiousness” (§660/356) and does not admit its particular interest.
Rather than focusing on the fact that the acting conscience is acting out of
a sense of conviction, or duty, the judging conscience focuses on the partic-
ular aspect, the selfish “intention” involved in the action. So for example: “If
the action is accompanied by fame, then it knows this inner aspect to be a
desire for fame,” if the action shows the talent and abilities of the individ-
ual such that it could advance its station in the world, then intention is
judged to be ambition, if the action gives a person the feeling of their own
self-expression and development, then the true motivation is viewed as “the
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urge to secure his own happiness, even though this were to consist merely
in an inner moral conceit” (§665/358).

There is indeed a truth to the judgment that is made. For all willing
requires a motivating force, and that force is found in the individual’s sensu-
ous being, the locale of particularity. Thus, while the idea of what is to be done
may not be particularistic, the carrying out of the idea must include a partic-
ular motivation. Or, as Hegel says in Philosophy of History, “[i]f I am to exert
myself for any object, it must in some way or other be my object” (PH 22/36).
Yet this does not mean that the content of the action can be entirely reduced
to the self-interest of the acting conscience; it does not mean that something
higher and greater is not being enacted—and this is what the judging con-
sciousness is unwilling to see. Indeed, in his criticism of the judging con-
sciousness as a “moral valet,” who sees in the heroic individual only “one who
eats, drinks, and wears clothes” (PS §665/358), Hegel clearly points to the
idea that something more than merely individual interest is being realized
through acts of conscience and that the beautiful soul blinds itself to that
higher perspective.13 Conscientious action is the means by which a substantial
universal is realized in the world, and it does this in and through the medium
of the particular passions of individuals.14

Against the attempt by the judging conscience to reduce its moral action
to nothing, the acting conscience will assert the universal aspect of its action—
the purity of its intention, the principle that it believes to be at stake. As long
as both sides cling to their interpretation of the action, there is no way to rec-
oncile. However, in the judgment of the action Hegel sees the beginning of a
movement toward unity. The judging consciousness, who criticizes the acting
conscience as being guilty of self-interest and thus of hypocrisy in its pur-
portedly moral action, by this very criticism reveals itself as hypocritical,
“because it passes off such judging, not as another manner of being wicked,
but as the correct consciousness of the action” (§666/359). It sees only the par-
ticularity of the action, and in this lies its own wickedness. This implies, once
again, not only that there is genuine moral action but that the judging con-
science knows that there is and nevertheless represses that knowledge to pre-
serve its own self-identity as pure and good. But what it really preserves is its
own conceit, the idea of itself as superior to the acting consciousness, as in
touch with some higher truth, while at the same time, in the case of the beau-
tiful soul, it shows itself incapable of action at all. Thus by this judgment it
reveals its own self as base and wicked, as concerned with its own self-inter-
est as fundamentally as with duty.

According to Hegel, this revelation has a liberating effect on the acting
conscience. In seeing the evil in the other, it enables it to give up its insistence
that its own action was pure; it is liberated to see the particularity that had
been involved in its action. In seeing that the other is hypocritical or “evil,”
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and in its desire to gain recognition for its action, it gives up its own insistence
on purity. It “confesses” to the element of particularity in its action, thereby
expressing its sameness with the judging conscience, in an attempt to bring
the two sides closer together. It gives way on one aspect of the judgment, in
order to get this aspect out of the way and open up the possibility that the
larger significance of the action might be recognized.

Again here, we must point to the role of love in order adequately to com-
prehend this movement. For while there is a truth to the judgment that the
acting conscience is enmeshed in particularity, that it is partially motivated by
self-interest, it is not clear that this truth by itself is enough to motivate it to
make its confession. It seems more likely that it would insist on its own purity,
in the face of the harshness of the judgment that it confronts. The fact that it
does make this confession, and the subsequent forgiveness by the beautiful
soul, remains baffling in Hegel’s portrayal unless we presuppose that the two
are motivated not merely by a reflective knowledge of the truth but also by a
deeper knowledge of their unity and by a drive to realize that knowledge in
the world. This deeper knowledge is the knowledge of love.

The likelihood of disunity between the two figures that we might more
aptly expect is indeed portrayed by Hegel in the next part of the dialectic. For
in spite of the confession by the acting conscience of the element of particu-
larity in its action, the judging consciousness “repels this community of
nature.” It wants to sustain its view of itself as pure and superior, and because
it cannot actualize itself in a purely universal form in action, it sustains itself
only negatively, against the other whom it judges (§667/359). And yet there
is a necessity for it to act, for action is involved in the very self-concept; it
understands itself as “the absolute will of duty, as a consciousness whose deter-
mining comes solely from itself ” (§664/357).15 But it determines nothing.
Furthermore, it is mired in its own self-interest and cannot get out of that by
mere denial.

The only real pathway to reconciliation, according to Hegel, is for the
judging conscience to reciprocate the confession of the acting conscience, to
admit the element of self-interest in its negative, judging behaviour, and then
to acknowledge the positive element of the action of the other party, to
acknowledge what has been achieved. By this mutual exchange, suggests
Hegel, they come to a unity with one another in the universal. It is as if,
through their mutual confession, the element of particularity in action and
judgment is shorn of its significance so that the true universality of the deed
can shine through. In the acting conscience positing its particularity as a
moment of the action, and in the judging conscience seeing its own unreality
and acknowledging action as good, both “exhibit the power of Spirit” over the
element of particularity and attain to a genuine unity with one another in the
universal (§669/361).
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The universal, then, is what comes to light in the element of mutual
recognition once the particularity involved in the realization of the universal
is overcome, merely through being acknowledged. What is left after this
process is the truly substantial nature of the moral achievement. The real bond
with the other turns out to be rooted not in the merely formal self of con-
science nor in the fact of self-interest, but in a universal substance, the sub-
stance of morality that attains expression in the deed.16

What should become apparent here is that Hegel is not seeking to validate
every action done from conscience but only those actions that realize some-
thing truly good in the world. He is not simply referring to the conditions for
the recognition of another as conscientious, not just about the liberal principle
of mutual toleration and respect. Rather, when he refers to the actions of
Napolean and the moral valet he is speaking also about the substance of the
action. He is talking about great acts. And in this, one must be able to distin-
guish between acts that are done from conscience but that are clearly wrong or
insane and actions that are ultimately right and must be vindicated. However,
it is not just procedure that can determine this, in advance. Rather what com-
pels recognition is the encounter with the truth and goodness of this particular
action; it is the encounter not just with the form, but with the substance of the
action. What Hegel is describing, then, in this description of mutual recogni-
tion is a truly good and just action that compels the recognition of the judging
conscience because of the truth contained therein. For “the duty that is known
to be such is fulfilled and becomes a reality, just because what is essentially a
duty is the universal for all self-consciousnesses” (§640/345).

But again, what is so extraordinary and curious about this movement is
that the truth contained in the deed of the acting conscience would force its
way into the consciousness of the judge, such that he/she would be compelled
to admit it. What is extraordinary is the moment of recognition, which allows
the judge to forgive the particular aspect of the action and allows the true sub-
stance of the deed to shine forth. Hegel never tells us here what the substance
of the universal is that gets recognized, nor does he give us any concrete exam-
ples. Hence it is unclear exactly what the rationality of the deed is. Instead, he
describes the universal as “God manifested in the midst of those who know
themselves in the form of pure knowledge” (§671/362). What I think this
refers to is that, even if what gets recognized is essentially rational, the indi-
viduals do not come to it in a purely rational manner. Rather, it is come to
“through a glass, darkly,” as a kind of religious experience, an experience of
grace. In terms of the analysis offered here, it is a reencounter with the knowl-
edge of love, the knowledge that has been driving consciousness all along. In
forgiveness, the knowledge of love, the true substance of the will and what
implicitly unites self and other, comes once again to the surface, becomes fully
present to the individuals involved.17
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Fackenheim also suggests this when he says that the two figures of con-
science come into contact with a religious substance that already is, and “in
recognizing and accepting what already is, the Moral self turns religious”
(1967:66). Hyppolite as well suggests that the product of the experience of
forgiveness is a religious consciousness and that Hegel here points in a mysti-
cal direction (1974:568–69).18 This also explains why the discussion on con-
science is followed by the section on religion in Hegel’s Phenomenology.

But there is a crucial difference now, in comparison with the earlier expe-
rience of love in the Christian community. For while the early Christians
found a deeper truth in love, they could not reconcile it with the principle of
will, of reflective thought, that had come to dominate the secular world. Thus,
their love remained an impotent feeling that could only exist in retreat from
the world. And because it could attain no objectification, they fell back on
belief in positive doctrine to guide them in actual life. In contrast to this, con-
science has overcome the position of positivity; it has traveled through the
whole discipline of history, and in doing so subjectivity has come finally to rely
on its own self as the author of truth and thus is freed of external authority.
Moreover, and most crucially, it will not succumb to positivity because—
unlike the Christian self—it is able to will its truth in the world. This is the fun-
damental achievement of conscience—over against the early Christians.
Rather than retreating from reflective rationality, it puts its truth out there in
the world. It exposes itself to judgment. In judgment, the momentary unity
achieved by conscience with its own being is rent apart once again by the
power of reflective rationality, is chopped up into the division between uni-
versal and particular. But in doing so, in acknowledging the element of par-
ticularity in its action and in being forgiven, both figures of conscience go
beyond, into the common substance of the universal. Thus it is in and through
willing, in and through the confrontation with reflective thought, that a
higher unity of self and other, of self and world, is achieved.

Thus, the whole pathway consciousness has traversed seems to have been
necessary both for it to come back to what Hegel in “Spirit of Christianity”
believed to be Christ’s real teaching—the truth of love, of a nontemporal real-
ity that dwells within us, and to will that truth in the world. It has been that
truth as a subconscious reality that drove the noble consciousness forward, to
the establishment of truth as abstract subjectivity in Enlightenment, the
French Revolution, and Kant, until it can come back to the full knowledge of
the truth within not as the abstract self, but as conscience and as the truth that
is actualized through action, judgment, and forgiveness.

What we can furthermore begin to see is that conscience, and its actualiza-
tion in the world, is at the basis of Hegel’s politics. For it is in and through the activ-
ity of conscience that the knowledge of love is actualized in the world, instead
of remaining in retreat. The religious encounter itself, or the resurfacing of the
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knowledge of love, constitutes the actualization of the principles of right, the
very principles we see articulated in Philosophy of Right.

What is startling about this is that, in the very moment of the individu-
als’ actualization of the universal, the actualization of right and law, the actors
themselves do not have rational transparency about what they are really
achieving. Both in the moment of its action and in its recognition, the truth
of conscience is realized “through a glass, darkly.” And it is precisely because
the universal remain unclear, as an experience of grace, that there remains so
much ambiguity in Hegel’s presentation about what exactly the substance of
the universal is.19

CONCLUSION: THE INADEQUACY OF INTUITION
AS A PHILOSOPHICAL STANDPOINT

The lack of transparency surrounding the realization of the universal through
conscience, however, clearly constitutes a philosophical problem for Hegel’s
thought. For his assertion that the two figures of conscience—the judging and
the acting—overcome the element of particularity and attain unity in a gen-
uine moral universal seems to be merely that, an assertion. There is no clearly
logical reason why this must be so. As an experience of grace, it is really a kind
of revelation, a revelation of that substance in which the two sides of con-
science find their unity. It is, thus, an affair of the heart, as much as of the
head. At the very moment of its transcendence, conscience could not say why
it does what it does, but simply that it encounters a truth it must recognize.20

It encounters the knowledge of love.
But this means that reflective rationality has not truly been transcended.

For while the two figures of conscience may be at one with each other in the
recognition of the truth that has been attained, this is not evident to any
reflective consciousness looking on. An observing consciousness cannot see
any universal but only the mutual confession of self-interest. Thus in spite of
the achievement of the figure of conscience itself, by the end of the dialectic
this achievement has not been vindicated to reflective consciousness. The
truth to which they have attained, the apparently universal substance, still
remains other to this rationality. What Hegel has been searching for all along,
the transcendence of the standpoint of reflective rationality, may have been
achieved by the two figures of conscience—but only by means of a leap, which
leaves reflective rationality behind. The knowledge of reason and the knowl-
edge of love remain still at odds, still outside of one another.21

The problem here is that the observing consciousness, standing on the
outside of the experience of mutual recognition, can easily disrupt or spurn the
truth that has been encountered, in the name of its own rationality. Hence
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even though conscience represents a modern reconnecting with, and willing
of, the deeper knowledge of love, after the whole trajectory of experience of
reflective consciousness it does not appear that it has come any closer in the
end to a genuine reconciliation with this rationality. It does not appear that it
has got beyond the problem of love.

The threat that reflective rationality still poses to conscience is profound
when one considers that Hegel is articulating here the very method by which
principles of right are actualized in history. For if love is integral to the actual-
ization of right, and if Hegel cannot contain the threat that reflective rational-
ity poses to love, then what is at stake is the very realization of right in the world.

Hence the philosophical standpoint that Hegel has been seeking all along
in Phenomenology, the standpoint of unity that overcomes reflective rational-
ity and thus overcomes its destructive potential, has still not been achieved.
This is not, however, because conscience does not constitute the transcenden-
tal intuition toward which reflective consciousness has implicitly been striv-
ing. On the contrary, it is this intuition, the unity of “intelligence and nature.”
It is the self of the Absolute, the self-conscious realization of the Absolute in
the human world. But Hegel has come to rethink, and to reject, the intuition
as the basis for philosophy, precisely because this intuition is achieved—in the
end—only through the suspension of reflective rationality rather than through
its transcendence.

Nevertheless, the encounter with the deeper substance of morality in the
experience of forgiveness is implicitly rational, even though it is not yet ratio-
nal in form. And to reveal that rationality in a way that will satisfy reflective
thinking requires a different standpoint—the standpoint of “the Notion.” In a
dramatic departure from his earlier notion of the transcendental intuition,
Hegel’s philosophical standpoint will no longer seek to take us back to the
experience of the Absolute Identity, to the knowing of the Absolute in the
moment of its own self-positing. Rather it will presuppose that experience and
will seek to illuminate and vindicate its intrinsic rationality with the reflective
power of logic. In the final chapter of Phenomenology,”Absolute Knowing,”
Hegel explains how the standpoint of the Notion has already implicitly been
accomplished and the task that it must yet undertake.

APPENDIX: THE NEGATIVE TRAJECTORY
OF ENLIGHTENMENT CONSCIOUSNESS

Against the Object of Faith

The object of faith has been around all along for consciousness, but the “actual
consciousness” of the world of culture—the noble and base consciousness—
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did not concern itself directly with that. For actual consciousness knew the
world as its present reality, a reality with which it must come to terms. But at
the same time, alongside that consciousness we had the consciousness of
Christian faith, the belief in God, Jesus, and the Holy Ghost. These two real-
ities coexisted peacefully in this consciousness, one concerning only this
world, the other, the world beyond. Now, however, Enlightenment con-
sciousness will have none of this other-worldly truth. It knows itself as the
truth of everything and hence must seek to show itself as the truth of the
object of faith.

The object of faith is, in truth, a construct of consciousness, an object it
makes for itself in order to symbolize the inner knowledge that exists in the
form of love, as we saw in the analysis of Chapter 1. It recognizes in the object
an expression of its inner truth, and in that recognition is the truth of the object
(although the believing consciousness does not recognize its own role therein).
The problem with faith, as we have already seen in chapter 1, is its inability to
become a living reality in a world that is dominated by reflective consciousness
and its relations of private property. Thus it has a tendency to fixate on the
physical reality of the object, as something external to and foreign from itself.
The obsession with the physical Jesus, his life, works, and death, is the sign that
the knowledge of love—the unity of law and being, self and other, human and
God—has failed to become a living reality for individuals. Hence they depend
instead on the actual Jesus and respond to his teachings as to an external
authority. It is this limitation of faith, the positive character of its belief, that
proves key to its downfall in the face of Enlightenment attacks. For it is pre-
cisely these positive characteristics that Enlightenment targets.

First, Enlightenment attacks the idea that the object of faith—God—is
an intrinsic being, by pointing out that the belief in the Absolute is brought
about by the activity of the believer, by its own obedience and action, and in
the service and worship it performs in the religious community. Second,
Enlightenment charges that the objects of faith’s worship exist merely in the
form of things, of sensuous objects. It condemns these objects as constituting
the essence of the absolute Being of faith and thus faith as being superstitious.
Third, Enlightenment attacks the ground of faith’s knowledge as being merely
“a fortuitous knowledge of fortuitous events” (§554/300). It charges faith “with
basing its certainty on some particular historical evidences” that suffer from the
inaccuracies of lost information, the vagaries of recorders, and particular inter-
pretations of surviving texts (§554/301). And finally, Enlightenment attacks
the actions of devotion and sacrifice as being hypocritical, of representing
merely a token gesture that does not truly accomplish the renunciation of
pleasure and property as ends in themselves, toward some higher good.

According to Hegel, the Enlightenment is successful in its attacks on the
religious consciousness precisely because of the fact that Enlightenment is
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internal to the religious self. This self is in fact living by two different kinds of
knowledge—the religious or “slumbering consciousness” and the “waking
consciousness which lives solely in the world of sense” (§572/310). And the
“waking consciousness”—the self of reflective thought—is what it shares with
Enlightenment consciousness and why it cannot refute the charges made
against it. Its deeper religious consciousness cannot answer to these charges,
which in the world of the Enlightenment turn out to be true. The religious
objects truly are things, external to the self, with no inherent spiritual mean-
ing. The “waking consciousness” thus takes over the slumbering conscious-
ness; it “has monopolized every distinction and expansion of it and has vindi-
cated earth’s ownership of every portion of it and given them back to earth”
(§573/310). Thus does faith lose its content to the Enlightenment.

What Hegel portrays as the triumph of the Enlightenment over faith is
the same as the earlier triumph of reflective rationality over love. Because
reflective rationality—which is the very essence of Enlightenment rational-
ity—is integral to the modern consciousness, the knowledge of faith or of love
is inherently vulnerable to the skeptical repudiations of this reasoning. The
triumph of the Enlightenment, however, is only apparent. For while it may
succeed in denigrating the religious symbols to the status of spiritless “things,”
it nevertheless fails to do justice to the intuitive knowledge of religion. In tak-
ing the symbols literally, it eclipses the knowledge of faith. For faith had a
knowledge of the Absolute, of the identity of finite and infinite, self and other,
reason and nature, that Enlightenment lacks. This lack now manifests itself in
the hostile attitude of Enlightenment toward being, which Hegel sees mani-
fest in the terrors of the French Revolution and the moral philosophy of Kant.
In coming to terms with this lack, however, and the contradictions entailed in
it, Enlightenment will not turn backwards, to religion, in order to retrieve a
deeper knowledge, but inwards, to conscience, as we shall see.

The Idea of Utility

In destroying the content of faith by interpreting it in terms of merely finite
attributes, what Enlightenment has left in terms of a positive content is the
world around it. But this is now a world of “particularity and limitations”
rather than something infinite. The immediacy of objects that confront it in
the world have, once again, become its truth (§558/303). This is so because
Enlightenment has shown to itself and others the “nothingness of everything
that lies beyond sense-certainty” (§558/303). Thus Enlightenment has con-
structed for itself an immediate, actual world as its reality and a beyond of that
world that is a void. Even that void is seen as existing only in relation to con-
sciousness, only as an abstraction of thought, the other of being. Hence both
this world and the beyond find their identity and their truth in relation to
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consciousness. They are, in being for it. The true identity of the objective
world is thus its “utility.” Or, as Hegel facetiously says, “everything exists for
his pleasure and delight and, as one who has come from the hand of God, he
walks the earth as in a garden planted for him” (§560/304).

In utility, pure insight has extended its idea of itself as the truth of the
actual world to the point where it now has widespread acceptance in the phi-
losophy of utilitarianism. By this achievement, insight appears to have ful-
filled its imperialistic mission. It has done away with the object of faith as
other to it. In doing so it has shown to all self-consciousnesses that they must
rely on their own perception and reason (the reason of reflective thought) in
order to judge what is true. Furthermore, it has shown that there is no real-
ity that is self-subsistent and independent of itself, but that all reality exists
only in relation to it, attains presence and actuality only through its own
sense-perception and knowledge. From this it concludes that the truth of
reality is the pleasure it can give to man. In eliminating all reality as having
an independent existence, in making everything for it, an article of utility,
Enlightenment would seem to have no more antitheses with which to
engage; it appears finally to have become at home with itself in the world, a
world that is fully anthropomorphized. And yet, the contradiction of this
consciousness is only now about to reveal itself. For it still has not completely
realized itself.

The Terror of the French Revolution

There is an enormous social consequence to the Enlightenment. For once
individuals grasp its ultimate message—that they are all equal in being able to
reflectively consider the world, that they are all “pure selves” (for it is from the
position of the pure self that they “rationally” consider the world)—they will
no longer accept the place in the hierarchy to which they have been consigned,
according to some supposed difference in their being. The resentment and
inner rebellion of Rameau’s Nephew has here become generalized, and that
inner rebellion shows itself to have been the foreshadowing of the actual rebel-
lion of the French Revolution. In their self-knowledge as pure selves, the
objective structure in which individuals are placed reflects only their false,
inferior status. They have no investment in that structure, the way that
Rameau’s nephew did in the vanity of his special knowledge, for it is now a
knowledge that they all possess. Thus, they must do away with this structure
that defies their real truth.

The abolition of the ancien regime is in itself a joyous event, entailing
freedom from an oppressive structure that has shown itself no longer to have
any rational validity. It is in the aftermath of this event, however, that we see
the contradiction that plagues it.
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Once it has abolished the existing structure, this consciousness must cre-
ate a new kind of social organization, a new division of political power, orga-
nization of labor, and so on, that expresses its true nature. But doing so would
entail the apportioning of individuals once again to particular spheres. Even
if this new structure would be their own creation, and even if the apportion-
ing were done according to the principle of choice, it would mean that the
individual would no longer be in the position of the universal self. Individu-
als would go back to being particular selves, being defined, that is, by their
particular jobs, their talents, their social groups, and so on. But they no longer
see themselves in this way. They are no longer willing to be defined by any
such particularities; they will accept only an objective structure that is a
reflection of their pure self. However, an objective structure that is a reflec-
tion of their selves is in fact not an object but must be a subject. To find
themselves in that structure they must actually be the self of that structure.
They must be the will, a government that is the will of all in their truth as
pure selves—a “general will.”

But if this general will must always show itself to be the truth of the
object it might create, to be the self of the object, then it can never abide the
form of objectivity of the structure. “[I]t lets nothing break loose to become a
free object standing over against it” (§588/318). For it would then again lose its
own self in the object, lose sight of the truth of the object as self; that object
would become a self-subsisting reality that would have some power over and
resistance to the self. It is only through the negation of objectivity, then, that
the general will knows itself as the truth of it. The reality of the general will
thus shows itself to be purely negative—“it is merely the fury of destruction”
(§589/319). This becomes finally apparent not in the abolition of the old
regime but in the terror that follows.

The terror undertaken by the governing faction after the French Revolu-
tion is thus regarded by Hegel as a logical culmination of the idea of the pure
self in its realization as will. The truth of will is to do away with any objectiv-
ity confronting it, in order to realize itself therein. Once it has done away with
the existing structures of the regime, it withdraws again into its self-con-
sciousness as will by becoming a government, and the only object that still
confronts it is the actual existence of other individuals who have been left out
of the governing faction. To show itself the power over this object, the will can
only negate it. By this experience, consciousness as general will learns the
truth of itself. In the terror of death, it sees that it is the very negation of its
own physical existence.

The problem with the pure self in the French Revolution has been that
individuals have sought to actualize their truth immediately, by putting their
actual selves in the position of universality and relating to being from this
position. But this kind of relationship to being by the pure self turns out only
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to be a relationship of death. By this terror, consciousness learns the impossi-
bility of the immediate realization of the general will and thus is again willing
to submit to social and political structures. But this is not simply a pragmatic
retreat and a return to a new cycle of history that will repeat the same
dynamic. For consciousness has gained more than this in the experience; it has
fully realized its own certainty of itself as negativity, as the other of being. It
has reduced being to nothing, seen itself as pure negativity, as death, and
retreated back into itself with this knowledge.

The Contradictions of the Kantian Moral Consciousness

We have now before us the “moral consciousness.” While it is now willing to
accept being as necessary to its own continued existence, it still accords that
being no significance but is concerned only with itself as pure self. It has
achieved the full reflection into itself and out of being that was its implicit
goal from its beginning as “pure insight.” It no longer needs to be part of a
particular faction, or a revolutionary government, or to play the role of an
anarchist. It merely needs to look into its own actual self to find its deeper
truth. It has reduced the antithesis between its actual self and its pure self to
“a transparent form” (§595/323). Its object is now its own certainty of itself,
itself as “pure knowing and willing” (§594/323).

The moral consciousness is no longer threatened by the form of being,
because it no longer has that being as its object, no longer finds an antithesis
between its idea of the truth and that which confronts it. Now, its object is its
own certainty of itself as a universal self. It has confirmed its own rejection of
itself as determined by nature and continues in the certainty of its own radical
freedom. This certainty, because it has traversed the realm of being in order to
prove itself, because it has been “purified by absolute negativity,” is now imme-
diately present in it. It is “the intuited pure certainty of itself ” (§597/324).22

This moral consciousness thus recognizes only what it finds in its pure,
rational self. It defines itself according to its characteristic as free from all sen-
suous determination, is guided then only by the form of reason or universality
in its actions. In Kant this is the “categorical imperative,” the idea that only if
one could universalize the maxim of one’s action could the action be morally
good. It is thus only this universality of abstract reason, only “pure duty,” that
is to be the guide and source of action for the moral consciousness.

The moral consciousness is also a consciousness of being; it is a sense
consciousness. But this sensuous self is really the other of its truth, that to
which duty is necessarily opposed. For duty finds its very identity in this
opposition; it is only when one acts against one’s sensuous being that one can
be assured that one is acting in the name of the moral law and not to satisfy
particular appetites.
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We see here once again the fundamental characteristic of pure self-con-
sciousness—achieved through the disciplinary process of the feudal regime—
in the abstraction of itself from all sensous being and the relating to that being
as something over against it. This was true with the Enlightenment concept
of utility, with the French Revolution in its activity of terror toward all that
stood opposed to its self-conscious position of will, and it is repeated here in
the separation of the moral law, as the ultimate object of truth, from sensuous
being. And yet while this rational self is the achievement of this conscious-
ness, it is also what binds it in a contradiction. For in abstracting from its sen-
suous being and positing its rational self as Absolute, it is at the same time
conditioned by that sensuous being. The self of the French Revolution had
sought an escape from this by retreating into the self of morality, into its inner
certainty. But this self of morality must now confront its contradiction head
on. And it is in Kant’s enumeration of the “postulates of practical reason” in
Critique of Practical Reason that Hegel sees this confrontation taking place.

A consciousness that takes pure duty as its truth must be driven to
embrace the postulates of practical reason outlined by Kant in Critique of
Practical Reason, according to Hegel. Hence Kant’s text is the most logical
articulation of this position. And yet a consciousness that is honest with itself
will also discover, in the end, that these postulates are what it cannot believe
and thus that the position of an abstractly rational morality must be tran-
scended, in a genuine unity of self and being. Thus the Kantian moral self, as
Hegel here interprets it, is the final and the highest stage in the journey of
the reflective self, and the point at which it must abandon its reflective stand-
point and reengage with the realm of being as an essential aspect of its
truth—in conscience.

