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Among the many developments in philosophy in the last several years has
been the relatively recent wave of books and articles, especially in ethics, link-
ing Kantianism with Aristotelianism. Hegelians are not surprised at this turn.
For Hegel, there was a kind of logic to the key concepts in Aristotle and Kant
that inevitably pushed us from one to the other, and something like that
thought is behind his notorious summary statement in the Phenomenology
that ‘everything hangs on apprehending and expressing the true not merely as
substance but also equally as subject.’ Or as we might alternately put it with a
narrower scope, everything about our interpretation of Hegel hangs on what
in the world we take Hegel to mean by that assertion. Answering that requires
us to take a stand on what constitutes Hegel’s idealism and what constitutes
his version of naturalism (even on whether there is such a thing as Hegel’s
naturalism at all).

Subjectivity in the natural world

One of the tipoffs that Hegel’s own conception of idealism differs from more
ordinary conceptions of idealism lies in one of his favourite metaphors which has
to do with how animals are idealists.1 They do not take food to be untrue things
or to be mere appearances of any underlying reality. They take it to be nutrition,
and they are right. Animals are idealists not because they actively constitute the
objects of their world. Rather, to use a different metaphor, things ‘show up’ in an
animal’s sensory field as food because of the purposes the animal brings to bear
on itself and its environment. Lettuce is not food for rabbits because rabbits
create lettuce. Rather, lettuce shows up for rabbits as food because of the kind of
creatures rabbits are, just as rabbits show up as food for foxes because of the
kinds of creatures foxes are.2

On the Hegelian picture, things in the world show up in our experience
depending on the spontaneity at work in that experience. Food can show up to an
animal but not to an iron spike. Likewise, to use Hegel’s example, animals can
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experience illness, a way in which their proper functioning is thwarted, whereas
non-purposive entities, like a rock, cannot.3 It is only for creatures with the
proper organic functioning (and eventually nervous systems) that things can
‘show up’ as food, and only for self-conscious creatures can other things ‘show
up’ in experience as states, constitutions, divinities, artworks, and ethical
requirements.4 Crucially for Hegel, this is not because the individual subject
‘constructs’ these kinds of things or imposes conceptual meaning on distinct and
neutral sensible information. It is because of the kind of odd creature that
self-conscious, concept-mongering organisms that humans are.

The world ‘shows up’ for creatures with a capacity for self-consciousness in
a way that it cannot for non-self-conscious creatures. Since receptivity to the
world is ‘within’ spontaneity (the conceptual) such that the world can show
up in determinate ways to self-conscious creatures, there is nothing ‘outside’
spontaneity, and this means that spontaneity is boundless, unendlich (or ‘infinite’ as
it is usually translated). Put in this way, Hegel’s idealism is not the idea the world
is inherently spiritual but that there is nothing in principle in the world that is in
principle unavailable for conceptual thought. Even things that cannot be directly
experienced, such as the infinitely small and the infinitely large can show up for
conceptual thought when and only when the appropriate conceptual apparatus
has been constructed (for example, the differential and integral calculus). It is also
an idealism in the further sense that the ‘totality’ of such things is only available to
thought and not to intuition.

Even if Hegel’s idealism is not a monistic metaphysics of spirit (i.e., is not
Schelling’s idealism), it is nonetheless metaphysics. Nor is Hegel’s project an
investigation of something like ‘how we must think’ coupled with some view to
the effect ‘and who cares what the world is really like.’ It is a direct descendent
of Kant’s Critiques and Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre: In his Logic, it is the ‘science of
science’, an account of explanatory adequacy, an account of accounts. It is more
like what A. W. Moore and Robert Pippin have recently called ‘making sense of
things’ and ‘making sense of making sense’ (although their conceptions of what
it is to ‘make sense of making sense’ differ rather markedly).5

If the Kantian and Fichtean project of idealism were to succeed, so Hegel
concluded, we are required to fashion a more comprehensive conception of
nature that had a place for rational agency within itself.6 Hegel transformed
that part of the project into what we can call his own kind of disenchanted
Aristotelian naturalism. Indeed, this conception of disenchanted nature as
explained through the natural sciences constitutes one of the greatest turning
points in history:

