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ABSTRACT

I develop a connection between Hegel’s account of Ethical Life (Sittlichkeit) and 

his ontology, arguing that Ethical Life draws out some of the more intuitive and subtle 

sides of Hegel’s ontology on the one hand, and some of its more ambitious and 

challenging aspects on the other. Ethical Life, for Hegel, signifies our lived, normative, 

concrete social reality; my central claim is that Hegel uses this account to illustrate (and 

support) some of his key ontological convictions. 

I begin by showing how Ethical Life figures centrally in Hegel’s attempt to 

ontologically prioritize intelligibility. Chapter One is devoted to Hegel’s case for this 

ontological priority: essentially, the argument is that we ought to accept (and implicitly 

already do accept) the adequacy of thought to being, and that this adequacy entails that 

the object in its fully experienceable multilayered depth is its fundamentally “real” form. 

I then argue, in Chapter Two, that Ethical Life develops an account of the Self-World 

relation better able to accommodate a world of such intelligible objects: Ethical Life 

premises itself on “Self-World mutual-constitution,” where Self and World each are what 

they are in virtue of the greater relation between them. This integrated relationship, this 

greater whole, becomes the ground on and out of which such intelligible objects can 

emerge, develop, and sustain themselves. 

The dissertation’s second half further defines key strands of Hegel’s ontology, 

such as the demand that a philosophically viable ontological model be a wholly self-

contained and self-explanatory, self-supporting and self-determining, intelligibility- and 

process-oriented totalistic whole. This demand comes out, for example, in Hegel’s 

critique of Kant, which is the topic of Chapter Three. There, I argue that Hegel charges 
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Kant with an ontological conservatism, with retaining “pure” forms of subjectivity and 

objectivity, the possibility of which had been made questionable by the transcendental 

turn. Hegel instead suggests that we drop such problematic notions as Things-in-

themselves or Pure Concepts of the Understanding, opting instead to simply recast the 

experienced world as conceptually determined appearances per se. The conceptual self-

determination of appearances, meanwhile, is something Hegel will associate with his 

notion of Reason, and in Chapters Four and Five, I consider the relation of Ethical Life to 

this notion of Reason. Hegel characterizes Ethical Life as “actual Reason,” and I argue in 

Chapter Four that the currently prevalent, non-metaphysical readings of Hegel’s social 

thought (what I call the rational justifiability reading) are incomplete to the extent that 

they fail to adequately integrate into their account the fact that Reason, for Hegel, is 

(among other things) an ontologically operative principle. Hegel identifies Reason with 

the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination, or with the intelligible framework 

which structures, animates, and stabilizes the experienced world. This identification is 

essential to Hegel, in that it methodologically opens up the possibility of developing an 

account that not only can be intellectually identified with the experienced world, but can 

be directly, experientially recognized in (or as) the experienced world. In Chapter Five, I 

argue that Ethical Life plays a key role here by offering an account – even an illustration 

– of Reason in its operation as the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination. 

Custom and Fate, two concepts encountered in Ethical Life, portray an uncomprehending 

intuition of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination in the moment of its 

concrete operation; the “internal” experience of this process described in Ethical Life also 
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displays how intelligible principles can immanently sustain and determine the 

experienced world.

Ethical Life, I ultimately argue, brings Hegel’s ontology down to earth, so to 

speak. Through Ethical Life, we come to see that a number of Hegel’s less-familiar and 

more seemingly foreboding claims can be associated with recognizable phenomena, or 

even identified with the experienced world. Yet, simultaneously, recognizing this 

connection helps us appreciate the ambition of Hegel’s challenge to us to reconsider our 

presuppositions: we experience reality to be richly complex yet intelligibly ordered –

Hegel’s ontology asks us now to take seriously the implications of the possibility of our 

experience’s being a veritable revelation of reality.  
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INTRODUCTION

“From its very beginning, culture must leave room for the earnestness of life in its 

concrete richness; this leads the way to an experience of the real issue” (PS 3).

This dissertation is a study of how Hegel’s vision of Ethical Life, or Sittlichkeit, 

can help us appreciate some of the features of Hegel’s ontology that remain 

philosophically challenging. My guiding conviction has been that Sittlichkeit offers a 

productive vantage point from which some of Hegel’s subtle ontological theses can be 

made out. A few of the Hegelian suggestions that I will develop in the following chapters 

have not yet been a focus of the existing literature (for example, the Self-World mutual-

constitution thesis), while others add a further dimension to existing discussions (for 

example, Hegel’s critique of Kant, or Ethical Life’s status as “actual Reason”). If the 

thesis of this dissertation can be summarized in a single statement (which, I have been 

informed, it better be able to be), it would be the following: in his account of Sittlichkeit, 

Hegel presents us with a picture of what an immediate, concrete experience of the 

ontological operation of Spirit and of Reason would be, both from a philosophically 

“external” perspective and from the perspective of someone embedded within these 

operations, and Hegel’s account of these experiences and these perspectives is 

philosophically interesting in its own right.1

                                                
1 This statement presents my thesis in as direct a form as possible, but three terms need to be clarified here 
so as not to invite premature confusions and objections. First, when I speak of “immediate, concrete 
experience,” my use of the term “immediate” is not to be understood in the sense of “unmediated” or 
“nakedly disclosed,” but rather in the sense of “immanent” or “primarily experiential as opposed to 
intellectual; perceived in a not-fully-comprehending, conceptually unrefined manner.” Second, when I 
speak of “Reason,” it should be clear that I have the Hegelian, “speculative” variety in mind. Finally, when 
I speak of a “philosophically ‘external’ perspective,” I only mean a perspective contrasted with that of the 
individual embedded in Ethical Life; other characterizations of “external” would include “comprehending” 
or “for-itself.” A reader of the Phenomenology of Spirit or the Science of Logic would count as such an 
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To defend this thesis, I have traced the crossover between, on the one hand, 

Hegel’s broader ontological critiques (Chapters One, Three, and Four), and, on the other, 

his account of Ethical Life as presented in the Phenomenology of Spirit (Chapters Two, 

Four, and Five). I have strived, sometime explicitly, sometimes implicitly, (sometimes 

even a little unconsciously), to demonstrate the ways in which Sittlichkeit gives 

expression to some of Hegel’s key ontological convictions. Where Hegel believes that the 

object qua intelligible whole is ontologically primary, Sittlichkeit gives us a picture of 

how Self and World are integrated such that there is a medium within which intelligible 

objects (and, ultimately, an entire intelligible world) can emerge, develop, and sustain 

themselves over an extended period of time.2 Where Hegel believes that a viable 

ontology must be self-grounding, self-determining, dynamic and holistic, Sittlichkeit (qua

“actual Reason”) gives us a snapshot of how such a system would appear to an individual 

embedded in this system, directly experiencing its self-determination in the moment of its 

concrete operation. To be sure, I have no intention of arguing that all of Hegel’s ontology 

reduces to, or is resolved in, his account of Ethical Life. But I will argue that much of 

what is intuitive and philosophically provocative about Hegel’s ontology comes out in 

connection with Ethical Life, and that Sittlichkeit, in the use Hegel puts it to, proves to be 

a robust component of his overall ontology, while, in the bargain, Sittlichkeit makes it 

easier to identify with the overall philosophic vision Hegel puts forward.     

                                                                                                
“external” viewer; the point is not that this person has somehow escaped Ethical Life, but that the Sittliche
mode of consciousness does not figure as this person’s primary mode of experience, this experience having 
been supplanted (or sublated) by a more encompassing, philosophically comprehending conscious 
awareness. 

2 To avoid confusion: what I intend with the modifier “intelligible” is not the Kantian sense of the term, i.e. 
belonging to a noumenal sphere cognitively inaccessible to us as humans. By “intelligible,” I mean to 
suggest a notion of the object wherein the fundamentally basic ontological form of the object is conceived 
in terms of both the object’s concrete presence and in terms of the meaningfulness it presents to 
consciousness (this notion is developed in Chapter One). 
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In Chapter One, I argue that a key premise of Hegel’s ontology is what I call the 

thesis of the primacy of the intelligible – that is, the claim that an object’s meaningfulness 

to consciousness is an irreducible component of its ontological make-up. In this chapter, I 

identify “Spirit” with the world of intelligibility, the world ontologically understood 

according to the mode in which we experience it, as richly complex, multilayered, 

dynamic, and overflowing of any one single configuration. In Chapter Two, I argue that 

Sittlichkeit makes an important contribution to this overarching position, by introducing 

what I call the thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution: a thesis which claims that Self 

and World are fundamentally integrated, and that individual human selves, along with 

their particular worlds (i.e. their specific Weltanschauungen), each are what they are in 

virtue of their interrelation with their other.3 These two chapters go together in two ways. 

First, the relationship of mutual-constitution in Chapter Two stands as a condition of 

Spirit as I present it in Chapter One (though I do not explicitly develop this connection in 

Chapter Two, it is at least alluded to in the way I treat Hegel’s claim that Ethical Life 

presents us with “actual” Spirit, with Spirit in its “immediacy” and with Spiritual 

“essence”).4 Second, these two chapters go together in the way that they advance some of 

the general outlines of Hegel’s ontology, as well as of his view of Ethical Life; this 

outline then prospectively establishes the basic philosophical and conceptual 
                                                
3 To clarify: Self and World are to be understood as “fundamentally integrated” as opposed to being 
conceived of as fundamentally independent – or even conceptually independent for anything more than 
pragmatic purposes (i.e. they are not to be understood as conceptually independent in some absolute sense). 
Also, in this context, “world” is meant in a narrower sense of the individual’s particular world, or the 
standing orders of, e.g. meaning, culture, social organization and the scheme of institutions, etc. of that 
particular moment, rather than being meant in a broader sense of, for example, the total sphere of being, or 
all the standing orders which ever manifest. “World,” in this context, signifies the Hegelian Geist of an 
individual people.

4 Not a transcendental condition, in the sense of a necessary condition of possibility, since it is conceivable 
that other arrangements might serve as the basis for Spirit understood as the intelligible world. “Condition” 
here is to be taken more in the sense of a condition of operation, a stable basis serving as (part of) the 
foundation for the larger structure. 
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considerations that inform the further, more specifically focused treatments of the same 

topics in the subsequent chapters. 

Chapters Three focuses on some of the ontological dimensions of Hegel’s critique 

of Kant. Contrary to what one might expect in a dissertation on Sittlichkeit, I do not 

engage with Hegel’s account of Moralität and its critique of Kant’s practical philosophy 

as my primary focus. Instead, I consider Hegel’s contention that Kant did not pursue his 

idealist insight into the unity of the subject and the object as far as it led (at least, as far as 

Hegel believed it led). My concern is less to highlight Hegel’s dissatisfaction with Kant’s 

conception of practical reason (a topic which already has a considerable body of literature 

devoted to it), and more to highlight Hegel’s general sense of the shortcomings of Kant’s 

basic ontological modeling. I argue in this chapter that Hegel charges Kant with 

“ontological conservatism,” that is, with a failure to reconceive the fundamental character 

of the subject and the object in light of the identity of the two which transcendental 

examination brings to light. Hegel argues that we should not conceive of reality as being 

constituted out of the relationship of a conceptually independent or isolatable, i.e. a 

“pure,” form of objectivity (i.e. the unknowable Thing-in-itself) on one side and an 

equally independent, “pure” form of subjectivity (i.e. the Categories as Pure Concepts of 

the Understanding) on the other, but instead we should recognize a prior unity of the two, 

wherein the characters of subject and object emerge only out of the ongoing 

determination of this prior whole. Reality is instead to be conceived of as that in which 

subject and object are embedded, the contribution of each only emerging as this initially 

inarticulate situation develops and receives definition. 
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The significance of this chapter for the dissertation as a whole is that it outlines 

the requirements Hegel identifies for a viable ontological model. Chapter Three also 

forms something of a pivot between Chapters One and Two on the one hand and 

Chapters Four and Five on the other. As mentioned above, Chapters One and Two go 

together; as I will explain in a moment, Chapters Four and Five belong together as well. 

Chapter Three, meanwhile, connects these two pairs. Immediately prior to Chapter Three, 

I will have argued that Ethical Life in the Phenomenology introduces a thesis of Self-

World mutual-constitution; in Chapter Three, by contrasting the kind of ontology Hegel 

will propose with his criticisms of what he took to be Kant’s ultimate position, I begin to 

discuss in deeper detail what kind of ontology a premise of Self-World mutual-

constitution produces. Chapters Four and Five further refine the emerging ontological 

model, and aim to clarify how Ethical Life exemplifies some of Hegel’s key ontological 

convictions (many of which, we will see, also involve methodological demands) by 

demonstrating how Ethical Life, as “actual Reason,” fulfills a number of Hegel’s criteria.