The Kantian postulates, such as the idea of the highest good, the har-
mony of morality, nature, and happiness, are not the motive for the moral will
but emerge as the idea of what must be realized by a will that makes the moral
law its motive. They are derivative of the moral law. And what they really indi-
cate, says Hegel, is that although the purely moral will seeks to act according
to the idea of pure duty, and not from self-interested considerations, it finds
that it cannot be indifferent to nature, to the effects that its actions accom-
plish in the world, and to its own happiness. For example, a consciousness that
focuses only on pure duty cannot acknowledge the satisfaction and achieve-
ments of moral struggle in the present. For that achievement involves its sen-
suous being, precisely what it does not want to recognize as important. Its sen-
suous being is involved in moral action—both negatively in the need to go
against inclination for duty to be pure and positively in the cultivation of
virtue or conformity of inclinations to the moral law, in seeing concrete results
and feeling satisfied, and in assessing what is to be done in each case. The idea
that individuals who engage in moral action must postpone their satisfaction
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until all evil is eradicated is simply a false attempt to preserve a false purity.
And yet this is precisely what the consciousness of pure duty must argue; it
cannot acknowledge that it gets anything out of its moral action in the here
and now or that its sensuous being is involved in any way in its action. Thus
it projects that aspect into the beyond—as future happiness, future perfection,
as God. These postulates, however, are merely bad faith, an attempt to evade
the reality that nature works in moral action in the here and now and not in
some postulated harmony in the remote beyond.

The various contradictions that the moral consciousness gets itself into in
trying to deny nature an essential part in moral action are what Hegel outlines
in his analysis of the postulates. In reality the postulates reveal the “dissem-
blance and duplicity” in which a moral consciousness that fixates on pure duty
must engage. It makes these postulates in order that it may even begin to try
to act from pure duty; the postulates are practically necessary beliefs. And yet
it discovers that it cannot believe in them, for they undo the very nature of its
task in the here and now.

Whether Hegel’s rather lengthy discussion of the “dissemblance and
duplicity” in which the pure moral self-consciousness engages is valid may
well be questionable. Friedman, for example, argues that Kant’s theory is not
“about the emergence of a moral world out of a natural one” (1986:517), but
a confrontation with the limits of human knowledge and an attempt to vindi-
cate what we do know, and what we must do. Seen from this light, however,
Kant’s position comes closer to Hegel’s “conscience,” as we shall see. The dif-
ference, however, and the essence of Hegel’s critique, is that conscience must
seek the content of its moral action in its own sensuous being rather than in
the abstraction of pure reason and that it gets satisfaction from moral action
in the here and now. The purported collapse of the postulates, then, is not
meant to signify the lack of reality of moral action the way some might sug-
gest.23 Rather it is to force consciousness to acknowledge to itself the presence
and necessity of sensuous being in moral action. The moral self must come to
recognize that it is fundamentally bound up with nature and cannot evade this
fact. When it does so, we have the self as “conscience.”
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL STANDPOINT:
FROM INTUITION TO NOTION

THE RECONCILIATION OF THE TWO FIGURES of conscience in Phenomenol-
ogy of Spirit constitutes the recognition of a universal principle in the world,
realized in and through the willing and judgment of individuals. For Hegel,
this movement reflects the mode by which absolute principles are realized
more generally. But it is only with the unfolding of conscience that this real-
ization happens in a self-conscious fashion.

We have already explored the pathway by which consciousness comes to
identify its own convictions as the truth. First, consciousness understood its
ultimate truth as an external object to which it devoted itself, in state power
and wealth. Then, it came to see that it itself was the real truth of things, in
“pure insight” and Enlightenment thought. And yet this ‘I’ turned out to be
abstract and empty; it could not realize its absolute status in the world except
by destructiveness. It is only with conscience that it finds a truth within itself
that it can actually assert in the world.

Conscience must assert this inner truth, as we have seen, because there
remains an other outside itself that threatens and conditions it. It is impelled
to seek the recognition of this other in order to vindicate its inner certainty.
And it is in the movement by which its truth is realized—in action, judgment,
and forgiveness—that we finally see, according to Hegel in the final chapter
of Phenomenology, the Absolute realizing itself in a self-conscious form. Now,
the object of truth remains throughout in the mode of knowing, rather than
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as an external thing.1 Thus, on the one hand conscience has overcome the idea
of the Absolute as external to itself, since it finds it within, in the form of an
inner certainty. On the other hand, this is a certainty that is active, which real-
izes itself in the world.

It is only with conscience, then, that we have the real experience of the
Absolute, the self-conscious knowledge of unity with being that we have been
seeking all along. In this sense conscience does constitute the “transcendental
intuition” of the Difference essay, the direct connection with the Absolute in its
own self-positing, upon which Hegel had earlier sought to base his philo-
sophical system. The moral will of conscience is the will of the Absolute real-
izing itself in human history. But the difference we see here is that Hegel no
longer thinks this achievement could be an ultimate transcendence of the
reflective standpoint and the basis for an immediate connection with the
Absolute in all its forms. For in the final chapter of the Phenomenology,
“Absolute Knowing,” it becomes apparent that it is not conscience per se that
can know itself as absolute (although it might assert itself as such), but the
philosophical consciousness that stands beyond it and encapsulates retrospec-
tively both the logical trajectory of experience that has brought consciousness
there and the inherent rationality of what it achieves in the world.

There are three points to be considered here, in terms of the inadequacy
of conscience as a philosophical standpoint. The first is that, without the devel-
opmental view of consciousness’ relation to its object, the very idea that con-
science contains the truth within it remains merely a subjective assertion. Only
we who have been following along with the journey of consciousness can ratio-
nally establish what emerges from its experiential movement—the idea that the
truth resides within. Second, even when conscience does assert its knowledge
and its right, in any one instance the certainty it protests may be subjective and
misguided. If it tries to overcome the subjective character of its truth by gain-
ing the recognition of others, it may turn out to be a beautiful soul who actu-
alizes nothing. Or if it acts, it loses the unity of its intuition, as the latter is
dichotomized by the other’s views into its universal and particular aspects.
Thus, the realization of intuition in the world entails its engagement once again
with the reflective thinking that it believed itself to have transcended. Indeed,
one of the main revelations of the dialectic of conscience is that the intuition
can only realize itself through this confrontation and fragmentation, that it is
only in and through the particularizing force of the modern will and reflective
thought that the Absolute can be actualized in human history.

Yet in the end—and this is the third point to be considered—in the
moment of forgiveness and the mutual recognition of a universal realized in
the world, reflective thought is once again suspended, as if this recognition
implied a moment of grace. Reflective thought is once again left outside and
poses a threat to what has been achieved. Because of this, the ultimate stand-
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point by which the Absolute is to be cognized cannot be the intuitive know-
ing of conscience—an intuitive knowing that it cannot even sustain and the
rationality of which cannot be immediately comprehended—but a logical
knowing, separate from and above actual experience. Only this logical know-
ing can encapsulate both the movement of consciousness into the intuitive
certainty of the moral subject and the rationality of what is achieved in human
history through the activity of moral conscience. It is Hegel’s philosophical
consciousness, the final phenomenological consciousness, that gathers into a
totality the movement of knowing that culminates in forgiveness. That total-
ity is “the Notion of will.”

The Notion of will contains the idea of the will as the self of the
Absolute, as the means by which universal moral principles are realized in the
world. And it is the task of the Notion of will to comprehend—retrospec-
tively—the rationality of what conscience realizes in the world. The task of a
Notional philosophy must be retrospective because, as I argued in the previ-
ous chapter, the truth that is actualized by conscience, and in which the two
figures find their substantial unity, is not comprehensible to reflective con-
sciousness looking on. While realized in and through the will, the substance
of morality nevertheless ends up being, in the final moment, still outside that
will, “still self-less being” (PS §801/428). It has not yet taken on the shape of
selfhood; although intimately present to the two self-consciousnesses in expe-
rience, in form it remains still other to them, a divine essence set against their
reflectively rational selves. And yet this essence is inherently rational, accord-
ing to Hegel. But it must yet display its rationality in form; it must be actual-
ized in a manner accessible to reflective consciousness. And it is in the chap-
ter “Absolute Knowing,” where Hegel articulates the task of the Notion, that
we see how this is to come about.

In “Absolute Knowing,” Hegel acknowledges that the abstract moments
of the unfolding of conscience represent only one side of the actualization of
the truth. Conscience is the “form of Self ” that “accomplishes the life of
absolute Spirit” (PS §796/425). It is the activity through which universal
principles are posited and realized in the world. We have already come to this
through our journey in Phenomenology. But the other side of the truth is pre-
cisely the content of the will, the substance of justice itself. What Hegel
asserts here is that it is through the activity of conscience, or of the will in our
understanding of it as the self of spirit, that substance comes to be objectified
in the secular world in a manner accessible to reflective consciousness. The
will as the self of spirit brings forth its true substantial content in the secular
world—in valid laws and institutions. Substance must not remain in murky
otherworldliness but must be realized in the secular realm.

But the substance of will—this other side of the Absolute—is precisely the
substance of love, as we examined in the last chapter. It is in the experience of
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love that the will finds its truth and foundation. While the Romans did instan-
tiate the idea of the formal principle of the self as fundamental, they conceived
this self abstractly and experienced the nothingness of its content when under-
stood as raw desire. They and their laws did not comprehend the self as having
any universal content, only a universality of form. The other side of the self—
the true content of the will—is experienced in love, which Hegel identifies his-
torically with the message of Christ. It is thus love that is the foundation of the
laws and institutions that transcend the standpoint of the Romans, of the
abstract ego and abstract right.

What Hegel is asserting, then, is that the activity of human willing in his-
tory from the time of Christianity forward is ultimately to be comprehended
as the objectification of the knowledge of love in life, for reflective conscious-
ness. The will’s movement of objectification is at base the movement to objec-
tify and vindicate the knowledge of love. It actualizes the experience of love
precisely in order to know it. And this is reflected in history. “Time,” says
Hegel, is “the destiny and necessity of Spirit that is not yet complete within
itself, the necessity . . . to realize and reveal what is at first only inward” (PS
§801/429). The striving of the will to know itself is the striving of modern
history. And the legal structure that develops and preserves itself in the mod-
ern world is the objective instantiation of this inward spirit.2

The task of the Notion of will—which is only articulated in Phenomenol-
ogy but not undertaken there—is thus the retrospective gathering of the logi-
cal necessity of the objectification of the will in history. This objectification,
viewed according to the logical necessity of the Notion, displays explicitly the
rationality intrinsic to love.3 That is, it displays precisely the content of the will
that had remained so mysterious at the end of Phenomenology. By this, the true
content of the will ceases to be mysterious and becomes instead that with
which reflective consciousness is fully at home.

To begin this final reconciliation of reason and love, of subject and sub-
stance, we must take up the standpoint of the Notion of will, that to which
the whole journey of Phenomenology has directed us—the idea that the will is
the mode of realization of an inner universal, that it contains the knowledge
of this universal within itself in the prephilosophical experience of love, and
that this knowledge is objectified in the world in a logically necessary manner.
With this standpoint we can then go back, to the most abstract form of the
will that expressed itself historically in the Roman Empire, and reread or re-
collect that historical experience in order to express the real truth of what has
gone on there. This is the pathway of Philosophy of Right.4 There, the will’s
immanent content, the universality it realizes in the world, is comprehended
as “Right”—“[a]n existent of any sort embodying the free will” (§29). If Hegel
is right in his Notion of the will, then this tracing of the actualization of the
will in terms of its rational necessity promises to provide the ultimate recon-
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ciliation of modern, secular consciousness with the truth of love. It shows how
an experience from which the will had separated us actually comes to be
expressed in secular life, by the activity of will, in a manner by which its intrin-
sic rationality can now be retrieved.5

This understanding of Hegel’s philosophy of the Notion may seem anti-
climactic, in light of his earlier emphasis on the transcendental intuition as a
direct connection with the Absolute. For although with conscience and for-
giveness we have an achievement of oneness with an absolute principle in the
moment of its existence, the philosophical consciousness of it as such is retro-
spective. The idea of a philosophy based on an intuitional relationship to
nature, to the Absolute’s self-positing in nature, seems to be definitively over-
ruled here. The philosophy of the Notion is a process of recollection, of com-
prehending the rationality of the Absolute after it has already been realized
through the conscious willing and recognition of it in human history. There is
to be no submergence in the Absolute, no ultimate oneness with the divine in
its own self-positing. While Hegel had indeed intended, in Difference, such a
direct connection with the Absolute as the basis of philosophizing, we can see
to what extent he has departed from it now.

This conclusion, as already suggested in chapter 1, corroborates the dom-
inant view in the scholarship that emphasizes a dramatic break with intu-
itionism in the development of Hegel’s thought (e.g., Beiser 1993, Harris
1993, Henrich 1997). In order to further appreciate the turn that Hegel has
made, we may consider the explicit remarks he made about intuitive philoso-
phy in the wake of his own abandonment of it.

In “preface” to Phenomenology, written after the completion of the work,
Hegel’s hostility to the Schellingian approach to the Absolute is clearly
expressed. Instead of satisfying the cognitive impulse, an intuitive philosophy
seeks to take us back to the level of mere feeling. Hegel reproaches this view
as a weak-willed nostalgia that, in the face of “that lost sense of solid and sub-
stantial being” that characterizes the modern world, seeks not to go forward
with insight, but to retreat to a superficial form of edification (PS§7/12).
“The Spirit shows itself so impoverished that, like a wanderer in the desert
craving for a mere mouthful of water, it seems to crave for its refreshment
only the bare feeling of the divine in general. By the little which now satis-
fies Spirit, we can measure the extent of its loss” (§8/13). While one may
sympathize with such attempts at edification, says Hegel, the approach fails
to capture the depth and richness of actual spiritual existence. Rather than
constituting a genuine pathway out, it signifies rather an attempt at escape
from a modern existence that appears, to ordinary consciousness, immanently
condemned to finitude.

Hegel himself had come to see that the philosophical vindication of the
experience of love in the modern world could only be accomplished through
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the reflective thought that has, ironically, alienated us from that experience.
For it is only by reflective thought that we see the world in all its differences
and distinctions. A submergence of self in the being of the divine, a unity with
the actual, temporal self-positing of the Absolute, turns its back on reflective,
finite consciousness and all the wealth of its distinctions. This is why such an
approach to the Absolute ends up as “a night in which all cows are black.” For
an older, more sober Hegel, who has come fully to grips with the essentiality
of the modern reflective impulse, such is not the pathway forward. Reflective
knowing must rather be understood as an essential medium in which the
Absolute reveals itself, although it is a revelation that only comes to its full
truth in the philosophy of the Notion. From the larger perspective of the
Notion it is seen that the distinctions made by reflective thought are ulti-
mately not separate from that which they reveal, that the determinations of
thinking are the determinations of the true being of the thing, but that these
determinations are only partial truths that supersede their own limits to reveal
a larger whole. And this whole process of superseding, reflected in the full
light of its immanent logic, is the philosophy of the Notion. Only by the
Notion can philosophy hope to address—yet go beyond—the challenge of
reflective thought, to vindicate the knowledge of love in the fullness of its real-
ization in the world.

Thus we can see that, in his break with Schellingian intuition and his
development of the idea of the Notion, Hegel has definitively overcome the
attitude of mere resignation to the reality of reflective thought that we wit-
nessed in “Spirit of Christianity” and has fully embraced that thought in its
self-realization as Notion. He has confronted the profound loss of spiritual-
ity entailed by this thinking and, in the face of it, seeks not to retreat to an
intuitive knowing, but to put philosophy on a new and starker path. That
path is the path of the Notion—“the cold march of necessity in the thing-
itself ” (§7/13).

In this outline of a mode of absolute cognition in the medium of con-
ceptual thought, rather than intuition, one may yet foresee a loss. The inten-
sity and immediateness of existence will not be captured by its “elevation” to
the Notion. Hegel himself admits that the freshness and immediacy of sensa-
tion and imagery is lost in its elevation to representation and to the Notion
(Enc. §452R). Hence the experience that Goeschel describes, “a disembodied,
weird, ghostlike feeling,” may well capture the nature of the philosophical
journey upon which one embarks in studying Hegel’s system (cited in Fack-
enheim 1967:192–93n.). For while it relies on the lived actuality and is noth-
ing without that, philosophy itself exists in another realm—the purely con-
ceptual and rationally self-moving realm of the Notion, which hovers over the
realm of finished actuality in order to reflect the truth embodied therein.
Hegel’s philosophy, then, may indeed seem ghostlike. But it is, for him, the

70 Love and Politics



ghost of necessity, the ghost of reflective thought. It was only after a long
struggle with the reality of reflective thought that he came to the Notion as
the only possibility for philosophic life.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
EXPERIENCE AND NOTIONAL PHILOSOPHY

In spite of Hegel’s retreat from romanticism with his move into the Notion as
the basis of philosophizing, the “cold march of necessity” is not one that takes
place in abstraction from lived actuality. For while the Notion is indeed a lift-
ing above existence, it nevertheless depends on that existence as the basis of
its cognition. Hegel never denies the validity of intuitional, representational,
or any form of phenomenal knowledge. These are, for him, genuine modes of
human contact with an absolute principle. And he continues to rely on such
knowing at the level of life—of willing in history. The problem is that such
intuitive knowing cannot, in its immediate form, be vindicated in its truth and
significance. Only through the Notion can this be achieved. The task of the
Notion is not a separation from these forms of knowing in order to assert
instead a one-sided and formal schema as the real truth of things. On the con-
trary, its labour is the labor of recollection, of rereading the previous experiences
of consciousness, in terms of their logical necessity, in order that they can be
won back and preserved in their truth. Actuality is thus the basis, the mater-
ial, that feeds a cognition that can be nothing without it. The philosophy of
the Notion is not a substitute for intuitive knowing, but a different kind of
knowing. And both types of knowing are mutually necessary in modernity.

Thus Philosophy of Right must be recognized in terms of the two levels
going on there—the level of philosophy, which traces the logical unfolding of
the idea of will, and the level of experience that is presupposed and that is
required in order to explain the movement in life. This is important, for a pop-
ular misconception is that Hegel is portraying a reconciliation between self
and world that is achieved purely through philosophical comprehension.6 The
view here is that the logic portrayed in the text is based upon a prephilosophi-
cal experience of reconciliation—the experience of love. For as I have already
argued in chapter 2 and as I shall seek to show here, the experience of love
constitutes the very drive of the modern will, its unfolding in history and in
the life of the individual. We have already witnessed the idea of a will
informed by love in the discussion of conscience. The task now is to see how
love is presupposed in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and to see how the logic of
that text is meant to affirm the knowledge of love.

If the movement of the will portrayed in Philosophy of Right presupposes
the experience of love, as the argument offered here seeks to demonstrate, not
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only does this offset the view that emphasizes the role of philosophy in
achieving reconciliation, but it also goes against the ongoing notion that his
political thought can be separated from his metaphysics (e.g., Pelczynski
1964, Wood 1990), the idea that his thought can be purely secularized.7

Notable here as well are prominent Marxist appropriations of Hegel’s
thought, such as Kojève and Habermas. Such arguments are flawed in that
they cannot adequately explain the drive of the will toward unity with the
world around it. It is the desire to see in Hegel’s philosophy of the will some-
thing purely secular and to deny his larger philosophy of the Absolute Iden-
tity, to divorce the mature Hegel altogether from his earlier romanticism, that
is the cause of such appropriations.8 But understanding love as a source and a
limit on the will should not be anathema to secular readers. Indeed, in light of
the tendency of the Marxist ontology of will to culminate in an extreme pes-
simism, as in the Frankfurt School, Hegel’s notion of a will rooted in love
seems to take us in a more promising direction.

This understanding of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right should also help to cast
light on the central motive of his mature philosophical system. Unlike the
objectification of love in the religious object, the objectification of love in the
form of “right,” in the valid laws and institutions of the modern political com-
munity, is one that can be rationally vindicated and that is not perpetually
threatened by the hovering presence of reflective rationality. And it is philos-
ophy, the philosophy of the notion, not religion, that can capture the rational-
ity of this objectification. This philosophy is not bound by the limitations of
a narrow, reflective reasoning but is inherently dialectic; it takes up the stand-
point of reflective rationality, shows it its own limitations, and transcends that
standpoint in the progressive movement toward a higher kind of rational
knowing. Only such a philosophy can deal with the threat that reflective rea-
soning poses to love and to any objectification of the reality of love. And it
does so by incorporating and transcending that reasoning. Thus the great
importance that Hegel places in philosophy can be understood not in terms
of a desire to find a reconciliation merely in the realm of thought, but in terms
of the imperative of protecting and preserving the experience of love—the
very basis of the actualization of right in modern history—from the eclipsing
effects of the narrow reflective reasoning that has come to dominate the mod-
ern spirit.

Based on this interpretive approach to Philosophy of Right, the following
examination of the actual text itself has two objectives: (1) to reveal just what
the actual substance of the will is and how Hegel argues for it (this follows the
explicit logic of the text and shows those rights and institutions for which
Hegel is arguing); and (2) to reveal just how these rational arguments depend
on a level of prereflective knowledge or experience from which they remain
separate. When we read Philosophy of Right we are taking up this first objec-
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tive, which represents the philosophical perspective. But we must also seek as
much as possible to reveal the experience upon which this discussion is based
and which is often not explicit in the text. The point will not be to capture in
full detail the logical justifications for all of the political principles that are
articulated in Philosophy of Right, for this has already been done adequately by
others, (e.g., Houlgate 1991:ch.3, Mitias 1984, Reyburn 1921, Wood 1990)
but to highlight some of these and outline the essential arguments that are
meant to convince reflective rationality of their truth, while emphasizing how
this logical development of the will is also contingent, at the level of the indi-
vidual’s movement, upon the inner certainty that is acquired through the
experience of love. In showing this, the discussion below seeks to reveal how
Hegel is using the logical arguments in order to affirm the knowledge of love,
as it is objectified in right, and thus to reconcile the two principles that have
previously been so antagonistic to one another.

LOVE AND LOGIC IN THE PHILOSOPHY OF RIGHT

The Urge toward Property and the Argument for It

If Philosophy of Right begins from the idea of a will that is driven by the inner
certainty of love, the certainty that it contains an infinite principle within it,
and that the world around it must also reflect that inner truth, this finds its
first expression in the assertion of a right to private property. Property, for
Hegel, is not fundamentally about the meeting of needs or the right of self-
preservation, as Locke construes it. Plenty of peoples have survived quite
adequately in history without the institution of private property. The recog-
nition of the right to private property entails rather the recognition of the
infinite significance of the individual in modern societies. The very urge to
express the self in private property by modern individuals signifies the felt
experience of this infinity and the need to gain recognition for it from the
world around one. Furthermore, this urge can only be comprehended because
of the earlier experience of love, the experience of oneself as indeed contain-
ing an infinite principle.

The need to gain recognition for this principle is felt in relationship to
the world of nature, which confronts the individual as an apparently indepen-
dent entity, making the will appear as a subjective truth. Thus the individual
tries to appropriate the external world in order to show that the latter “has no
end in itself and derives its destiny and soul from his will” (§44). But it is felt
also in relationship to the human world, and this is ultimately what contract
is about—the achievement of the recognition of others that one is an individ-
ual who expresses herself in property (§71).9
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This may well not be the conscious understanding of the urge toward
property. As Hegel says of the making of contracts, for the actual parties
involved “all they are conscious of is that they are led to make contracts by
need in general, by benevolence, advantage, &c” (§71R). But the real truth is
that there is an inner conviction of one’s own importance as an individual and
one’s right to express that individuality and gain recognition for it.

Conceptually, or at the level of philosophy, this infinity is captured or jus-
tified by the notion of the self as an “abstact ego,”—the capacity of the self to
abstract from community and tradition and to assert its own, individual needs
and desires (PR §34A). While this idea of the self will reveal itself to be one-
sided, it nevertheless contains a partial truth—that an aspect of our universal-
ity is contained in our capacity for abstraction. Logically, the right of property
follows from the recognition of the abstract ego. For as abstracted from nature,
and with the conviction that the ego is the real truth of things, it follows that
the world of nature is there for it to appropriate. Historically, this is expressed
in the legal and political philosophy of the Roman empire. The rights that we
see emerging here all derive from this conviction of the importance of the
abstract ego.

The Experience of the Self as Moral and the Argument for This

At the level of experience, the urge to express oneself separately from the com-
munity and from one’s social role therein inevitably entails that individuals
will do wrong to one another or violate one another’s right to private property.
For such individual expression has its immediate source and substance in one’s
own, individual nature, one’s desires, tastes, and impulses. But to follow one’s
own impulses and desires, even if one is driven by some inner conviction of
the importance of this, means that one is in fact a capricious and arbitrary will.
For there is nothing inherently moral in the sphere of desire. Thus there is
nothing to prevent one from violating the rights of another if it appears to be
in one’s interest to do so. Wrong logically follows when we are dealing with
individuals who express themselves in terms of their empirical natures, as
Hobbes also saw.

It is interesting to note that, in the actual, historical development of this
concept of the ‘will’ as Hegel portrays it in Philosophy of History, by the time
of the emperors in Rome when right is routinely violated and the people are
under the thumb of a capricious and arbitrary individual, we do not get
beyond the position of crime. The will is indeed nullified in crime, and it is
only after the disciplinary experience of feudalism that it again reasserts itself
as something absolute and that the idea of the rights of man are asserted, as
we saw in the discussion of the Enlightenment. But here, because we already
have the standpoint of the Notion of will, the knowledge of the will as the self
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of universal principles, we can comprehend the logical necessity for the will to
reassert itself against crime. It reasserts itself as something absolute, as some-
thing that cannot be nullified this way.

At the level of the phenomenological will or the will in experience, this
need to reassert its reality is experienced as the desire for revenge by the
injured parties. The impulse to revenge in fact has a positive content, in the
necessity to negate crime and restore right. For it is the crime itself that is
really the nullity, which goes against the reality of the will: “it is an expression
of a will which annuls the expression or determinate existence of a will” (§92).

The problem with revenge, however, is the same as the problem with the
original crime; it is “an act of a subjective will” that thus may go too far; as an
act of passion it may exceed what the correction of the original wrong
requires. With both the experience of crime and revenge, then, the actual,
existing will in history comes to a greater consciousness of itself in both its
aspects—as an infinite principle that is embodied in a finite self, which can go
against its own infinite aspect. It becomes conscious of itself, as Hegel says, as
“at once the sublime and the trivial” (§5A). While before it was merely driven
by its own impulses, with the inner conviction of the rightness of this, now it
is forced to become self-reflective in a deeper way.

Logically, or at the level of philosophy, what the reality of crime and
revenge shows is the one-sided nature of conceptualizing the will merely in
terms of the abstract ego. For clearly the will, while it does have the capacity
to abstract from its nature, is also embodied in the finite self and finds the sub-
stance of its will therein. It is a will driven by passion, idiosyncrasy, and self-
interested desire. Logically, the reality of crime and revenge turns out to entail
the need for an impartial system of judgment in order to reassert right in the
face of wrong and to take punishment out of the hands of the injured parties,
who cannot adequately control their own passions. But this also entails that
we do not see the self merely as an abstract ego who expresses itself in terms
of its natural desires, in private property. It entails that we see the self also as
moral, as having the capacity to respect the property of others, to carry out
contracts in good faith, to be punished if it fails, and to respect a system of
institutionalized, impartial justice, instead of taking the law into its own
hands. It entails the notion that one is not just driven by passion but that one
can act according to a principle of right.