‘The discovery of the laws of nature enabled men to contend
against the monstrous superstition of the time, as also against
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all notions of mighty alien powers which magic alone could
conquer… [it turns out that] the Host is simply dough, the
relics [of the Saints] mere bones. The rulership of subjectivity
was posited against belief founded on authority, and the
laws of nature were granted recognition as the only bond
connecting the external with the external. Thus all miracles
were disallowed: for nature is now a system of known and
recognized laws.’7

The task of philosophy, on the other hand, is to ask about the conception of
nature that is revealed in such empirically oriented research and to bring it into
what Hegel calls the ‘diamond net’ of metaphysics — that is, to inquire into the
ultimate intelligibility of this conception of nature, into what makes sense of
things and makes sense of making sense necessarily. Nature means nothing, aims
at nothing, and cannot organize itself into better or worse. This is ‘disenchanted’
nature. It is also nature as it must be.

Nonetheless, there is a place for functional teleology in the structure of
organisms that discloses a more limited form of Aristotelian teleology. Living
creatures sustain themselves and reproduce themselves, and the ‘inner purpose’ of
a living thing is the way explanations of why it does what it does appeal to its nature
as the form of life it is. (We nominalize the form of life in statements like,
‘The robin breeds in Spring.’) As noted, for Hegel, the concepts of disease and
injury suggest that such explanations have a basis in a real feature of the world. The
various organs of a plant or an animal perform various functions that are aspects
(or ‘moments’ in Hegel’s terms) of the organism as a whole functioning well.
Organisms (the ‘wholes’ of such organs) themselves have two general functions to
fulfill: survival and reproduction, even though sometimes the requirements of each
may conflict with the other. Because of this, things can be said to go well or badly
for the organism (even if the animal does not have the neurological apparatus to
note that something is going badly for it). When something external to the normal
functioning of the organism interferes with it, and it is prevented (or has difficulty
with) achieving the goals appropriate to its form of life, then it can said to be
diseased. To say that an animal is in a diseased state is thus not merely a subjective
requirement on our part. If the plant or animal is diseased, it really is diseased (and
it is diseased not merely ‘for us’). If disease is real, then nature has functions (that
is, purposes of a sort) within it, even though nature as a whole is thoroughly non-
purposive. However, since what can count as a disease for the animal may be
nourishment for the bacteria attacking it, nature has no way of balancing these
realities out against each other. What is good for the predator is not good for the
prey. Nature has no aim, and it makes no sense to talk of its making itself better.
Such is the impotence — die Ohnmacht — of nature.8
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Moreover, although the emergence of life on earth itself fulfills no further
purpose, life is nonetheless its own purpose — it is what both Hegel and Kant
call a Selbstzweck — even though the purpose of life is distributed among many
different creatures who do not share that purpose with each other. As having a
purpose of staying alive and reproducing, some animals can also be said to
respond to reasons that are more or less in the world. For example, the zebra
running from the lion can be said to be responding to a good reason right there
before it. More intelligent animals may even maintain a certain flexibility about
how they do this and thus display a certain intelligence or at least a high level of
cognitive skill. Hegel attributes subjectivity to those animals, so he clearly sees a
kind of continuum at work there in the passages from life to animal life to human
life. Things show up to such creatures because of the kind of creatures they are.

What then is the difference between animal life and human life? The non-
human animal cannot, as both Aristotle and Hegel put it, entertain its purposes as
purposes.9 Humans are self-conscious primates, odd creatures in the natural
order, not because they are made of different ‘stuff ’ or because their mental
events weirdly cause physical events but because they have a distinct kind of
self-relation. In a move that Hegel picked up from Hölderlin (and from Fichte),
he holds that our conscious life is an apperceptive life in which we are always,
already ‘originally’ placed in a world of normative involvements. To have an
apperceptive life is to have a way of moving within this world of involvements in
which there is a normative awareness of what one is doing without there being
any separate act of reflection accompanying one’s awareness. Moreover, this
form of self-consciousness is part of the very makeup of conscious acts. To be
judging, for example, is also to be aware that one is judging, that is, to know
(if for example, one is asked) that one is judging and not, say, swimming, or
cooking or gardening.10 To be an apperceptive life— a subject— is to know that
one is this form of life exactly by being the life that falls under the concept, and it
falls under that concept by bringing itself under that concept.11