Chapters Four and Five both concern the question of what Hegel means when he 

identifies Sittlichkeit with the “actuality of Reason,” (the most prominent instance of this 

identification is the Doppelsatz, the claim in the Philosophy of Right that, “what is 

rational is actual and what is actual is rational” (PR 20)). In Chapter Four, I consider the 

line of interpretation one is most likely to find among non-metaphysical readings of 

Hegel’s social and political thought: readers like Allen Wood and Frederick Neuhouser 

argue that Hegel’s characterization of Sittlichkeit as the actuality of Reason is a claim for 

the rational defensibility of certain modern-day social institutions. I object to this line of 

interpretation, not by suggesting that it is inaccurate, but rather by suggesting that it is 
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incomplete: I argue that to take the line that Wood and Neuhouser have taken 

marginalizes Hegel’s constant insistence that, in addition to its form as a mode of 

cognitive comprehension and to its form as an expression of certain (normatively 

praiseworthy) features of an entity, Reason takes the form of an ontologically operative 

principle as well. I follow up on this interpretive critique in Chapter Five, by articulating 

how Ethical Life stands as an illustration of Reason in the moment of its ontological 

operation, in the way that Ethical Life portrays  the concrete process of the experienced 

world’s conceptual self-determination (along with the direct experiential access and 

involvement we have in this process). Chapter Five might be thought of as the argument 

to which the dissertation as whole builds, in the way that it aims to demonstrate how 

Sittlichkeit points us to what is unique about the ontological vision Hegel offers, the ways 

in which many of Hegel’s ontological premises are realized through his account of 

Ethical Life, and finally what is plausible and challenging about this overall vision. 

Throughout, I have aimed to illustrate what I take to be viable, perhaps even 

intuitive, with respect to what might initially appear as an obscure and objectionably 

metaphysical aspect of Hegel’s thought, namely, his insistence on the ideal, dynamic, and 

“Spiritual” – in other words, the irreducibly ontologically intelligible – character of 

reality. I have also attempted to demonstrate convincingly that Hegel’s account of Ethical 

Life proves itself to be an instructive angle from which Hegel’s ontology (and what is 

attractive about it) can be approached. 

* * *

Before proceeding into the body of the work, however, my position with respect 

to three issues needs to be clarified. The issues are the following: (1) my choice of 
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Hegel’s account of Ethical Life from the Phenomenology of Spirit as the basis of my 

project, (2) my employment of the terms “ontology” and “naturalism” in the arguments to 

follow, and (3) the nature of the view I am offering here in its relation to the currently 

predominant “non-metaphysical” approach to reading Hegel. 

Some readers might harbor a concern about my reliance upon the Phenomenology 

of Spirit and its account of Sittlichkeit to support my project. The potential issue here has 

two components. First, I have said that my interest is in Hegel’s ontology; if so, why do I 

engage primarily with Hegel’s Phenomenology, a work that explicitly characterizes itself 

as an examination of epistemology, of the “science of knowledge,” rather than one of 

Hegel’s works that is more explicitly concerned with ontology, such as the Science of 

Logic or the Encyclopedia of the Philosophic Sciences?5 Second, if my project centers on 

Sittlichkeit and its role in Hegel’s ontology, why do I turn to the Ethical Order of the 

Phenomenology and not, for example, to the Philosophy of Right, where Sittlichkeit is 

treated in a more developed and detailed form?  

With respect to the first part of this worry, my choice of the Phenomenology as 

the central text in my discussion of Hegel’s ontology, I should note that I do not deny that 

the Phenomenology is primarily a study of epistemology (which, for Hegel, translates 

                                                
5 Hegel describes the project of the Phenomenology by stating that “It is this coming-to-be of Science as 
such or of knowledge, that is described in this Phenomenology of Spirit” (PS 15). Slightly further on, Hegel 
writes that “What Spirit prepares for itself in it [in the Phenomenology] is the element of [true (brackets in 
original)] knowing” (PS 21-2). To anticipate my argument a bit, it is worth noting how this second passage, 
which lends as much support to the Phenomenology-as-epistemology interpretative line as the first passage 
does, continues: “In this element the moments of Spirit now spread themselves out in that form of simplicity
which knows its object as its own self. They no longer fall apart into the antithesis of being and knowing, 
but remain in the simple oneness of knowing; they are the True in the form of the True, and their difference 
is only the different of content…” (PS 22). Here we see, as I will argue below, that although the primary 
mission of the Phenomenology is to right our epistemological ship, nevertheless, Hegel believes that to do 
so is simultaneously to disclose key ontological truths.    
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into a study of the forms of consciousness),6 but I do affirm that Hegel intends 

ontological conclusions to follow from this epistemological study. On Hegel’s view, 

epistemologies – or, at least, epistemologies which incorporate a positive claim to the 

possibility of knowledge – are attended by complimentary ontologies: to conceive of 

what knowing is, is to conceive of the subject’s relation to the object, and insofar as any 

further claims are made about the verity of the epistemological form, claims about the 

object will be implicated. This line of argument is woven directly into the methodology 

of the Phenomenology, as seen, for example, in statements like the following, from the 

Introduction: “the distinction between the in-itself and knowledge is already present in 

the very fact that consciousness knows an object at all. Something is for it the in-itself; 

and knowledge, or the being of the object for consciousness, is, for it, another moment. 

Upon this distinction, which is present as a fact, the examination rests… as the 

knowledge changes, so too does the object, for it essentially belonged to this 

knowledge… since consciousness thus finds that its knowledge does not correspond to its 

object, the object itself does not pass the test…” (PS 5). 

Putting aside the interconnectivity of epistemology and ontology in Hegel’s view, 

there are claims made throughout the Phenomenology which support my contention that 

Hegel intends ontological claims to emerge from the Phenomenology’s explicit 

engagement with epistemology. For example, in the transition from Reason to Spirit, 

Hegel claims that we have arrived at “actual Reason,”7 and explicitly contrasts this arrival 

with what came before, by claiming that “Spirit is thus self-supporting, absolute, real 

                                                
6 PS 56. 

7 “Finally, when this Reason which Spirit has is intuited by Spirit as Reason that exists, or as Reason that is 
actual in Spirit and is its world, then Spirit exists in its truth; it is Spirit, the ethical essence that has an 
actual existence” (PS 265).  
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being. All previous shapes of consciousness are abstract forms of it” (PS 264). In the 

Absolute Knowing chapter, also, Hegel reviews key conclusions of the work which are 

now to serve as the premises for the culminating argument of the Phenomenology’s final 

chapter, where the identity of Being and Thought is taken to be argumentatively 

established; some of the claims Hegel reviews in this chapter include that “this totality of 

its determinations establishes the object as an implicitly spiritual being” (PS 479), and, 

describing the object in more detail, “the object is in part immediate being, or, in general, 

a Thing – corresponding to immediate consciousness; in part, an othering of itself, its 

relationship or being-for-an-other, and being-for-itself, i.e. determinateness –

corresponding to perception; and in part essence, or in the form of a universal –

corresponding to the Understanding. It is, as a totality, a syllogism or the movement of 

the universal through determination to individuality, as also the reverse movement…” 

(PS 480). Now, this is not the place to discuss the precise meaning of these claims, but it 

is difficult to deny that Hegel, as he concludes the Phenomenology, seems to be making 

assertions regarding the constitution of objectivity. Therefore, I take it to be difficult to 

maintain that ontology is not a topic covered by the Phenomenology, and, so long as the 

Phenomenology engages with ontology, there is at least a fair basis for my engagement 

with that text. 

It should also be borne in mind that my dissertation is not a study of Hegel’s 

ontology per se, but of the significance of Ethical Life with respect to Hegel’s ontology. 

Now, the Phenomenology treats Ethical Life, whereas the Science of Logic does not, and 

the Encyclopedia contains only a truncated version of the account of Ethical Life 

presented by the Philosophy of Right. So, regardless of whether or not Hegel’s 
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Phenomenology is the best work on which to base a study of his ontology, I nevertheless 

maintain that it is the best basis for a study of the relation of Hegel’s conception of 

Ethical Life to his ontology.

Now, a reader might object here, pointing out that there is another, potentially 

more attractive basis for the study which I am proposing, namely, the Philosophy of 

Right. After all, were one to propose a study of Hegel’s notion of Ethical Life, the 

Philosophy of Right would immediately suggest itself as the text upon which such a study 

should be based, as it offers the most developed, detailed account of Ethical Life to be 

found in Hegel’s mature writings. This brings us to the second component of the concern 

about my choice of texts, as mentioned above.

My reliance on the Phenomenology as opposed to the Philosophy of Right is 

supported by a few considerations. First, as I will discuss in Chapters Four and Five, the 

Philosophy of Right echoes a number of the key features of the Phenomenology’s account 

of Sittlichkeit on which I will focus. In other words, were I pressed to make the same case 

I make below but by basing my arguments on the Philosophy of Right, I believe that I 

could; on the points relevant to my dissertation’s arguments, the differences between the 

two accounts of Sittlichkeit in the two works are not as substantial as one might think.8

That said, I still believe that the Phenomenology is a more appropriate work on which to 

base the proposed study, as compared to the Philosophy of Right, based on the context in 

                                                
8 The main exception to the parallels between the two accounts is admittedly a significant one: the thesis of 
Self-World mutual-constitution, the focus of my second chapter and a thesis that I argue is central to 
Hegel’s account of Sittlichkeit in the Phenomenology, is not advanced in any explicit form in the 
Philosophy of Right. There is at least some vague parallel, however, in the way in which the Philosophy of 
Right makes the principle of Custom a defining characteristic of Ethical Life. If Custom is the principle of 
Ethical Life, then institutions reproduce on the basis of human activity, while human activity takes its cues 
from the institutions and cultural norms into which the human is born. Defending this characterization as a 
latent conceptualization within the Philosophy of Right would require effort and seems (prima facie, at 
least) to conflict with the Philosophy of Right’s explicit characterization of the Ethical as “virtue” and of 
custom as “second nature.” See PR 193-6/§150-2. 
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which these two works place their respective accounts of Sittlichkeit. The Philosophy of 

Right seeks to philosophically explicate Right, as the realization of the free will.9 The 

Phenomenology tracks shapes of consciousness – in other words, tracks Spirit.10 For this 

reason, given that I intend to discuss the relation of Sittlichkeit to Hegel’s ontology more 

generally, the Philosophy of Right would be a more difficult text to do this with 

(regardless of the depth and detail of its account of Sittlichkeit), owing to the fact that the 

Philosophy of Right’s account is oriented to a different set of questions, while the 

Phenomenology of Spirit explicitly considers Ethical Life in its character as “actual” 

Spirit, as Spirit in its “immediacy,” and as Spiritual “essence.”11

On the other hand, a reader might object on the grounds that, as an intermediate 

stage of the Phenomenology, the Ethical Order is too sketchy to serve my intended 

purpose. Strange as it may sound, though, I believe that the sketchiness of the Ethical 

Order might work to my advantage. I will argue in later chapters of this dissertation that 

Ethical Life represents a moment of immanence with the processes through which the 

experienced world constitutes (i.e., conceptually self-determines) itself. This moment of 

immanence, though, is not explicitly recognized as such by its constituents. Those 

embedded in Ethical Life, I will argue, apprehend the presence of Reason without 

comprehending it; they intuit, but do not “know,” the processes Hegel associates with 

                                                
9 “The subject-matter of the philosophical science of right is the Idea of right – the concept of right and its 
actualization” (PR 25/§1)… “The basis of right is the realm of spirit in general and its precise location and 
point of departure is the will; the will is free, so that freedom constitutes its substance and destiny 
[Bestimmung] and the system of right is the realm of actualized freedom, the world of spirit produced from 
within itself as a second nature” (PR 35/§4, emphasis and brackets in original).

10 PS 56-7. 

11 PS 260-7. Will Dudley also points out that there are two different projects contextualizing Hegel’s two 
accounts of Sittlichkeit in the Phenomenology and in the Philosophy of Right; Dudley appeals to the 
difference between these projects to explain the difference in the structural order of Moralität and 
Sittlichkeit between the two works. See Dudley 2008. 
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Reason. Now, by presenting a fully developed, articulate account of Sittlichkeit, it is 

precisely an account of this crude, not-fully-understood encounter of the individual with 

Spirit and with Reason which the Philosophy of Right omits. In contrast, by presenting 

the Ethical Order as an intermediate shape of Spirit, the character of Ethical Life as a not-

fully-developed-awareness-of-Spirit-and-Reason is clearly presented in the 

Phenomenology.  

A second issue concerns the intended meaning of two terms which are central to 

my project: ontology and naturalism.