Thus property rights, or “abstract right” as Hegel calls it, necessarily entail
the idea of the self as moral, the notion that the infinite principle is in fact
embodied in a finite individual whose particular impulses might drive it to go
against right but who nevertheless has the capacity to take responsibility for
what it wills in the world. The essence of the idea of the moral will is that, in
spite of being embodied in a singular individual, full of desires and passions, it
is nevertheless a universal self that can take responsibility for its own actions.
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This is the logical argument for how property and morality are bound up
together or how the idea of the self as an abstract ego must be expanded to
incorporate the notion of the self as moral. But while we can see the logical
necessity of the movement from abstract right, or right based on the idea of
the abstract ego, to right based on the idea of the moral self, while we can see
how the latter is implicitly entailed in the former, at the level of experience, to
go beyond crime and revenge and to develop a condition of genuine respect
for property rights and for a system of justice that oversees this, entails the
experience of love. Individuals must have the capacity to recognize the dignity
of all individuals as carriers of the universal, as rights bearers, and must rec-
ognize their fundamental commonality with all other human beings in this
respect. That love is required in order to make this transition, for Hegel, we
have seen clearly in Philosophy of History and Phenomenology, as discussed in
the last chapter. The movement from the Roman Empire through the feudal
experience to the reassertion of rights during the Enlightenment presupposes
the experience of love, which Hegel interprets to have been brought onto the
historical scene in a conscious way with the figure of Christ. The capacity to
take a moral action in the world and gain the recognition of others for it in
the experience of forgiveness also presupposes love. And as we shall see in our
subsequent discussion of the family, the development of the moral conscious-
ness of civil society that takes one beyond a condition of atomism presupposes
the experience of love gained in childhood.

That the experiential basis of this movement is not portrayed here, at this
moment in Philosophy of Right, does not undermine its reality. Instead it points
to the specific nature of the task that Hegel’s text seeks to address. Its task is
to vindicate the movement of love at the level of logic, to show the rational
basis of the movement of the will. Philosophy of Right provides us with an
intellectual arsenal with which to validate the position of morality as superior
to the position of abstract right.

This entails a whole number of arguments that are of enormous relevance
to us at a time when right-wing liberal philosophies based on the position of
abstract right have gained ascendance. We can examine three of the more sig-
nificant of these, in order to comprehend how Hegel’s concept of the moral
self provides us with important logical arguments in order to combat the too
narrow and limited thinking of abstract right: (1) the argument for a right of
distress, which underpins Hegel’s whole subsequent argument for a welfare
state, (2) the argument for a right of conscience, and (3) the argument for a
right of objectivity (the right of objective institutions to balance the subjective
right of conscience).10 But even here the logic is reflecting a basis in experi-
ence, as I shall try to show. Hegel was never naïve enough to think that logic
would be enough. His work rather presupposes and seeks to vindicate the
existential level, in order to protect and preserve the latter.
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The Experience of a Right of Distress and the Argument for It

Hegel’s attention to the right of distress emerges logically from the two-sided
view of the self that we have before us with the moral self. Before, in the
abstract ego, we had before us only the capacity to abstract from one’s given
determinations and to put oneself into something external in order to demon-
strate one’s freedom. There was no recognition of the actual passions, desires,
intentions, and goals orienting people’s choices. But here, with the moral view
of the self, we have both sides before us—the infinite capacity to abstract and
to choose and the background and substance of the self that in fact determines
the choosing. This background and substance reveal what in fact the abstract
ego concealed—that individuals are not all the same, that they exist in differ-
ent situations, that some are more privileged, that some come from poverty
and other conditions of disadvantage in the marketplace, and that these dif-
ferences partially determine one’s choices and the position in which one ends
up. Restricting oneself to the narrower standpoint of the abstract ego ends up
logically pushing one to the conclusion that the ultimate division of property
and well-being is fundamentally just, a product of those who exercise their
capacity for abstraction and choice in a better manner.

Locke makes this mistake when he sees the division of classes that
emerged in history as a product of moral character. By virtue of the fact of the
division of society into a class of propertied and a class of propertyless, he
draws the conclusion that those who achieved property were the “industrious
and rational” and that those who did not were “the quarrelsome and con-
tentious” (1980:21–22, Macpherson 1962). What this in fact reveals is that
Locke does not have a truly moral perspective at all but restricts himself to the
position of the abstract ego. He takes no account of people’s beginning points,
of the inherited advantages or disadvantages they received, their given quali-
ties and conditions, and the capacity to cultivate these. In abstraction from all
this, he nevertheless makes the spurious moral judgment that where people
end up is an indication of what they really deserve. But it is only by seeing
everything from the standpoint of the abstract ego and eclipsing the larger
reality of individuals that he can make such a problematic conclusion.

A genuine morality, as Hegel construes it here, takes into account the
person’s total situation—her embodied reality—and not just her abstract
capacity for right, and judges in terms of that total reality. What this larger
view of morality reveals is just how meaningless abstract rights are if they do
not take into account the embodied status of the person. Thus, for example, if
I must steal in order to eat, this cannot reasonably be considered an ordinary
theft. The confrontation with a case of distress reveals just how meaningless
rights are as an expression of will if the finite individuals who embody that will
do not have a basic livelihood, a basic physical capacity to exercise those
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rights. The expression of the truth of the will in rights first depends on there
being a life. Hence “[t]o refuse to allow a man in jeopardy of his life to take
such steps for self-preservation would be to stigmatize him as without rights”
(§127A). This also must be considered, and it is the perspective of morality,
rather than the perspective of abstract right, that allows us to do it.

Hegel’s argument for a right of distress in terms of the embodied reality
of the moral self is significant for us here because it sets the basic logical
groundwork for his subsequent argument for a welfare state. In the complete
institutional context of a society based on property relations and a division of
labor, which Hegel will subsequently depict in his “Ethical Life,” and the
development of rich and poor that emerges from this, poverty and socioeco-
nomic inequality more generally will become a basic feature of the environ-
ment within which people exist. The perspective of morality, or the under-
standing of the larger reality of the self, thus provides us with the conceptual
arsenal with which to address the larger reality we will face there.

As I have said earlier, however, by itself such logical argument is not
enough for individuals to transcend the narrow perspective of abstract right.
In actual life, what Hegel relies on is the actual recognition by individuals of
their own and others’ imbeddedness in finitude, of their own vulnerability.
And it is love that consitutes this recognition or that makes it possible. For
love is the knowledge of the unity of reason and body, of self and other, of
an infinite principle that exists in the realm of the finite. While the per-
spective of abstract right cannot take into account this larger truth, the
experience of love can and does provide the foundation by which we can
absorb it. It is thus love that allows us, at the level of intuition, to feel the
connection to others who are in a situation of poverty and distress, to feel
our commonality with them, and to see the injustices of a system that cre-
ates such inequality. And it is Hegel’s concept of ‘morality’ and the argu-
ments found therein that help us to justify the response of love. It is not by
getting individuals to read Hegel’s Philosophy of Right that neoconservatism
will be overcome. Philosophy only bolsters a deeper moral experience and
the actions and policies that flow from it; it cannot substitute for the expe-
rience itself.

The Experience of the Right of Conscience and the Argument for It

Hegel’s argument for a right of conscience is developed from his previous
arguments that a moral will must logically pursue an idea of the good that
includes the good of others, that moral selves are rationally self-determining
and must be allowed to determine for themselves what the good is, and that
Kant’s categorical imperative is empty, and it is only by turning to their own
individual being that individuals can make a judgment on the good. We must
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briefly recount these arguments here in order to comprehend how Hegel log-
ically arrives at the right of conscience.

The rights of the moral self emanate from the essential notion of it as a
finite self who is self-reflective, who can determine itself in a thoughtful and
purposeful way, rather than just being driven by desires and instincts. Hence
it contains the right to be recognized as having purposes and to be judged in
terms of the intention behind its actions. From the notion that this is a pur-
poseful will, who acts according to ideas, we derive the idea that the moral or
self-reflective will is ultimately acting toward its own happiness, which is a
general concept that includes its more specific purposes. The pursuit of hap-
piness as an essential aspect of the moral will then entails the recognition of a
right to pursue its own welfare. But the recognition of the right of the moral
will to pursue its own welfare logically binds it in an obligation to pursue the
welfare of others. For welfare is not something that belongs only to the indi-
vidual as a singular will. On the contrary, it is a universal category, a general
idea of happiness or satisfaction that must apply to all. We are dealing here
with a will that understands itself as universal and hence that cannot restrict
the realization of its truth (its welfare) only to its own self. Rather the discov-
ery that it realizes its truth in terms of the notion of welfare must entail the
furthering of welfare generally, and this is reflected in utilitarian theories.

Hegel here recognizes the truth in utilitarian theories, that welfare is a cat-
egory that must be respected. But he refuses to give it the absolute status that
they accord it. For welfare only emerges under the notion of the individual as
free and self-determining in the first place. Thus it emerges as attached to the
notion of abstract right. Without an idea of individuals as rights bearers, it is
not clear why we should care about their welfare at all. Hence the concept of
‘welfare’ must be balanced against the concept of ‘rights.’ Neither can take pri-
ority or be absolute. What this means, for example, is that welfare cannot
always be singled out to justify the violation of property rights, such as in the
appropriation of land and houses to build a freeway. And property rights must
similarly be limited, as in taxation for a welfare state or regulations about the
treatment and payment of workers, in order to respect the principle of welfare.

The inseparability of right and welfare, for Hegel, is captured in the
notion that the moral will must pursue ‘the good,’ a larger concept that con-
tains both right and utility and seeks to balance them. The obligation of the
moral will to pursue the good is, according to Hegel, paired with its right to
decide for itself what the good is, to make a judgment—the “right of insight”
(§132). This right of insight is implied because the idea of the good as an end
that the moral will must pursue is bound up with the very character of the will
as self-determining according to its own rationality. If an idea of the good
were to be imposed on it from outside, this would go against the central char-
acteristic of the moral will.
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The problem of determining what the good is in any one instance finds
its solution for Hegel in conscience. He rejects Kant’s notion of specifying the
good by means of the moral law as “an empty formalism” that ends up justify-
ing any content at all (§135R). Rather it is conscience, the grasping onto a
certainty found within one’s own individual being and acting according to
that, which succeeds in willing according to an idea of the good. Thus, the
right of conscience is the ultimate culmination of a moral will that must act in
a self-determining way.

Phenomenologically, we have examined the figure of conscience in chap-
ter 2 in the discussion of conscience. This is the figure who is convinced of its
own moral truth as a universal truth and who actualizes that truth in the world
in action, judgment, and forgiveness. Hegel here in Philosophy of Right is
affirming philosophically the conviction that conscience has, that it contains
within itself the universal, the objective good (PR §140). But while in Phe-
nomenology, at the level of experience, the substance of what is realized in the
world remains mysterious, in Philosophy of Right it becomes clearly con-
cretized. For it is precisely the principles demonstrated according to the logi-
cal unfolding of the notion of will that constitute this content. These are the
will’s implicitly universal contents, which, in the unfolding of the will, become
concrete. Up to now these principles include the right to private property, the
necessity of punishment, the right to an impartial judge, the rights of self-
determination—including the right to be responsible only for what is ratio-
nally intended, the right to pursue one’s own happiness or welfare, the oblig-
ation toward the welfare of others, balanced by the requirement to respect the
rights of others and to enjoy that care and respect in return, and finally the
right of conscience itself as something held by all individuals in the society.

Thus the actual experience of conscience as containing the good within
itself, and as having that good recognized in the experience of forgiveness, here
receives its philosophical vindication. The knowledge of love—in the experience
of forgiveness—is objectified in a manner accessible to reason as the very sub-
stance of the will that is unfolded in Philosophy of Right. There is perhaps no
other moment that so clearly demonstrates the two levels at play in Hegel’s
philosophy as these parallel discussions of conscience in Phenomenology and
Philosophy of Right. All of the rights for which Hegel seeks to make an argu-
ment in Philosophy of Right ultimately presuppose—at the level of experi-
ence—the recognition among selves that is found in the moment of forgive-
ness, a recognition that relies on the knowledge of love. This experiential basis
is essential to the enshrinement and the enforcement of rights to private prop-
erty and the rights of the moral self. And in explicating the implicitly rational
basis of such recognition, in showing retrospectively that what is recognized is
essentially rational, Hegel is providing for the satisfaction of a skeptical rea-
soning that might seek to spurn the very experience of mutual recognition.
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The Experience of the Right of Objectivity and the Argument for It

The experience of love is not only at the basis of the rights for which Hegel
argues in Philosophy of Right; it is also at the basis of his argument that the
right of conscience—the ultimate right of subjectivity—is not absolute but
must be limited by the right of objectivity or the right of actually existing laws
and institutions that instantiate the good. In Philosophy of Right, Hegel argues
that the right of conscience must be limited because conscience is inherently
fallible. While it does indeed contain the good within itself implicitly, it comes
to its idea of what is good subjectively by grasping onto a found conviction
within its own individual being. In so doing, it may actually be willing against
the universal or willing evil (PR §140). The mere assertion by conscience that
it is willing the good is not enough; it is simply too subjective.

We saw this limitation expressed at the level of experience in the need of
the individualistic figure of conscience to find recognition for its own idea of
the good. It acts in the world partly in order to achieve this recognition, to
overcome its own subjectivist standpoint. And it is in the experience of for-
giveness, the mutual recognition by the two selves of a universal that binds
them together, that it achieves this overcoming. It is a recognition that takes
place in the form of love.

In Philosophy of Right this experience of overcoming, of transcending the
subjectivist standpoint of conscience, is mirrored in the logical transition from
conscience to ethical life. Because of its subjectivist standpoint and its possi-
bility for evil, it must be admitted that the right of conscience needs to be
limited by the truth of an actual, objective good. What this objective good is
we have seen already. It is the rational content of the will that Hegel
“deduces” from the notion of will (PR §138A); it includes the very rights we
have already examined. Conscience does not have the right to violate these
fundamental principles, principles that indeed contain the essential truth of
its own self.

Ultimately, for Hegel, what is good and right, what can be rationally vin-
dicated according to the notion of the will, is understood to be actualized in
history—in valid laws and institutions. What is truly rational should logically
become actual (although in fact, since it depends on conscience, it might not,
as shall be discussed later). Philosophy validates these laws and institutions by
showing their necessity, and a conscience that adheres to these does so because
it finds in them the expression of its deepest truth—the truth of an objective
good to which it feels bound. Hegel’s idea of “ethical life” is the logical expres-
sion of this higher truth, of a conscience that is limited by laws that have been
actualized in history and proven valid by philosophy. His idea of ethical life
thus presupposes a society that has recognized and instituted the good, in and
through the activities of individual willing, a society that on the one hand
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expresses the objective truth of conscience and on the other hand limits the
right of conscience to depart from this good.

The transcendence of self that is achieved in forgiveness is thus logically
captured in the transcendence of the standpoint of conscience, in favor of the
larger notion of ethical life. Hegel defines ethical life as “the truth both of sub-
jectivity and right . . . a subjective disposition, but one imbued with what is
inherently right” (§141R). Or in another formulation, it is “the good endowed
in self-consciousness with knowing and willing and actualized by self-con-
scious action” (§142). It is “the concept of freedom developed in the existing
world and the nature of self-consciousness” (§142). While on the one hand
the objectification of the universal in the laws and institutions of the modern
community means that they stand over against the individual as something
alien, on the other hand they are not alien, for “his spirit bears witness to them
as to its own essence” (§147). In relation to them the individual “lives as in his
own element which is not distinguished from himself ” (§147). “[T]he ethical
order is the actual living soul of self-consciousness” (§147R).

What all of this means is that the moral self, in its culmination as con-
science, logically requires a political community that embodies its objective
truth and with which it is in harmony. Just as, in the experience of forgiveness,
conscience feels its indebtedness to something larger than itself, so here the
experience is logically captured in the idea that conscience, on its own, cannot
validate its truth. For this to happen requires the recognition of others in a
political community where the knowledge of conscience can be enshrined as
right and be vindicated by philosophy. A community of moral individuals will
always feel the inadequacy of a society that does not recognize their truth.
While there may be points in history where the world does not reflect the
objective good, where laws and institutions are fundamentally corrupted, and
where individuals must retreat into their own selves to find the good (§138R),
the urge of the moral self is to find its truth actualized and vindicated in the
world around it. It is in this sense that Hegel understands ethical life to be a
higher standpoint than morality. And this is not because he abandons the
right of moral conscience but because he recognizes the right of objectivity—
the requirement that a moral principle be proven in the world.11 The idea of a
moral will thus logically points beyond itself, to the idea of a political com-
munity that embodies the truth of that moral self. Thus, once again, does
Hegel seek to vindicate the experience by which the objective good is actual-
ized in the world.

The Institutions of Ethical Life and the Arguments for These

The idea of ethical life as a community in harmony with individual conscience
entails, more concretely, particular institutions that enshrine and perpetuate
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the principles of right we have already examined. As such, these institutions
not only reflect principles of conscience and clarify what the concrete sub-
stance of the will is for Hegel; they also provide the environment within which
conscience is developed to accord with the good. They attain their justifica-
tion partly as educative institutions that reflect and foster the good in the sub-
jective lives of individuals. In examining these, we will thus be looking not
only at the logical arguments he makes for them, but more essentially at how
they provide for and cultivate the knowledge of love that we have been refer-
ring to all along.

The Family. To some extent, Hegel’s actual argument for the institution of the
family can be found in the logical transition from conscience to ethical life.
The idea of ethical life reflectively captures the necessity that conscience
acknowledge itself as part of a larger, moral community. The family is an
actual institution that can be seen to instantiate the idea of harmony that eth-
ical life connotes. This is because the essential feature of the family is the
experience of love, that individuals conceive themselves not as separate indi-
viduals but as “members” of a larger whole. In a true experience of love, nei-
ther the child nor the marriage partners find the institution of the family to
be an alien imposition; rather they experience a harmony therewith. Thus,
love is the first experience of the ethical idea in the life of the individual, the
first experience of the unity of the subject with an objective institution (§158).

However, as a found institution that embodies the experience of love, this
justification of the family remains inadequate. The knowledge that vindicates
it at this point in the argument is the knowledge of love experienced by the
members themselves, in conjunction with the actual existence of the family as
an institution recognized by the society. But love is a subjective experience,
and historical recognition is ultimately something different from philosophi-
cal vindication. Thus already, in this manifestation of ethical life, there is an
inadequacy. The very reflective rationality that plagued love in “The Spirit of
Christianity and Its Fate” is present here also. For while love may achieve
objectification in the marriage ceremony, in family capital, and in children, it
still leaves outside itself the entire realm of reflective rationality and the world
of private property relations that emanate from this rationality—the world of
civil society.

We know already that Hegel gives too much credence to the claims of
reflective rationality to accept the family as any ultimate embodiment of eth-
ical life. Any such ultimate unity must include the claims of this reason.
Indeed it is to the very addressing of these claims, as I have argued, that the
text of Philosophy of Right is devoted. On the one hand, this means that the
true vindication of the experience of love, and thus the institution of the fam-
ily wherein love is located, still awaits us. On the other hand, it means that, in
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the actual life of the individual, the claims of reflective rationality must be
given their due. From this, a number of things follow.

First, Hegel is not only making an argument for the family, an argument
that still requires its ultimate vindication, he is making an argument for the
nuclear family as an essential institution in the modern order. This is because
any modern order must accommodate the principle of reflective rationality,
the principle that underlies the very right of subjectivity. And for this, indi-
viduals must be educated to “freedom of personality” (§175). That is, they
must be educated to abstract from their immediate impulses and to think for
themselves. But this very education itself points to the undermining of the
prereflective unity of love. As we saw in chapter 1, the very act of reflection
disrupts the unity; individuals begin to look at themselves as separate, with
their own ideas and interests that are not necessarily shared with the family.
Extended families operate on the principle that individuals remain identified
with the family, that they do not develop separate interests and desires that
might disrupt the harmony. Thus in a society that embodies the modern prin-
ciple of freedom, the extended family must ultimately fragment into a plural-
ity of nuclear families. Not only must the family be nuclear, but one of the
chief functions of this family must be to educate the child to this standpoint
of freedom, to the point where he will leave his own family of origin.12

Second, the need to accommodate reflective rationality leads to Hegel’s
argument for the sphere of civil society—a sphere where individuals can
express themselves from the standpoint of reflective rationality, according to
the idea of themselves as separate, with their own desires and interests. In
order to do justice to the subjectivity within themselves, to their own reflec-
tive reasoning, individuals must go forth into this realm and seek to make
their own way.

Yet the argument that the nuclear family must educate the child to reflec-
tive freedom is only one side of Hegel’s justification for this institution. The
other side is that the family, in providing for the experience of love, lays the
essential, experiential basis for the fully developed moral being.

Here, what we have been arguing about, the source of the modern will in
Hegel’s thought becomes explicit. As he himself says, besides its “negative”
function of educating the individual to the standpoint of reflective rationality,
the family also has the positive task “of instilling ethical principles into him in
the form of an immediate feeling for which differences are not yet explicit,”
(§175). This means that ethical behavior is instilled in the child within a con-
text of “love, trust, and obedience” so that she is habituated to such behavior
without having it rationally justified to her (§175). These principles form “the
foundation of an ethical life,” (§175), says Hegel. And what this signifies is
that, while the individual comes to separate herself from the immediate bond
with the family, and to think of herself as an individual, she nevertheless still
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carries that love and the ethical principles instilled through that love, forward
into civil society. It is through her activities in civil society that she will have
to rationally explicate the ethical principles instilled within her. In the words
of Hegel, the differences that are not explicit in these principles, their rational
justification, must be made explicit; otherwise, the principle must be rejected
by the individual. The very basis of ethical autonomy is found in this early
childhood education. It is the “foundation” that the individual elaborates and
vindicates in his life.

Once again, then, love does not so much disappear as it does become
implicit—the implicit basis of the individual in civil society. While the move-
ment through civil society appears, in the presentation of Philosophy of Right,
to be purely logical, it ultimately relies on the experience of love and is in fact
an elaboration and vindication of that principle of love in the life of the indi-
vidual. Love is the very seed of the movement forward.

What should become apparent here is that the whole history of disci-
plining that phenomenological consciousness went through in order to
reestablish its deeper truth, in the modern ethical order is to be achieved
within the life cycle of the individual. In the family, the negative side of edu-
cation is discipline toward “freedom of personality” or reflective rationality.
With this, the individual comes no longer merely to dwell in the harmony of
love but is separated from it. It is not that the child stops loving the family,
but that she feels the division that has emerged within her. This is a parallel
development to Phenomenology. There, it was the eruption of the principle of
personality that broke up the immediate unity of Greek ethical life and that
subsequently tore apart the Christian community of love. However, just as the
Christian consciousness found that it had merely become estranged from the
knowledge of love, and that love was ultimately the basis of its own true will-
ing, so the child becomes separated from the immediacy of the bond of love
but carries it within her still, as “the foundation of an ethical life” (§175). The
individual is implicitly driven forward on this journey by the feeling of unity
she has experienced in the family—the spiritual self-consciousness of love—
even though she herself is not conscious of this. And just as with conscience,
where the knowledge of love must be understood to be developed and objec-
tified in a rationally necessary manner, in order to satisfy reflective rationality,
so the child educated to independence must come to terms with her own true
substance by expressing it in the social and political world and finding it
reflected and rationally upheld there.13

One cannot, then, underestimate the significance of the family in laying
the experiential foundation of the modern ethical life. For without the expe-
rience of love, there is no drive forward in civil society; there is no hope that
the extreme individualism that characterizes the reflective standpoint can be
transcended. Indeed, if the progress toward identification that Hegel depicts
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in civil society could be achieved purely through reflective reasoning, it is not
clear why he would place such emphasis on the family at all. It is not clear
why the family would be needed, other than as an inferior form of ethical life,
one that takes place at the level of feeling. But Hegel does put his discussion
of the family here, prior to the depiction of civil society, and I believe this is
because he is making explicit the implicit foundation of the will—the knowl-
edge of love.

The Institutions of Civil Society. The institutions of civil society are really a
recognition or enshrining of some of the rights we have already examined—
the right to private property or to individual expression separate from the
community, which we see in Hegel’s argument for a free market or “system of
needs” and the rights of the moral self, which we see objectified here partially
in the system of administration of justice, and partially in the various measures
composing Hegel’s welfare state. We have already covered in essence the logic
of some of the principles involved here. We have also examined what I believe
to be the implicit role of love in an individual’s coming to embrace these prin-
ciples—how the recognition of property rights presupposes a prior conviction
of the infinite value of the individual, a conviction achieved through love, and
how the recognition of a right of distress, here expressed in Hegel’s welfare
state measures, depends on a confrontation with our common vulnerability,
our condition as embodied beings, which is also known initially through love.
What we are further encountering in this section is the way in which the insti-
tutions of civil society constitute an environment within which the knowledge
of unity can be rationally elaborated and developed in the everyday life of the
individual, so that every aspect of our being comes to accord with the univer-
sal. We are encountering the social context within which the moral develop-
ment of the individual is envisioned.

There are three primary institutions that give explicit expression to the
unity that implicitly unites individuals in civil society and that are meant to
provide an environment in which a cultivation of this knowledge can come
about in the life of the individual: (1) the administration of justice; (2) the
welfare state; and (3) class organization and representation (the corporation
and the estates). The administration of justice enshrines and cultivates the
knowledge of abstract right, the idea of a common humanity that unites us at
the level of the abstract ego and that is implicitly behind the functioning of
the market or the “system of needs” (209). The codification of laws, publicity
of cases, and trial by jury all help citizens to come to a rational understanding
of and commitment to the universal principle behind right. The welfare state
measures that Hegel articulates to try to address the problems of inequality
that emerge from a system of private property rights gives expression to
another aspect of our unity—the fact that we are all mortal, embodied crea-
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tures, subject to chance in terms of where we are born and to whom, what
kinds of talents and weaknesses we inherit, how vulnerable we might be in the
marketplace, and so on. Hence these institutions give expression to and culti-
vate a rational knowledge of our unity both as abstract, thinking selves and as
finite, vulnerable, natural selves.

I do not wish to go again into the detailed justifications that Hegel makes
for these institutions. Readers can consult the text itself, as well as other com-
mentaries on it, in order to see the specific nature of the market that he envi-
sions, the system of administration of justice, and the precise measures of the
welfare state that he articulates. Nor do I wish to repeat my arguments about
how the movements toward unity that we see in civil society presuppose, at
the level of individual existence, the knowledge of love. What I would like to
do is to examine his argument for a class structure, which we have not encoun-
tered before and which helps us to understand how a more extensive experi-
ence of unity is developed in the sphere of civil society, one that comes closer
to recapturing the richness of love but that incorporates the reason and will
that have previously been hostile to love.