It is when something goes wrong in those involvements, or when somebody
is challenged, that we, as it were, stand back from these involvements to evaluate
them. This is standing back ‘as it were’ because in standing back, we are
still standing somewhere, even if that somewhere becomes progressively more
abstract as we have historically been driven to more abstract self-conceptions.
An original division is introduced into self-consciousness because of its capacity
to exercise such reflection on itself, and that capacity for reflection means that
unlike other animals, human agents can entertain their purposes as purposes.12 It
is worth stressing that apperception is not primarily an agent’s reflective relation
to the status of her own judgments, although it involves a capacity for such
reflection. The absolute identity of the two-in-one of which Hölderlin spoke
(at least in the Being and Judgment fragment and which we can assume he conversed
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about with Hegel and Issac von Sinclair in Frankfurt) just is the apperceptive self.
This conception of agency’s apperceptive self-relation comprises more or less the
ground floor of Hegel’s metaphysics of subjectivity.

What Wittgenstein said in the Investigations — ‘Commanding, questioning,
recounting, chatting, are as much a part of our natural history as walking, eating,
drinking, playing’ — could easily have been endorsed by Hegel.13 However,
Hegel would add: That we naturally do these things makes all the difference in
the world, since in doing so, we thereby make ourselves immediately into
subjects, apperceptive selves. We do not cease to be natural creatures, but we do
become natural creatures with a different form of self-relation. Here both Hegel
and Hölderlin were following in the footsteps of Kant: What distinguishes us is
not the stuff out of which we are made but the kinds of activities (like judging)
which characterize us. Spirit is its own product, as Hegel provocatively states it,
and as we — or, in the nominative form, spirit — develop ourselves in history,
we acquire new capacities to respond to our ends as ends and not merely as
drives, impulses, and natural needs.

This is so, Hegel thought, because there is a kind of logic to this that makes
such a conception of subjectivity necessary. A subject is a substance that knows it
is that kind of substance by bringing itself under the category, ‘subject.’14 This
‘logic’ of sorts is a logic of intelligibility, both of what makes sense and a logic of
when sense has been made. Although the story of the in’s and out’s of Hegel’s
Logic is obviously too long to tell here, there are nonetheless some general things
that can be said of it. What characterizes a large range of philosophical puzzles
has to do with the kinds of infinite regresses that seem to follow on a certain type
of reflection on them. Problems about the ‘given’ in knowledge are one (and
relatively familiar) set: If to know one thing requires knowing another thing, the
thought rapidly comes on the scene that there might well therefore be one thing
one knows without having to know anything else (on pain of infinite regress or
some bad form of circularity). What is bad about such infinite regresses is, as
Wittgenstein at least claimed, ‘The reasoning that leads to an infinite regress is to
be given up not “because in this way we can never reach the goal,” but because
here there is no goal; so it makes no sense to say “we can never reach it.” ’15 One
understands the infinite regress and resolves the problem in it by grasping the
principle of the series that underlies it. (In the mathematics of Hegel’s day, that
would be by virtue of the calculus.)

Reflection on these kinds of regress problems led Hegel to something like
the following result, which we can summarize without having to give much of
Hegel’s argument for it. We can distinguish two different types of assertions we
make in trying to make sense of things. First, we can make assertions about
individuals by pointing them out (‘That thing over there.’), classifying them (‘This
is red’,), making generalizations about them (‘American Robins live on average

Terry Pinkard

5

https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.1


1.7 years’), or counting them. Second, we can distinguish those kinds of
judgments from judgments like ‘The tie only looks green in the store but is blue
in normal sunlight’ and ‘Deficiency in vitamin D may cause cognitive impairment
in older adults’, in which we explain things by appeal to some underlying
condition that is not immediately apparent in the mere observation of them. That
is how we make sense of things in the most general way, but we also need a third
way of making sense, namely, to make sense of when we make sense. We typically
do that in judgments such as ‘What you just said does not follow from your
premises,’ or ‘This makes no sense within the current standards of physics.’
These represent, very roughly, the ‘logics’ of Being, Essence, and Concept. ‘What
is this and how many of them are there?’ is typically answered in one way that
makes sense of things, whereas ‘Why does it look that way?’ or ‘Why did that
happen?’ are typically answered in another way. ‘How does that follow?’ is
typically answered in neither of those two ways.