When I began the project, I had (if I am completely honest) more of a negative 

sense of “ontology” than a positive one: I initially began using the term as a hedge, so as 

not to walk out into the middle of the debate concerning Hegel’s metaphysics. Happily, I 

have found this term to be a remarkably functional handle for the topic that I actually 

wanted to engage, namely, what is interesting about Hegel’s conception of the 

fundamental structure and constituting principles of experienced reality. If asked what I 

mean when I deploy the term “ontology,” I would say something like “the study of the 

basic, fundamental features of the structure of the experienced world,” or the question of 

how best to model existence (in the broadest possible sense). What I have found to be 

particularly useful about framing the problem as an issue of ontology (as opposed to 

framing it as a problem of metaphysics), is that doing so allows me to consider Hegel’s 

thoughts about issues relating to the structure of experienced reality, while removing 

focus from topics such as Hegel’s quasi-theology and his historical-teleological 

Eurocentrism. 
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To clarify, by “ontology,” I mean the study of the features of the structure of 

experienced reality; this definition does not necessarily align with claims made about, 

e.g., entities transcending the experienced world, or even with a class of “purely” a priori

claims. I mention this to clarify the relation between ontology (in the sense I am 

deploying it here) and metaphysics. I could easily see some readers understanding 

“ontology” and “metaphysics” to be interchangeable – I concede that, in certain senses of 

each term, the two are identical. But problems would begin to creep in if, having 

identified the one (ontology) with the other (metaphysics), one assumes a problematic 

sense of metaphysics. For example, one might understand metaphysics in the pre-Critical 

sense of the study of the transcendent, i.e. of God, the soul, and the cause of the universe. 

It is precisely questions concerning items such as these that I have hoped to marginalize 

by focusing on Hegel’s ontology rather than his metaphysics. Not that I think Hegel does 

not have interesting things to say about these topics: I find Hegel’s reconfiguration of 

theological doctrines suggestive, as I do his tendency to interpret questions of the 

character of human life in light of humanistic considerations.12 Nevertheless, engaging 

such topics would detract from the focus of my project here, and are not what I intend to 

discuss.

Another sense of “metaphysics” that I would not want identified with the sense of 

“ontology” being deployed here is one Pippin considers, namely, “a priori knowledge of 

substance.”13 Now, Pippin has argued that if this is the sense of “metaphysics” that one 

                                                
12 By Hegel’s “tendency to interpret questions of the character of human life in light of humanistic 
considerations,” I mean something like what Pippin has done in his account of Spirit as the product of its 
own activity; the idea is that broadly humanistic tendencies – an emphasis on autonomy and deepening 
self-awareness – go much deeper into our constitution than we might otherwise realize. 

13 Pippin 1989, 5. 
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would adopt, then Hegel is no metaphysician. I agree, and where Pippin has, in response, 

advanced a “non-metaphysical” picture of Hegel’s thought, I too have wanted to shift the 

perspective of the project attributed to Hegel by highlighting its ontology rather than its 

metaphysics. 

A potential misunderstanding from the opposite side, however, would be to make 

too much of the genitive, “of experienced reality,” in the characterization of “ontology” I 

offer above. Specifically, the problem would lie in an emphasis on the qualifier, 

“experienced.” Hegel does strive to develop an account of reality per se, and it is some of 

the key elements of this account that I have tried to draw out in this dissertation. 

Therefore, one should not understand by the term “experienced reality” something like 

“the sphere of appearance” as opposed to some reality in-itself. The fact is that for Hegel 

no sharp line can be drawn to separate appearances from the fundamental mode of the 

world’s being; the sphere of appearance for Hegel is not properly (i.e. not ultimately or 

ontologically) opposed to any other sphere. This, again, is not to say that the sphere of 

appearance is the fundamental mode of objects’ being; Hegel’s position on this issue is 

complex. Suffice it to say, for the present, that Hegel ultimately rejects the terms on 

which the dissociation of appearances from the fundamental mode of objects’ being is 

based. For Hegel, appearance needs to be overcome, but not left behind – in other words, 

appearances need to be sublated. Yet since there is no hard and fast separation of 

appearance from other ontological spheres, I argue that it is not inappropriate to 

characterize Hegel’s ontology as a study of the features of the structure of experienced 

reality. Ultimately, for Hegel, to say this is to say the same as “the study of the features of 
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the structure of ultimate reality,” only a substantial amount of philosophic work goes into 

aligning the two spheres and the two characterizations.  

The other term whose sense I need to clarify in advance is “naturalism.” At points 

throughout the dissertation, I set my view of Hegel up against what I call a “naturalist” 

position. What I have in mind here is something like the view which would argue that the 

phenomena constitutive of experienced reality (the objects encountered, the processes 

undergone, the subjects embedded within, and anything else) are best explained 

according to practices of the natural sciences, which include, among other things, 

thorough rigorousness in conceptualization, observability and verifiability, etc. What I 

mean is something like what McDowell indicates when he speaks of “first nature,” the 

natural world understood exhaustively in terms of causal laws.14 Of key importance for 

my dissertation, implicit in this “naturalist” view is an endorsement of the 

methodological premises and the attendant working ontology of the natural sciences (or, 

at least, some idealized version of these). Two examples of such methodological and 

ontological presuppositions include, for example, that only that which can be concretely 

observed “counts,” since it is only what is observable that is measurable, predictable, etc., 

and that phenomena themselves follow a (more or less) deterministic path, one which is 

determined as a function of these phenomena’s material constitutions and how these 

interact with each other according to certain quantifiable, relational laws. I do not mean 

for this position to be a straw-man; I certainly do not believe that it is (even if my 

presentation of it may be slightly ungenerous at points), as I take it to be a general 

                                                
14 “What is at work here is a conception of nature that can seem sheer common sense, thought it was not 
always so… if we identify nature with what natural science aims to make comprehensible, we threaten, at 
least, to empty it of meaning. By way of compensation, so to speak, we see it as the home of a perhaps 
inexhaustible supply of intelligibility of the other kind, the kind we find in a phenomenon when we see it as 
governed by natural law” (McDowell 1996, 70-1). 
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corollary of materialism, and materialism to be a very compelling and well-supported 

view (perhaps the most so). However, like McDowell, Pippin, and many others 

influenced by the German Idealists, I am wary of how deeply entrenched, widespread, 

and uncritically accepted this materialist/naturalist view has become, and I do not believe 

that it ultimately presents an accurate or adequate picture of reality.      

One concern that has been brought to my attention is that at times it seems as 

though I am arguing that the non-metaphysical readers of Hegel generally interpret Hegel 

as a naturalist, which is not accurate. The ontological critique that I am developing out of 

Hegel does challenge both the non-metaphysical line and the naturalist line; but at times I 

have written in a way that was not sufficiently clear on keeping these two lines separate. I 

hope that I have resolved this issue through editing and revising, but in case I have not 

succeeded, let me be clear: I recognize that non-metaphysical readers do not advocate 

reading Hegel as a naturalist in the sense given above or any other sense of which I am 

aware. As much as such readers dampen the image of Hegel as a speculative (in the 

contemporary sense) metaphysician, they nevertheless often set up Hegel as an important 

critic of naturalism, at least of naturalism as applied to the human sphere. 

Yet I do believe, and I will argue below, that the non-metaphysical readers 

(alongside the naturalists) do not take seriously enough the ontologically operative 

function which Hegel assigns to intelligibility. To clarify, consider Pippin’s response to 

McDowell’s thesis in Mind and World that human activity forces us to reconsider (and 

ultimately broaden) our understanding of nature. McDowell argues that, for creatures like 

ourselves, reasoning and reason-giving activities are “natural,” part of the basic character 
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of life.15 Pippin agrees, but wonders what good it does to retain the label, “natural.”16

What we do, after all (“natural” though it might be in McDowell’s sense), is 

fundamentally unique, involving self-consciousness and a more complex, sophisticated 

mode of relation (both to ourselves and to others). It is in this way that Pippin stands as a 

representative of the non-metaphysical interpreters’ critique of naturalism.

Now, I bring this is up not to take a side in the Pippin-McDowell debate; if I understand 

the arguments of each, I do not want to dispute either scholar’s view, and I generally see 

the appeal of both characterizations of human activity. 

Where I do object to the non-metaphysical reading, though, is not over its 

characterization of human activity, but its characterization of non-human reality. Scholars 

like Pippin will claim that the scope of Spirit is the scope of human activity, human 

cognition, etc. Pippin might argue, alongside McDowell, that a sort of empirical 

materialism will not be adequate for phenomena of the human sphere, but beyond that, it 

should be fine.17 What I argue in the dissertation is that Hegel views reality generally in a 

way that is “ideal” (thus challenging the status of materialism as having the final say for 

any part of reality), and that there are highly intuitive premises supporting Hegel’s 

claims. Recognizing how Hegel wants to recast the natural world, meanwhile, leads one 

to a better understanding of how he suggests individuals can recover their identity with it. 

                                                
15 “Our nature is largely second nature, and our second nature is the way it is not just because of the 
potentialities we were born with, but also because of our upbringing, our Bildung. Given the notion of 
second nature, we can say that the way our lives are shaped by reason is natural, even while we deny that 
the structure of the space of reasons can be integrated into the layout of the realm of law” (McDowell 1996, 
87-8). 

16 Pippin 2002, 64-6.

17 “The suggestion Hegel seems to be making [with respect to Hegel’s claim that Spirit is the “truth” of 
nature] is simply that at a certain level of complexity and organization [emphasis added], natural organisms 
come to be occupied with themselves and eventually to understand themselves in ways no longer 
appropriately explicable within the boundaries of nature or in any way the result of empirical observation” 
(Pippin 2008, 46).  
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One might argue that, as I have presented the issue, I have set up a false choice. 

The non-metaphysical readings of Hegel present a view of him which also questions the 

viability of what have today become fairly standard ontological presuppositions towards 

materialism. For example, in a discussion of what Hegel might mean by characterizing 

the “truth” of nature as Spirit, Pippin rejects an interpretation that would make the natural 

world a manifestation of a divine mind,18 and writes that, for Hegel, “if [nature] is a 

manifestation of anything it is the concept, and that is a claim about its ultimate 

intelligibility.”19 And Pippin elsewhere makes comments like the following: “There is, in 

Hegel’s final position, no possible contrast between our conceptual framework and ‘the 

world’.”20 Allen Wood, meanwhile, acknowledges that even while Hegel will generally 

employ his concept of Reason in its reflective/contemplative sense, Hegel nonetheless 

clearly also accepts a sense of the term wherein Reason has practical, genetic capacities, 

working changes in the world through human activity.21  These suggestions resonate 

deeply with my thesis, specifically with the arguments of my first, third, and fifth 

chapters. Yet, for the rest of Pippin’s discussion and in general throughout his 

engagement with Hegel, he emphasizes the centrality of human thought and activity for 

the notion of Spirit – to the point of suggesting that nothing but human activity is Spirit 

(so, for example, one finds passages like the following: “… we misunderstand it [Geist] if 

we think of it as mind or soul… it refers rather to such an achieved form of individual 

                                                
18 Pippin rejects this on the principle that attributing such a view to Hegel would both be an ungenerous 
interpretation and would reduce Hegel’s thought to “purely historical” interest. Pippin 2008, 44.

19 Pippin 2008, 44.

20 Pippin 1989, 91. 

21 Wood 1990, 11.
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and collective mindedness, and institutionally embodied recognitive relations…”22). 

Wood, meanwhile, having acknowledged this further sense of Reason, elects to place 

focus on the former contemplative sense of the term and suggests that the latter sense is 

too speculative to be of any particular philosophic use. Ultimately, then, whether the 

difference between my reading of Hegel’s critique of naturalism and the non-

metaphysical readers’ various readings of Hegel’s critique of naturalism is a difference of 

emphasis or a difference of substantive content depends, in large part, on the extent to 

which items like Spirit and Reason are identified with human activity (or, perhaps more 

accurately, the extent to which they are not identified with human activity). This, 

meanwhile, brings us to the third and final point I would like to clarify in advance: my 

stance with respect to the non-metaphysical view of Hegel.

The third and final point that requires preliminary clarification is my position vis-

à-vis the non-metaphysical approach to interpreting Hegel’s thought. As indicated 

immediately above, I harbor some reservations with respect to the accounts that 

collectively go under the heading of the “non-metaphysical” Hegel. But it is also 

important for me not to overstate the reservations I have; on many points, I find myself 

identifying with the readings offered by scholars like Robert Pippin or Allen Wood 

(among others), even as I find myself questioning aspects of their accounts. 

The ambivalence I feel towards the non-metaphysical view of Hegel comes 

through in the chapters that follow, and is liable to cause confusion. At points in the 

dissertation, I suggest that what I am doing is a variant of the non-metaphysical approach, 

                                                
22 Pippin 2008, 39.
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while at other points I put myself at odds with its most prominent adherents. So, for 

example, in Chapter One, I selectively reconstruct Hegel’s critique of naturalism; such 

“reconstructions,” which construct arguments out of certain Hegelian ideas while 

conspicuously (even openly) marginalizing others, are typical of the non-metaphysical 

approach.23 Also, in a thinly veiled way, I distance my lines of reasoning from certain 

conclusions Hegel draws from the same arguments I reconstruct (conclusions such as his 

understanding of the telos of historical development, as well as the quasi-theological 

dimension of his philosophy). In the same chapter, however, I set my account of Spirit in 

opposition to the anthropocentric views of Spirit advanced by Pippin and Pinkard.24 In 

Chapter Four, I aim to articulate “viable” components of Hegel’s philosophical 

sociology, a method that, again, resonates with the non-metaphysical approach; yet at the 

same time, I challenge the reading of Allen Wood, arguing that his interpretation of 

Sittlichkeit as actual Reason is not adequately attentive to the ontologically operative 

aspect of Reason. 