Class organization elaborates the knowledge of our unity at the level of
nature in a more developed way than does the welfare state—by individuals
choosing and working on their desires, interests, and talents in order to accord
with a particular sector of the society and coming to an awareness of their
unity of interest with that sector. Thus, participation in a class involves not just
the awareness that we are finite creatures, the way that the welfare state does,
but the active working on and training of our given natures to accord with a
particular vocation and lifestyle. This is not of course the initial motivation
toward class differentiation. Rather individuals choose a vocation because they
must, in order to make a living and meet their needs. But in doing so they
implicitly acquire a relationship to others: they must fit themselves into the
system of needs; they must acquire the skills necessary to do their job; and
they put themselves alongside others who perform a similar function in the
economy and who represent similar interests. Thus participation in a class is a
natural, organic development in the life of the individual, according to Hegel.
It is a cultivation of the natural self—the self that initially appears to be char-
acterized by pure idiosyncrasy—toward a unity with others.

What we have in the choice of a class, however, is not just an abstract
willing but a willing that takes into account some essential and interdepen-
dent determining factors—namely, one’s cultural and class background and
one’s natural talents and abilities. When Hegel says that the essential, deter-
mining factor in what class one ends up in is the will (206), he is not ignor-
ing the sociological factors that would push one into one job or vocation
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rather than another. Instead, what I think he is suggesting is that one must
self-consciously embrace what one has been given in terms of both one’s nat-
ural abilities and one’s family background. Family background means that
there is already a basis of unity with others—in class, ethnicity, and so on. This
does not mean that one must follow in one’s father’s footsteps. It does mean
that one has certain ethical obligations to one’s origins and that this should
influence one’s vocational pathway. The liberal notion that one can be any-
thing, that one can climb the social ladder, not only accepts a false hierarchy
that views some jobs as more essential than others, namely, those that get the
most prestige and money in a capitalist society; it also denies the background
of one’s choices. It denies the nature of who one is and the capacity to build a
larger sense of unity upon that nature.

Class is thus the most essential aspect of our identity, for Hegel. Class is
meant to supercede and yet incorporate other facets of our identity that have
in fact become more prevalent in contemporary existence—ethnicity, lan-
guage, gender, and religion. He did not believe class would be subject to the
same divisiveness as these other bases of identity for two reasons. One, it does
not rest on the unreflective embracing of ascriptive characteristics of the self
but is a self-conscious embracing and development of these and thus consti-
tutes a truly rational articulation of our natural and social differences. And
two, he believed that class divisions are ultimately organic in nature and that
together the three classes—agricultural, business, and universal—form a fully
functioning whole wherein all essential needs could be met and wherein each
class is as integral as the others.

Hegel did not seem to have envisioned the reduction in the size of the
agricultural class or its increased involvement with technology and a techno-
logical relationship to nature (essentially its absorption into the business
class). Nor did he believe that the business class must inevitably be polarized
into the separate interests of owners and workers. Instead he believed that
there was an implicit identity of interest uniting workers and owners. This
identity was to find its articulation in “the corporation.” And the corporation
was to provide the environment within which the consciousness of this com-
mon interest—class consciousness—was to be achieved.

Hegel’s corporation was to organize the division of labor within the busi-
ness class so that while an individual went about trying to make a living, he
ended up doing so as a member of a corporation. According to Heiman
(1971:125), Hegel’s idea of the corporation referred to “legally recognized,
state-sanctioned organizations derived from the usual trade and vocational
groupings within the community” and found its basis of recognition in extant
aspects of Roman law that recognize groups as legal persons. Its function was
to be quite encompassing in the life of the individual, acting as “a second fam-
ily” in the realm of civil society in that it attends more closely to the particu-
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lar needs of its members than the remote “general authority” can (do) (PR
§252). The corporation was to promote its own interest in civil society by
recruiting the members it needed to function, by protecting members “against
particular contingencies,” and by providing “education requisite to fit others to
become members,” as in job-training or apprenticeship (§252). Members
would receive job security, a stable income, and recognition for their skill and
contribution to the whole.

Scholars have rightly pointed to the corporation as constituting Hegel’s
real solution to the problems generated by a society dedicated to the princi-
ples of the free market (e.g., Houlgate 1992, Walton 1984). The corporation
is truly where “particular welfare is present as a right and is actualized” in the
life of the individual who is a member of the business class (§255). That is,
beyond the actualization of “abstract rights” through the administration of jus-
tice and beyond the impersonal system of welfare provided by the state, the
corporation was truly to take responsibility for the individual in terms of her
particular, embodied needs.

But beyond its role in meeting particular needs, the corporation was also
to embody a limited common good in the life of the society as a whole. For it
was to meet a genuine category of need with what it produced. Thus mem-
bers of the corporation would not only realize their physical needs in this role;
they would also gain recognition for their contribution to what the corpora-
tion realizes in the larger whole. This status would liberate the individual from
the condition of “mere self-seeking” and from the need “to try to gain recog-
nition for himself by giving external proofs of success” (§253R). That is, the
individual would gain an ethical identity and become committed to the lim-
ited common good to which she contributes. The desperate pursuit of wealth
is the sign of an individual who has no class, who has no sense of contribut-
ing to a larger whole and receiving recognition therein.

Thus through the corporation, and class more generally, Hegel envi-
sioned an environment in which rights would be protected and realized,
while at the same time individuals would be cultivated toward a more devel-
oped unity with the whole, a unity that includes the whole of their natural
and cultural selves. But the unity implied by class consciousness is still in
itself too limited. For the good of the class with which the individual is to
identify is a limited good, which must be balanced against the rights and the
needs of the other classes in order to realize a truly common good. It is in
Hegel’s idea of the “estates,” or his idea for a corporatist political structure,
that this inadequacy is to be overcome. The “estates” are the classes in their
political identity. Hegel is advocating a corporate structure to the legislature
based on class identity. One would be represented not as an individual, in all
of one’s differences and idiosyncrasies, but in terms of one’s already articu-
lated identity as a member of a class. For this is the true identity, wherein

89Philosophy of Right



one’s interests are truly found, according to Hegel, and not in one’s natural,
given passions and interests.

In this corporatist system, each class is to delegate representatives to
speak in their interest at the state level. In the business class this would hap-
pen through the corporations, which would represent the major sectors of
manufacturing, trade, and commerce. The coming together of the classes in
this political context is essential to the expression of a true general will. Here
no one sector is allowed to dominate, but each plays a part in the articulation
of the general good, and each ultimately subordinates itself to the larger good
which includes but transcends their own.

For an individual who has gained class consciousness, or the knowledge
of her unity with her class, the expression of that interest at the political level
and its place in the articulation of a more general common good provides for
the final and ultimate experience of unity in the life of the individual. Through
either participating herself or witnessing the deliberations involved in the
articulation of the higher good, she comes to identify herself with that good.
She transcends the parochialism of class.

The Experience of Patriotism and How It Differs from Love

What we see throughout the entire section on civil society is the means by
which a knowledge of unity with other members of society is cultivated in
every aspect of the individual’s being—in his entire natural and social being
and his rational understanding. The most developed expression of this unity,
at the level of subjective experience, is “patriotism.” This is the experience of
identifying the ends and goals of the community as one’s own, as the ultimate
expression of one’s freedom. This is no sudden and ultimate movement but
happens gradually, through the educative influences of the institutions we
have examined.

Hegel defines patriotism as “assured conviction with truth as its basis . . .
and a volition which has become habitual” (§268). The individual acts con-
sciously and yet spontaneously, on a day-to-day basis, according to the ratio-
nal ideals and principles of her community. She does not feel this to be in con-
flict with her own particular interests; the relationship to the community is no
longer experienced as a duty or an obligation. Rather, the individual adheres
from a unity of mind and body.

Whereas love is a knowledge of unity at the level of feeling and only with
one’s family, in the unity that develops through the journey of civil society, and
that reaches its full development in patriotism, there is a knowledge of one’s
unity with the entire political community. Furthermore, this latter unity incor-
porates the principle of reflective rationality and the expression of individual-
istic desires that are left out of the family. It comes to harmonize these desires
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with the rational principles of the state. Hence every aspect of the individual’s
being is elevated to accord with the knowledge of the universal. The unity we
encounter here is a much more developed and complete unity than we had
with love.

Thus the notion of patriotism that Hegel outlines in Philosophy of Right
does indeed take us beyond the experience of love and forgiveness, in terms of
elaborating the unity of self and world and in terms of the involvement of rea-
son in developing this unity. For the experience of unity achieved in love is
momentary—“a bare condition or single experience” (LPR 194/3:334). The
same thing is true for the experience of the unio mystica, “the self-feeling of
God, the feeling of God’s immediate presence within the subject,” which he
sees as the ultimate achievement of religious training and practice (LPR
479:5/260). Both are moments of transcendence in the individual’s life, after
which she lapses back into ordinary, mundane, secular existence. The differ-
ence of patriotism is that this harmony with the Absolute becomes thoroughly
elaborated in the process of the individual’s life so that the entirety of her
being is elevated to the good and the true. One’s particular, subjective person-
ality, the passions and inclinations, which in love achieve a momentary, spon-
taneous harmony with the universal, in ethical life are disciplined and edu-
cated to achieve that harmony in a stable and predictable fashion. Ethical life
is the experience of the Absolute in our everyday lives. It is because of this that
Hegel says that “ethical life is the most genuine cultus” (LPR 194/3:334).14 It
is the practices and training of ethical life that elevate us, in our subjective par-
ticularity, to a knowledge of the Absolute.

The essential substance of the knowledge at both the level of the state and
the family is identical—the knowledge that we are in fact part of a bigger
whole, a whole in which reason and nature are in harmony. What the journey
through civil society has done is to incorporate the whole realm of reflective
thought—and the expression of differences bound up with this—into that
knowledge of unity so that these no longer stand outside and pose a threat,
the way that they had done with the unity of the family or the unity achieved
in forgiveness. Indeed, we might say that Hegel’s civil society and the state are
the arena wherein we have the elaboration of the experience of love, in and
through reflective thought and the will. This is what Hegel means when he
says that religion is at the foundation of the state.15 In ethical life this founda-
tion, this “in-itself,” the substance and true source of the will, becomes “for
itself.” No longer a momentary intuition, it becomes elaborated in the fullness
of secular existence and in reflecting out of that existence this prephilosophi-
cal truth is most explicitly affirmed.16

The more developed unity that we find in patriotism thus not only vin-
dicates the initial experience of love, an experience that was apparently at
odds with, and threatened by, reflective reasoning. Beyond this, in his notion
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of ethical life as a “genuine cultus,” as the practices by which we are elevated,
in our entire sensuous being, to a knowledge of and commitment to the good,
Hegel is also articulating a truly modern spirituality. Individuals in whom the
principle of reflective thought has become ascendent—modern individuals—
are the individuals most in danger of nihilism, most in need of cultic prac-
tice. And yet it is these individuals for whom traditional religious practice is
unavailable. Hegel’s ethical life is the arena of cultic practice for precisely
such an individual and is meant to accommodate the reality of reflective
rationality in the modern subjectivity and to overcome its most destructive
consequences. It is meant to be a preservation and development of the knowl-
edge of love.

But if we never ultimately reach this end point, if this higher ideal of
unity is not achieved, if individuals do not “pass over of their own accord into
the interest of the universal” (260), what does this signify for Hegel’s whole
notion of the will? What does it signify for the whole idea that individuals
have an infinite principle within them that implicitly unites them with others,
that they can will this truth in the world, and that the world can come to rec-
ognize and embody this truth in rational, secular institutions? Indeed, such a
historical failure is potentially devastating. For in the understanding given
here, the very presupposition of the will with which Philosophy of Right begins
is only ultimately vindicated through the historical establishment of Hegel’s
state, including the subjective experience of patriotism. It is only through the
expression of the inner knowledge of unity in laws and institutions that the
former can be established as rational, and only through the harmony achieved
between individual and ethical world that love can finally be vindicated. But
if this unity is not realized, if the rift between self and world is not overcome
in a manner that satisfies reflective rationality, then this whole notion of the
will remains a mere prejudice. It is thus to the crucial question of the realiza-
tion of ethical life in history that we must now turn our attention.

APPENDIX: HEGEL AND THE WOMAN QUESTION

While Hegel does identify women with emotional knowledge and as the
keepers of that knowledge in the family and men with abstract reasoning and
with the expression of reason in the public sphere, the view of Hegel that I am
promoting here makes it clear that Hegel never meant to keep these two prin-
ciples inviolably separate. Indeed, as I have tried to argue, the expression of
reason and will in the public sphere must in fact be informed by the knowl-
edge of love if we are to see any moral progress. Conversely, as Carole Pate-
man has noted (1996), the very capacity to choose a partner and to enter into
the marriage contract, or to cultivate the bond of love, presupposes the prin-
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ciple of personality, a fact that puts Hegel’s own views on women into contra-
diction with his views on marriage. Thus substance and subject, love and will,
can and do coexist within a single subject.

In viewing women as incapable of reflective reasoning, Hegel shows him-
self to be merely bound by the prejudices of his own times. But history has
proven him wrong on this point, for women have historically asserted and
substantiated their equal capacity for reason and their right to participate in
the public sphere. Hence, if he were alive today, Hegel would have to recog-
nize the principle of will and reflective reasoning as operative also in women.

There is a danger that the principle of love that Hegel sees as so founda-
tional to the modern subjectivity can be eclipsed in the embracing of the mod-
ern principle of abstact reasoning, and this is where the feminist concern with
loss is a genuine one. But as I discuss in chapter 4, this is a danger that Hegel
himself was aware of and that his philosophy sought to help prevent. Fur-
thermore, as I discuss in the conclusion to this work, in his attention to the
importance of love, and to the role of traditional women in cultivating love,
Hegel’s philosophy in fact has progressive implications for contemporary
women and the family.
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THE HISTORICAL “FAILURE” OF ETHICAL LIFE:
THE SPLIT BETWEEN LOVE AND THE WILL

IF HEGEL’S ETHICAL LIFE is meant to describe an arena of deeper moral edi-
fication and unity in the life of the modern, secular individual, an elaboration
of the knowledge of love at the level of the political, in a manner that can be
reconciled with reflective thought and individual freedom, then we must ask
what has happened historically to such an existence. For surely Hegel’s ethi-
cal life, conceived in this sense, has attained only a partial materialization. And
we can see this partiality quite clearly at both the level of subjective experience
and at the level of objective institutional structures.

The Subjective Level 

At the level of subjective experience, of conscience, conviction, and political
culture generally, it seems reasonable to suggest that most individuals in West-
ern, liberal democracies have attained a certain level of moral consciousness as
Hegel describes it in his discussion of civil society. There is a powerful com-
mitment to the principles of abstract right, the rights of the individual to pri-
vate property, to choice of their own vocation, to make their way in what
Hegel calls the “system of needs” through the power of their own decision.
And this is a commitment that individuals hold not only for themselves, out
of mere self-interest, but as a strongly held conviction on the basis of all indi-
viduals as equal rights bearers. Alongside this is the tremendous respect for
and commitment to a system of justice that will safeguard such rights for all.
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Beyond this, and in spite of current attacks from the right, there remains a
widespread recognition of the need for a welfare state of some sort to prevent
individuals from falling into conditions of abject poverty. Thus to a certain
point at least we can see the attachment to particular moral principles in the
consciousness of the citizens of contemporary Western, liberal democracies.

In spite of what might be seen as a partial realization of Hegelian ethical
life at the subjective level, however, the development of modern society has
stopped short of Hegel’s ideal of unity. Hegel had anticipated that individuals
would, in and through the expression of self-interest in the system of needs
and the institutions that govern it, gradually come to transcend their individ-
ualistic standpoint and develop a deeper sense of how their fates are bound to
one another. Historically, however, where individuals feel secure in the preser-
vation of their abstract rights to pursue their own interests, there tends to be
an excessive focus on the private and the particular as the chief truth and real-
ity of the individual, rather than on the interests of the community as a whole.
The public realm tends to be seen as an arena wherein the fundamentally
competitive interests of groups and individuals are played out. Indeed, the very
notion of a common interest that could unite individuals and transcend the
merely private realm seems foreign to the consciousness of many. This has
been the chief concern of republican and communitarian critics of liberal cul-
ture and thinking.

The swing to the right in so many liberal democratic countries can be
seen partly as a symptom of this atomistic way of thinking, a viewing of things
according to the idea of individuals as separate and self-interested and in
terms of the abstract conception of right rather than in terms of welfare or in
terms of a larger notion of the common good. Concomitant with this has been
the increasingly prevalent notion that contributing to the community as a
whole entails doing “charity work.”

There does remain a widespread commitment to the idea of finding one’s
vocation, which for Hegel implicitly puts one into a class identity that consti-
tutes the essential basis for transcendence of the merely private. But vocation
tends to remain an individualistic conception that does not entail any moral
and political obligations toward one’s fellows. Furthermore, for much of the
working class, work continues to be a dehumanizing activity rather than a
source of self-realization. Nor does this reality, in North America at least,
seem to foster a working-class consciousness. Most individuals tend to remain
focused on their own selfish situation and regard their true existence, as Marx
suggested one hundred fifty years ago, as outside their working hours (Marx
1978:74). The difficulties of securing meaningful employment, where they
might gain an ethical identity, a sense of contributing in any way to a larger
good, means that individuals are indeed reduced to “mere self-seeking” and to
trying to gain an identity through the pursuit of material goods (PR §253R).
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While much attention has been paid to “new social movements,” and
while this has expanded our understanding of how individuals are participat-
ing in public life, the extent of participation in these movements is still lim-
ited to a relative few. The great mass of the population still leads a largely pri-
vatized existence, with little sense of how they might contribute to the
decisions affecting their lives.

In addition to this is the disturbing conformism that characterizes so
much of the citizenry in North America. Hegel had envisioned, in his con-
cept of ‘mediating institutions’ and his corporatist structure of representa-
tion, a public realm founded on the lively influence of conscience and con-
viction. In this absence of this, a major integrating force has become a
“disciplinary reason” that we exercise in relationship to our own selves and
lives (Foucault 1979). Individuals determine their own lives, in this view, not
by deeply felt moral convictions but by internalizing the objectifying gaze of
instrumental rationality, in relationship to their own bodies, actions, and
emotions. The effect of this, besides the extreme efficiencies of these well-
disciplined countries, is the extraordinary integration of so many individu-
als in North America, their failure even to feel or to be conscious of a fun-
damental lack in their lives.1

Perhaps in the face of the alienating effects of the public realm, it is to the
family and to romantic relationships that individuals continue to turn as the
arena for a deeper, more satisfying sense of unity. For Hegel, the chief func-
tion of the family was to lay the foundation of ethical life, in the experience of
love, the experience of oneself as part of a bigger unity. Today, the family and
intimate relationships more generally continue to be of great moral signifi-
cance, having deep roots in the modern identity (Taylor 1991:ch.5). The
nuclear family continues to sustain itself, particularly as the arena for raising
children in an environment of love. But even here we see limitations in the
realization of Hegel’s vision. The logic of civil society, the competitive strug-
gle for recognition that pits individuals against one another, has clearly
become capable of invading the familial realm and disrupting the bond of
love. Divorce rates and the expansion of the psychotherapy industry are just
two phenomena that testify to the fact that the family often proves inadequate
in providing individuals with the basic experience of loving and being loved.

To the extent that love cannot find an adequate outlet in family or in pub-
lic existence, it seems likely that the erotic impulse has gone underground. The
fact that the notion of the unconscious emerged as such a discussed phenom-
enon only in the twentieth century is no mere accident. The stripping of ordi-
nary existence of any deeper erotic impulse due to the domination of instru-
mental rationality has indeed meant that this impulse has become
“unconscious.” It manifests itself in the desperate attempts at escape from the
widespread realities of competition, injustice, materialism, and conformism
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characterizing ordinary everyday existence—in drugs and alcohol, in sexual
obsessions, and perhaps in certain kinds of ethnic nationalism.

Overall then, the logic of civil society, of an instrumental and atomistic
thinking, remains dominant in individual lives and has not been transcended
in the manner Hegel had envisioned. This remains true of our relationships
to one another, to law and political institutions, and to the nature within our
own selves.

The Objective Level

The above limitations—as seen from a Hegelian perspective—in the develop-
ment of the happiness and the moral consciousness of the members of the
society, find their counterpart in the objective structures of the society. Indi-
vidual rights enjoy powerful constitutional enshrinement in most Western,
liberal democracies. But law, politics, and economics tend to fall short by rein-
forcing the atomistic character of the public consciousness.

Hegel’s vision of modern society entailed a determination of the general
will where no one class dominated but where—through the “corporation” and
corporatist representation—a genuine common interest could be articulated.
But the development of capitalism has entailed a ripping apart of the organic,
harmonious class structure upon which Hegel’s idea of the state was founded
and has tended to polarize the “business” class into owners and workers. The
“corporation” that was to provide the members of the business class with a
“second family,” that was to be the chief “ethical root” and “mediating institu-
tion” in the achievement of a higher consciousness, and that was to protect its
members against the contingencies inherent in a market society, has clearly
failed to materialize. Trade unions and the state have historically emerged as
institutions for assuaging the worst excesses of class conflict and together with
capital may even be said to have succeeded in articulating a limited common
interest in the postwar era in Western, liberal democracies. But most trade
unions, even after the achievement of basic security issues for workers, have
continued to focus on wages, benefits, and job security, at the expense of prin-
ciples such as worker democracy. Furthermore, it is clearly the partial interests
of capital that are triumphing in the movement toward globalization.

Not only were Hegel’s idea of “mediating organizations” between the
individual and the state and his notion of a corporatist system of representa-
tion meant to group people into a natural basis of representation and prevent
the domination of capital, but they were meant to be fundamentally educative
institutions. They were to facilitate an atmosphere where genuine dialogue
and debate on the question of the common good would go on, which would
engage members in their hearts and minds. This entailed that these institu-
tions be structured on a fundamentally democratic model, not in terms of the
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mere registering of given desires and opinions, but in the sense of providing
for a process of inclusion and dialogue in order to give expression to a genuine
common interest.

In our day, the function of “mediating institutions” has been taken over by
parties, the electoral system, interest groups, trade unions, social movements,
and the media. And while the centrality of these institutions cannot be denied
in terms of the health of a democratic society, they have often remained lim-
ited both in terms of rationally guaranteeing the articulation of all the most
important interests and in terms of cultivating the moral consciousness of the
people. Some of the best political science is concerned with documenting the
deficiencies of these institutions in terms of fostering genuine democracy.
Political parties, for example, have as their chief goal the achieving of politi-
cal power. This means not only that they are elitist, and that their focus is on
being efficient campaigning machines at election time, but that they often
cater to the immediate whims and caprices of the electorate, rather than seek-
ing to have a real, educative influence. Furthermore, parties who receive so
much of their funding from the corporate sector are clearly compromised in
their ability to balance the interests of this sector with larger social concerns.
An electoral system that distorts the popular vote and that exaggerates region-
alism, the domination of democratic discourse by the language of opinion
polls, which simply register the public’s feelings rather than engaging people
in an educative dialogue, the unequal power of interest groups and their ten-
dency to fragment the public into competing groups, with no institutionalized
arena where sectors are brought together and debated in terms of their rela-
tionship to one another, the problem of corporate ownership of the media—
all of these are well-documented.

Overall then, existing mediating institutions that do exist tend to give
inadequate expression to the moral self, or love, or the drive toward unity,
however one wants to conceive it, because they themselves are usually mod-
eled on the logic of reflective rationality, on the efficient realization of their
most immediate goals, rather than on the wider goal of education and devel-
opment and on the notion of constituents as consumers of political goods
rather than as active participants and makers. Without a focus on this goal,
mediating institutions cut themselves off from the deeper need and wisdom of
their constitutents and fail in the realization of their chief function. They fall
short of the goal of generating an educated and enlivened citizenry.

It seems, then, that while Hegel’s ethical life may have been partially
achieved in Western societies, these societies have also to a greater or lesser
extent fallen short of the higher ideal of harmony, the notion of realizing a
true common interest, which Hegel had envisioned. It is as if the memory of
love, the striving toward unity at the level of the political, while it reaches a
certain level, is then stopped short, dramatically halted. The transcendence of
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the atomistic consciousness, the realization of a new form of erotic bond at the
level of the political, the Rousseauian general will, is experienced only in rare
and fleeting historical moments.2

In its most extreme form, the great synthesis between love and reason
that Hegel had envisioned in the idea of “ethical life,” the idea of a “genuine
cultus,” a modern spiritual existence, has instead become realized as a split
between a “totally administered,” rationalized, efficient society, on the one
hand, and on the other, the darker strivings of love, seeking whatever outlet
in modern existence that it can find. And while in most cases the split has
not been so radical and total, while the public realm is not immune to the
appeals of love and conscience, and while a space can be found for love and
friendship, this is a split that nevertheless finds some partial reality in the
lives of most of us.

At the very center of this historical failure, or limitation, looms the gen-
uine possibility that Hegel’s whole Notion of a will that is ultimately driven
by the knowledge of love is fundamentally wrongheaded. For, as I suggested
at the end of chapter 3, Hegel’s state itself is required for such an ontology of
the will to vindicate itself. If the will is indeed the mode of realization of the
knowledge of love, and if its ultimate impetus is the impetus to objectify love
in the world, in a manner accessible to rational thought, that impetus itself can
only be fully vindicated in Hegel’s state, where the unity is experienced and
explicated in a fully rational manner. Only there has the objectification of the
truth of love—the truth that we are part of a bigger unity that unites reason
and emotion, law and being, and self and other—been fully established for
reflective consciousness and brought to life in the everyday existence of the
modern individual. But if, by the end of the journey, such a rationally articu-
lated unity has not been achieved, then Hegel’s Notion of the will, and hence
his whole understanding of modern history as a rational unfolding of the
knowledge of love, may be thrown into question.

Furthermore, this historical failure also throws into question the argu-
ments for the rights of property, welfare, conscience, and so on that Hegel has
sought to establish through his depiction of the rational unfolding of the will.
For the very presupposition of these arguments is that the individual will has
an infinite significance and that it has a right to express itself and objectify its
individuality and its autonomy because of this infinite significance. Without
the knowledge of love that is at the foundation of this conviction, and with-
out the ultimate validification of that knowledge, the logic of these arguments
rests on a much weaker foundation.

That the confrontation with history does indeed invalidate Hegel’s Notion
of will has been the conclusion of numerous commentators. Charles Taylor has
seen, in the historical triumph of instrumental rationality and the eclipse of the
romantic view of nature, a falsification of Hegel’s notion of reality as structured
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according to the rationality of the “Idea” (1975).3 Marxian analyses have taken
Hegel to task for his failure to conceptualize a genuine solution to the problem
of poverty that emerges in association with capitalism (Avineri 1980, Cullen
1979, Plant 1983, Stillman 1980, Wood 1990), and Otto Pöggeler links this
more deeply to Hegel’s flawed conception of the will (1973). For Emil Fack-
enheim (1967, 1973:154 ff.), the radical shaking of the European self-con-
sciousness, both in terms of its religious self-certainty and its secular self-con-
fidence, is seen to undermine the very idea of “the God within,” of a moral will
determined by a larger, universal principle that could be realized in the world.4

Lacoue-Labarthe makes a similar argument from a Heideggerian perspective,
arguing that the event of the Holocaust is the ultimate “truth” of the organic
conception of political community that underpins the whole Western tradition,
Hegel’s included (1990). And Edith Wyschogrod (1985) also argues that
Hegel’s philosophical framework cannot do justice to the Holocaust. These
criticisms cut particularly deep because they are explicitly tied to a fundamen-
tal failure in Hegel’s ontology of the will. They do not target a merely superfi-
cial aspect of Hegel’s political philosophy but direct themselves at the very
heart of his philosophical understanding of modernity.