Likewise, each of these two ways exhibits its own types of typical infinite
regresses when subjected to philosophical interrogation. The first way (‘Being’)
typically involves the kind of regress involved by characterizing one thing in
terms of its difference from the other (but how do we know what the other is
unless we contrast it with the first or with another thing, ad infinitum). The
second way typically involves the problem of sorting out explanatory priorities, as
we claim that what is doing the explaining is independent enough from what is
being explained, yet is identifiable as what is doing the explaining only in its
dependence on the explained. Such regresses are more typically oscillations
between claiming independence and dependence. The third way – which involves
making sense of making sense – logically culminates in the concept of thought’s
capacity to make these judgments by being the kind of activity that exercises
those powers, that is, the activity which brings itself under the concept of itself.
Hegel called that the ‘absolute Idea’, which expresses the ‘true infinity’ of
concepts inasmuch as it expresses the self-bounding nature of the normative.16

Being the creatures we are, we are not just reliably differentially responding
to the world. Our receptivity is already within our own spontaneity. We know
what we know by receptive knowledge, but we know that we know by our
spontaneity. In knowing about the world, we know (mostly non-reflectively) that
we know (just as we apperceptively know what it is we are doing). We are also
justifying our claims about the world, about ourselves, and holding ourselves
accountable to ourselves and others — in short, making sense of things and
making sense of ourselves. Our various acts of thinking are, as we might put it,
manifestations, not instantiations, of the power of thought.17 Now, what I take
Hegel to claiming when he says things like, ‘Only the Idea is actual,’ is that a
unified account of mind and world cannot do without an account of the
specifically apperceptive engagement which primates such as ourselves orient
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ourselves, such even in full absorption in our current involvements, we
nonetheless possess a self-consciousness of what we are doing — that one is
reading a book, not hiking in the mountains or taking a bath.

Because we are such natural creatures, as Hegel stresses, ‘laws and principles
have no immediate life or validity in themselves. The activity which puts them
into operation and endows them with real existence has its source in the needs,
impulses, inclinations, and passions of man.’18 What is at work, wirklich, actual in
the human world is that combination of ‘needs, passions, inclinations’ and our
sense of what it is we are trying to do, have become, and what we can ultimately
account for — only some of which may at any time be clear to us.

Hegel defines the Idea consistently across his mature works as the unity of
concept and objectivity and, sometimes, as the unity of concept and reality. What
Hegel calls the ‘Idea’ is his one-word shorthand for the ultimate expression of
making sense of making sense. In the ‘Idea’, we aim at comprehending both how
our norms (the various ‘concepts’) fit together with the world and therefore how,
metaphorically, the world does or does not cooperate with us in our endeavours.

What counts as the ‘Idea’ has to do therefore with what we take to be really
going on in our individual and collective lives, and here Hegel’s naturalism and
his idealism have a substantive and controversial point to make.

In the Investigations, Wittgenstein remarks about a way of doing philosophy
such that ‘one thinks that one is tracing the outline of the thing’s nature over and
over again, and one is merely tracing round the frame through which we look at
it.’ Wittgenstein hypothesized that philosophical problems are really manifesta-
tions of the way that ‘a picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for
it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.’19 Hegel
would substitute: it was an Idea that held us captive, and we could not get outside
of it. Such an ‘Idea’, as a comprehensive conception of what constitutes authority
in a form of life, breaks down when it imposes unlivable tensions on those living
in its terms.