                                                
23 Wood 1990; Taylor 1975. 

24 For a statement of Pippin’s philosophically-anthropocentric tendency in interpreting Spirit, see Pippin 
2008, 59 (quoted above); see also Pippin 1989, 91: “Whatever else Hegel intends by asserting an ‘Absolute 
Idealism,’ it is clear by now that such a claim at the very least involves Hegel in a theory about pure 
concepts, and about the role of such concepts in human experience, particularly in any possible knowledge 
of objects, but also in various kinds of self-conscious, intentional activities… simply put, his claim is that 
the Notion originally determines the possibility and character of human experience… Hegel had begun to 
connect the possibility of such a fully developed or ‘Absolute’ Notion with a theory of subjectivity, an 
account of what it was to be a self-conscious subject in such a ‘Notional’ relation with objects, an account, 
that is, of what he will call ‘Spirit.’” See also Pinkard 1996, 8-9: “Whenever there is mutual recognition 
among self-conscious subjects that is mediated by such a shared self-conscious understanding of what for 
them counts in general as an authoritative reason for belief and action – that is, mediated by whom they 
take themselves to be in light of what they count as being generally authoritative for themselves and why 
they take themselves to count those things as authoritative – we have a relation of what Hegel calls Spirit. 
Spirit – Geist – is a self-conscious form of life – that is, it is a form of life that has developed various social 
practices for reflecting on what it takes to be authoritative for itself in terms of whether these practices live 
up to their own claims and achieve the aims that they set for themselves. Put more metaphorically, spirit is 
a form of ‘social space’ reflecting on itself as to whether it is satisfactory within its own terms…”
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It should be beginning to become clear that methodologically I am in agreement 

with the non-metaphysical approach to Hegel’s thought, but that I want to challenge the 

limits some of its most visible practitioners have drawn for it by applying the method in a 

project of ontological critique. I do seem to have some genuine points of disagreement 

with scholars in the non-metaphysical vein, to which I will give voice. For example, I 

will argue against Pippin’s view that Spirit is best identified with human activity; I will 

argue against Pinkard’s view that the turn to Spirit and to Ethical Life in the move from 

Chaper Five to Chapter Six of the Phenomenology is primarily a turn from timeless, 

transcendent, impersonal forms of reasoning to historically situated ones25; and I will 

argue against Wood’s claim that Hegel’s identification of Ethical Life with actual Reason 

is primarily a claim for the rational justifiability of modern day social institutions. Yet my 

reading is not necessarily opposed to the readings offered by these other scholars, so 

much as it is an attempt to push the boundaries of their program a little farther than they 

have. It very well may be the case that such an extension might be, in general, consistent 

with the non-metaphysical accounts so far advanced. Michael Hardimon motivates his 

project in Hegel’s Project of Reconciliation with a claim that he disagreed with Wood on 

the limits of what we can take seriously with respect to Hegel’s social thought26; I leave it 

an open question – as I honestly do not myself know the answer – whether or not my 

engagement with the non-metaphysical readers can be taken in a suitably similar way. 

For all the disagreements I will give voice to, then, there is a substantial area of 

agreement between my reading and those established non-metaphysical ones. If by 

reading Hegel through the non-metaphysical lens one means a reconstruction of Hegel’s 

                                                
25 Pinkard 1996, 124.  

26 Hardimon 1994, 5.



xxxiii

philosophy (whether “reconstruction” means, (a) a selective reading which explicitly 

excludes certain claims, as in Wood, or (b) a recasting of the kind of philosophical 

project attributed to Hegel, as in Pippin) aimed at making it more amenable to the 

concerns of present-day philosophy (or present day thought more generally), then I would 

consider myself a non-metaphysical reader. Even if one means by the “non-

metaphysical” Hegel a view focused primarily on our conceptualizations of the world we 

encounter and inhabit, how best to conceive of our conceptualizing activity, and how to 

understand the conceptualizations we thereby find ourselves saddled with, then too I 

believe that my project is not necessarily at odds with the non-metaphysical accounts.27

Nevertheless, I cannot shake the sense that the reading I am offering, if perhaps 

consistent (aside from a few particulars) with the most prominent non-metaphysical 

readings, at least would not sit comfortably in their camp. The Hegel I recognize in my 

reading seems to have more in common with that found in the readings of, e.g., Frederick 

Beiser,28 Stephen Houlgate,29 Rolf-Peter Horstmann,30 and (perhaps most of all) Robert 

                                                
27 Even the kind of project I attribute to Hegel, and many of the conclusions I will claim that Hegel draws, 
would not be out of place in a study by one of the aforementioned scholars. So, for example, my claim in 
Chapter One that Spirit emerges from a critique of materialist explanatory paradigms is a claim that Pippin 
would also advance (though Pippin and I would disagree over the character of Spirit); in Chapter Four, I 
explicitly note that Wood and Neuhouser, in their respective accounts of Hegel’s social and political 
thought, acknowledge many of the same points on which I build my arguments.

28 “Hegel’s absolute idealism is essentially a monistic doctrine… it denies there is any substantial 
distinction between the subjective and objective, the ideal and real, the mental and physical, and affirms 
instead that they are distinct attributes or appearances of one and the same substance…” (Beiser 2005, 65-
66).   

29 “[Hegel’s claim] is that the structures or fundamental determinations of thought and being are identical. 
The process of discovering the immanent structure of thought – by letting the indeterminate being of 
thought determine itself – is thus at the same time the process of discovering the immanent structure of
being itself” (Houlgate 2005, 48).  

30 “Hegelian monistic ontology can be summarized in the following (sufficiently obscure) thesis: The 
entirety of actuality must be seen as a single all-comprehending, self-developing rational entity, which 
achieves knowledge of itself in a spatio-temporal process of realizing its distinctive conceptual 
determinations. More precisely, this thesis claims that we must not view the entirety of actuality, 
understood as a totality, as constituted through the multitude of its elements – i.e. of all objects, facts and 
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Stern.31 What is common among these scholars’ readings and my own is a willingness to 

see in Hegel a philosophic view which less resembles (in other words, which is 

seemingly further removed from) more familiar, mainstream philosophic views of today. 

To illustrate, Pippin may enter into a debate with McDowell about whether or not we 

should conceive of human function in terms of the concept “nature,” but, meanwhile, 

Beiser will argue that Hegel sought to understand the entire cosmos on an organicist 

model,32 Stern will argue that Hegel sought to displace particulars and install universals 

as the fundamental ontological entity,33 and Horstmann will claim that Hegel’s ambition 

was to develop an ontological monism.34

Now, if I have understood the various different positions these various different 

scholars (non-metaphysical and otherwise) have all taken up, I would have to say that I 

approach Hegel as do the non-metaphysical interpreters, but the content of the view I 

attribute to Hegel extends in a direction that these interpreters have, for better or worse, 

not explicitly or wholeheartedly pursued. The direction in question is towards a Hegelian 

critique of common ontological presuppositions. I would like to think that I have simply 

extended the non-metaphysical program on its own terms, to a more ontologically 

                                                                                                
events – or as an additive collective unity. Rather, we have to think of this actual totality as a whole that is 
prior to its elements. The elements must be comprehended as products in a process of internal 
differentiation of that totality” (Horstmann 2006, 110).

31 “In opposition to materialism, Hegel argues that the world of sensible existents is in fact grounded in an 
intelligible realm of thought, which confers a more permanent and unified reality on the transient world of 
finite and apparently divisible things: this is the full extent of his metaphysical Idealism” (Stern 1990, 112). 
See also Stern 2012, 57-76. 

32 “… all of Hegel’s thinking essentially proceeds from an organic vision of the world, a view of the 
universe as a single vast living organism” (Beiser 2005, 80). 

33 Stern 1990, 3-6. In Chapter Three of Stern 1990, Stern traces Hegel’s argument for “ontological holism” 
(“Hegel develops an entirely different conception of the individual object, according to which it is the 
exemplification of an indivisible and irreducible substance-kind or universal essence, as a result of which it 
constitutes a single, indivisible totality; this enables Hegel to replace Kant’s pluralistic account with his 
own holistic model of the object” (Stern 1990, 42)), as Stern sees it emerging in Hegel’s Science of Logic. 

34 See Horstmann  2006, 110 (quoted above).
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challenging position than has yet been reached. But I accept that there may be one or two 

points of contention between my account and those that are characteristic of the non-

metaphysical Hegel, such that characterizing my project as an extension might be 

inappropriate. I interpret Spirit as pertaining to ontology generally, whereas certain non-

metaphysical readers would restrict “Spirit” to human thought and human activity. There 

may also be a disagreement over the function of the idea of the Self, or of subjectivity, in 

Hegel: by viewing Hegel in a broadly Kantian light, the non-metaphysical readers, I 

would argue, have retained too much of the modern idea of the independence of the 

self.35 While the non-metaphysical readers have stripped away some features of the 

modern conception of the self (by, e.g., questioning the liberal conception of freedom, or 

challenging the notion of ahistoric reason), the ontological primacy of the self is re-

enshrined (Spirit is identified with human activity, or else Hegel’s view of society is 

made to be modeled on conceptions of the individual).36 In various ways in this 

dissertation, I have indirectly questioned the role that the Self plays in Hegel’s thought, 

and the answers to which I have come often seem to roll back its pride of place. In my 

view, the idea of the Self works in tandem with the idea of Substance in Hegel. But, once 

more, I do not wish to overstate the difference between my view and the non-

metaphysical readers’. The idea just expressed is not necessarily incompatible with, e.g., 

                                                
35 Chapter Three discusses, among other topics, Hegel’s sense that Kant’s conception of the self remained 
too ontologically conservative – I might be thought of as suggesting that the same lines of critique can be 
turned around on the non-metaphysical readers’ Kantian-Hegel’s conception of the Self, as well. 

36 Wood asserts that the Philosophy of Right, for all the ways in which Hegel highlights the social and 
communitarian conditions for freedom, nonetheless develops its ethical and social position according to 
various conceptions of the human good, where the human good is conceived on the basis of the human 
individual. Wood 1990, 29-32, 36-52. 
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Pippin’s interpretation of the self-determining character of the Notion.37 It might very 

well be the case that the difference between the reading offered here and its non-

metaphysical counterparts may, again, be more of a difference of emphasis than one of 

substantive content, and it may be the case that my account demands only an adjustment 

from, not a rejection of, the accounts the non-metaphysical readers have offered. 

Ultimately, then, how my reading stands relative to the non-metaphysical readings 

is a function of what one understands as most essential to that approach. If the non-

metaphysical reading is taken to be an interpretive and methodological paradigm, then I 

am only challenging it to expand its allowance of what is considered viable in Hegel, and 

what in Hegel is applicable to the contemporary situation. If one takes the non-

metaphysical approach to consist of a body of interpretive doctrine characterized by a 

bracketing of certain metaphysical and ontological issues in order not to challenge the 

accepted metaphysical and ontological wisdom of today, and this as a cost of making 

Hegel relevant, then my reading cannot be included under this label. Fortunately, I 

believe the former description is truer to the actual practice of reading Hegel in a non-

metaphysical light than the latter is. 

                                                
37 See, e.g., Pippin 1989, 233: “Hegel has now raised to explicitness (self-consciousness) the fact that 
fundamental kinds of account givings are what they are only ‘within’ the process of ‘thought’s autonomous 
development.’ The Kantian apperception theme is what generates the extreme claims for the autonomy of 
this development, and the rejection of Kant’s reliance on intuition is what places so much weight on the 
claim that thought can determine its own objective notions developmentally, that there is some sort of 
progressive self-negation in this reconstruction of a subject’s Notional determination of possible objects. 
This internality is what Hegel now begins to discuss in the model of some kind of ‘living’ and, especially, 
purposive, totality (EL, 307; EnL, 223). Such an internal, developmental theory is, as we have seen before, 
to be Hegel’s replacement for Kant’s ‘anchor,’ pure intuition, and, for all its obscurity and limitations, is 
the most suggestive of any in Hegel.”   
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CHAPTER 1

THE PRIMACY OF THE INTELLIGIBLE 
IN HEGEL’S ONTOLOGY OF SPIRIT

Introduction

Over the last twenty years, there has been a surge of renewed interest in Hegel’s thought 

within academic philosophy. This renewal is due in large part to the emergence of the 

non-metaphysical approach to Hegel’s philosophy, an interpretive paradigm developed 

by scholars like Robert Pippin, Terry Pinkard, and Allen Wood.1 It is characteristic of 

these readings to present Hegel as a subtle analyst, grappling with conceptual issues 

which remain central topics in philosophy today, topics like the role and character of 

subjectivity and normativity, how we are to understand the nature of agency, and what 

defines and/or justifies modern social institutions. These scholars’ collective works have 

contributed to rolling back a caricature of Hegel as a philosopher who would deny the 

phenomenal world in favor of a supra-natural spirit, and who would see all worldly things 

as footfalls of the march of Reason2; these readers have deliberately chipped away at this 

                                                
1 Pippin’s Hegel’s Idealism: The Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness and Pinkard’s Hegel’s 
Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason are the two most prominent studies of Hegel’s theoretical 
philosophy that read it non-metaphysically; Allen Wood’s Hegel’s Ethical Thought is a similarly influential 
non-metaphysical treatment of Hegel’s practical philosophy. See Pippin 1989; Pinkard 1996; and Wood 
1990. The roots of this interpretative approach can be found in an article by Klaus Hartmann, which argues 
that Hegel was a category theorist (Hartmann 1972), and in Charles Taylor’s Hegel, which acknowledges 
that many of Hegel’s central metaphysical, theological, historical-teleological, and ontological theses need 
to be rejected even while Hegel’s thought continues to offer insight into problems we grapple with (Taylor 
1975). A recent discussion of the debate on the metaphysical/non-metaphysical status of Hegel’s thought 
can be found in Kreines 2006. 