While the interpretation offered here does not share the understanding
of Hegel’s conception of will found in all of the above commentators, it is in
accordance that the question of history is a fundamental one for his philoso-
phy of will. The partial failure of ethical life, as depicted above, does indeed
constitute a genuine epistemological threat. But rather than rejecting Hegel’s
idea of the will as an anachronism, as part of a whole misguided tradition of
Western metaphysics, it is first necessary to go back, to see what he might have
had to say about it, how he might have interpreted it, and what implications
he might have drawn from it, both in terms of his own philosophy and in
terms of the modern self and its world. For while Hegel himself may not have
come fully to grips with all the negative dynamics that were to play themselves
out over the next two centuries, we can nevertheless find, in fragments of his
later writings, some dark inklings of the trajectory that the modern world
could take and his own understanding of the reasons why this could be so.
And thus it is possible to examine, from within Hegel’s own perspective, why
ethical life may have encountered the limitations and failures that it has.

Such an examination, as I shall try to show, reveals that Hegel’s thought
is not dumbly open to dismissal in the face of history, but that it continues to
speak with a voice that is powerful and relevant to our times, that indeed it
constitutes an indispensable contribution in terms of the critique of instru-
mental rationality that has become so prevalent in the past century, in terms
of joining forces with democratic thinkers in articulating an alternative spiri-
tual existence that still resides as a possibility for us today and in terms of clar-
ifying the task of philosophy in relationship to political life.
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HEGEL’S EXPLANATION OF THE “FAILURE”

At the point where the doctrines of religion [have become] representations,
mere factual data, [what is supposedly] required [is] thinking as a reflective
activity. It is what causes the secure to waver, dissolves everything dialectically,
and leads it back to the subjective, whether it is an empty abstraction of the
universal or is reduced to feeling, which it makes the foundation. The [com-
mon] people, in which reason remains constantly under pressure, [this] class in
whose cultivation the truth can exist only in the form of representation . . . [has
been] abandoned by its [theological] teachers. The latter have helped them-
selves by means of reflection, and have found their satisfaction in finitude, sub-
jectivity, and precisely thereby in vanity; but the [common] people, who form
the substantial nucleus [of the population as a whole], cannot find its satisfac-
tion in such things. Instead [of allowing] reason and religion to contradict
themselves, [we must] resolve the discord in the manner [appropriate] to us—
[namely,] reconciliation in [the form of ] philosophy. How the present day is
to solve its problems must be left up to it. (LPR III: 160–62/5:96–97)

Hegel’s famous expression of despair in the 1821 manuscript of the Lec-
tures on the Philosophy of Religion, his retreat into the realm of philosophy, and
his leaving the world to itself may well lead interpreters to construe him as a
pessimist, as abandoning altogether his faith in the world,5 or as a conserva-
tive, as locating this loss of faith ultimately in the loss of positive religion.
From such a perspective, with the demise of religion there is no way to retrieve
any spiritual meaning in existence for ordinary people, and the world must be
abandoned to the course of a narrow, reflective reasoning.

But such an interpretation remains inconsistent with Hegel’s whole idea
of ethical life as a way of preserving spirituality in and through reflective ratio-
nality. Furthermore, his idea that philosophers might remain keepers of the
truth while “common people” are left to themselves is by his own admission
only “partial” (LPR 111:160–62/5:96–97). For philosophers themselves
require a cultic life; philosophy cannot perform the function of elevating sub-
jective feeling to the Absolute. It merely keeps the truth conceptually. Life
itself must furnish the filling of that truth. Hence it is to a different interpre-
tation of Hegel’s expression of despair that we must turn.6

In his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, as we have already seen, Hegel
describes ethical life as “the most genuine cultus,” as the set of practices in
everyday life that affirm, at the level of feeling, the individual’s contact with
the true substance of the self. But in the Lectures where Hegel describes ethi-
cal life as “the most genuine cultus” he adds a significant caveat. Ethical life is
indeed “the most genuine cultus,”—“but consciousness of the divine must be
bound up with it” (LPR 194/3:334 [my emphasis]). With this caveat Hegel
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opens up a startling possibility that, while ethical life is to be the crucial arena
for cultic practice for the modern, reflective individual, those individuals could
lose touch with the very consciousness that they are meant to cultivate, the
consciousness of the universal at the level of feeling. How this could happen
is a further question, and it is in a subsequent statement in the Lectures that
we find the answer.

Through her experience in civil society the modern individual may
indeed come, rationally, to be at home with the laws and institutions that con-
stitute the objectification of her inner substance. But, Hegel says, in a discus-
sion of the realization of religion: “[o]nce the laws of the state are known as
universal laws, thought attacks the content of God too, requiring that it must
stand the test of thought” (LPR III:374/5:289).7 I believe that this statement
holds the key to Hegel’s own understanding of the possibility of failure, for in
it he points to the danger that remains at the heart of his project with ethical
life and that informs his conviction of the importance of his own philosophy.

Hegel believes that the real source of just laws and ethical institutions is
a larger, rational principle that governs all reality. And based on this interpre-
tation it thus must also be the case that, while the human will does indeed
produce the truth of things for itself in its historical realization in the world,
and come to understand that truth rationally, the substance and source of the
will is at the same time something given to it. This was clear in the examina-
tion of conscience, where it came to its inner certainty, and found recognition
for it, through the experience of grace. Thus the subject must never attack or
repudiate that source but must know and acknowledge that its content “is
objective, having being in and for itself,” that while on the one hand as sub-
ject it produces the truth, on the other hand “it recognizes this truth as at the
same time not produced, as the truth that subsists in and for itself ” (LPR
487/5:267). In other words, it must recognize the otherness of the universal,
the real source of its will, which cannot wholly be absorbed into a humanly
created law, without once again being lost.

Fackenheim sustains this point against left-wing Hegelians for whom, he
suggests, “the secular aspect had so totally appropriated the religious . . . as to
produce the death of God and become itself divine—whether in the form of
one particular actually existing order or in the form of an actually existing his-
torical movement from one such order to another” (1970:221). For Hegel, he
says, “the distinction between the ‘true’ and the actually existing state remains,
as does that between state and religion, even though their root is one . . . [cit-
ing Hegel] ‘the ethical life (Sittlichkeit) of the state and religious spirituality
are mutually warranting’ (Enz., sect. 552, italics added); i.e., the state cannot
be ‘ethical’ if, appropriating the religious dimension, it becomes totalitarian”
(1967:221). Thus Fackenheim speaks of a “creative diversity” in Hegel in the
relationship between the state and divinity.
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What this means at the level of individual experience is that the rational
recognition of the truth of law must be informed and sustained by a kind of
religious reverence or respect. Reflective thought can come to an abstract sort
of understanding of the need for certain kinds of laws and institutions, of the
universal principles these embody. But this is a lifeless understanding if it does
not have an intuitive comprehension alongside it. Furthermore, in gaining its
abstract understanding in the first place, abstract rationality is dependent on
its concrete history. Through the lived experience of the actual individual of
civil society, the reflective rationality that dominates in this realm comes grad-
ually to see the universality of law. But it does so not in abstraction from life,
but precisely in and with life, in and with the embodied self in all of its moral
experience, as I tried to show in the discussion of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
Thus the knowledge of universality is derived from concrete moral subjectiv-
ity and remains dependent upon it. And the “cult” of ethical life is meant pre-
cisely to bring these two kinds of knowledge—the religious and the rational—
together in a mutually sustaining manner.

Nevertheless, reflective rationality by its very nature abstracts from its
embodiment and expresses its conclusions in abstract terms. And this separa-
tion will inevitably entail, as Hegel suggests, that it will turn its gaze back
upon its own self, upon its moral convictions, feelings, and intuitions. For
reflective thought is inherently restless, subject to the “bad infinite” that Hegel
speaks of in Logic. It takes its own categories as given and seeks to conquer the
realm beyond their boundaries to infinity. In this case, achieving its abstract
universality, it seeks beyond this realm, turning back on its own concrete,
moral understandings, those very understandings upon which it had been
dependent in coming to its own conclusions. It is this concrete subjectivity to
which Hegel refers when he suggests that “thought attacks the content of God
too,” and it is reflective rationality that does the attacking.

In separating abstract universal principles from intuitive moral knowing
and feeling, reflective thought essentially separates the public and the private.
Embodied moral knowing comes to be seen as private, as separate from ratio-
nality, and in being so regarded is inevitably reduced. For this reduction to
“mere subjectivity” is the beginning of the dessication of that moral sub-
stance—of “the content of God.” Looking down on moral intuition and view-
ing it from an abstract perspective, reflective rationality does precisely the
same thing as it had previously done with the emotion of love and as judging
conscience had done to acting conscience: it casts it as a merely particular and
contingent emotion, as opinion and as mere self-interest.

Thus, ironically, the very achievement of ethical life carries with it the
possibility of its own self-destruction. The will in its self-realization, in seek-
ing to realize and grasp its own substance in the transparent realm of secular
existence, has the negatively infinite tendency to turn on and attack its very
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own source. It turns its abstract, reductionist categories onto that source and
cannot do justice to it. It will deny any existence of a universal in life, will
reduce anything it encounters to its own, limited framework. And the result
of its immanent activity, its “bad infinite” allowed to run unchecked in ethical
life, will be the eclipse of the very universal upon which it depends.

This tendency of abstract rationality to separate itself from subjective
intuition and knowing and to reduce that knowing finds its expression in the
actual political world in the artificial separation of the public from the private
realms. On the one hand, subjective knowing is reduced to a merely private
and personal affair, having no significance for the public realm, being seen as
mere opinion and individual idiosyncrasy. On the other hand, the public realm
itself is not seen to be grounded on any absolute principles, other than the
most abstract notion of a universal equality.

The effects of this separation of public and private according to the logic
of abstract rationality were being felt even in Hegel’s own time. In the 1821
manuscript for his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, he speaks of “the so-
called signs of the times,” comparing the state of modern decadence to the
period of the Roman Empire. Then, he said, when all religious truth came to
be seen as a merely human projection, when “the universal unity based on reli-
gion had disappeared, along with a universal political life,” people took refuge
in their own private existence. So in our time, he says:

the quest for private welfare and enjoyment [is] the order of the day; moral
insight, [the basis] of personal actions, opinions, and convictions, [is] with-
out objective truth, and truth [is] the opposite. I acknowledge only what I
believe subjectively . . . the teaching of the philosophers has corre-
sponded . . . : we know and cognize nothing of God, [having] at best a dead
and merely historical sort of information. (LPR III:159/5:95)

When individuals can find little that is substantial to knit them together at the
level of the public, they will indeed retreat into their own private existence.
The privatization that marks our own time is recognized and diagnosed in its
origin by the Hegel of 1821, as determined by the reductionist logic of a
purely abstract rationality.

The flip side of this privatization and subjectivization can be seen in the
character of the public realm. Hegel notes that while the principle of freedom
has gained supremacy in places such as France, it has done so only in an
abstract manner, by opposing itself to the subjective knowledge of the truth,
to conscience and disposition (PH 444–52/526–35; Enc. §552; LPR I:
457–60/5:344–47), which are put on one side as something purely private.
The only knowledge of universality that is seen to count is the universality of
abstract individualism. Individuals are meant to understand and pay respect to
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the law not out of the deeper knowledge of conscience, but merely by consis-
tently observing their abstract rationality.

This tendency to relegate subjective knowing to the realm of the private,
as if it were all mere opinion, and to assert abstract principles in the realm of
the public, indicates the incapacity of a society that has become dominated by
reflective rationality to grasp the deeper truth of the public order. Reflective
thought has repudiated any more ultimate basis of existence than that which
it can abstractly comprehend. And yet, as we can see in Hegel’s critique of
Rousseau and of Kant in Phenomenology of Spirit,8 the knowledge of abstract
universality cannot produce anything positive by itself. It ultimately does rely
on the concrete realm of particularity for its own articulation, and the positive
expression of this is to be found in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. But the partic-
ular is precisely what gets reduced and stripped of any spiritual meaning when
reflective thought turns its gaze back upon it, and thus the knowledge of uni-
versality that has once been achieved in conscience and the journey through
civil society, the concrete history out of which it has emerged, is lost. The
whole authority of the public order is left to stand upon merely abstract asser-
tions or dominant prejudices.9

Furthermore, individuals cannot sustain their truth in something that is
purely abstract and intellectual. They must know it at the level of the “deter-
minate and particular”; they must feel it with their being. But reflective
thought cannot vindicate this determinate knowing, precisely because it is
particular. Hence it also cannot provide an adequate foundation from which
to justify the cultivation of such knowing, the foundational principles of citi-
zenship, and the institutions within which cultivation might take place. And
if that aspect of individuals that is most their own, their personal feelings and
intuitions, is not cultivated and recognized at the public level, then they will
indeed express that self in the only way they know how—in “the quest for pri-
vate welfare and enjoyment.”

It is according to this analysis that we may understand Hegel’s statement
that “you cannot have a revolution without a reformation.” It is the deeper,
subjective knowledge of conscience that is essential to ethical life but that is
not recognized or vindicated by reflective rationality. The true ground of the
state is lost to view with its relegation to the realm of the private, and the rule
of abstract right sustains itself on an increasingly fragile basis. Thus it is that
Hegel speaks of the division between conscience and the political realm as
“the problem . . . with which history is now occupied, and whose solution it
has to work out in the future” (PH: 452/535), as “the monstrous blunder of
our times” (Enc. §552), and as “the contradiction, and the prevalent unaware-
ness of it . . . [that] our age is suffering from” (LPR I:460/3:347).

In Philosophy of Right Hegel never contemplates the possibility that indi-
viduals could become so alienated from the true source of their will, that they
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could so diminish their inner convictions and truth. But in these other
moments he confronts it head on, not just as a possibility, but as a present,
existing reality. Furthermore, it is clear from Hegel’s diagnosis above that the
alienation is a product of abstract, reflective thought. Thought has turned on
God, not only in terms of the conflict between the Enlightenment and posi-
tive religion, but more significantly, because thought has become capable of
repudiating its own subjectively experienced, moral understandings.

Yet we still remain with the question of why this experience gets eclipsed,
of why people lose touch with the promptings of their conscience, and thus
why they fail to realize a larger moral thinking. In Hegel’s understanding of
the modern subjectivity, there is always the inherent possibility of such an
eclipse. As we saw in chapter 1, reflective rationality is fundamentally consti-
tutive of this subjectivity and cannot be denied. And this rationality is what
separates us from the initial experience of love. But we also saw that individ-
uals are capable of transcending the purely reflective standpoint and of willing
from a standpoint of conscience. Why, then, would individuals repudiate such
a foundation of self? Why would they lose touch with the most essential basis
of their being as individuals?

Hegel’s work, as interpreted here, seems to point us toward three mutu-
ally reinforcing causes in explaining such an eclipse: (1) the problem of the
inherent difficulties in acting according to conscience, (2) the extent to which
the institutions of ethical life fail to nurture and reflect the demands of con-
science, and (3) the failure of philosophy to perform its role in justifying the
demands of conscience.

The Inherent Difficulties of Acting from Conscience

We explored, in chapter 2, Hegel’s discussion of what acting from conscience
entails. We saw there that in order to be moral we must not merely have moral
convictions; we must live by them; we must act. And in doing so, we must
expose ourselves to the world, with all the potential harshness of its judgment
and all of the negative consequences that might flow from that. To be moral
we must often go against our own material interests; we must put our most
essential selves into the light of a potentially negative and dissecting judg-
ment. Acting from conscience, then, entails a significant degree of courage.
This in turn entails the firm conviction that we are right in what we do.

Clearly, we are not today in the position of a Socrates or a Christ, where
the moral order around us is so disintegrated that, as Hegel says, we must
retreat into ourselves to find the good and the right. Those of us who inhabit
established liberal democracies do not live in a moral vacuum where basic
moral principles are not recognized by the world around us and where every
stance is a heroic one. On the contrary, it has often been by appealing to moral
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principles that are already recognized and enshrined in the society at large, that
can be adapted or modified to new situations, that the most significant moral
achievements have been made, such as in the civil rights movement, the
women’s movement, the aboriginal rights movement, and so on. Hence it is
not as if there is no guidance in the world around, no external resources to
assist us in our struggles and to affirm the rightness of our cause. Neverthe-
less it is still the case that all such actions, actions which sometimes culminate
in whole social movements, are grounded fundamentally in conscience and in
the capacity of individuals to act according to conscience. And while we may
have plenty of examples of such action around us, it is nevertheless undeniable
that acts of conscience always require enormous courage.

It is little wonder, then, that individuals often fail to live up to the
promptings of their inner voice. How much easier it is to repudiate that voice,
to allow others to determine things for us, to fit ourselves into the dominant
order, to quiet our moral passions with a bit of argument or, in the manner of
the beautiful soul, to comfort ourselves with the purity of our own beliefs,
while refusing to “soil” our hands by action. Indeed, as modern, reflective indi-
viduals, we have the tools available to us to engage in such rationalization.
And as Rousseau saw, it is the philosophers who are perhaps the most capa-
ble of such sophisticated evasions of conscience (1987:55).

But beyond the inherent difficulties of acting according to conscience,
and thus the tendency to allow an atomistic thinking to determine us, Hegel’s
work also points toward the essential role of the institutions of ethical life and
of philosophy in nurturing and justifying conscience and hence toward the
possibility that their failure adequately to perform these roles in fact encour-
ages us in our tendency to repudiate our own inner voices.

The Failure of the Institutions of Ethical Life

“When a father inquired about the best method of educating his son in eth-
ical conduct, a Pythagorean replied: ‘Make him a citizen of a state with good
laws’” (PR §153R). Hegel’s story of the Pythagorean is a pithy encapsulation
of his theory of ethical life—that the nature of the political community
within which an individual grows up has potentially profound implications
for the development of conscience. For the very idea of ethical life is the idea
that the objective world around one, the laws and institutions of the society,
would reflect and reinforce the essential truth of one’s conscience. In this
view, there should be little disjunction between the inner truth of oneself and
the world around one. Each side must serve to support the other. To put it in
Rousseau’s terms, Hegel believed that the forces of amour propre—the forces
of recognition—would come to reflect the forces of amour de soi—the forces
of one’s inner authentic nature. It was this envisioned harmony that would
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make the problem of moral conflict within the self less extreme, that would
make it less likely that we would have to struggle so profoundly to be con-
scientious persons.

Clearly, Hegel was overly optimistic in this regard. We have already
examined the various limitations of ethical life, as it has emerged historically,
particularly the failure of “the corporation” and a corporatist system of repre-
sentation, as well as the problems with the family. What we need to consider
here are the effects of these limitations in terms of the nurturing of moral con-
science in individuals. For to the extent that public institutions are structured
according to a narrow, reflective thinking that treats citizens as consumers
rather than as moral beings, to the extent that their job is seen in terms of reg-
istering individual desires and wants rather than in terms of stimulating moral
development through involvement, debate, and discussion, that is the extent
to which these institutions fail in their essential, educative goal. To the extent
that the family is regarded as a largely private affair, that its essential role in
the education of the next generation of citizens is inadequately recognized,
that policies toward it do not sufficiently recognize the changed role of
women, and that the relations among members is penetrated by the logic of
civil society, that is the extent to which this crucial institution will fail in its
nurturing function. To the extent that the educational system is seen in terms
of the acquiring of technical skills and knowledge to be used in the generation
of more and more wealth, rather than in terms of the more intangible goals of
thinking, listening, and understanding, that is the extent to which it will fail
in its role of cultivating genuinely moral and engaged citizens. And to the
extent that institutions and practices regard individuals only in atomistic
terms, as isolated, self-interested individuals rather than as members of moral
communities, that is the extent to which individuals will tend to fail in find-
ing their ethical relationship to others.

The urgings of conscience are not created by family and society, but they
do require the family and society for their development. According to Hegel,
a good society will comprehend these institutions in terms of this essential
goal. But if individuals succeed in separating themselves from the knowledge
of conscience, from the knowledge of their dignity as individuals and their
unity with one another, if they become dominated by a reflective thinking that
does not see its own limits, then it becomes more and more likely that the laws
that govern these institutions will not reflect this essential, moral goal. Thus
the tendency of reflective thinking to dissect and repudiate conscience, and
the failure of ethical institutions adequately to nurture conscience, have a
mutually reinforcing effect. Conscience cannot be definitively silenced, but it
can be reduced, ignored, and deadened. The educative failures of the institu-
tions of ethical life mean that it is all that much easier for individuals to repu-
diate conscience and for reflective reasoning to extend its determining reach.
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Beyond the reciprocal failure of individual moral action and the institu-
tions and environment that would stimulate such action, Hegel’s work points
in a third direction—toward the failure of philosophy.

The Failure of Philosophy

Philosophy, for Hegel, does not have as its chief task the development or
stimulation of moral sentiments—that is the task of the family and the medi-
ating institutions of civil society and the state.10 Rather, as I have already dis-
cussed, the task of philosophy is to vindicate genuine experiences of love and
moral conscience, and the actions and laws that flow from them, to rationally
justify these experiences and thereby to halt the destructive potential of
reflective rationality.11

Both Rousseau and Kant confronted the danger of modern scientific
rationality in its capacity to attack the very foundation of moral existence, to
totalistically reduce everything to its own narrow, materialist terms. And both
sought to address this danger by confronting such a rationality with its own
inherent limit, by drawing a line beyond which, by its own standards, it must
not go.12 Hence both thinkers sought to carve out a space where moral con-
science could be understood to reside, a space philosophy would protect by
providing a rational argument to limit the narrower, technical reasoning that
dominated the Enlightenment. Hegel followed in the footsteps of Rousseau
and Kant in comprehending the danger that they sought to address. But he
repudiated the notion that reason could be limited and that the moral self
could reside in a sphere reserved to faith. Rather than limiting Enlightenment
reasoning, Hegel sought to show that it had an immanent tendency to destroy
its own narrow perspective by transcending that perspective in a higher, more
complete understanding. Here is where we find the idea of Hegel’s dialectic,
his philosophy of the Notion.

Dialectical philosophy, particularly as we can see it in Philosophy of Right,
seeks to reveal how reflective rationality is immanently driven beyond the
abstract category of will with which it begins, toward an increasingly adequate
understanding of the self in its moral subjectivity and its larger ethical context.
Dialectical philosophy thus reveals how the separation of law and conscience,
which has wielded such destructive consequences for the modern political
community, is immanently overcome. The very concept of ‘ethical life’ embod-
ies this overcoming, by refusing to separate the private from the public, con-
science from the law, political culture from institutions, emotion from reason,
individual from community. It is this very concept of ethical life, and the
dialectical way in which Hegel seeks to come to it, that illustrates how Hegel
sought to incorporate and transcend the position of reflective rationality and
thus to prevent it from turning on the unity of ethical life, of separating once
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again the universal principles of the objective order from the subjective know-
ing of conscience and thereby “attacking the content of God.”

Here, in light of Hegel’s explanation of the partial failure of ethical life, it
becomes even more urgently apparent why the goal of philosophy must be to
limit reflective rationality in its reductionist effects on moral conscience and
human community. True philosophy must be judged according to its capacity
to contribute to this essential task, in an age when we are so capable of ratio-
nally repudiating our deepest inner convictions and sentiments.

But the dominant thinking in moral and political philosophy today does
not adequately reflect this task. For the most part, it is the narrow thinking of
reflective rationality that has predominated and that has totalistically appro-
priated the title of “reason.”

We see this most starkly and consistently in the utilitarian tradition,
which views all human experience from the narrow perspective of scientific
rationality, reducing all behaviour and life plans to mere subjective prefer-
ences.13 Yet the tendency to reduce the subjective level is more widely exhib-
ited in the popular adherence to “value relativism” in liberal political cultures,
toward nonjudgment of the life ways and moral orientations of others. It is
also present in the extremely influential philosophy of John Rawls (1971). For
even though Rawls’s liberalism is motivated by antiutilitarian concerns, being
driven by a fundamental respect for all individuals in their right to self-deter-
mination, the source of the “self-determination” or “autonomy” of individuals
tends still to be understood in terms of subjective values and preferences. That
is, the substance and source of individuals’ wills tends still to be seen in purely
private and finite terms. These life plans are set resolutely over against the uni-
versal and are not to be judged or commented upon but are a matter left purely
up to the individuals themselves. There is nothing universal in any one par-
ticular choice; the universal resides only in our capacity to treat all choices
equally, to accord all individuals the same respect.

The problem with this widespread tendency in popular and political phi-
losophy is that it perpetrates precisely the separation and reduction against
which Hegel warns. The subjective level of conscience and individual self-
expression are reduced to private opinion and individual taste. There is no
basis upon which to validate the distinction between good and bad moral
standpoints or individual judgments in a more objective way.14 While moti-
vated by a genuine concern for freedom and equality, the ironic effect of this
separation of the universal from the particular, of public from private, is to
render banal all choices. Since the ground of one’s decision seems ultimately
to lie in given preferences and desires, it is not clear why one preference might
be better than another.

Because of its relegation of conscience and self-determination more gen-
erally to the private and the particular, such a thinking provides individuals
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with little guidance or understanding as to why they should care more about
one choice than another. Within such a world-view, it seems just as likely, as
Allan Bloom suggests with reference to Rawls, that individuals would come to
a standpoint of “nihilistic despair or irrational commitment” as they would to
the kind of calculated contentment that Rawls seems to envision (Bloom
1975:408). Without providing some answer to the question of how and why
an individual chooses, individuals are left with no resources upon which to
justify to themselves their own callings. Such a liberal thinking thus fails to
provide a self-understanding that can help individuals resist dominant pres-
sures to conform.

The other side of this widespread, utilitarian tendency to reduce all life
plans to personal preference and subjective choice is that the substance of the
universal itself is reduced. In the liberal procedural view, what unites us is sup-
posed to be a belief in equality and mutual respect. But when the substance of
self-determination gets reduced to mere value preferences or rational calcula-
tion toward the maximum satisfaction of individual desires, it is not at all clear
why we should see one another as equal, why we should respect one another.
For the very motivation to respect, and to want to equalize the conditions for
the exercise of individual self-determination, depends on there being some-
thing in what an individual chooses and does, something in one’s individual
life path, that commands respect. Under such a vision, it is not at all clear what
this would be.

Furthermore, universal principles that are defined through the detach-
ment from particular life paths, in a hands-off approach, foreclose debate at
the public level about what an authentic individual choice or a valuable life
path might mean and what as a society we might be striving to foster, beyond
the principle of mutual respect itself. As Charles Taylor has suggested, because
there is the belief that we cannot as a society come to any agreement about
what constitutes a good life, beyond the freedom of individuals to choose
some vision for themselves, no space is provided for a dialogue on the good,
or on the question of “moral horizons” within which individuals form their
conception of the good (Taylor 1991:ch.4). In the face of this restriction, the
chief function of the state becomes restricted to ensuring the material basis
upon which individuals could live their own private lives and express their
own personal visions and to redistribute this wealth in such a way that it also
benefits the least advantaged. Such a liberalism thus essentially eclipses any
larger moral, aesthetic, or ecological ideals that individuals might wish to
espouse as a community.