The ‘Idea’ of what it was to be a thinking being was itself historical,
sustained by the kinds of authority in making epistemic, ethical, religious,
aesthetic and even philosophical claims across time. Such authority never has real
existence except as recognized authority. What gets us ‘out’ of an Idea as a form
of socially sustained authority is not so much a new and superior Idea but the
breakdown of that Idea itself and where we end up landing as it falls apart around
us. These breakdowns are dissolutions of meaning, when the general sense of
things starts seeming senseless, and we cannot find a way to make sense of
making sense. We carry on, but we do not understand what exactly it is we
are doing.

This is part of Hegel’s naturalism, which dovetails with his idealism. We are
self-conscious primates whose apperceptive orientations are rarely fully clear to
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ourselves, and as we work them out, we have historically found key elements of
them to be unlivable. Hegel does not adhere to the more common reflective
picture that we must ‘stand back’ or ‘stand above’ our various commitments and
evaluate them or that we are to reflectively take on a practical identity from
which to make such evaluations (a view which often claims to be ‘Kantian’ in
spirit). In saying that, though, he is also not denying that, say, Greeks could
ever ‘step back’ from their determinate commitments and, working within
their Idea, make all kinds of adjustments to their practices, nor that they could
even take note of great conflicts within their social order. That kind of
making good on things is the work of what Hegel calls ‘the understanding,’ in
which we often find ourselves with incompatible commitments and strive to
bring everything into order. Nothing wrong with that — it is one way we
speak of exercising rationality. More interesting to Hegel is how we deal with
the consequences of such breakdown when we find ourselves committed
but no longer really understanding what we are committed to. In those cases, we
have to worry about whether our ‘Idea’ is itself not fundamentally at odds
with itself.

It is a central part of the logic of Hegel’s Logic that since fundamentally
subjectivity is to be understood in terms of matters like ‘following from
premises’, ‘fitting into a larger view’, and the like, this means that, unlike a
question such as ‘Why did the pipes burst yesterday?’, a question such as ‘Why do
you think that?’ ultimately requires an answer in terms of a justifying reason, not
an explanation by efficient causation.20 Now, Hegel’s Logic forces the conclusion
that justifying reasons must take priority over explanatory reasons and not just
from the subject’s own first-person point of view. From a third-person point of
view, of course, we may say that the agent’s reason was false or misguided, etc.,
and that his real reason for action was not the promotion of rational nature as an
end in itself (as he perhaps claimed) but simple jealousy. If we see reasons as
mental events (instead of seeing them as the shape of agency itself), then we have
to see them as causal elements in a series of events that may or may not lead to
the actions with which they are related (as if often said to be required by such
third person accounts). The alternative Hegelian view is that we have to see
agency itself as a kind of status that has its own basic way of developing itself,
such that failure to act on a reason has to be explained in a way similar to the way
we explain disease — as something lying in the nature of things that prevents (or
places barriers to) achieving the goals appropriate to its form of life, which in this
case is that of rational agency. If so, then the problem with agency is not that
external factors (as in disease) can thwart the appropriate functioning of our
powers of knowledge and action. Our powers can be thwarted in themselves,
when they impose impossible conditions on themselves or make the lives lived in
terms of those reasons unlivable.
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This is a much larger story and is part of Hegel’s theory of the breakdown
of forms of life, a theme to which he devoted a good part of the 1807
Phenomenology of Spirit and many of the lectures of his time in Berlin.
Metaphorically speaking: If we were holy wills, then when we believe falsely or
act wrongly, something must have gone wrong in our spontaneous capacities.
Sometimes, since we are not holy wills, things do indeed go wrongly for us
because of conditions external to ourselves, but sometimes, or so goes Hegel’s
extended case, something does go wrong with our spontaneity. In those cases,
as we noted, we go on as we do, but we no longer know exactly what we
are doing. Such is alienation, and in those conditions we are not free. We are
never holy wills.21 Breakdowns occur both by virtue of external forces and of our
own making.