2 As sympathetic as Taylor’s reading of Hegel is, he attributes to Hegel metaphysically suspect views. For 
example, Geist is characterized thus: “On this [Hegel’s] view, the cosmic spirit which unfolds in nature is
striving to complete itself in conscious self-knowledge, and the locus of this self-consciousness is the mind 
of man” (Taylor 1975, 44). Taylor sees this conception emerging out of a felt need to reconcile our human 
identity with nature on the one hand and human autonomy on the other. Less sympathetic views can be 
easily found, for example, in G.E. Moore’s “The Refutation of Idealism,” (where Hegel’s philosophical 
contribution is characterized as “giving a name to and erecting into a principle… the practice of holding 
both of two contradictory propositions, wherever this may seem convenient” (Moore 1993, 34)); and, more 
recently, in Roger Scruton (“It is not to be expected that such a logic can readily be made intelligible, or 
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negative portrait by acknowledging the preconception that some have that Hegel is up to 

something objectionably extravagant, but then disarming those worries, either by 

explicitly bracketing and jettisoning Hegel’s claims regarding his metaphysical 

ambitions, or else by denying that he was really interested in the metaphysics of the 

transcendent.3

Among these accounts, one finds various strategies for framing Hegel’s thought 

such that its contemporary relevance may be brought to the fore, while that which might 

invite unwanted associations and misconceptions is marginalized. One such strategy for 

framing Hegel is to emphasize what we might call the epistemological aspect of his 

thought.4 Scholars who adopt this strategy tend to focus on Hegel’s concern with our 

                                                                                                
that a philosophy which is able cold-bloodedly to announce (for example) that ‘Limit is the mediation 
through which Something and Other is and also is not’ should be altogether different from arrant 
nonsense… Much of Hegel’s metaphysics thus develops independently of any epistemological basis. He 
avoids the first-person standpoint of Descartes not through any rival theory of knowledge, but by a process 
of abstraction which, because it abolishes the individual, leaves no evident room for the theory of 
knowledge at all. This makes Hegel’s metaphysics so vulnerable to sceptical attack that it is often thought 
to have little to bequeath us but its poetry” (Scruton 1995, 167-74)).  

3 For an example of the first strategy, see Wood 1990, 4-5: “Viewed from a late twentieth-century 
perspective, it is evident that Hegel totally failed in his attempt to canonize speculative logic as the only 
proper form of philosophical thinking… The fact is rather that Hegel’s great positive achievements as a 
philosopher do not lie where he thought they did, in his system of speculative logic, but in quite a different 
realm, in his reflections on the social and spiritual predicament of modern Western European culture…” 
For an example of the second strategy, see Pippin 1989, 5-6: “In recent years, there has been considerable 
interest in such a speculative but ‘non-metaphysical’ Hegel (where ‘metaphysics’ is understood 
traditionally as a priori knowledge of substance)… Much of that interest has been generated by 
commentators committed to showing that Hegel’s speculative logic is a ‘category theory’ with no 
substantive metaphysical commitments. In this book, I also propose to defend a nonmetaphysical Hegel… I 
propose to take Hegel at his word when he tells us, in an early work, that it was the argument of Kant’s 
Transcendental Deduction that first came close to and made possible the speculative identity theory he 
ultimately created, and, in a later work, that his own theory of the Notion, and indeed the relation between 
the Notion and Reality, or the basic position of his entire philosophy, should be understood as a direct 
variation on a crucial Kantian theme, the ‘Transcendental Unity of Apperception.’ I shall claim that these 
and many other references to Kant’s critical idealism are indispensible for a proper understanding of 
Hegel’s position, and that they point to the basic Kantian issue that clarifies the ways in which Hegel’s 
position extends and deepens Kantian antiempiricist, antinaturalist, antirationalist strategies…” It should be 
noted, though, that Pippin acknowledges that he also partially employs the bracketing strategy described 
above, that he has willfully rejected and marginalized some Hegelian claims (Pippin 1989, 11-13). 

4 “Epistemological” in this context is not mean to suggest an exclusive focus on those aspects of Hegel’s 
thought dealing with the theory of knowledge, as though the scholars who emphasize this side of Hegel’s 
philosophy deny that Hegel makes substantive ontological claims; rather, I mean that the strategy of these 
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conceptualizing activities, with the subjective conditions of our relation to the objective 

world (understood broadly to include “world” here in a broad sense, including, e.g., other 

subjects), or more generally with those distinctive activities that distinguish us as human 

beings (e.g. our reflective capacities, our self-awareness and responsiveness to reasons). 

Presumably, part of the motivation for presenting Hegel in such a light is to emphasize 

the subtlety of Hegel’s analysis, and to undermine the image of Hegel as a theorist who 

boldly makes dubious claims about transcendent entities and the metaphysical basis of 

the course of events.5

Two prominent examples of scholars in this vein are Robert Pippin and Terry 

Pinkard. Pippin and Pinkard each offer different views of Hegel’s project: Pippin 

understands Hegel to be extending Kant’s idealism, albeit by denying that pure intuitions 

are possible or that any strict distinction between concept and intuition can be drawn, and 

seeking on this basis to work out the role of conceptuality, objectivity, and subjectivity.6

Pinkard, meanwhile, views the Phenomenology as a study aimed at meeting the challenge 

of skepticism by analyzing the various historical and philosophical accounts that have 

purported to authoritatively establish what might legitimize claims.7 It is not the case that 

                                                                                                
scholars has been to interpret Hegel in terms that highlight his interest in understanding our conceptualizing 
activity, first and foremost (such a strategy might equally be called “cognitive” or “subjective,” in that it 
places the focus on our cognizing of things as subjects). It might help to think here of “epistemology” not 
as the philosophy of knowledge, but as the philosophy of consciousness.

5 In Pippin’s words: “[Hegel is often treated] as an idiosyncratic Christian, romantic metaphysician, a 
‘world-soul,’ or a ‘cosmic spirit’ theologian… an inverted Spinozist, that is, a monist, who believed that 
finite objects did not ‘really’ exist (only the Absolute Idea exists), that this One was not a ‘substance’ but a 
‘subject,’ or mental (hence the inversion of Spinoza), and that it was not a static, eternal, Parmenidean One, 
but developed in time, a development somehow responsible for the shape and direction of human political 
history, as well as the history of art, religion, and philosophy…” (Pippin 1989, 3-4).

6 Pippin 1989, 6-9.

7 Pinkard 1996, 6: “The Phenomenology, by and large, examines various ‘formations of consciousness’ in 
terms of how they take these authoritative standards more or less as ‘given,’ as ‘objects’ of consciousness 
that the participants in that form of life simply ‘find’ in their social worlds ready at hand for them.  To look 
at accounts as appearances is therefore to take them at their own word, to see how in their terms they take 
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either of these thinkers will deny that there are other issues, including ontological issues, 

bound into Hegel’s epistemological analyses. Nevertheless, there is a marked tendency 

on the part of both thinkers to draw our attention to Hegel’s preoccupation with the 

conditions of knowing, or with thinking more generally; for Pippin and Pinkard, Hegel’s 

project concerns our activities as conscious and self-conscious beings, rather than the 

character of being more generally.8

Epistemologically oriented accounts such as these have contributed a great deal to 

clarifying Hegel’s continued relevance to philosophy. In what follows I do not intend to 

deny that, in the Phenomenology at least, Hegel’s project is epistemological; nor will I 

directly challenge the claims and arguments epistemologically-oriented accounts put 

forward. But what I do want to suggest in this chapter is that many of Hegel’s 

                                                                                                
certain kinds of reasons to be authoritative, and how they attempt to legitimate that authoritativeness for 
themselves; it is not to presuppose that any one account or ‘appearance’ is superior to another.”

8 The way each characterizes Geist reinforces this sense. Pippin characterizes Spirit by the following: 
“Whatever else Hegel intends by asserting an ‘Absolute Idealism’… such a claim at the very least involves 
Hegel in a theory about pure concepts, and about the role of such concepts in human experience, 
particularly in any possible knowledge of objects, but also in various kinds of self-conscious, intentional 
activities… [leading up to the Phenomenology,] Hegel had begun to connect the possibility of such a fully 
developed or ‘Absolute’ Notion with a theory of subjectivity, an account of what it was to be a self-
conscious subject in such a ‘Notional’ relation with objects, an account, that is, of what he will call ‘Spirit’” 
(Pippin 1989, 91). For Pippin, Hegel’s concept of Spirit is first and foremost a theory of Self-
Consciousness, a theory about the conceptual apparatus that mediates our conscious engagement with the 
world. Pippin more recently has claimed that Hegel’s philosophy of Spirit is a practical philosophy, an 
account of distinct sorts of events for which we give and demand reasons and justifications, adding that in 
this sphere the question of the relation and compatibility of such “spiritual” events with natural events is an 
open one. See Pippin 2008, 3. While this formulation is slightly different from the earlier one, it 
nonetheless suggests a certain scope for what Spirit “is about,” a scope which focuses on the hermeneutic 
and account-giving capacities of human actors.  

Terry Pinkard, meanwhile, approaches the idea of Spirit in a similar way: “Whenever there is mutual 
recognition among self-conscious subjects that is mediated by such a shared self-conscious understanding 
of what for them counts in general as an authoritative reason for belief and action – that is, mediated by 
whom they take themselves to be in light of what they count as being generally authoritative for themselves 
and why they take themselves to count those things as authoritative – we have a relation of what Hegel 
calls Spirit. Spirit – Geist – is a self-conscious form of life – that is, it is a form of life that has developed 
various social practices for reflecting on what it takes to be authoritative for itself in terms of whether these 
practices live up to their own claims and achieve the aims that they set for themselves” (Pinkard 1996, 8-9). 
According to Pinkard, Spirit can be metaphorically likened to a “‘social space,’ reflecting on itself as to 
whether it is satisfactory within its own terms” (Pinkard 1996, 9); Spirit indicates neither an entity nor even 
a feature of objects, but rather the category of reflectively critical human cognition.
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epistemological claims are designed to entail further, ontological claims, and the full 

character of Hegel’s ontology is liable to be lost from view if it is not given due attention. 

I will argue that it is Hegel’s belief that epistemic studies will always entail attendant 

ontological claims, and I will illustrate the kind of reasoning Hegel has in mind by 

following Hegel in drawing an ontological conclusion – what I call below the primacy of 

the intelligible.9 This claim will have its basis in the structure of our experience of the 

world, revealing a deeper unity between meaningful experience, the faith we place in the 

practice of science, and our common, everyday conceptions of truth. 