Even more, the focus on primary goods such as wealth and the restriction
of public dialogue to this, means that the vision of the expansion of comfort-
able self-preservation is implicitly favored. Certainly material well-being is
not something insignificant. But when dialogue on the good life is eclipsed,
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and when one of the only things that is seen to count at the level of the com-
mon is the expansion of more and more wealth, with debate centering only on
how that wealth is to be distributed, liberals do indeed become more and more
incapable of standing up in the face of the capitalists who promise such
wealth. Hence not only does this strategy of limiting the public level to the
principle of equality end up impoverishing that public sphere, but it implicitly
favors a power structure where certain visions of the good are privileged. This
means even further that certain notions of the good are foreclosed at the level
of individual existence, for it is only by their assertion at the level of the pub-
lic that they could gain a meaningful existence.

The communitarian response to this impoverishment of the public sphere
has been to try to elevate the status of “particular” goods (e.g., Taylor 1989).
This approach contains the merit of removing the artificial separation of pri-
vate from public, of conscience and law, and of showing the importance of the
subjective level to the public sphere. Furthermore, it comprehends the neces-
sity of providing a philosophical justification for particular moral orientations.
Whether in fact it has been able to provide such a justification, however, is
questionable. For it tends to rely on the idea of tradition per se and thus has
repeatedly been open to the charge that it still reduces our most important
ideals to the particularity of history (e.g., William 1990). In terms of the
philosophical project of protecting moral experiences of the self from the
reductionist claims of a skeptical rationality, it is not clear that this work of
“historical retrieval,” to use Taylor’s term, has adequate force. For if the study
of history can teach us how we are imbedded in certain principles, as well as
show us the richness and multifaceted nature of these traditions, it can as eas-
ily teach us to reject what one discovers there as to embrace it.

This is precisely what we find in postmodernism. Foucault’s attempt “to
think one’s own history” is precisely the attempt to “free thought from what it
silently thinks, and so enable it to think differently” (Foucault 1988).
Genealogical analysis is used to repudiate altogether the notion of an authen-
tic truth at the basis of the self (Nietzsche 1989, Foucault 1993: 222). For
Foucault, the very notion of such a truth is seen to be bound up with the pro-
duction of a substance of the self with which individuals must act in confor-
mity (1979, 1980).

The “positive” political philosophy that emerges from this kind of critique
has tended to be two-fold—either to conceptualize an aesthetic basis of sub-
jectivity that escapes the problems seen to be bound up with a subjectivity
rooted in truth (e.g., Foucault 1988:12, 1984, 1993) or to live such truths in an
“ironical” manner (e.g., Rorty 1989). Both responses are problematic, in terms
of the idea of philosophy being put forth here. In the case of an aesthetic
approach to existence, it is not clear what the source of such an aesthetics might
be nor, what is more important, how such a thinking could bolster individual
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moral commitment. Moreover, purely pragmatic and “ironical” defenses of fun-
damental moral principles are too weak. Philosophical defenses certainly are
not the ultimate determinant of moral action, but in an age where rational
legitimation is the norm, and in face of contemporary realities like genocide,
poverty, and the arrogance of international capitalism, they clearly have an
important role. It seems silly to imply that traditional, rational defenses of prin-
ciples that seek to combat these problems can be replaced with flippant prag-
matic remarks or mere assertion (e.g., Rorty 2000, 1989). This purely histori-
cist approach and the accompanying weakness of the arguments for positive
political principles fail adequately to protect genuine moral impulses. Such an
approach thus may indeed help to enervate our moral capacities and leave us in
a state of mere confusion.

Some of the dominant trends in the philosophy of today thus tend to rein-
force a reductionist thinking that cannot adequately reflect or protect our most
important moral orientations. What Hegel’s analysis suggests is that, in a truly
ethical polity, individuals must believe that there is something more to their
choices than mere values or preferences, contingently developed; they must
believe in a genuine truth at the source of their choosing, in the face of which
they could go wrong, fail, or be inauthentic. The continual disavowal of any fun-
damental truth to these orientations, or their reduction to mere prejudice, fails to
provide individuals with the philosophical resources that they need. And without
such resources, individuals become increasingly vulnerable to their own capacity
to repudiate the very foundation of their autonomy—the call of conscience.

HEGEL’S EXPLANATION AND THE
PROBLEMS OF OUR TIME

The above attempt to comprehend Hegel’s own nascent explanation for the
“failure” of ethical life shows that, far from preaching a doctrine of historical
inevitability, in his darker moments he clearly confronted the possibility of
failure. This analysis suggests that, for Hegel, there was always a danger that
lay inherent in the modern will—the danger that the will could lose touch
with its very source and substance and that it could thus be largely determined
by a narrow, technical reasoning. Furthermore, it shows that the forces that
were needed to stave off this possibility of eclipse—the need for individual
moral courage and the social and philosophical resources necessary to support
such courage and to develop it into a spontaneous disposition shared by all
members of society—have failed in certain crucial respects.

The implication of this analysis is that, far from invalidating Hegel’s
thought, history subsequent to Hegel can rather be seen and understood from
within this Hegelian perspective. Hegel himself would have had his own
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explanation of precisely those phenomena that are often seen to constitute the
basis for a repudiation of his thought—the domination of atomism and the
forces of instrumental rationality, the problem of poverty, and the reality of
events such as the Holocaust. We must look more specifically now at what the
above explanation might have to say in response to these particular historical
problems and events.

The Problem of Atomism and Instrumental Rationality

According to Charles Taylor, Hegel failed to recognize that the forces of “dis-
solution and homogenization” that characterize modern civil society—forces
Hegel himself had explicated—would not be contained by men’s “pass[ing]
over of their own accord into the interest of the universal” (PR §260), but that
these forces themselves would become ascendant. Furthermore, according to
Taylor, this reality points to a failure in Hegel’s ontology itself. For if Hegel
had been right, “then men would have recognized themselves in the structures
of the rational state, and industrial society would not have taken the path it
has” (Taylor 1975:543). Instrumental reasoning would have been superceded
by Hegel’s larger dialectical thinking in the actual lives of individuals. Indi-
viduals would cease to be so purely self-regarding and instead focus on the
common good as the place wherein they find their own true interests realized.

The problem of atomism and instrumental rationality is, for Hegel, a
problem of the consciousness of the citizen becoming stuck at the level of
reflective reasoning, the static thinking of the “Understanding.” Hegel
describes this kind of consciousness at the beginning of the discussion of civil
society as one “in which the particular is to be my primary determining prin-
ciple, and thus my determinacy by ethical factors has been annulled” (PR
§181A). Here the primary thing is the pursuit and satisfaction of one’s own
desires, and there is no sense of a connection to one’s fellow citizens in any
other than an instrumental way.

But the failure to transcend this consciousness, beyond a commitment to
the principles of abstract right and, in a wavering way, to some basic princi-
ples of welfare, does not in and of itself speak to a failure of Hegel’s ontology.
For as we have seen, it was never inevitable for Hegel that individuals would
supercede this consciousness, and that Taylor interprets it this way speaks to
the particular manner in which he conceptualized the Hegelian ontology, as
an immanent movement of logical necessity. Because Hegel’s Absolute is
comprehended according to the terms of the Logic, there is indeed a necessity
about it. But for Hegel, according to the interpretation here, the movement of
the individual through civil society does not take place at the level of the logic.
Rather as I have repeatedly emphasized, the logic itself depends on a move-
ment in life, which it can map and vindicate.
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Thus this getting stuck at the standpoint of reflective rationality points
to a failure not necessarily of Hegel’s ontology but of our own moral experi-
ence, the experience of our fate as bound to the fate of others, the experience
of our selves as fundamentally interdependent, as part of something bigger to
which we are beholden. This experience is something quite different from the
rational argument that can be used to make sense of it or to justify policy
positions that might flow from it. For example, the recognition that the mar-
ket can fail large sectors of people and that the society as a whole has an
obligation to provide some safeguard for individuals in face of such vulnera-
bility can be understood from a position purely of logical coherence. But
without the actual moral experience of confronting vulnerability—our own
and others—and the reality of our interdependence, no logical argument,
however coherent, will have any impact. It is because of the dependence of
reason on moral experience as something larger and other than reason itself
that there is no inevitability to the movement forward in civil society. The
logical arguments that Hegel provides in the section “Civil Society” do not
immanently unfold according to the logic of the Idea. For they are pro-
foundly dependent on the moral, existential reality. And if that experience
fails us, if the source of the movement in life is eclipsed, there is little that the
logic can do.

As has been discussed, it is the failure of individual moral courage, the
inadequacies and limitations of the family and mediating institutions of ethi-
cal life, as well as the limitations of modern and contemporary philosophy,
that explain this eclipse of conscience. If the thinking that dominates socio-
economic institutions and rational discourse generally is the thinking of a nar-
row reflective reasoning, if it does not recognize and seek to nurture con-
science and its foundation in love, then individuals will indeed become stuck
in an atomistic mindset that privileges instrumental rationality over other
kinds of reasoning. That this reality has become a prevalent feature of the con-
temporary social and political culture was to some extent predicted by Hegel’s
analysis and can indeed be explained by it.

The Problem of Poverty 

To the extent that Hegel provides an argument for the right to private prop-
erty, he implicates himself in the immanent development of capitalism, as he
himself was aware. The excesses of such a system are clearly pointed out in his
philosophy,15 and many of the measures he articulates in the second part of his
discussion of civil society and the state are directed at containing precisely
these excesses.16 Yet it is the fact that capitalism has not been checked to the
extent that Hegel had envisioned, and that the problems associated with it17

continue to mark our time so fundamentally, that interests us here.
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For Hegel, unlike for Marx, this historical failure does not signify the
immanent self-destruction of a system rooted in private property, but of a pri-
vate property that develops in a manner unfettered by moral concerns. There
clearly are ways to check capitalism and transform its nature, and these ways
emanate out of the logical failures and limitations of capitalism itself and out
of the experience of individuals in face of these limitations, as Hegel sought
to show. That historically it has not been adequately checked in the ways that
Hegel envisioned points not to the failure of Hegel’s conception of the will
(Pöggeler) nor to the failure of capitalism and our direction beyond it (Marx)
but to the failure of our own selves to live up to the principle of the moral will,
the higher principle that exists within our own selves, and to take the actions
and put in place the measures necessary to checking it.

Yet even to say this seems to put us in danger of ignoring the ways in
which we have succeeded historically in waging a moral struggle against the
excesses of capitalism. The struggles of the working class and of women to gain
the franchise, the strikes of the working class in the post–World War II era for
the rights of collective bargaining, for a forty-hour work week, for better wages
and safe working conditions, local citizen action against freeway building in
North American cities in the 1960s, the struggle of environmental groups in
the resource industries, the recent demonstrations against the elite nature of
decision making around global capitalism, and so on all come out of the direct
historical experience with the limitations of capitalism and the taking up of a
moral standpoint in the face of it. They would be vindicated by Hegel as gen-
uine experiences of conscience that contain the possibility of uniting individu-
als in the pursuit of a common good and that achieve, for a time at least, a tran-
scendence of individualistic consciousness. These struggles stem from the
conviction of the dignity of individuals and the sense of injustice and indigna-
tion surrounding the inequalities of the system. Furthermore, this moral under-
standing of the struggles to limit capitalism is essential if we are not to reduce
the victories that have been attained to mere “epiphenomena,” such as the
notion that the achievements of the working class in the post–World War II
era were merely a salve on class conflict, conceded to by capitalists in order to
ensure a peaceful environment for capital accumulation.18

Victories against the domination of capitalist interests have indeed been
partial and problematic.19 And the current swing to the right makes it clear
that previous victories can be drastically rolled back. But Hegel’s emphasis on
the moral foundation upon which private property must be checked never
meant that we could not regress to an earlier and more short-sighted way of
thinking. Furthermore, his analysis points to some of the institutional and
philosophical inadequacies that might help us to comprehend present trends.

It is only if the human will is seen as an abstract, creative principle that
imposes its own form onto a supposedly neutral and indifferent world that it
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must be either rejected as imperialistic or embraced and pursued to its logical
conclusion in communism. But Hegel’s conception of the will is not abstract;
it is informed by a larger intuition of the good, a sense of connection to the
larger whole, experienced in love and conscience. It is this substance of the will
that is key to the possibility of limiting and transforming capitalism and of
developing a different relationship to the natural world. And it is the eclipse of
this substance, to the extent that this has happened, that helps us to under-
stand why the problems associated with capitalism continue to be central to
our time.

The Problem of Evil

The idea that Hegel’s notion of the will is invalidated by an event such as the
Holocaust appears to have two grounds. On the one hand, there is the notion
that Hegel’s conception of evil is incapable of doing justice to the evil wit-
nessed in the Holocaust and in fact provides a partial justification of such an
event (e.g., Wyschogrod 1985). On the other hand, there is the idea, found in
thinkers such as Fackenheim and Lacoue-Labarthe, that the notion of a will
that seeks to realize its inner truth is fundamentally implicated in the crimes of
National Socialism. We must examine each of these charges in turn.

It is upon Hegel’s notion of experience and of history as a progressive
overcoming, as expressed in his Phenomenology of Spirit and his Philosophy of
History, that the charge is made that he cannot do justice to the Holocaust. In
this view of Hegel, all experience is seen to be “necessary” in the sense that,
however one-sided a viewpoint may be, it is nevertheless something we had to
go through in order to learn from it and progress to a higher one. The expe-
rience is thus “overcome,” but it is also partially justified in that it is what
mediates the overcoming. It is a stage on the way to a higher truth, a neces-
sary partial truth, a one-sided manifestation of spirit. The effect of such a view
of history and of experience is that it provides a partial justification for evils
and injustices—it gives them a meaning as a stage in the learning process from
which we can progress to something better.

Yet it is obvious to most people that such cannot be said about atrocities
of the twentieth century, such as the Holocaust. For even to suggest this is
tantamount to justifying these events, as if the suffering of those who were
victimized by them was somehow necessary. Only religious fanatics could
believe that the Holocaust was an act of Providence, as if God “meant” some-
thing by it. This is true even if the Holocaust is seen, as Fackenheim believes
it must be for Hegel, as a “relapse” into tribalism or barbarism (1970). In such
a Hegelian view, one could go “backward” to an earlier state of understanding
and lose the wisdom of experience. But it would still be from that standpoint
that one would again move “forward” to a higher perspective. And this is still
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bound up with the idea of overcoming, of attributing a meaning to evil events
in history. To put it in Hegelian terms, the Holocaust confronts us with a non-
negatable negative. It cannot be “overcome” in the Hegelian sense of the word.

Hegel’s notion of experience is disturbing if it involves the idea that there
is no absolute evil in history but only relative evils necessary to the realization
of a larger truth. For it is clear that we simply cannot regard the Holocaust, or
other genocides of the past century, in this way. But it is also not the case that
Hegel would justify an event such as the Holocaust in this manner. Rather,
there are ways of reading his thought that open up the possibility that he
would have had his own explanation for the kind of evil witnessed in Germany
under National Socialism, and furthermore, that this is an explanation that
comes together with the explanations of Fackenheim himself and even more
particularly of Hannah Arendt.

For Fackenheim, Nazism was not merely a kind of nationalism, or dicta-
torship, or a normal human failing. Rather it was a peculiarly modern form of
idolatry (Fackenheim 1973:ch.4). The withdrawal of religious feelings from
old objects of worship as a result of the demythologizing tendencies of the
Enlightenment left individuals still with a will to infinity that became realized
in the unthinking attachment to the idea of the Volk. “Idolatry is the literal
identification of finiteness and infinitude,” as in the worshipping of a statue
(1973:189). The modern heir to this could be an agnosticism or atheism that
denies all infinites and confines itself to finite affirmations, or it could be an
“internalized” divinity, as in German Idealism or the Marxist-humanist
notion of a potentially infinite human freedom. In the case of Nazism, it could
lead to “the actual, literal identification, within the inward space of the indi-
vidual or collective self, of finiteness and infinity” (Fackenheim 1973:192). In
other words, it could result in a will to infinity that, in light of the vacuum cre-
ated by the Enlightenment attack on religious objects and the loss of a “God
within,” historically sought to realize itself in the “demonic compact” between
Hitler and the mob. This compact was an attempt to deny the reality of their
finitude, and to create something infinite “ex nihilo” in the racist idea of the
Volk. “[I]n deadly fear of the finite—something each might be—they are both
nothings that seek to become everything in their relation” (1973:194).

But the very backdrop to Fackenheim’s discussion of a “modern idolatry”
is the idea that the mob became a mob because it had a feeling of its own
nothingness and that it wipes out “every vestige of private reserve, every
remaining trace of individual personality in order to become an actual infinity
through the shout of Seig Heil ” (1973:194). The unity with the führer is an
attempt to “exorcise” the experience of nothingness and to create a sense of
divinity out of something purely finite. Hannah Arendt similarly speaks of the
experience of nothingness that plagued the German psyche following World
War I (1968:ch.1). However, she analyzes it not in terms of a perversion of the
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idea of an internalized God but in terms of the material-psychological conditions
of existence under which the Germans were living at that time. She speaks of “the
mass man’s typical feeling of superfluousness” as being “the concomitant of
mass unemployment and the population growth of the last 150 years”
(1968:9). Furthermore, this feeling was facilitated by the extreme atomization
and isolation of individuals, through capitalism and subsequently through the
breakdown of the class system in Europe, which had previously organized
people into a social and political hierarchy (1968:10–15). In other words, it
was facilitated by the breakdown of mediating institutions. And, like Facken-
heim, she sees the result of this feeling to be the effacement of all individual-
ity in the unthinking identification with the totalitarian movement.20

It is not difficult to see a parallel between Arendt’s analysis and that of
Hegel. For Hegel, the universal substance of the human will is something
that can only be realized gradually, through the mediation of individual self-
interest and reflective understanding. It is only in and through the expression
of individual desire and material self-interest that the universal element can
come to be known and recognized as law. We see this in Hegel’s argument
for a limited free market, which is an enshrinement of the right of individu-
als to express their individual desires separately from the community and
through which individuals come to a consciousness of their sameness as
rights bearers. We see it in his argument for the right of distress and for a
welfare state, where individuals come to an awareness of their common vul-
nerability as members of modern civil society. And we see it in his argument
for the right of individuals in a modern state to choose their own vocation,
which crystallizes in finding oneself to be a member of a larger class. Thus
Hegel’s universal or “divine” is always a mediated universal. It always emerges
only in and through the expression of the finite self-interests of individuals
and groups. What Fackenheim is claiming is that Hegel’s argument never
accounted for the possibility of an “idolatrous” identification of human and
divine, of the elimination of a system of mediation that would open up the
possibility of such an identification.

But what if, as happened in Nazi Germany, the mediating structures of
civil society break down altogether? What if all organizing groups that artic-
ulated something beyond the narrowest self-interests of individuals are expe-
rienced as irrelevant to the vast majority of the population? What if there is
mass unemployment, high inflation, a generalized sense of failure as a conse-
quence of military defeat, at the same time as there is still an ideology of indi-
vidualism that encourages individuals to feel that it is all their own fault?
Hegel’s very emphasis on the educating, cultivating effects of the institutions
of civil society—codified laws, publicity of trials, trial by jury, public school-
ing, free press, corporations—and the political expression of the classes in the
state, implicitly points to the dangerous state of affairs in a society where
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such institutions break down or become corrupted. The development of a
mass culture in Germany presupposed just such a breakdown, as Hannah
Arendt has argued. “The masses grew out of the fragments of a highly atom-
ized society whose competitive structure and concomitant loneliness of the
individual had been held in check only through membership in a class”
(1968:15). With the breakdown of that class, the isolation becomes complete.
It is then that individuals become susceptible to unthinking identification
with a totalitarian movement.

The role of technology and science, put in the service of the most dehu-
manizing ends under Nazism, can similarly be explained from within this
Hegelian perspective. For technology and science are governed by the logic of
reflective rationality. For Hegel this logic must always be informed and con-
tained by the deeper substance of the will, by love. But if love is never devel-
oped and realized in a rational manner, if the true substance of the will
remains a mere potential, a mere urge toward unity and infinity, then tech-
nology is indeed cut off from its own deepest source and allowed to run
unchecked; it can then be put in the service of whatever insane proposals are
put forth.

Hegel’s darker ponderings in Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion may not
have reached the point of envisioning the kind of identification between a
totalitarian movement and its people that we witnessed in the last century, but
his analysis is not contradicted by it. On the contrary, in his very notion that
individuals have a will to unity, a deep urge toward an identification with
something larger than themselves, and in his notion that this will and this
urge must be developed and cultivated in and through the mediating struc-
tures of civil society and the state, his thought contains all the elements that
would point the way toward comprehending what would happen if the medi-
ating structures were to break down. In face of the breakdown of any possi-
bility of mediation and the complete isolation of individuals, the drive toward
unity and infinity could indeed become realized in an immediate fashion, with-
out engaging the critical intellect of the individual. In the passionate, patho-
logical identification with the führer and the idea of the Volk, the individual
could repudiate the sense of his own nothingness and attain a sense of iden-
tity. He “may even be willing to help in his own prosecution and frame his own
death sentence if only his status as a member of the movement is not touched”
(Arendt 1968:5).

In spite of the optimism of his positive political philosophy, then, Hegel
was dimly aware that the modern world might stray onto the fatal course that
he saw glimmering within it, the atrophy of moral conscience in the face of its
relegation to the private realm of opinion, and the founding of the public sphere
on the most abstract and anemic notion of equality. Such a condition would not
only leave individuals to find their way in an atomistic individualism but in face
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of the breakdown of ethical institutions, can explain their susceptibility to dem-
agogic figures who could fill the vacuum of conscience and satisfy the commu-
nal longing in no matter how dangerous a fashion.

Not only does Hegel have, within his thought, the resources for compre-
hending the evils of the Holocaust, but he also has the basis upon which to
condemn it. For while his theory does indeed embrace a drive toward infinity
in the individual, and actions taken from conscience, such actions must always
stand subordinate to the judgment of reason. And his own rational arguments
about the “true” substance or infinity of the will could never support the racist
ideology of National Socialism. On the contrary, these arguments are meant
to support actions and policies that recognize the universality of humankind
(e.g., PR §209).

Furthermore, Hegel’s thought does not justify an event such as the Holo-
caust as a stage on the way toward a higher learning, any more than it justifies
the Crusades, or feudalism, or the terrors of the French Revolution, or any
other event or period of history in which great crimes and injustices were
committed. In his consideration of these latter events and periods, he is por-
traying how the drive to infinity can be expressed in a horribly perverted or
distorted form. He is providing a critique of such events and structures. The
fact that in history peoples have expressed the drive to infinity in such man-
ner in no way makes these events necessary or inevitable. We have already seen
how, in Hegel’s philosophical presentation in Philosophy of Right he gives no
place to the excesses of the Roman Empire or to feudalism. Rather the actual
philosophical system, of which Philosophy of Right forms a part (in distinction
from Phenomenology and Philosophy of History), shows as necessary only the
positive and true content of the human will, not its historical perversions.
While it is indeed true to say that we can learn from these historical experi-
ences, just as we can learn from the Holocaust (and Fackenheim’s, Lacoue-
Labarthe’s, and Wyschogrod’s readings of modern theory in light of the Holo-
caust are precisely such attempts to learn), this in no way justifies such
experiences as having been necessary.

Yet the critique of Hegel on this count goes deeper. It is argued that pre-
cisely what we do learn from an event such as the Holocaust is that the whole
modern, Western ontology of the will, Hegel’s included, is fundamentally
implicated in the event. Since the Holocaust was brought about, according to
Fackenheim, by an idolatrous identification of the human and the divine, in
the relationship between the German people and the führer, the very Hegelian
notion of an internal “God” is itself implicated in opening up the danger of
such an idolatrous identification. The very idea of attempting to realize a uni-
versal principle on earth, in the modern state, meant that secular politics can
be construed as a religious activity, imbued with infinite significance. Chris-
tianity in fact and all of its secular variants set the foundation for this. Then,
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in the face of spiritual decay, it opened up the opportunity for the emergence
of an “anti-Christ,” in the form of Hitler. It is this that shatters Hegel’s notion
of the modern world as constituted by the identity of the divine and the
human, says Fackenheim. Such an identity “can survive anything except an
idolatrous identification of the two” (1973:158).

A similar argument is made by Lacoue-Labarthe. The “organic interpre-
tation of the political,” according to Lacoue-Labarthe, the notion that a com-
munity is grounded in a preexistent identity, which must be developed
through techne \ or—as he reads Hegel—through Bildung, has as its ultimate
“truth” the program of Nation Socialism (1990:77). The very notion that there
is a natural or ‘physical’ determination of the community” such as in Aristo-
tle’s notion of the nature of man, or in Hegel and Kant’s notion that reason is
the true substance of the will, and that this natural basis is revealed through
culture, or language, or “techne\,” contains within itself, according to him, the
possibility of National Socialism. In his most explicit statement, he says that

there is nothing . . . compelling this political logic to come to be grounded
in a biologism and to substitute the race for the nation (or the language
community). But it can very easily be taken in that direction once physis
comes to be interpreted as bios on the authority of a ‘science’. This is, how-
ever, merely a consequence of the organic interpretation of the political. (1990:69,
[my emphasis])

Not only is the “original attribution of identity,” the presupposition of a
“subject” whose realization is governed by “the authority of the same”
(1990:81–82), the problem here. So too is the idea that this subject gets
revealed through techne \, through a conceptual, grasping, self-creating reason;
in Hegelian terms, through reflective rationality. For the racist interpretation
of the subject or “physis” went hand in hand “with a massive unleashing of
techne \ ,” which then loses sight of its original foundation and any limits that
might be set by it. It is not so much that this idea of the subject and its devel-
opment is “the cause” of anti-Semitism and Nazism or an “explanation” of it,
says Lacoue-Labarthe, so much as it was a “truth” that “entered in a decisive
way into the Hitlerian variant of anti-semitism” (1990:102–03).

Thus for both Fackenheim and Lacoue-Labarthe, the event of the Holo-
caust points to the need to repudiate the Hegelian ontology of will and to
conceive the political on another basis. But are Fackenheim and Lacoue-
Labarthe right? Does the very possibility that the essence of the human will
could be realized in an idolatrous identification with a racist Volk and an
insane use of technical reason indict the very idea of such a will? Is the very
idea of “the God within,” as Fackenheim calls it, or “the organic conception of
the political,” the fundamental condition for understanding Nazism, rendering
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derivative all of the other material-psychological factors which Arendt points
to? It is not at all clear why this must be so.