This is Hegel’s version of what he took to be Spinoza’s fundamental insight:
There is one world that appears to us in two ways, first as nature, then as a
realm of normative statuses that are at odds with nature, and finally as one
world, grasped in thought, or in Hegel’s terms, the Idea. This leads him, oddly
enough, back to an idealist conception of a realism about reasons. Reasons are
the significance that things have for us, given the possibilities we have as the
creatures we are.22 Reasons thus have to do with matters about which ‘success’
and ‘failure’ are appropriate assessments, and reasons are thus part of life, not
for any particularly metaphysically abstruse grounds, but because significance
(and the possibility of failure) only arises against the background of the evolution
of life itself.

Forms of life can themselves fall into dissolution when they begin to
cease making sense to those people, and they cease to make sense when some of
their absolute commitments begin to manifest contradictions that were not
immediately evident before that time and when they begin to be putting demands
on people that cannot be things that they can live with over the long run. When that
happens, the immediate self-conscious unity of the shape of life inevitably becomes
more reflective, and as it becomes more clear that there may not be any to make
sense of the crumbling state of affairs, it falls into dissolution. The people living in
the ruins of that dissolution have to pick up the pieces, keep what still works,
discard the rest, and create something new out of it. The German term for that
process is Aufhebung (as both cancelling and preserving). Out of it come new
reasons that have ‘immediate life and binding force’ for them. As Hegel puts it:

‘By virtue of the freedom which the concept attains in the Idea,
the Idea possesses within itself also the hardest opposition. Its
rest consists in the security and certainty with which it eternally
creates and eternally overcomes that opposition in coming
together with itself.’23
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Notes