The goal of this chapter is therefore the following: I aim to develop and defend 

Hegel’s linkage of epistemology and ontology in the Phenomenology of Spirit, first by 

reviewing Hegel’s arguments regarding the unavoidability of undertaking a critical 

ontology as a component of any other investigatory project, and second by illustrating the 

kind of philosophical strategy Hegel  suggests by drawing an ontological conclusion out 

of commonly accepted and seemingly unobjectionable intuitions and practices. The 

ontological claim for the primacy of the intelligible, to be developed below, itself stands 

as testament to Hegel’s belief in the inextricability of epistemic and ontological issues: 

the essence of this claim is that the meaningful, qualitative character we take objects to 

have is ontologically fundamental, whereby the object taken as a qualitative whole (i.e. 

taken as it appears to consciousness as multi-layered and richly meaningful, in ways that 

overflow the object’s immediate material presence) is to be recognized as ontologically 

primary to the object conceived of as a purely physical configuration (that is, conceived 

                                                
9 Hegel’s claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible can be summarily expressed as follows: 
objects must be understood as fundamentally intelligible, where “intelligible” means characterized in terms 
of both the object’s actual presence and those features of the object more often associated with its 
“meaningfulness” or manifestation to consciousness. This is in contrast to an understanding of the object 
that would ontologically characterize it primarily in terms of its material presence. 
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of in a way stripped of its meaningful or qualitative character). By making what we 

experience of objects and what objects are inextricable, Hegel thus attempts to establish 

the interconnectivity of epistemology and ontology (or, in the words of the 

Phenomenology, of Thought and Being).10

I present my case for Hegel’s linkage of epistemology and ontology, along with 

his claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible, in five sections. In Section One, I 

review Hegel’s arguments for the inescapability of metaphysics (where “metaphysics” is 

understood as a critical ontology). Here, I provisionally describe what such a metaphysics 

would involve, and I extend this provisional description in Section Two, where I suggest 

that Spirit, as an account of the intelligible world, can be viewed as the critical ontology 

thereby produced. In Sections Three and Four, I illustrate what Hegel has in mind by 

presenting the kind of epistemic-to-ontological argument he would advocate, explicating 

one of his central ontological claims in the process. In Section Three, I argue that Spirit 

can be additionally recognized to signify the world made fully comprehensible, and that 

as such, Hegel’s program shares an affinity with views and intuitions to which many of 

us already ascribe (most notably to the faith we place in scientific practice as reliably 

producing knowledge of the world, and to the commonsense concept of truth as thought 

                                                
10 PS 33: “In general, because, as we put it above, substance is in itself or implicitly Subject, all content is 
its own reflection into itself. The subsistence or substance of anything that exists is its self-identity; for a 
failure of self-identity would be its dissolution. Self-identity, however, is pure abstraction; but this is 
thinking… Comprehended in this is the fact that Being is Thought… since the subsistence of an existent 
thing is a self-identity or pure abstraction, it is the abstraction of itself from itself, or it is itself its lack of 
self-identity and its dissolution – its own inwardness and withdrawal into self – its own becoming. Because 
this is the nature of what is, and in so far as what is had this nature for [our] knowing, this knowing is not 
an activity that deals with the content as something alien, is not a reflection into itself away from the 
content. Science is not that idealism which replaced the dogmatism of assertion with a dogmatism of 
assurance, or a dogmatism of self-certainty. On the contrary, since [our] knowing sees the content return 
into its own inwardness, its activity is totally absorbed in the content, for it is the immanent self of the 
content; yet it has at the same time retuned into itself, for it is pure self-identity in otherness” (brackets in 
original).
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that adequately grasps reality); and in Section Four I develop the implicit significance of 

these stances by demonstrating that the way in which they assume an adequacy of 

thought to being implies an ontological conclusion Hegel himself derives, namely, the 

ontological primacy of the intelligible. Here, I develop Hegel’s own argument for this 

thesis and discuss the ontological status of this claim. Finally, in Section Five, I consider 

a natural challenge Hegel’s arguments invite, namely, that the intelligibility of objects 

might be more properly ascribed to our experience of them than to these objects 

themselves. 

Section One: Hegel’s Metaphysics as the Unavoidability of Critical Ontology

A good entry way into a discussion of Hegel’s linkage of epistemology and ontology is a 

look at Hegel’s arguments regarding the unavoidability of metaphysics. By 

“metaphysics” here, I mean a project of critical ontology, in other words, a project that 

turns around upon the models of ontology that can be found in use, reflectively 

examining whether these models adequately express the implicit ontological frameworks 

that condition our experience, and constructing more adequate models if they do not.11

Hegel argues that what makes a metaphysics qua critical ontology unavoidable is the fact 

that ontological premises are already insinuated in every other way of thinking things 

(that is, into every epistemic stance). Hegel insists that any scientific or philosophic 

                                                
11 I am not arguing that the idea of a critical ontology exhausts what Hegel has in mind with his insistence 
on the inescapability of metaphysics, only that a critical ontology is key component of this insistence. As 
Hegel characterizes his argument as a defense of the need for metaphysics, so too will I speak of 
metaphysics; but it is specifically Hegel’s argument for demanding a critical ontology that I hope to 
excavate in this section, and I will remain agnostic on the question of what further associations and 
entailments metaphysics, as a topic, has for Hegel. 
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program that sidesteps its metaphysics yet hopes to arrive at foundational knowledge 

claims cannot hope to achieve its aim. 

Hegel’s reason for insisting that metaphysics is inescapable is largely due to his 

belief that metaphysics is not an isolated study, but that issues of metaphysics are implicit 

in every other possible thoughtful engagement with the world. Metaphysics here, after 

all, means something like foundational ontology; any claims that purport to tell us how 

things are (which is not an insignificant portion of the claims we make or encounter) 

made without a prior metaphysical study of this sort could thus at best claim only a 

tentative status, and the jury would still be out on the final verdict. Until we know how 

best to characterize basic ontological entities and structures, we will not know if we have 

not misconceived parts of our understanding. Appeals to phlogiston, the movement of the 

Aether, and Zeus-disguised-as-a-swan are only three examples of cases where non-

existent items were incorporated into knowledge claims; and Hegel would likely suggest 

here that is naïve to believe that, whatever might have been the case in the past, our 

current ontological scheme is surely accurate. 

There is also a further and deeper sense in which Hegel believes that metaphysics 

is an integrated, rather than isolated, field. Not only do our knowledge claims depend on 

metaphysics for validation or authorization, in the way described above. Were 

metaphysics only about stamping knowledge claims with approval, it would be 

conceivable that the kind of metaphysical study Hegel has in mind could occur after other 

ontological claims had been made. Yet one of Hegel’s central points in characterizing 

metaphysics as (among other things) critical ontology is that a metaphysics has already 

been assumed prior to any claims that might be made, and any claims that might be made 
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have an implicit, presumed ontological structure already woven into them. Hegel 

explicitly advances this argument in the Philosophy of Nature, where he points out that 

even those representations of the world that we consider to be purely objective and 

minimal assume particular conceptions about “the way things are,” about the character of 

the world, and therefore are irreducibly metaphysical and “entwined” with thought. Hegel 

writes: “the fact is… that physics contains much more thought than it admits and is aware 

of…” (EN 3), and soon after:

What distinguishes the Philosophy of Nature from physics is, more 
precisely, the kind of metaphysics used by both; for metaphysics is 
nothing else but the entire range of the universal determinations of 
thought, as it were, the diamond net into which everything is brought 
and thereby first made intelligible. Every educated consciousness has 
its metaphysics, an instinctive way of thinking, the absolute power 
within us of which we become master only when we make it in turn the 
object of our knowledge. (EN 11/§246z) 

“Every educated consciousness has its metaphysics,” Hegel claims. It is not plausible 

that he means here that every mature thinking individual self-consciously ascribes to one 

particular philosophic system or another.12 Instead, I suggest, we ought to take Hegel to 

mean that a set of basic propositions regarding the fundamental character of things is to 

be implicitly found in every developed way of thinking.  

Now, one might object here, arguing that Hegel, by deploying the term 

“metaphysics,” is not necessarily referring to ontology. In the passage just cited, 

metaphysics is appositively identified with our “instinctive ways of thinking,” and 

characterized as “nothing else but the entire range of the universal determinations of 

                                                
12 Recognizing the sense of “metaphysics” at play in this context further suggests that Hegel cannot be 
identifying metaphysics straightforwardly with argumentation about the transcendent, a priori or otherwise. 
For, presumably, physics and at least some included in the set of “every educated consciousness” are 
agnostic about the transcendent, and deliberately avoid reference to it. Yet Hegel will still say that these 
“have” or “use” metaphysics.
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thought.” Hegel elsewhere identifies metaphysics with logic13; why should we not 

understand him to mean something more similar to logic (as opposed to ontology) here? 

And would Hegel not be right to characterize the conditions of knowledge claims –

whatever these conditions are called, metaphysics or whatever else – as that which 

constrains claims-making, i.e. logic, rather than as a substantive theory of being? 

This objection would fail for Hegel, as he would point out that to claim that logic 

and ontology are separate investigations concerned with different domains is only to beg 

the original question of the connectivity of metaphysics with other bodies of thought. 

Logic, as the study of the rules of thought, is prima facie a study different than ontology, 

the study of that which fundamentally exists, yes; but it remains an open question 

whether the two are distinct in the final analysis. It is conceivable, after all, that what 

lends warrant to certain inferences being valid is the world’s being a certain way. The 

objection above assumes without demonstrated justification that logic and ontology are 

independent of one another, and Hegel would want to withhold judgment on this. He will 

ultimately reject this distinction, and his arguments for this rejection are ambitious and 

extensive: it takes the whole of the Phenomenology to justify the identification of 

Thought and Being, which then only forms a premise to be explicated by the Science of 

Logic. But for the present, it suffices to point out that to assert the independence of logic 

and ontology is to make certain assumptions about the character of thought and the 

character of being – in other words, to assert this is to rely on a metaphysics. As Hegel 

                                                
13 EL 36/§24: “Logic therefore coincides with Metaphysics, the science of things set and held in 
thoughts…” See also SL 63: “The objective logic, then, takes the place rather of former metaphysics which 
was intended to be the scientific construction of the world in terms of thoughts alone”; and SL 360: “One 
fails to see why it is necessary to form such conceptions which are not empirically demonstrated, are in 
essence self-contradictory and are not corroborated in any other way. Corroboration could be provided only 
by a consideration of these conceptions themselves, i.e. by metaphysics, which is logic…” 
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says in the Introduction to the Phenomenology, the view that would make the mind 

distinct from its surrounding world “takes something – a great deal in fact – for granted 

as truth, supporting its scruples and inferences on what is itself in need of prior scrutiny 

to see if it is true… it takes for granted certain ideas about cognition as an instrument and 

as a medium… Above all, it presupposes that the Absolute stands on one side and 

cognition on the other, independent and separated from it…” (PS 47).14 The objection can 

thus be turned around on itself, demonstrating Hegel’s initial contention. 

This, then, is a central tenet of Hegel’s philosophy: even the most unassuming 

commitments commit one to a view of the world, to a metaphysics or an ontology, and 

any such worldview that avoids its metaphysics will remain problem-riddled, begging the 

question with respect to certain foundational concepts such as the nature of objectivity, of 

thought, of truth, and so on. These ontological commitments and conceptions, along with 

the “thought” that is suppressed but active within them, therefore themselves need to be 

set aright – hence the need for metaphysics, or for philosophy more generally.15 On 

Hegel’s view, the need for metaphysics is in many ways the need for philosophy itself.16

                                                
14 Emphasis in original. Unless otherwise noted, all emphasized (italicized or bolded) words/phrases in 
citations of Hegel’s primary texts are themselves emphasized in the original text. 

15 Alongside the passage just cited, Hegel writes that “Physics must therefore work into the hands of 
philosophy, in order that the latter may translate into the Notion the abstract universal transmitted to it, by 
showing how this universal, as an intrinsically necessary whole, proceeds from the Notion… it is because 
the method of physics does not satisfy the Notion, that we have to go further” (EN 10/§246z). Hegel 
indicates that he has something like this in mind while writing the Phenomenology: he identifies one of the 
work’s purposes as an attempt to “tear men away from their preoccupation with the sensuous, from their 
ordinary, private affairs, and to direct their gaze to the stars; as if they had forgotten all about the divine, 
and were ready like worms to content themselves with dirt…” (PS 5).

16 Frederick Beiser argues the point in similar terms: “Any interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy must begin 
with his metaphysics. Hegel accepted the traditional account of metaphysics as the foundational discipline 
of philosophy… [Hegel] saw metaphysics as the root of the tree of knowledge, whose sap gave life to every 
branch and leaf. We cannot pretend to give the specific sciences a foundation independent of metaphysics, 
Hegel argued, because they presuppose answers to fundamental metaphysical questions. If we attempt to 
escape these questions, he warned, we really only beg them… [Hegel] began the mature exposition of his 
system with logic; but he saw logic as an essentially metaphysical discipline, whose task is to determine the 
nature of being in itself, not merely formal laws of inference” (Beiser 2005, 53).
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Hegel therefore argues that we must accept metaphysics as essential to 

philosophy, and ultimately to thought more generally, because our actions and 

understandings are thoroughly permeated by ontological premises and (Hegel believes) 

many of these premises are uncritically assumed, while others are outright incorrect. I 

think it would be hard to deny that Hegel is correct about this in many ways. But it is 

worth stepping back for a moment to clarify what kind of metaphysics Hegel sees as 

inescapable, or what kind of metaphysics is warranted from the foregoing. Hegel’s 

program does not consist, for example, of baldly asserting speculative and unmotivated 

claims of an onto-theological nature. Instead, Hegel believes that his metaphysics draws 

out the ontological implications of our everyday practices and veritable beliefs about the 

world. This can be seen in the passages from the Philosophy of Nature cited above; Hegel 

has no intention of casting doubt on practices like scientific physics, nor does he want to 

convince us that our experience of things is illusory. Quite the opposite: practices like 

scientific physics and our veritable experience of the world are, for Hegel, touchstones 

upon which we can rely in forming a metaphysics – these practices generate premises that 

will take up positions in and give structure (and persuasive force) to Hegel’s philosophic 

system.17 The point, in summary, is this: Hegel believes that he can rely upon us 

accepting that such uncontroversial practices as scientific physics, along with our 

veritable experience of the world, are reliable means of guiding our pursuit of knowledge. 