For Kant, the notion of “the God within” refers to the idea of the human
will as guided by an autonomous reason (Vernunft). Similarly for Hegel, this
reason is the essence, even as he conceives it in a larger sense than does Kant,
as imbedded in nature, and elaborates much more clearly the conditions for its
realization. But that all of the conditions of life upon which this reason could
be realized might fail individuals, and that they could then become suscepti-
ble to the unthinking deification of a totalitarian movement, that this in and
of itself speaks to a shattering of the Hegelian notion of the will, seems a dras-
tic conclusion. For there are clearly resources within Hegel, and the whole of
this tradition for that matter, that allow us to understand and to criticize what
happened in Germany, as I have suggested above. Furthermore, it is precisely
to the notion of “the God within,” or to the knowledge of love and its devel-
opment in the modern self, that we might look to find an explanation for the
fact that individuals can and did resist the evils of the Holocaust.21 And if we
can do this from within their perspective, can they really be repudiated in the
radical manner that Fackenheim and Lacoue-Labarthe purport? Is it really
the metaphysical idea itself that can be targeted as the central problem afflict-
ing the German psyche of this time, rather than the nearly complete moral,
political, and economic breakdown that was experienced? Is there not some-
thing arbitrary about putting this ontology at the very centre of our historical
understanding of the Holocaust?

Hegel’s explanation of the historical failures and limitations in the real-
ization of ethical life can illuminate the problems of atomism, capitalism, and
evil, precisely those problems that have been thought to challenge his ontol-
ogy of the will. And just as his thought contains a means of critically under-
standing the problems of our time, so also does it point a way forward.
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HEGEL’S EXPLANATION OF THE various limitations in the realization of eth-
ical life as he had envisioned it is significant both in its critical and its con-
structive potential. Critically, the explanation clearly situates him as a partici-
pant in what, in the twentieth century, has come to be known as the “critique
of instrumental rationality.” Hegel’s awareness of the dark potential that lay
within Enlightenment reasoning, its tendency to turn on and evacuate the
very substance of individual autonomy that was supposed to constitute the
hallmark of the modern age, brings him into line with subsequent nineteenth-
and twentieth-century thinkers who have sought to come to grips with a neg-
ative trajectory imbedded within this reasoning. Tocqueville’s charting of the
relationship between a society founded on the abstract notion of equality and
the development on the one hand of an “administrative despotism” and on the
other of a mediocritized private life, Nietzsche’s analysis of “the last man,”
Weber’s discussion of the “iron cage” and of “disenchantment,” Heidegger’s
fears of the totalistic tendency of thinking as “enframing,” Foucault’s portrayal
of the panopticon, the Frankfurt School’s analysis of the self-destructive
“dialectic” of Enlightenment, Strauss’s critique of the position of mastery
implicit in the modern separation of “fact” and “value,” Arendt’s discussion of
the triumph of the animal laborans and its connection to the rise of the “mass
man,” Freud’s and Jung’s various approaches to the “discontents” of civiliza-
tion, to list just some of the most prominent analyses, seek to expose this dark
and destructive element inherent in Enlightenment rationality.

But Hegel’s own response to this darkness, to the tendency of reflective
rationality to cut itself off from the source of the will, from the developed moral
sentiments and experiences of individuals, and to run unchecked, is not ulti-
mately to retreat to the elite confines of speculative philosophy and to leave the
world to its own devices. Rather, with his positive conception of conscience and
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reason, and his notion of how these are to be developed and reconciled in the
modern person, and the modern world, his thought points us in two direc-
tions—towards the task of life and the task of philosophy.

THE TASK OF LIFE

At the level of life, of actual, individual experience in time, the task must be
to see how a sense of the universal basis of the will can best be cultivated. The
task becomes one of “edification,” a task that, since Phenomenology of Spirit,
Hegel had explicitly disavowed as the domain of philosophy (PS §9/12). The
problem of edification, or moral cultivation, in an era where an abstract and
instrumental reasoning attacks and reduces the subjective basis of the politi-
cal community, is indeed the problem of our time.

It was in ethical life that Hegel himself placed the most hopes for the
practices of edification. The moral cultivation of children in the familial envi-
ronment of love, the practices of commitment entailed in the institution of
marriage and the lasting bond that he believed to be its result, the pursuit of
one’s own good in civil society and the moral experiences encountered therein,
the growing awareness of one’s interdependence with others, the commitment
to the principles of justice and social welfare that result, the choice of vocation
and the development of class consciousness through participation in that
vocation, the identification with the general will that comes with the seeing of
one’s class interests expressed politically—these are the crucial bases of edifi-
cation for the modern individual.

Hegel’s diagnosis of the problems with ethical life in terms of an eclipse
of love and conscience point in a number of directions toward reform. In par-
ticular, his attention to the essential role of the family and to the laws, prac-
tices, and institutions of a healthy civil society in cultivating truly moral and
autonomous individuals points us to the failures or inadequacy of such insti-
tutions in our own time.

Hegel’s consideration of the family in terms of its fundamental role in
laying the foundation for virtue in future citizens, while most evidently tied to
an argument for keeping women in the domestic sphere, also lays the basis for
a far-reaching critique of the family in contemporary capitalist society. For
even while it is tied to his sexist views about women, such a view nevertheless
has the fundamental merit of attending to the central moral importance of the
family in a manner of which liberal feminism has too often been neglectful.
Such a recognition of the important role that traditional women played in the
health of a modern democracy has significant implications in light of the fact
that women have broken with this purely traditional role. With women en
masse now participating in the public realm on a level equal with that of men,
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what Hegel’s analysis points toward is the need of society to account for the
work that these women traditionally did, in all of its aspects. What this means
is that, instead of simply opening the doors of the public to women in a for-
mal manner and expecting them to cope with the double burden of both
realms, as a right-wing liberal feminism would do, there must be an attempt
by society on the one hand to relieve them of some of the domestic tasks and
on the other hand to alter the expectations of the public realm so that there is
a recognition of the role that parents are playing at home. More concretely,
this means such things as more and better state subsidized daycare, better
recognition and pay for childcare workers, better maternity and paternity
leave, state-sponsored children’s programming, a reduced work week, more
part-time work or job-sharing, reduced expectations of professionals in terms
of quantity of hours and output, and so on.

This is not an issue merely of the material labor of the household, but
more profoundly of its moral labor in producing the next generation of citi-
zens. Society must pay profound attention to the quality of the relationship
between parents and children. And allowing parents the time, energy, and
support system that will enable them to better perform their role in develop-
ing the character of their children must be a central preoccupation for a soci-
ety that is truly concerned about democracy in the larger sense of the term,
about the capacity of citizens to develop a sense of responsibility toward the
larger whole. Far from feeding into the agenda of a religious right, then,
Hegel’s concern for the role of traditional women in a good society, in face of
the reality of women’s liberation, points us instead toward progressive policies
that strengthen the family by recognizing the importance of both roles that
parents are now playing.

Hegel’s ideas about the cultivation of conscience through the institutions of
civil society also point to the need for development and policies in this arena.
His precise institutional prescriptions for incorporating and transcending busi-
ness interests are of limited value for us today. His notion of the “corporation”
as the educating, mediating organization that would bring workers and owners
together in the articulation of a common interest is naive, in light of what seems
to be an inherent antagonism between workers and owners. And his idea of a
legislative system based on corporate representation of different classes rather
than in terms of a representative democracy by population may seem anachro-
nistic. Nevertheless, the need for some kind of mediating structure both to
incorporate group interests other than those of capital and to foster individuals’
experience of interdependence and commonality is clearly articulated by his
philosophy. And the responses in history in terms of the trade union movement,
public interest groups, political parties, the civil rights movement, the women’s
movement, the gay rights movement, the environmental movement, the aborig-
inal rights movement, certain civic nationalist movements, coalitions against
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poverty, student movements, independent media, and so on serve to vindicate
this aspect of his thought. These movements and structures provide an environ-
ment within which the moral conscience of individuals is stimulated and edu-
cated. Their function, in Hegel’s terms, is their “cultic practice” in a largely sec-
ular world, the elevation of the feelings and sentiments of individuals to an
identification with a larger good. Furthermore, in countries such as Sweden a
model of corporatism has developed that brings the essential class identities
together in the articulation of public policy, thus offering some more realistic
historical model for the fulfillment of this need.

At the level of individual activity, Hegel’s ultimate message is a call for a
return to conscience. Individually, it is by virtue of a turn to one’s conscience
that one can find a basis upon which to stand in face of the dominance of the
utilitarian thinking of reflective rationality in one’s own life and in one’s rela-
tionship to the society at large. It is by standing upon conscience that one can
gain a greater sense of integrity in one’s own being. Conscience provides us
with the ground for a relationship to nature different than that which instru-
mental reason can dispense. This is because conscience is a different experience
of our own nature, our own bodies. It constitutes a guide that is rooted in sen-
suous existence, in harmony with reason, rather than an abstract reasoning that
imposes itself on nature according to a calculation of efficiency. Collectively, it
constitutes the basis for a genuine connection to others at the level of the polit-
ical. It is through common experiences of injustice and of responses to it that
individuals can find a meaningful ground, not through the imposition of a
dominating ideology but through a spontaneous coming together in particular
and concrete moral struggles toward the betterment of society.

Historically it has been this kind of local and incremental politics that has
fostered conscience and achieved genuine change in the world. The struggles
of the working class and of women to gain the franchise, the strikes by the
working class in the post–World War II era for the rights of collective bar-
gaining, for a forty-hour work week, for better wages and safe working con-
ditions, the civil rights movement in the United States, citizen action against
freeway building in the 1960s, the decisions of individual women in the 1960s
and 70s to make changes in their own lives and the political struggles that
accompanied this, the aboriginal rights movement, the environmental move-
ment, the struggles to render world trade more democratic are all examples of
actions from conscience that bring people together to create meaningful
change and community.

This is not to say that solutions have been found or that we do not con-
tinue to face the problems already articulated above. But what it does say is
that Hegel’s thought provides the basis for recognizing such struggles, that it
offers hope for future resistance in the future, and general prescriptions for
institutional reform and civic education that could foster such struggles. Phi-
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losophy itself cannot provide the solutions to the problems encountered in
history. Rather it is in history that we will find the answer. It is precisely upon
the standpoint of conscience that individuals are making the kinds of
responses that are necessary. If we are to understand these movements, these
actions, and where they represent a genuine moral response and where they
may be symptomatic of the deeper failure, such as in ethnic nationalism, they
must be understood in terms of a return to conscience.

It may well seem paradoxical to call for a return to conscience in the very
face of an argument that conscience has become partially eclipsed and that the
mediating organizations that might foster it and integrate individuals into a
larger sense of community have failed or been inadequate. But while con-
science may be eclipsed, it can never be destroyed. And it is clear that life itself
routinely presents us with situations where moral decisions are needed. Even
to accept one’s own integration into the system, and under what terms, is a
moral choice that must be taken by consulting, or denying, one’s own con-
science. It is by these kinds of individual decisions and self-examinations, fur-
thermore, that organizations and movements, such as the women’s movement
or the gay rights movement, are brought into being that do provide for resis-
tance and change on a collective level and where a genuine sense of commu-
nity—however tenuous and fragile—might be forged.

History since the time of Hegel has taken us into uncharted territory—
the decline of religion, the ascendance of capitalism, the domination of instru-
mental reasoning with all its of attendant effects. Yet while conscience must
be our guide in confrontation with these realities, we are not left to mere indi-
vidual decisionism, to a mere assertion of our own viewpoint. For actions and
movements that do constitute a genuine struggle for freedom and progress can
be rationally vindicated. Indeed, many of the most important struggles we
have witnessed in the one hundred and seventy years since Hegel’s death have
been struggles that emanate out of principles of right that are already recog-
nized in principle and enshrined in law or that become so recognized, such as
welfare and the care of the environment. The extension of the franchise, the
rights of workers, the development of the welfare state, the civil rights move-
ment, the women’s movement, the movement toward sustainable develop-
ment, and so on are not the product of an appeal to conscience in abstraction
from reason and society. Rather they are emanations of principles already rec-
ognized and vindicated, or they constitute rational, incremental responses to
situations not previously encountered in history.

We are indeed living in dark times, and it may be necessary for individu-
als to stake out new and independent standpoints of conscience and to find
others with whom they can stand, at a time when the world will not always
reflect them. Yet it is unlikely that we will find ourselves in a position of a
Socrates or a Christ, in a time when the public order must be so radically
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opposed; it is unlikely that the world is so totally corrupted that individuals,
as Hegel says, must retreat into themselves to find the right and the good (PR
138R). The foundational moral principles upon which individual and collec-
tive struggles for justice draw are in place, even if they sometimes, and even
increasingly, find themselves under siege. The darkness of our times confronts
us, in Western, liberal democracies, not in the utter disintegration of the pub-
lic realm or in the failure of fundamental moral principles to find themselves
upheld there. Rather it is to be found in the too often failure of individuals to
live up to already established principles of freedom, our tendency to sink into
passivity and conformism, or a quietist cynicism, the tendency to take our
guide from external sources rather than from the counsels of our own con-
science. And that philosophy has a significant role to play in helping us to take
these stands of conscience is clear from what has gone before.

THE TASK OF PHILOSOPHY

We have already discussed Hegel’s views on the task of philosophy in the pre-
vious two chapters—the rational vindication of moral principles realized
through the activities of conscience and the experiences involved in such action
and its recognition by others. We have also examined some of the ways in
which some dominant philosophies fail or fall short in this task. It remains to
be examined what Hegel’s philosophy itself offers us in response to this task.

Hegel’s concept of ‘ethical life,’ of the implicit unity of individual and com-
munity, conscience and the law, the ways in which institutions are always bound
up with a set of ethical practices that allow them to function, has been perhaps
one of the most influential aspects of his thought (e.g., Mitias 1984, Smith
1989, Taylor 1975). And the implications of this concept, from the interpreta-
tion of Hegel offered here, are far-reaching in terms of validating individual
experiences of being part of a larger community, of having obligations and com-
mitments to that community as well as expectations of it. This concept is also
important in terms of providing justifications for policies and institutions that
reflect and foster this reality of commonality and interdependence.

But Hegel’s philosophy sought to do more than to teach us about the fun-
damental, reciprocal dependence of individual and community, of conscience
and the law. It sought to prove that certain modern principles and institutions
were fundamentally true and necessary and that they constituted the genuine
substance of individual freedom—love and the family, private property, pun-
ishment, the rights of moral subjectivity, the welfare state, class identity and
representation, and patriotism. Hegel sought to demonstrate these principles,
the institutions and laws that embody them, and the conscience that supports
them, not as something contingent and culture-bound, not as something
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made by merely human hands, but as embodying “the essentially and actually
universal and genuine principles of eternal righteousness” (Enc. §552).

Today, the claim of Hegel’s philosophy to constitute a science is not one
that is often taken seriously (Dienstag 2001). Yet even if the idea of his sys-
tem as constituting a rationally impenetrable fortress might be rejected by
most, it is nevertheless the case that, alongside his concept of ethical life, cer-
tain other of his arguments continue to be extremely influential, and there is
an abiding interest in his political philosophy. His arguments for private prop-
erty and for punishment remain a fundamental reference point for thinking on
this topic. His argument for a right of distress and for a welfare state to begin
to address the problem of poverty and the general instabilities of capitalist
economies turned out to be prophetic, being borne out by the logic of history
with the Great Depression and the responses to it in the postwar era of the
Western world. His critique of the atomism of democracy still has currency
(Stillman 1974), and his idea of mediating institutions has had a far-reaching
impact (Macpherson 1977:ch. 5, Nisbet 1990). Even if we must reject the
claim of Hegel’s philosophy to constitute a science, then, various of his ideas
and arguments go a long way toward vindicating some of our most deeply held
ethical convictions and toward promoting policies that reflect and foster such
convictions. In providing us with such arguments, Hegel’s analysis helps to
bolster individual convictions and moral sentiments. He helps to show us that
our moral action is not just a matter of opinion, individual desire, value judg-
ment, or social product but that it is rooted in important principles that can
be rationally defended. Thus, he provides us with philosophical resources that
can help us in the face of a dominant reasoning that would seek to reduce our
moral experiences and the victories that they might achieve.

Perhaps most important in terms of what has been argued here, however,
is the significance of Hegel for our understanding of a modern moral subjec-
tivity.1 His idea of conscience as overcoming the purported abstractness of
Kantian morality, the notion of willing from a unity of reason and emotion
and out of a concrete situation in the world, and the emphasis on the intuitive
knowledge involved in mutual reconciliation (ch. 2) suggests that he may have
much to offer to feminist attempts to theorize an embodied subjectivity that
pays heed to modes of knowing that have previously been excluded (e.g., Baert
1999, Brown 1988, Keller 1986, Marso 1999, Lloyd 1984, Pateman 1988,
Zerilli 1994). It is quite likely, in fact, that his thinking, as understood here,
could contribute to the projects of those who have previously seen it as hos-
tile to their aims (O’Brien 1996, Desmond 2001).

More generally, with this understanding of moral subjectivity Hegel can
be situated as an ongoing participant in contemporary thinking about the pos-
sibilities for democracy today. He remains among those few in the critique of
instrumental rationality who, by seeking to articulate an alternative capacity
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within the human spirit which resides as a possibility for us today, succumbs
to neither a bleak pessimism nor an antimodern nostalgia.2

Hegel’s notion of a will rooted in love avoids the pessimism that inheres
in the perspectives of Nietzsche, Weber, and the early Frankfurt School. From
Hegel’s perspective, the apparent culmination of modernity in a reduction of
life to comfortable self-preservation, on the one hand, and the domination of
the public realm by a narrow, technical rationality, on the other, is not a his-
torical inevitability or a clear, logical unfolding unadulterated by other reali-
ties. Rather, with his roots in Rousseau and Kant, he sustains the conviction
that there is a core element of the human spirit that can and does resist the col-
onizing, reductionist, and eclipsing tendencies of abstract rationality. The
larger principle with which we come into contact in authentic experiences of
love and conscience is not a principle that can be destroyed, although we may
lose our conscious connection with it. Rather, it is a light that continues to
shine in the lives of actual individuals and from which we can draw hope and
sustenance. It is only by upholding a deeper notion of the modern will that we
can comprehend genuine moral action, that we can sustain the courage and
the convictions necessary to confront the darkness of our times, and that we
can keep alive any hope in the possibility of a genuine humanity.

At the same time, in his commitment to modern, reflective rationality,
Hegel resolutely refuses the antimodern nostalgia evident in thinkers such as
Heidegger, Strauss, and Arendt. While he was clearly aware of the destructive
potential of modern thinking, Hegel also understood it as integral to individ-
ual freedom and equality. Thus he remained committed to giving it a central
place in modern existence. But this in no way means that human thought
would inevitably be reduced by the logic of its own development to the
abstract and calculating reasoning of instrumental rationality. Rather it is in
his belief that modern abstract reasoning can find its place and yet be limited
or transcended in the life of the individual that we find his profound com-
mitment to the modern project.

In light of these two central features of Hegel’s idea of the will—his insis-
tence on the genuine foundation of conscience and his incorporation of the
principle of reflective rationality—I would argue that he is among those few
participants in the critique of instrumental rationality who has adequately con-
ceptualized the basis from which we can and do respond to the realities of the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Properly understood, Hegel’s thought can
help to embolden us in genuine acts of conscience, to recognize and vindicate
such actions in others, and can provide guidance in reforming our social and
political institutions. He remains a powerful thinker for our times.
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INTRODUCTION

1. This question of a drive to self-knowledge, and thus to recognition, is, of
course, an essentially metaphysical one, which Hobbes seeks to reduce to a primal
struggle to survive, but which even in his thought seems to point toward an inherent,
human sociability.

2. While Marx certainly has a concept of ‘transcendence,’ his revolutionary ideal
does not fit within this construal of the problem. Alienation for him was indeed tied
to the principle of subjectivity, in the sense that it is rooted in the original separation
of mental and material labor, and the division into a ruling and producing class tied to
that distinction. This division, which began originally in the family between the man
and the woman, was the basis of all future exploitation and alienation. But it was a divi-
sion that began in prehistory, according to him, and all future history is an extension
of it. Hence the idea that one can find a sharp dividing line between traditional and
modern in the terms discussed here flies in the face of a Marxist analysis. Modern sub-
jectivity was, for him, a product of the modern bourgeois economy, and to comprehend
it one must look to its materialist basis, rather than taking it on its own terms.

3. See Harris (1972) and Taylor (1975) for detailed discussions of the intellec-
tual context within which Hegel’s concerns were shaped.

4. This is manifest in his “Tubingen fragment,” in “The Life of Jesus,” and in
“The Positivity of the Christian Religion.” Both Knox and Kroner (1971) emphasize
the Kantian nature of Hegel’s thought here, while Harris (1972) and Henrich (1970)
paint a picture of undoubtedly much more accurate complexity, referring to the indi-
viduality of Hegel’s appropriation of Kant and pointing out the influence of other fig-
ures such as Mendelssohn, Lessing, Spinoza, Rousseau, and most notably, the young
Schelling. Harris, as I indicate, also points to Hegel’s concern with the principle of
Christian love as having been evident from the beginning, instead of emerging merely
with the “Spirit of Christianity” essay as Kroner seems to argue. Nevertheless, what is
essential here is that all seem to be in agreement about moral reason as forming the
essential core of Hegel’s ontology in this period, as the basis for individual autonomy
and political community, whether it be in the Kantian sense of subjective moral con-
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sciousness or in the Fichtean sense of the individual’s participation in a larger moral
reason. And all recognize the shift in this conception when Hegel came under the
influence of Hölderlin.

5. Kroner (1971) refers to Hegel’s existential encounter with the “mystical cer-
tainty” of love.

6. Hyppolite (1974) recognizes the mystical element in Hegel’s writings, but
nevertheless appropriates the latter in a secular manner in his subsequent writings on
Hegel. Kroner (1971) also emphasizes this religious or mystical basis of Hegel’s
thought in the early writings, but believes that he abandons it in his subsequent philo-
sophical development.

7. See especially Fackenheim’s discussion of the “crucial assumption”of the
Hegelian middle. Copleston concludes that Hegel never actually achieved such a
philosophical vindication.

8. Westphal’s (1979) interesting analysis of the achievement of mutual recogni-
tion in terms of love also has political implications, but as I suggest in chapter two, he
seems to restrict these mainly to mutual toleration, rather than developing the more
substantive implications of love.

CHAPTER 1

1. Kroner, for example, ranks it with The Phenomenology of Spirit as the most
important of Hegel’s texts.

2. Thus, this early essay by Hegel can be seen to stand in the same relationship
to the rest of his philosophy as The Second Discourse does to Rousseau’s, for in both
pieces the authors are seeking to come to terms with the modern individual’s alienation
from a more primordial knowing due to the development of the modern principle of
reflective thought. Both pieces thus represent a point of departure for the thinkers’ sub-
sequent philosophical development.

3. And not just in terms of his attempt to come to grips with the modern socio-
economic reality, as others have tended to do (e.g., Lukács 1975; Plant 1983). See also
Laurence Dickey’s (1987) work more generally on this confrontation. It is true that
Hegel is examining the clash between love and a world dominated by private property
relations, but as I shall discuss, property has its deeper root for him in the rise of reflec-
tive rationality that fundamentally characterizes the modern subjectivity.

4. Besides Kroner, Lukács, and Plant already mentioned, Adams (1984), Avineri
(1980), Cullen (1979), Harris (1993, 1972), Henrich (1970, 1997), Kaufmann (1965),
Marcuse (1960), Mure (1965), Schmitz (1985), and Taylor (1975), all discuss this early
text.

5. As reflected in Hegel’s Differenzschrift.
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6. See in particular Harris’s discussion of Hegel’s “phenomenological crisis” of
1805 (Harris 1993), which constituted Hegel’s break with the “transcendental intu-
ition” of the Differenzschrift and which gave birth to The Phenomenology of Spirit. See
also Frederick Beiser (1993) and Dieter Henrich (1997) for the most clear and accu-
rate discussions of these shifts. Kroner runs together the last two phases of Hegel’s
development, so he cannot adequately account for Phenomenology. Avineri’s extremely
accurate and detailed reading of the early texts nevertheless does not get at the basic
question of the ontological shifts in Hegel’s thought.

7. Kroner suggests, regretfully, that this seems to be the case. Commentators
influenced by Marx’s view of Hegel also seem to point in this direction (Cullen, Mar-
cuse, and Plant). Richard Solomon (whose reductionist reading of the shifts in the
early Hegel cannot be taken seriously), suggests that love is left behind when he says
“The Phenomenology has relatively little to say about ‘love,’” (1985:144). It is precisely
this that I wish to disagree with in the work that follows.

8. For Harris (1984), the breach between nature and spirit is decisive, after which
point “substance” cannot be grounded in intuition but in language. Taylor (1975)
emphasizes Hegel’s move into the self-grounding logical circle. Similarly, Dieter Hen-
rich (1997) sees Hegel as breaking with a Hölderlinian intuition of Being or substance
and comprehending love in terms of a relation of opposites. Robert Williams (1992)
follows Henrich in this understanding. All of this does indeed shed light on Hegel’s
mature philosophical understanding of love, but it leaves ambiguous the question of
what role love continues to play at the level of experience.

9. In The Mystical Element in Hegel’s Early Theological Writings he suggests that
“perhaps the most interesting and significant problem in the interpretation of the
Hegelian philosophy, and indeed of all absolute idealisms, is precisely this relation
between the two motives of intuition and discursive thought, experience and its intel-
lectual elaboration, mysticism and rationalism” (1984:69). Laurence Dickey is one of
the few who gives reference to Adams’s work.

10. Nancy (1993), in a slightly different take on this question, argues that aspects
of Hegel’s system are in fact motivated by a “knowledge of affection” and not by pure
logic. But he sees this as a covert knowledge in the system of which Hegel himself was
unconscious and which thereby subverts the purely logical structure.

11. Kojève is the most notable here, but we find it also in Marcuse (1960) and
Riedel (1984), the last of whom is the major scholarly source for Marxist appropria-
tions of Hegel. Laurence Dickey’s Hegel is an excellent corrective to this view, arguing
that Hegel keeps his earlier idea of homo religiosus but tries to comprehend how it could
be reconciled with the modern reality of the homo economicus. See also Miriam Bienen-
stock, “Hegel’s Jena Writings: Recent Trends in Research,” Bulletin of the Hegel Society
of Great Britain, 11, (1985), 7–15, for another critique of such Marxist appropriations
of Hegel from a similar perspective to that offered here.

12. Hegel maintained and strengthened his critique of a politics of abstract right
into his mature philosophy, and hence I use The Philosophy of History in concert with
“The Spirit of Christianity” here to illuminate his criticisms.
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13. Hegel’s hostile and troubling remarks about the Jews in “The Spirit of Chris-
tianity” can be explained as the product of his more general hostility toward the prin-
ciple of reflective rationality, even though he has not himself clearly sorted out the rela-
tionship at this point. “The Spirit of Christianity” is a transitional piece, where he is
confronting reflective thought and the world of private property relations as realities
that cannot be denied (and in which he sees the Jewish religion as fundamentally
implicated), but that at the same time he views as largely negative realities. It is only
later that he will incorporate his reasoning and the private property attached to it as an
essential aspect of the unfolding of the Absolute. Significantly, his hostile attitude to
the Jews also disappears in this later period. See Philosophy of History 321/388 for
Hegel’s mature understanding of the role of the Jews in history. Emil Fackenheim
(1973:111 ff.) recognizes that Hegel’s real philosophical point about the Jews regards
the fundamental otherness of the divine in their religion. Fackenheim, furthermore,
acknowledges the element of truth in this view of the historical Jews but says that
Hegel ignores the whole Jewish response to divine-human separation from the Mid-
dle Ages onward, their own “dialectical” responses that make Judaism still a competi-
tor with the divine-human unity that Hegel understands to have come into being with
Christianity.