1 Hegel (1969), Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften II, §246.9: ‘There is a metaphysics
which is all the rage in our time, which holds that we cannot know things because they are
completely closed off to us. One could put it this way: Not even the animals are as stupid as
these metaphysicians, for they go directly to the things, seize them, grasp them and consume
them.’ §44. Hegel (1991), Elements of the philosophy of right, 76: ‘The free will is consequently the
idealism which does not consider things as they are to be existing in and for themselves,
whereas realism declares those things to be absolute, even if they are found only in the form of
finitude. Even the animal does not subscribe to this realist philosophy, for it consumes things
and thereby proves that they are not absolutely self-sufficient.’ G. W. F. Hegel,
‘Phenomenology of Spirit translated by Terry Pinkard’, (2010, ¶109): ‘Nor are the animals
excluded from this wisdom. To an even greater degree, they prove themselves to be the most
deeply initiated in such wisdom, for they do not stand still in the face of sensuous things, as if
those things existed in themselves. Despairing of the reality of those things and in the total
certainty of the nullity of those things, they, without any further ado, simply help themselves to
them and devour them. Just like the animals, all of nature celebrates these revealed mysteries
which teach the truth about sensuous things.’
2 This language of ‘showing up’ in experience was suggested to me by Mark Lance and
Rebecca Kukla. See also Kukla and Lance 2009. (It seems that the original use of the term in
this way comes from John Haugeland.)
3 Hegel (1969), Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften III, §371: ‘The stone cannot
become diseased, because it comes to an end in the negative of itself, is chemically dissolved,
does not endure in its form, and is not the negative of itself which expands over its opposite
(as in illness and self-feeling). Desire, the feeling of lack, is also, to itself, the negative. Desire
relates itself to itself as the negative — it is itself and is, to itself, that which is lacking.’
4 This is one way of taking Robert Pippin’s gloss on Hegel’s claim that ‘self-consciousness is
desire itself,’ namely, as a way of having certain things show up in experience (Pippin 2010).
5 Moore 2012. Another version might be Wilfrid Sellars’ line that is so often quoted: ‘The aim
of philosophy, abstractly formulated, is to understand how things in the broadest possible
sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term.’
6 It is another long topic altogether, but saying that Hegel’s system should be seen as a
descendent of Kant’s and Fichte’s systems does not mean that he should therefore be
understood as a transcendental philosopher. He is not, on the whole, looking for the
conditions of the possibility of any experience. He is rather seeking the historical and social
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conditions under which certain conceptual matters can be fully realized. The transcendental
philosopher seeks to display those concepts of which all speakers must be in possession in
order to count as experiencing or acting subjects at all. The Hegelian holds, on the other hand,
that possessing a concept does not mean that its current standards are indeed correct. We can
refine and perfect our use of such concepts over a lifetime and over historical periods. ‘Justice’,
for example, is not a concept whose criteria remain the same for usage among ancient Greeks
and among moderns. We can come to have a more articulated and deeper understanding of
what that concept must mean. A good part of his philosophy of history concerns itself with
how those understandings of what the concept really requires and how that changes over time.
(More needs to be said about this, but it is a subject for another essay, not a footnote.)
7 Philosophy of History, Sibree translation, slightly altered. [Mit den Naturgesetzen ist man dem
ungeheuren Aberglauben der Zeit entgegengetreten sowie allen Vorstellungen von fremden
gewaltigen Mächten, über die man nur durch Magie siegreich werden könne. Die Menschen
haben überall ebenso gesagt, und zwar Katholiken nicht minder als Protestanten: das
Äußerliche, woran die Kirche das Höhere knüpfen will, ist eben nur äußerlich, die Hostie ist
nur Teig, die Reliquie nur Knochen. Gegen den Glauben auf Autorität ist die Herrschaft des
Subjekts durch sich selbst gesetzt worden, und die Naturgesetze wurden als das einzig
Verbindende des Äußerlichen mit Äußerlichem anerkannt. So wurde allen Wundern
widersprochen; denn die Natur ist nun ein System bekannter und erkannter Gesetze, der
Mensch ist zu Hause darin, und nur das gilt, worin er zu Hause ist, er ist frei durch die
Erkenntnis der Natur. Hegel, G. W. F. (1969), Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte.]
8 Hegel (1969), Wissenschaft der Logik II, 282: ‘Es ist dies die Ohnmacht der Natur, die Strenge
des Begriffs nicht festhalten und darstellen zu können und in diese begrifflose blinde
Mannigfaltigkeit sich zu verlaufen.’ [This is the impotence of nature, not to be able to hold on
to the rigor of the concept and to exhibit it. The impotence of nature loses itself in this blind
multiplicity devoid of the concept.]
9 Hegel, Enzyk. II, §389: ‘Since the impulse can only be fulfilled through wholly determinate
actions, this appears as instinct, since it seems to be a choice in accordance with a
determination of an end. However, because the impulse is not a known purpose, the animal
does not yet know its purpose as a purpose. Aristotle calls this unconscious acting in terms of
purposes φύσις’.
10 This is a theme central to Robert Pippin’s work on Hegel on self-consciousness. See Pippin
2010. Frank Farrell also makes this central to his discussion of contemporary issues in
metaphysics and the philosophy of mind. See Farrell 1994. This theme plays a big role in
Rödl 2007.
11 In what I now think to be a very confused way, I discussed this many years ago as the self-
subsuming and self-explaining aspect of conceptual thought in Pinkard 1988. Nonetheless,
however clumsy my original treatment of the idea was, the basic idea behind it had more or less
something approaching the right target in view (even if, while in flight, the arrow fell far away
from the goal): An agent is an agent by being the kind of substance that does not sense itself as
a substance and then apply a category to itself, but is rather a thinking substance that knows it