But he will then ask us to conceptually or transcendentally reflect upon such practices, at 

which point he believes we will be inevitably lead to the kind of critical ontology he 

ultimately offers. 
                                                
17 See, for example, EL 8/§6: “[Philosophy’s] content is no other than actuality… it must necessarily be in 
harmony with actuality and experience. In fact, this harmony may be viewed as at least an external means 
of testing the truth of a philosophy.” 
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Hegel’s “metaphysics” is therefore tied to such unobjectionable and accepted 

practices as scientific physics and the modes of thinking of an “educated consciousness.” 

Hegel only asks us to follow him in reflecting upon these. It is true that Hegel believes 

that his inquiry will ultimately produce substantive, ontologically-idealist claims about 

the centrality of “thought” in existence and actuality (though what “thought” here means 

and how it figures into reality remain to be seen below), and that these conclusions differ 

from many ontological beliefs commonly held. Yet it is important to see how Hegel 

believes that these conclusions will spring from more mundane, uncontroversial sources; 

specifically, these conclusions are recognizably rooted, Hegel believes, in conscious 

experience itself.18 Recognizing Hegel’s method here thus points us to another sense in 

which Hegel’s metaphysics are not the kind of objectionable speculations some might 

have worried they were, and allows us to begin to see how Hegel believes that an 

ontology can emerge from an epistemology: Hegel’s metaphysics is not a metaphysics of 

the transcendent, not a metaphysics of that which is beyond experience; rather, it is a 

metaphysics of immanence, a metaphysics that looks to bring the problem-causing 

aporias of intelligible experience to the surface in an effort to resolve them. In this sense, 

Hegel’s “Absolute” can be characterized as the experienced, lived world, revealed in the 

form most appropriate to it. Stephen Houlgate makes this point nicely, writing: “There is 

                                                
18 I should note that, when I say that Hegel’s conclusions are rooted in conscious experience, this is not to 
suggest that they are empirically based. Hegel does not believe that observational experience can justify 
philosophic thought. Rather, Hegel’s suggestion is that conscious experience offers an immanence to the 
world, on the basis of which philosophic conclusions can be drawn. Empirical observation on its own does 
not suffice for philosophic knowledge, but provides the material and the ground upon which philosophy 
may work. Philosophy cannot simply accept things, as they come to it through empirical observation; yet 
philosophy can reach a rational view of things, by thinking through what is presented to consciousness. See 
EL 16/§12: “The rise of philosophy is due to these cravings of thought. Its point of departure is Experience; 
including under that name both our immediate consciousness and the inductions from it. Awakened, as it 
were, by this stimulus, thought is vitally characterized by raising itself above the natural state of mind, 
above the senses and inferences from the senses into its own unadulterated element…”
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reason in being, nature and history for Hegel. Such reason, or, as Hegel calls it, the 

‘Idea,’ is a reality, not a fiction. It is not, however, a transcendent power that dominates 

from on high the world in which we live. In that sense, it is not the infamous ‘Absolute,’ 

attacked so frequently by Hegel’s critics. The Idea is, rather, the rationality that is 

immanent in the world itself: the world’s own inherent logic.”19

“Is it not true, then,” an objector might now ask, “that Hegel locates the Absolute 

‘beyond’ the sensuous here and now, and that he is mistrustful of immediate sensuous 

presence?” If it is true that Hegel is mistrustful of immediate sensuous presence and 

locates the Absolute “beyond” it (claims of his which are likely largely responsible for 

the wariness many have had towards his thought), it is important to recognize that what 

makes Hegel uneasy about the immediate, sensuous presence of things is the immediacy

of this situation, and not the world’s (or the Absolute’s) presence to sensibility. In fact, 

Hegel insists that the existing, concrete world must be philosophy’s sole focus, and 

claims that the concrete world is the only reliable indicator of the Absolute. He explicitly 

warns against any philosophy that emphasizes what should be the case rather than what is 

the case,20 and the Phenomenology itself begins as an attempt to make comprehensible 

the experience and knowledge we have of the immediate sensuous world and concludes 

back with the same world, our experience and knowledge of which now (supposedly) 

having been made comprehensible.21 Hegel’s metaphysics thus does not exceed the 

                                                
19 Houlgate 2005, 23. 

20 For example, see PR 21-2: “As a philosophical composition, it [the Philosophy of Right] must distance 
itself as far as possible from the obligation to construct a state as it ought to be; such instruction as it may 
contain cannot be aimed at instructing the state on how it ought to be, but rather at showing how the state, 
as the ethical universe, should be recognized. ‘Hic Rhodus, hic saltus.’ To comprehend what is is the task 
of philosophy, for what is is reason… it is just as foolish to imagine that any philosophy can transcend its 
contemporary world as that an individual can overleap his own time or leap over Rhodes.”   

21 The “beginning” and “conclusion” here refer to the “Sense-Certainty” and “Absolute Knowing” chapters. 
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bounds of the world in any mystical way: it is focused on the world itself, as it exists. 

Hegel reiterates this throughout the Phenomenology, for example, when he writes that 

“Philosophy[’s]… element and content is not the abstract or nonactual, but the actual…” 

(PS 27), and later, “Spirit is not a ‘meaning,’ is not what is inner, but what is actual” (PS 

465).22

To summarize: in the foregoing interpretation of Hegel’s demand that we accept 

the unavoidability of metaphysics, the outlines of his linkage of epistemology and 

ontology should begin to emerge. Hegel argues that, despite any protests to the contrary, 

any developed thought about the world, and certainly any knowledge claim, implicitly 

relies on an ontology. And to the extent that there are ontological propositions woven into 

any other developed account of the way things are, metaphysics qua critical ontology is 

not an undertaking we can afford to avoid. 

Section Two: Spirit as the Intelligible World

If I have been right to associate Hegel’s demand that we undertake a “metaphysical” 

project with a call for a critical ontology, then this suggests a path through Hegel’s 

metaphysics that might draw our attention to what is most intuitive about it. This is 

especially true when it comes to explicating the concept at the heart of Hegel’s epistemic-

ontological project in the Phenomenology: Spirit, “Geist.” The idea of Spirit, obscure 

                                                                                                
That Hegel’s concern begins and ends with the comprehensibility of the immediate, actual, physical world 
as experienced is apparent in the following passage from the conclusion of the Phenomenology: “Absolute 
Spirit… is, as we have seen, that simple Notion which, however, surrenders its eternal essence, it is there
[in the real world]… the Notion gets the element of its actuality or the being it contains in pure knowledge 
itself, for this is simple immediacy, which is as much being and existence as it is essence… That in-itself of 
the beginning [the immediacy] is in truth, as negativity, no less mediated; what it is in truth, it now also 
makes explicit…” (PS 484, brackets in original). 

22 Hegel also makes this point in other works. In the Philosophy of History, he writes: “The insight then to 
which… philosophy should lead us is that the actual world is as it ought to be… Philosophy wishes to 
recognize the content, the reality of the divine Idea, and to justify the spurned actuality” (RH 47-48). See 
also EL 8/§6: “Philosophy[’s] content is no other than actuality.” 
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though it may sound to contemporary ears, is not meant to take us to some far remove 

from our experienced, real world. Just the opposite: the purpose of Hegel’s idea of Spirit 

is to help us understand the world, and reacquire our intellectual (and existential) 

grounding in it. This being the case, the best way to approach the idea of Spirit is to flip 

the direction of exposition: rather than looking at the intelligible world as some shadow 

cast by an obscure metaphysical entity, instead, we should try to understand Spirit as an 

account of the intelligible world. By “intelligible world,” I should note, I do not mean the 

world of intelligibility or the world of thought as distinguished from the physical world. 

Rather, I mean something like the world as we experience it, the world as multi-layered 

and richly meaningful. As I understand Spirit, Spirit is the intelligible, meaningful world 

we inhabit, taken in its dynamic, lived and living character. Spirit is, in other words, the 

concrete “truth” of the critical ontology arising from Hegel’s reflections on the epistemic 

character of conscious experience and our claims to knowledge.23

                                                
23 In Pippin 1993b, Pippin makes a similar methodological claim, but arrives at a different understanding of 
Spirit. Pippin also argues that the aim of the Phenomenology is to make conscious experience intelligible. 
In response to the “transition problems” of the Phenomenology (the obscurity surrounding how Hegel leaps 
from one chapter to the next) Pippin argues that it is possible to discern a coherent line of argument which 
runs through the work and connects its various parts, if one recognizes that what is at stake in the work is 
Hegel’s critique of individualism, and his conclusion that nothing can count as a legitimizing reason for me 
unless I view myself within a greater sphere of significance – in other words, unless I recognize my 
complicity in Spirit, where Spirit is associated with “a mutually recognizing and so mutually reassured 
social subjectivity” (Pippin 1993b, 78).  

This is an example of where the difference in emphasis between the reading I am offering and Pippin’s 
comes through. Like Pippin, I associated Spirit with a critical reflection on the epistemic character of 
conscious experience; but, my reading diverges from his in that Spirit, on my interpretation, is an account 
of the world generally, as opposed to being an account of our activity in relation to the world. The support 
for my position is developed as this chapter progresses: Hegel would say that the immediate item 
confronting us must have a “deeper” truth than the appearance we find ourselves confronted with; 
otherwise, we cannot account for the order and dynamicy of the world on the world’s own terms. It is true 
that we will need a robust account of our activity to make this intelligible; but it is equally true that truth is 
to be conceived of as a truth of the object, as much as it is a truth of our activity. To reiterate, then: I do not 
claim that our activity is excluded from, or even takes a second place to, objectivity in Hegel’s theory of 
truth; nevertheless, the “truth” thereby produced is to be conceived of as a deeper truth properly ascribable 
to the object, and this deeper understanding of the object – the object as an intelligible whole, as I call it 
below – is ontologically fundamental. If our activity cannot be made secondary when conceiving of truth, 
neither can objectivity. As Hegel says early on in the Preface: “everything turns on grasping and expressing 



17

Support for this interpretation of Spirit – Spirit as the intelligible world – can be 

found throughout the Phenomenology. Hegel repeatedly characterizes Spirit’s presence as 

our conscious awareness of the world, or (what is ultimately the same) as the world as an 

intelligible, meaningful presence to us. In the Preface, this is stated unequivocally: “The 

immediate existence of Spirit, consciousness, contains the two moments of knowing [i.e. 

conscious awareness, meaning] and the objectivity negative to knowing [i.e. the world, 

the object]” (PS 21). This same sentiment is expressed early in the Spirit chapter, as 

Hegel opens the Ethical Order section: “Spirit is, in its simple truth, consciousness…” 

(PS 266). Spirit, as I have tried to describe it here, need be no more obscure than our 

conscious awareness of the world, which is to say, the multi-layered, richly meaningful 

world disclosed in experience (we need only realize that Hegel is asking us to consider 

that the layered complex meaningfulness characteristic of experience is ontological, as 

opposed to relegating this complexity to our way of cognizing things). 

At this point, one might object that I cannot so quickly identify consciousness 

with what I have called the intelligible world. In passages like the ones cited above, 

Hegel seems to identify Spirit with consciousness only – that is, with our awareness of 

things, and not with the nature of things. On first glance, this objection might seem 

accurate, but there are considerations which suggest that Hegel must have had something 

closer to a world of intelligibility in mind. Consider how, in the immediately preceding 

passage, Hegel explicitly states that consciousness consists of two moments, namely 

knowing and the “objectivity opposing it.” This suggests a unity of consciousness and 

                                                                                                
the True, not only as substance, but equally as Subject.” (PS 10). Part of what I am trying to do here is to 
articulate how both Subject and substance balance one another and cooperate to generate truth; I will 
suggest that the concept of the intelligible whole and the claim for its ontological primacy, by integrating 
being and meaningfulness, accomplishes this for Hegel. 
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object, and counts against an understanding of consciousness as some isolated and 

abstracted individual’s mental events. 

Still, the objector might respond that the objection is not an interpretive point, so 

much as it is a philosophical one: “Spirit” might indicate a more subtle and sophisticated 

conception of consciousness, yet it still might not be the “intelligible world”; that is, 

metaphysics may involve something like a critical ontology as I have described it above, 

and Spirit might even be implicated in such a critique, but this would not require that 

Spirit itself be the “object” such a critical ontology aims to disclose, nor that Spirit be 

“objective” in the relevant sense.24 If Spirit is, as I have suggested above, Hegel’s 

account of the world’s intelligibility, is it not conceivable that this account should 

concern itself with what we ourselves as thinking beings do to disclose truth; and would 

not a more epistemically-oriented account be more plausible in its ambitions?  