14. See “The Positivity of the Christian Religion,” which Hegel wrote in 1795
and which is translated in Hegel’s Early Theological Writings.

15. Indeed, in his critique of the Roman empire in the Philosophy of History Hegel
goes further, tying the principle of abstract right to Rome’s immanent decline into
empire, corruption, and disintegration (PH 279 ff.).

16. While here Hegel seems to lump Kant together with the narrow, reflective
reasoning of the Enlightenment, in the 1801 Differenzschrift he clarifies his relation-
ship to Kant, suggesting that the latter had achieved a higher philosophical standpoint
in his “Transcendental Deduction” but that he had then proceeded, like Fichte, to con-
ceptualize the unity of the self reflectively, which results in the limitation suggested
above.

17. We can see why commentators have pointed to this essay as an early instance
of Hegel’s dialectic or principle of sublation (Aufhebung), e.g., Adams (1984) and Har-
ris (1993:34).

18. A further illustration of how love constitutes an overcoming of the separation
of law and being is found in Hegel’s discussion of “fate,” in “The Spirit of Christian-
ity.” This has been well discussed by Adams and others.

19. Life is the term that Hegel uses in “Spirit” to refer to the underlying unity of
existence, while love is the conscious recapturing of that unity. See Harris,
(1972:26–27) for a further discussion of this distinction.

20. This realization of the bond of love through the physical act may contain con-
sequences for the community as a whole, as Hegel seems to suggest in his reference to
the “community of wives,” (SC 280/323).
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21. Harris (1993) argues that Hegel intended the “Fragment on Love” as a part
of the “Spirit” essay.

22. Lukács and Plant, for example, both emphasize this aspect of the failure. The
emphasis on this is also bound to be linked to Hegel’s apparent blaming of the Jews in
certain places in the essay. For he seems to attribute to them the responsibility for hav-
ing despiritualized life to such an extent that love required such withdrawal. But the
real explanation is deeper, pointing to the nature of the modern subjectivity itself, as I
argue.

23. See Wood (1990) for a version of this latter view.

CHAPTER 2

1. This idea of the Absolute as known through intuition is derived from Fichte’s
Science of Knowledge. Fichte, following Kant’s “transcendental deduction,” had con-
ceptualized the Absolute Identity as Ego, as a subject that comes to be an object
through its own self-positing, and thus as unconditioned by any more fundamental
cause. Although for Fichte the Absolute Ego is a primordial subject-object unity and
thus is prior to, and the condition of, ordinary consciousness, we do have access to it
through what he calls “intellectual intuition,” in the idea we all have that it is we who
think and we who act. At the same time this is not an immediate knowledge of our-
selves as self-positing subjects, for then the intuition would be an object conditioned
by the knowing subject. But the Absolute is the unconditioned. Thus Fichte conceives
the intuition not as a consciousness of self as object, or consciousness at all, but as an
aspect of the coming to be of consciousness, as the postulated condition of self-con-
sciousness. It was this idea of the intuition as a postulate rather than an actual knowl-
edge, as well as the reflective standpoint from which Fichte constructed his system to
try and show the truth of that postulate, to which Hegel objected. The “transcenden-
tal intuition” reflects what Hegel saw in Schelling as the corrective to Fichte’s defects,
as we shall see.

2. The phrase is Rosenkranz’s, and it is Harris (1993) who dates the crisis at
1805.

3. This is most evident in citations Rosenkranz provides in his biography of
Hegel from some now lost 1804 lecture notes (Rosenkranz 260).

4. Flay, for example, in his attempt to formalize the dialectic in Phenomenology,
is forced to bring the “naive consciousness” found at the beginning of Phenomenology
into a dialogue with reflective consciousness. The “presupposition set” of the naive con-
sciousness is what is articulated “if he ever became reflective” (1982:21). By why he
would become reflective or strive to find a knowledge that confirms his natural cer-
tainty is not explained.

5. See also Philosophy of History (311–12/378) for a dicussion of this decline.
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6. See the transition from “Abstract Right” to “Morality,” as well as the transi-
tion from “The Administration of Justice” to “The Police and Corporation” in the sec-
tion “Civil Society” in Philosophy of Right. See Philosophy of History, pp. 279 ff., for the
portrayal of the immanent disintegration of the Roman Empire.

7. In Philosophy of Right the experience of love is found not in the Christian faith
but in the nuclear family, which indicates that Hegel’s identification of love with
Christianity is of secondary importance. The interesting aspect of his argument is sim-
ply that individuals must have an experience of love in their life in order to go beyond
the extreme individualism of the standpoint of reflective thought.

8. My more detailed exposition showing the unfolding of the contradiction of
Enlightenment consciousness, from its battle with faith to its concept of utility, to the
terror of the French Revolution and the contradictions of Kantianism, are provided in
an appendix to this chapter. Since the focus of the text here is to highlight the place of
love in Hegel’s Phenomenology, I move from this brief outline of the one-sidedness of
the Enlightenment to Hegel’s positive response in conscience, which ultimately finds
its roots in love, as I shall argue.

9. Hegel makes the distinction between true conscience and the merely formal
conscience of self-certainty in Philosophy of Right (§137).

10. This is somewhat different from the standpoint of conscience we encounter in
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, where he does presuppose the existence of fully developed
rational institutions to which conscience can refer. Nevertheless, even there Hegel
gives legitimacy to the principle of conscience as containing the truth within itself. The
difference is that it now can find itself in harmony with an existing political commu-
nity, a community that can validate the principles it espouses, whereas at the time
Hegel is writing Phenomenology such a structure is very much in the process of being
born (or so he believed).

11. Thus it does not even seem necessary to share the same opinions to constitute
such a community. For example, academic communities would seem to have this char-
acter; individuals may hold different ideological positions, but they all agree to respect
one another’s right to their opinion. But such a harmony is only possible if the differ-
ences remain at the level of verbal declaration and do not translate themselves into dif-
ferences in concrete action or ways of living.

12. The most harmful extremities of this tendency to construct an other that one
judges negatively, in order to sustain an idea of one’s own truth and purity, is revealed
in Hegel’s discussion in Philosophy of History. In retreating into their own self to seek
the good and the true, the early Lutherans engaged in a “self-tormenting” process of
judgment conducted against their own self, in which they constructed a radical sepa-
ration of good and evil. The latter was conceptualized as “a vast power the sphere of
whose malign dominion is the Secular” (PH 425/505). This radical separation between
God and the devil, good and evil, grace and the human will is understood by Hegel as
part of the general attempt by Christians to confront the question of knowledge of the
good in one’s self by defining it against its purported other. For the Lutherans this
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entailed a process of “minute and painful introspection” where individuals must “force
upon their souls the consciousness of their sinfulness and to know themselves as evil”
and subsequently “that man should attain the consciousness that the good Spirit dwells
in him—that Divine Grace has found an entrance into his soul” (PH
424–25/504–505). The witch trials of the sixteenth century can be seen as another
concrete manifestation of this mode of self-definition (PH 426/506), where the evil is
projected onto an other outside of the self. Thus the attempt to prove one’s unity with
the divine in this way leads at best to inaction and at worst to the persecution of oth-
erness.

13. This is further substantiated by Hegel’s distinction in Philosophy of Right
between a “true conscience” which is “the disposition to will what is absolutely good”
and merely the formal conscience of self-certainty (PR §137). In other words, he dis-
tinguishes between the formal right of conscience “to give recognition only to what it
thus knows as good” and a conscience that actually wills the good as its true substance,
which makes “the absolutely universal its principle,” “the universal as inner objectivity”
(PR 139, 139R).

14. That what is being portrayed here in the section on conscience is the idea of
a moral universal that gets realized in and through individual willing, a willing that
includes sensuous being, is quite well-recognized in the commentary (e.g., Bernstein
1994, Hyppolite 1974, Taylor 1975). As I shall discuss, the question of the content of
the universal and how it is come to by the two figures of conscience seems more
ambiguous and controversial.

15. This contradiction is seen by Hegel as essentially self-destructive, as the fol-
lowing pointed comment, supposedly directed at Novalis, suggests: “[T]his ‘beautiful
soul,’ then, being conscious of this contradiction in its unreconciled immediacy, is dis-
ordered to the point of madness, wastes itself in yearning and pines away in consump-
tion. Thereby it does in fact surrender the being-for-self to which it so stubbornly
clings; but what it brings forth is only the non-spiritual unity of [mere] being”
(§668/360).

16. The question of the substance of the universal really constitutes the nub of
Hegel interpretations and hence is the point where commentators become divided.
Besides the major tendency, already remarked upon, to construe the substance of the
universal in communitarian terms, there is also a more recent tendency to understand
what is realized here purely procedurally, in terms of the conditions for a genuine
mutual recognition (e.g., Harris 1995:ch.7, Hinchman 1984, Russon 1991, Westphal
1979), in terms of a universal thinking ( Jamros 1990), or in terms of a growing aware-
ness of the relativity of substance (Burbridge 1997). Hence the emphasis is on the
moment of forgiveness, the mutual toleration of our differences, rather than on the
substance of the action. I think this is a tremendous domestication of Hegel’s discus-
sion of conscience, which has so much currency now because it accords with dominant
liberal prejudices about how to deal with difference. Hegel’s resolution of the section
on conscience is indeed recognition, but not merely the recognition of our mutual dif-
ferences; it is a coming together on substantive questions of right. Bernstein (1994), in
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a remarkable discussion of this part of Hegel, comes closer to my own view in arguing
that it is the substance of what conscience wills in the world that counts and not merely
the fact of acting and thinking, and he thus gives more recognition to the figure of the
acting conscience. Taylor also points to the substance of the universal that is realized.
Where I differ from Bernstein, and concur with Fackenheim and Hyppolite, as well as
Westphal in this aspect of his argument (1979:178), is that the experience by which this
universal comes to be recognized by both parties is religious in character or as I would
put it, involves the knowledge of love, rather than being come to reflectively. Taylor
also seems to point to something like this, in his discussion of Hegel’s embodied the-
ory of action (1983).

17. I cannot agree with Harris’s assertion that the exchange of forgiveness is an
“ordinary experience” (1995:78). Individuals who take committed stands of conscience
will not easily recognize other points of view or admit to the relativity of their own. As
portrayed in a literature that roots itself in a similar Christian tradition to that of
Hegel’s, such as Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment when Raskolnikov overcomes his
own position at the end of the work, or Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina in the scene where
Anna is forgiven by her husband, the moment of forgiveness is extraordinary and
requires an extraordinary experience of love.

18. Albeit this is a direction in which Hyppolite does not follow, for in his subse-
quent work on Hegel he shies away from the religious implications of his thought,
focusing instead—in keeping with other French thinkers of his generation—on the
universal as human awareness of finitude (Hyppolite 1993).

19. This is also what makes Marxists so uncomfortable with Hegel’s position on
action, for their viewpoint requires the agent to have clearly before her the program of
revolutionary action. But Hegel’s position is not quietist, as is so commonly inferred.
Rather he simply assigns two different roles to philosophy and to the historical actor.
Moral action must take place in order to realize the good society. And this is not
inevitable, even if it does have an immanent logic. But the actual historical actor who
realizes the good and the community that recognizes that action can only be rationally
vindicated retrospectively.

20. Ed Andrew, in Conscience and Its Critics, puts forth a similar idea of conscience
as “dumb” or speechless (2001:12,183).

21. Hyppolite points out this problem with the religious consciousness that is the
culmination of the experience of forgiveness (1974:568–69). For it, substance has not
yet become subject. It must come to see substance as the work of the actions of indi-
viduals in community with each other, in order to attain the full identity of human
and divine—“a divine humanity which temporally poses an eternal truth” (570). This
does indeed lead into Hegel’s philosophy of history and politics, as Hyppolite
acknowledges, but he sees nowhere in the subsequent philosophy where the perfect
community is achieved—“History presents us only with nations which live and die”
(570). In contrast, I believe that in The Philosophy of Right Hegel seeks to portray such
a community, and it is thus to this work that I turn in the next chapter. Hinchman,
in contrast to Hyppolite’s view and my own, argues that substance and subject have
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come together by the end of the dialectic of conscience (1984:183). I think this view
is undone by Hegel’s statements in the chapter on “Absolute Knowing,” as I shall dis-
cuss in chapter 3.

22. The reference here is to Fichte’s “intellectual intuition” in the second intro-
duction to The Science of Knowledge. Here Fichte says that everyone must look into
their own self to find this certainty. Hegel is suggesting here that what Kant and Fichte
took to be a self-evident inner certainty of freedom is actually a knowledge that pre-
supposes the whole process of historical disciplining that we have witnessed.

23. Walsh (1969), for example, seems to think Hegel is denying moral autonomy
a reality. Russon (1991) is better on this.

CHAPTER 3

1. This occurs first with immediate conscience, whose object is its own certainty
of what must be done. Second, it acts and opposes itself to another self-consciousness
that also exists as a knowing. Here, action is merely the extension of its conviction out-
ward, while the reality of that action remains in the form of conviction. And the other
self-consciousness who opposes it has as its object the knowledge of pure duty. They
both exist for the other as a knowing. And finally these two overcome their opposition
to one another by the recognition of their unity, a unity that exists in the form of their
mutual knowing. Granted, the truth they encounter still seems external to them, as a
religious substance. And this will be the principal reason why Hegel goes beyond it, to
the Notion, as the standpoint for philosophy.

2. One might construe, as Burbridge does (1997), some of the truths Hegel
unfolds in his philosophy as relative in the sense that they show themselves to be one-
sided. Yet there is still an absolute quality to them as principles of right. Furthermore,
the farther one gets in the unfolding of Hegel’s logical idea of the will, the more com-
plete the idea of the truth becomes. Hence there is an endpoint where substance
becomes as Absolute as subject.

3. As George Adams says, with reference to Hegel’s early discussion of love:
“What Hegel’s later philosophy attempts is the working out of the logic of this expe-
rience which transcends discursive reason . . . it is a logic of what may fairly be called
the experience of mysticism” (1984:96).

4. See Philosophy of Right §2: “[T]he science of right . . . has a definite starting-
point, i.e., the result and the truth of what has preceded, and it is what has preceded
which constitutes the so-called ‘proof ’ of the starting-point. Hence the concept of
right, so far as its coming to be is concerned, falls outside the science of right; it is to
be taken up here as given and its deduction is presupposed.” Its deduction is found in
Phenomenology of Spirit, as I have argued.

5. Construing the substance of the will in terms of love in no way goes against
Hegel’s more explicit statements in Philosophy of Right that the substance of will is free-
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dom. For freedom is the self-conscious grasping and willing of the universal substance
of the will. Hence coming to terms with the knowledge of love is coming to know one’s
freedom.

6. Marx and Kierkegaard are perhaps the most responsible for the perpetration
of this view. But even learned Hegel scholars, much more sensitive to the relationship
between philosophy and life in Hegel, tend to exaggerate the role of philosophy in rec-
onciliation. Taylor, in spite of a remarkable portrayal of Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit,
nevertheless at one point refers to philosophy itself as “a ‘cult’ which restores our unity
to the whole,” (1975:546). And Michael Hardimon, who offers a very sensitive and
nuanced consideration of the idea of reconciliation in Hegel’s thought (see especially
chapter 3), nevertheless gives philosophy the ultimate role in reconciliation (1994: 6,
94, 136–38). Similarly, George Armstrong Kelly sees Hegel as bitterly resigning him-
self to the loss of the experience of unity and emphasizing reflective thought as the
mode of integration (in “Social Understanding and Social Therapy in Schiller and
Hegel,” Hegel’s Retreat from Eleusis). Against these views, Hegel himself explicitly
warns in the introduction to the Phenomenology that “philosophy must beware of the
wish to be edifying” (§9).

7. See Gillespie (1997) for a discussion and questioning of this recent trend in
Hegel scholarship.

8. Laurence Dickey, in a lucid article that draws on Toews’ work, situates the his-
torical Hegel with his Christian immanentism against the emergence of this “new-left”
Hegelianism that breaks altogether with the notion of substance, in favor of a purely
human construction of the social world “governed by a procedural commitment in
which the end of human action and the substance of human emancipation emerge out
of the collective decision-making process itself ” (1993:329).

9. While Hegel explicitly excludes women from the principle of reflective thought
and the will, I do not believe that there is anything inherently exclusive of women in his
ideas, and hence I am using the feminine pronoun in order to indicate this. I elaborate
the logic of this argument about women in the appendix to this chapter.

10. Lampert’s (1997) argument that Hegel surpasses or “rids” himself of the cat-
egory of private property in showing the limitations of this perspective, in favor of a
more socialist and communicative perspective, seems overstated. Hegel is indeed not a
right-wing proponent of the free market. But his task is to show the validity of the
principle of abstract right while showing also that it is one-sided and must coexist
alongside other principles. It must be contained by a larger moral perspective and eth-
ical order and cannot be allowed to run untrammeled. This is different than “ridding”
himself of the category altogether.

11. Dahlstrom (1993) seeks to correct prevalent liberal misinterpretations of
Hegel that see him as abandoning the principle of conscience in this transition and
thus undermining the rights of subjectivity.

12. Ilting’s (1984) argument that Hegel’s argument is merely descriptive and pre-
supposes capitalist society without justifying it is not correct. Hegel does presuppose
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the modern will and its expression in private property, which, left unchecked, leads to
capitalism. But he tries to show, in the section on property, how this expression has a
logical necessity.

13. Wood’s argument (1990:245) that Hegel definitively separates the principles
of substance and subject, of family and civil society, and of female and male, does not
seem right from the perspective offered here, for the feminine principle of substance,
or love, is carried forth into the masculine realm of civil society and essentially drives
any moral progress achieved in this realm (see appendix to this chapter).

14. The “cultus,” for Hegel is the instruction and set of practices by which the
individual comes to experience the universal at the level of feeling, at the level of sub-
jective particularity, so that she knows herself “as this individual included in and within
God” (LPR 332/332).

15. Encyclopaedia, §482.

16. In Enc. §552, Hegel asserts that the ethical conscience is the real, developed
religious consciousness, what one achieves from having been educated as part of a good
state, in a truly ethical environment. By “retiring upon itself out of its empirical actual-
ity,” by stepping back from involvement in its everyday concerns and reflecting on the
fundamental core of those concerns, the ethical conscience finds “the divine spirit as
indwelling in self-consciousness,” “the state retracted into its inner heart and substance.”
See Jaeschke (1981) for a discussion of the Encyclopedia passage that constitutes a tran-
scendence of Hegel’s earlier dichotomy of church and state, as laid out in Philosophy of
Right. I believe that this conception of unity is present in Philosophy of Right, in Hegel’s
discussion of patriotism, but it is not as clearly developed as the later Encyclopedia.

CHAPTER 4

1. See Bernstein’s discussion of Adorno on this question of integration, where it
is described in terms of the loss of “experience” (Bernstein 1997).

2. Hannah Arendt’s analysis of republicanism in terms of “the lost treasure”
(1977:4, 1990:ch.6) highlights this historical failure.

3. See also Fred Dallymayr (1993:254–55) on history as rendering untenable
Hegel’s conception of the state.

4. I give Fackenheim a lot of attention here because he seeks to repudiate the
very Hegel that I am promoting; he cannot be responded to by putting forth a differ-
ent interpretation of Hegel. Hence he represents a particular challenge to what I am
trying to argue.

5. This is Fackenheim’s reading of the manuscript, in his conclusion to The Reli-
gious Dimension in Hegel’s Thought.

6. See also Walter Jaeschke (1981) who argues against a reliance on the 1821
manuscripts on the grounds that Hegel’s thought on the relationship between religion
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and the state underwent subsequent development. I believe that Jaesche’s analysis in
that article as well as in “Hegel’s Last Year in Berlin” (1983) supports what I am argu-
ing here about the historical failure of ethical life.

7. The statement is from Strauss’s lectures notes from the 1831 lectures, which,
in fact, are regarded to have been a paraphrase, however accurate, of Hegel’s actual
words (see Editors’ Intro., LPR I). Whether or not this is a direct quotation from
Hegel, I believe it captures the spirit of his concern, as expressed in all three of the
1821, 1824, and 1827 lectures, about the need for the realization of religion in actual
life, about the inevitable collision of thought with the content of religion, and the sub-
sequent need of genuine philosophy to reconcile thought with religion (see LPR III,
third part of section C).

8. See the appendix to chapter 2.

9. This is evident in the difficulties being confronted by contemporary social
contract theories, such as that of Rawls, as I shall discuss further below.

10. See PS §9: “philosophy must beware of the wish to be edifying.”

11. This does not mean that philosophical arguments cannot have a stimulating
effect on conscience, since they obviously do in more intellectual people. It simply
warns against the idea that philosophy itself can create our commitment to these prin-
ciples or that by itself it is adequate to sustaining these commitments.

12. Kant does this in the third chapter of Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.
But the more elaborated and compelling versions of it are found in The Critique of Pure
Reason and The Critique of Practical Reason. Rousseau makes a primitive version of the
Kantian argument in “Creed of the Savoyard Priest,” book 4 of Emile. His more elab-
orated critique of the limitations of this reasoning in relationship to our inner nature
are found in the Creed as well as in Discourse on the Origin of Inequality among Men.

13. In Hobbes, for example, conscience is defined merely as a mutual confirma-
tion of empirical sense impressions, as “when two, or more men, know of one and the
same fact” (Hobbes 1985:132). The notorious Hobbesian “will” is merely “the last
appetite in deliberating” (128). The “good” is defined purely subjectively, as that which
satisfies my appetites, while the bad is that to which I have a sensuous aversion. The
“worth” and “dignity” of an individual are not absolute, but entirely dependent on the
needs and opinions of others (151–52). Reason becomes a mere function of calculation
of pleasure and pain, a mere servant of the passions.

14. Mill’s attempt to save utilitarianism from this reductionism by making a dis-
tinction between “higher” and “lower” pleasures shows merely how impossible such a
project can be from within a narrow reflective standpoint. From the empirical stand-
point on human beings, what is experienced at the level of the subjective is all mere
opinion. There is no basis upon which to validate the distinction in a more objective
way. Hence if one individual holds that a life devoted to conspicuous consumption is
the highest, better than a life that includes devotion to others and an experience of
political community, there is no clear way, within this framework, to dispute him. It
becomes a case of mere assertion against assertion.
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15. See Philosophy of Right § 195, 198, 236, 237, 238, 241, 243, 244. See also
Avineri (1980) for a thorough discussion of Hegel’s Jena writings, which contain a
much more elaborated critique of the dangers of capitalism than we see in his mature
Philosophy of Right. This shift can be explained, as Walton (1984) suggests, by the fact
that Hegel believed that he had worked out the solution to these excesses, in his the-
ory of the corporation.

16. PR § 67, 195, 200, 238, among others. See Walton (1984) for a good discus-
sion of some of these important measures.

17. Examples are poverty at a national and international level, the meaningless
nature of so much work, the development of monopolies, and the domination of one
class at the expense of the whole.

18. We see this, for example, in the Marxist idea of “the Fordist regime of accu-
mulation,” which views the acceptance of unions to represent workers and the high
wages and better conditions achieved in the postwar era as occurring not because of
the moral power informing the struggle but because it turned out to be functional to
capital accumulation.

19. Not least because of the environmental unsustainability of the postwar Key-
nesian system.

20. This is not to obscure the difference between Fackenheim’s and Arendt’s
analysis of evil. For Arendt, the ultimate result of the breakdown of mediating institu-
tions was the banality of an individual such as Eichmann. She seems to ignore the
notion of a motivation toward infinity; Eichmann’s motivation was merely career
advancement and an obsession with bureaucratic details. For Fackenheim, this focus on
banality ignores what he sees as the essentially demonic element in the identification,
the boundless hate that fueled it. See chapter 4 of Encounters.

21. Fackenheim (1994) argues for the idea of “resistance as an ontological cate-
gory.” But he ultimately understands these particular acts of resistance during the
Holocaust according to the Jewish theological notion of Teshuva—“a divine-human
turning-towards-each-other” (141), “an impulse from below that calls forth an impulse
from above (253). Yet a case might just as plausibly be made for understanding them
in terms of the notion of conscience. See Gregory Baum’s article in Greenspan and
Nicholson (1992).

CHAPTER 5

1. I am not alone in thinking that Hegel’s theory of conscience is important for us
today. See also Bernstein (1994), Jaeschke (1981), Shanks (1991), and Walton (1983).

2. Others here include Jürgen Habermas and Charles Taylor.
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D (References are to page numbers in English, followed by the German)

The Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy, translated
by H. S. Harris and Walter Cerf. Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1977.

“Differenz des Fichte’schen un Schelling’schen Systems der Philosophie,” in
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Buchner and Otto Poggeler. Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1968.
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Enzyklopadie der Philosophischen Wissenschaften Im Grundrisse (1830) in
Gesammelte Werke, edited by Wolfgang Bonsiepen and Hans Christian
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“Fragment on Love,” translated by T. M. Knox in Hegel: Early Theological
Writings, pp. 302–308. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1948.

“Die Liebe,” in Hegel’s Theologische Jungendschriften, edited by Herman Nohl,
Tubingen, 1907. Frankfurt: Minerva Gmbtt, 1966, pp. 378–82.

FS “Fragment of a System,” translated by Richard Kroner in Hegel: Early Theo-
logical Writings, pp. 309–19. Nohl, pp. 343–51 (ibid).

L The Encyclopaedia Logic: Part I of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences,
Translated by T. F. Geraets, W. A. Suchting, and H. S. Harris. Indi-
anapolis: Hackett, 1991.

Enzykopadie der Philosophischen Wissenchaften (ibid.)
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LPR (References are to page numbers in English, followed by German Band and
page number)

Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, One-Volume Edition: The Lectures of
1827, translated by R. F. Brown, P. C. Hodgson, and J. M. Stewart.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988.

LPR I Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Volume 1: Introduction and the Concept
of Religion, translated by R. F. Brown, P. C. Hodgson, and J. M. Stew-
art. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984.

Vorlesungen uber die Philosophie der Religion, Teil 1: Einleitung. Der Bergriff
der Religion in Vorlesungen: Ausgewahlte Nachschriften und Manuskripte
Band 3, edited by Walter Jaeschke. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag,
1983.
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translated by R. F. Brown, P. C. Hodgson, and J. M. Stewart. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984.

Vorlesungen uber die Philosophie der Religion, Teil 3: Die vollendete Religion,
Band 5, 1984.

PH (References are to page numbers in English, followed by the German)

The Philosophy of History, translated by J. Sibree. New York: Dover, 1956.

Vorlesungen uber die Philosophie der Geschichte in Werke Band 12, edited by Eva
Modenhauer and Karl Markus Michel. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970.

PS (References are to section number in English, followed by page number in
German)

The Phenomenology of Spirit, translated by A. V. Miller. Oxford: Clarendon,
1977.

Phanomenologie des Geistes in Gesammelte Werke 9, edited by Wolfgang Bon-
siepen and Reinhard Heede. Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1980.

PR (References are to section number in English and German)

The Philosophy of Right, translated by T. M. Knox. Oxford: Clarendon, 1962.

Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, edited by Johannes Hoffmeister.
Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1955.

SC (References are to page number in English, followed by the German)

“The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,” translated by T. M. Knox in Hegel:
Early Theological Writings, pp. 182–301.

Nohl (ibid.), pp. 242–342.
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