Terry Pinkard

11

https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.1


is a thinking substance by bringing itself under that category, i.e., by being a subject.
(In particular, subsequent reading of several authors helped me to see the inadequacy of my
earlier way of putting things. In particular: Pippin 2010, Rödl 2007 and Farrell 1994.
12 Hegel (1969), Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften II, §360: ‘Da der Trieb nur durch
ganz bestimmte Handlungen erfüllt werden kann, so erscheint dies als Instinkt, indem es eine
Wahl nach Zweckbestimmung zu sein scheint. Weil der Trieb aber nicht gewußter Zweck ist,
so weiß das Tier seine Zwecke noch nicht als Zwecke, und dieses so bewußtlos nach Zwecken
Handelnde nennt Aristoteles φÚσις.’
13 Wittgenstein 1953: ¶25. Hegel’s own naturalism, no doubt, also shows the influence of
Schelling, albeit it what Schelling means is different from Hegel’s conception of things. For
example, in Schelling 1988: 30. Schelling says: ‘Philosophy, accordingly, is nothing other than a
natural history of our mind.’
14 The way this sounds prima facie paradoxical has been noted by other philosophers than
Hegel. Wilfrid Sellars remarks, ‘… I want to highlight from the very beginning what might be
called the paradox of man’s encounter with himself, the paradox consisting of the fact that man
couldn’t be man until he encountered himself.’ (Sellars 1963)
15 Wittgenstein et al. 1967: 693.
16 For example, see Hegel (1969), Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften I, §214: ‘Die Idee
kann als die Vernunft (dies ist die eigentliche philosophische Bedeutung für Vernunft), ferner als
Subjekt-Objekt, als die Einheit des Ideellen und Reellen, des Endlichen und Unendlichen, der Seele und des
Leibs, als dieMöglichkeit, die ihre Wirklichkeit an ihr selbst hat, als das, dessen Natur nur als existierend
begriffen werden kann usf., gefaßt werden, weil in ihr alle Verhältnisse des Verstandes, aber in
ihrer unendlichen Rückkehr und Identität in sich enthalten sind. ‘ [‘The Idea may be grasped as
reason; (and this is the genuine philosophical meaning of reason), further as subject-object…
because the Idea contains all the relations of the intellect, but contains them in their infinite self-
return and identity-within-themselves.’]
17 This is an idea I have adapted from Rödl (2007). To be fair, he himself might not want this
exact formulation attributed to him.
18 Hegel 1975: 70.
19 Wittgenstein 1953: 114-115.
20 On the crucial aspects of this idea, I have learned much from Robert Pippin,
‘In What Sense is Hegel’s Philosophy of Right Based in His Science of Logic? Remarks on
the Logic Of Justice’ and ‘Logic and Metaphysics: Hegel’s “Realm of Shadows” ’ (unpublished
papers).
21 It is another issue altogether, but it has long been a staple of Hegelian commentary that
Hegel sharply contrasts arbitrary free choice to genuine freedom, that is, contrasts or even
opposes Willkür to Wille. On that view, Hegel is in agreement to that extent with Locke, who is
careful to insist that liberty is not license.[‘But though this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a
state of licence: though man in that state have an uncontroulable liberty to dispose of his
person or possessions, yet he has not liberty to destroy himself, or so much as any creature in
his possession, but where some nobler use than its bare preservation calls for it.’ (Locke and
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Macpherson 1980: 9) On that reading of Hegel, true freedom is to be found in the kind of
social morality called ‘ethical life’ (the term of art for translating Hegel’s German, ‘Sittlichkeit’).
More recent commentators have also noted (correctly) that Hegel nonetheless makes room for
such arbitrary free choice within his conception of true freedom as something somehow
appropriate to modern life. However, once a sharp distinction between true freedom and
arbitrary free choice is attributed to Hegel, then it is tempting to make one further move and to
identify true freedom as acting in terms of one’s true self and then to identify the true self with
the ethical self (which is then contrasted to the untrue self, which acts in terms of arbitrary
principles or motives). However, to think that Hegel opposes arbitrary free choice to genuine
freedom is to make the same mistake as thinking that Hegel thinks that the finite and the
infinite are two separate things (maybe one small and one very big). True freedom is being at
one with oneself, and that involves one’s standing, the kinds of things that are authorized by
the concrete shape the space of reasons has taken in one’s time. To be free is in part to have the
standing to make claims against others, and the feature of a world in which ‘all are free’ is that
of each having the standing to make some choices that are indeed arbitrary, where the authority
of determining what is driving oneself by and large resting with the individual agent himself.
That this form of reciprocal recognition is difficult and precarious is part of Hegel’s point. It
requires some very complex practices and institutions — what Hegel identified as the
composite of rights, moral obligations, families, civil societies and constitutionally governed
states — for it to be actual.
22 This is a riff on an idea introduced by Charles Larmore (2012). Larmore should not be held
accountable for the use I make of the idea.
23 Hegel (1969), Wissenschaft der Logik II, 468; Hegel (1969), Hegel’s Science of Logic, 759.
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