If such an objection were raised against Hegel, he might offer three possible 

replies. First, he might argue that the impulse to separate consciousness from objectivity, 

and to focus on the former and bracket the latter as the objector would have us do, is a 

particularly modern (and especially post-Cartesian and post-Kantian) impulse. The 

separation the objector recommends may not reflect the universal truth that the objector 
                                                
24 This objection would be missing the basic premise of the intelligible world; the intelligible world is not 
world qua object, but the prior, experienced reality, out of which we abstract subject and object. The 
Husserlian notion of a Lebenswelt is perhaps an informative analog. See Husserl 1970, 108-9: “In whatever 
way we may be conscious of the world as universal horizon, as coherent universe of existing objects, we, 
each ‘I-the-man’ and all of us together, belong to the world as living with one another in the world; and the 
world is our world, valid for our consciousness as existing precisely through this ‘living together.’ We, as 
living in wakeful world-consciousness, are constantly active on the basis of our passive having of the 
world… Obviously this is true not only for me, the individual ego; rather we, in living together, have the 
world pre-given in this “together,” as the world valid as existing for us and to which we, together, belong, 
the world as world for all, pre-given with this ontic meaning.” I do not wish to overstate the affinity I see 
between Hegel’s Phenomenology version of Geist and Husserl’s Lebenswelt – there are considerable 
differences between the two conceptualizations. Nevertheless, the common feature I would like to highlight 
between them is the notion of a pre-given, meaningful world, one we are immanently bound up with and 
which therefore forms the starting point and stable ground for philosophical accounts, a world which 
precedes any kind of subject-object distinction or dualism.



19

would have us think it does.25 Once again, Hegel could employ the same argumentative 

strategy above, pointing out that this objection assumes that consciousness is distinct 

from objectivity, which is to say that it has assumed a conception of thought and a 

conception of being. Its sense of the “plausibility” of an approach focused on 

consciousness only betrays its assumed ontological framework. 

Another point, one that might allay the objector’s concerns, might be to clarify 

that characterizing Spirit as the intelligible world is not to make the ontology of objects 

unrecognizable to us. The ontology of Spirit, as the intelligible world, does not require us 

to develop a new and heretofore unimagined way of conceiving of the being of things, 

nor does it demand of us some suspicious ascription of consciousness to things, as though 

Hegel were saying that natural objects had minds and did what they did thoughtfully, 

intentionally.26 Hegel’s point in offering an ontology of intelligibility, as I will argue, is 

less obscure: the point is that the meaningful character we experience objects to have 

really is the ontologically fundamental form of those objects, and not just a projection of 

consciousness upon them. If we accept this conclusion, as Hegel argues we should, it 

then implies that Spirit is, in a sense, objective, actual; yet to say that Spirit is actual as 

the intelligible world “confronting” us is to say that Spirit is not fundamentally distinct or 

                                                
25 In Forster 1989, Forster examines in detail the way in which Hegel hoped to reject the skeptical argument 
from concept-instantiation, or the possibility that there will always remain a sharp distinction between 
concept and instance on the basis of the possibility that a concept might always be conceived of yet 
correspond to nothing in reality (Forster 1989, 26). Forster claims that Hegel set out to reject this premise, 
and that this rejection is discernible in his claim that “the rational has no opposite” (Forster 1989, 120-6).

26 “The Greek, Anaxagoras… was the first to point out that nous, understanding in general or Reason, rules 
the world – but not an intelligence in the sense of an individual consciousness, not a spirit as such. These 
two must be carefully distinguished. The motion of the solar system proceeds according to immutable laws; 
these laws are its reason. But neither the sun nor the planets, which according to these laws rotate around it, 
have any consciousness of it. Thus, the thought that there is Reason in nature, that nature is ruled by 
universal, unchangeable laws, does not surprise us; we are used to it and make very little of it” (RH 13).  



20

set off from the world of objects we seek to explain.27 To accept Spirit as actual is only to 

accept the validity of the meaningfulness of the world we inhabit. 

Finally, one further counter is available to Hegel – a particularly dialectical, 

Hegelian one. Hegel could accept the objector’s implicit premise that consciousness is 

distinct from objectivity, and accept that there is some truth to that point. Yet Hegel 

would warn us against making too much of this point, and elevating it from the status of 

an insight or observed truth to the status of an absolute truth. After all, to take the 

separation of consciousness from its object as absolute would be to make knowledge cut 

off from what it purports to disclose, thereby undermining the possibility of knowledge 

and collapsing the initial claim in the process.28 Meanwhile, the separation of 

consciousness from objectivity can be opposed to a claim which itself is backed by 

plausible intuition, namely that consciousness signifies our awareness of objects – in 

other words, that consciousness and objectivity are unified. Here, then, we can assert one 

“side” of the issue in the face of the other, thereby redefining the entire philosophic 

problem. 

In fact, we can discern something remarkably similar to this dialectical response 

woven into the methodology of the Phenomenology. This point will be developed in 

further detail below, in Section Five; but for now, we can note that the progress of the 

Phenomenology, as Hegel describes it in the Introduction, is based on the tension just 

identified, that is, the tension between the competing claims of the independence of 

                                                
27 See especially EL 8/§6: “philosophy should understand that its content is no other than actuality, that 
core of truth which, originally produced and producing itself within the precincts of the mental life, has 
become the world, the inward and outward world, of consciousness.” 

28 PS 47: “… it presupposes that cognition which, since it is excluded from the Absolute, is surely outside 
of the truth as well, is nevertheless true, an assumption whereby what calls itself fear of error reveals itself 
rather as fear of the truth.”



21

consciousness from objectivity and the intuition that consciousness is always 

consciousness of objects, that consciousness is always both responsive to these objects 

and able to follow their cues: “For consciousness is, on the one hand, consciousness of 

the object, and on the other, consciousness of itself… Consciousness knows something; 

this object is the essence of the in-itself” (PS 54-55).29 The Phenomenology’s guiding 

principle therefore puts the presumed separation of consciousness from objectivity in 

question – and, by implication, the distinctness of epistemology from ontology, as well.30

Spirit – and consciousness, as its immediate manifestation – thus seems to be something 

like a general, intersubjective awareness or understanding of the world, that which 

constitutes and abides in conscious awareness of objects, and thus incorporates both the 

thinking subject and the known object.31 As such, it thereby also integrates the concerns 

of epistemology with those of ontology.

Section Three: Spirit as the Concrete, Existing World Brought to Conscious 

Understanding

If the last two sections began articulating the ways in which Hegel links epistemology 

with ontology, it hopefully also clarified to some extent what it means to cast 

metaphysics as a critical ontology. By characterizing Hegel’s demand for metaphysics as 

an argument that we must couple our knowledge claims with a critical ontology, the 

                                                
29 While at first glance it might seem that Hegel is naively assuming that we simply are aware of things and 
that this awareness is reliable, this is not the case. See below, Section Five. 

30 Again, Forster 1989 offers an extended, instructive study of this point.  

31 Although I am anticipating my arguments in other chapters here, it is worth pointing out that Hegel 
seems to suggest this point in the Ethical Order. The Ethical Order presents us with an “immediate” 
experience of Spirit, and in this immediate picture, we find such an incorporation of object and subject 
holding. Hegel writes that “Spirit, being the substance and the universal, self-identical, and abiding 
essence, is the unmoved solid ground and starting-point for the action of all… the in-itself of every self-
consciousness expressed in thought” (PS 264). 
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previous discussion should have dampened concerns that Hegel’s project involves him in 

speculating about the transcendent with abandon. Yet there is a further sense in which 

Hegel’s metaphysics qua critical ontology shows itself to be unexceptional and viable, 

perhaps even intuitive. If Hegel’s Absolute refers in large measure to the immanent logic 

of the experienced world, and if Spirit is to be thought of as an account of the world in its 

experienced richness, then Absolute Spirit, or Spirit in its fully realized form, can be 

further conceived of as the world made fully comprehensible. Thought of in this way, one 

can see an affinity between Hegel’s philosophic ambitions and many of our standard, 

commonsensical beliefs, particularly our embrace of scientific inquiry and our basic 

conception of truth. If this affinity can be made out more clearly, and an argument for 

Hegel’s idealism shown to be built upon it, then we can go further than arguing that 

Hegel aims to uncover a link between epistemology and ontology: we can thereby 

illustrate how Hegel would argue ontological for entailments from our own recognized 

epistemic stances. In this section, I undertake the first part of this illustration by noting 

some of the affinities Hegel’s project shares with intellectual intuitions to which many of 

us already ascribe. Hegel will motivate many of his ontological conclusions by claiming 

that thought is adequate to reality. But the claim that thought is adequate to reality is 

implicit in contemporary epistemic stances, such as the faith we place in the practice of 

science and the commonsense concept of truth many of us hold. 

In addition to understanding Spirit as the intelligible world, i.e. as the world in its 

experienced richness, Hegel further argues that the “content” of this intelligible world 

(i.e. the intelligible objects that constitute it) develops by lead of the objects, whatever 

else our role as thinking subjects in this process might be. Spirit, as noted above, is 
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“identical with” or characterized as consciousness, yet consciousness in its turn is to be 

recognized as united, on some level, with objectivity. Hegel will now suggest that a key 

component of consciousness’s unity with objectivity is that thought allows itself to be 

determined by the objects it engages when it sets itself the task of knowing: “[Our] 

knowing sees the content return into its own inwardness, its [knowing’s] activity is totally 

absorbed in the content, for it is the immanent self of the content…” (PS 33, emphasis 

added). “Knowing” consciousness is “totally absorbed in the content,” in other words, the 

object being thought determines and shapes the character of that thought; Hegel seeks to 

identify “knowing an object” with being the “immanent self of its content,” or, to speak 

metaphorically, with becoming saturated by the content the object presents itself as 

having.32 While Hegel gives this claim an admittedly mystifying formulation, his 

suggestion is only that, while consciousness plays the important role of providing a 

ground in which all those properties we perceive objects to have can be 

unified/synthesized, these emergent perceptual wholes are always determined by and 

occur according to the objects themselves. Our “knowing” of the world is, on some level, 

a revelation of the characters of those things populating our world, bringing themselves 

out in our thought. 

While these claims are steeped in Hegelian language, the idea suggested here is 

actually quite familiar. The idea is that the concept of truth signifies the world genuinely 

                                                
32 Below, I will call this an object’s “qualitative character.” One might want to say here that this content 
belongs to the object and not to us. But this rider is still something which is very much in question for 
Hegel; at this point, he would say that it remains to be seen that content must belong to one or the other (of
us or the object). Indeed, one of the interesting features of Hegel’s final analysis is that it allows us to say 
that content is content of the object, and yet still maintain that it is our content as well, and we can do this 
without recourse to a problem-riddled conception of thought as the reproduction of objects in our minds.
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comprehended, or scientifically understood.33 Hegel would point out that science, even in 

the contemporary sense, compliments the account he offers better than we might initially 

think. When we practice science (again, in the contemporary sense), Hegel would say we 

are putting ourselves at the service of the objects we are studying and letting them 

develop their truths, their qualitative characters, within our conscious awareness. This 

characterization will likely seem awkward, since Hegel emphasizes thought and 

consciousness whereas we tend to think of science in purely objective terms (though, as 

we will see shortly, Hegel has a pointed critique of the notion of pure objectivity). But the 

point may seem more palatable if we characterize science as an authentic penetration of 

the world by thought: through verifiable experimentation, we learn about the nature of 

things. Hegel would only ask us now to view this process from the other side, to see it as 

the process of an object unfolding as an intelligible whole within our conscious 

awareness of it. 

Hegel might also appeal to a standard (if colloquial) commonsense concept of 

truth to argue that conscious knowledge is determined by the object: the concept of 

“truth” seems to require an admixture of thought and the world, such that truth is the 

world authentically translated into thought, or the world’s character brought out in such a 

way that we are made aware of this character and understand it. The commonsense 

concept of truth need not imply that consciousness is causally determined by objectivity; 

how we come to have “authentically translated” thoughts is not directly relevant.34 Yet 

                                                
33 Consider also the following passage from the Philosophy of Spirit: “To comprehend a thing means in the 
language of practical intelligence to be able to trace the series of means intervening between a phenomenon 
and some other existence on which it depends – to discover what is called the ordinary course of nature, in 
compliance with the laws and relations of the intellect, for example, causality, reasons, etc.” (EM 
105/§406). 

34 It might be through empirical observation, reflecting on the coherence of our thoughts, etc.
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what is important is that the commonsense conception of truth becomes incoherent if it 

were denied that the character of the object could not regulate (in whatever fashion) the 

character of thought. 

Now, if this is not an unfair characterization of the concept of truth (and if the 

characterization of the practice of science above is similarly not unfair), then it implies 

that truth, alongside the practice of science, demands acknowledging the possibility of 

qualitatively identifying our consciousness of objects with the objects themselves.35 Thus, 

Hegel writes: “The standpoint of consciousness which knows objects in their antithesis to 

itself, and itself in antithesis to them, is for Science the antithesis of its own 

standpoint…” (PS 15).36 Seen in this light, it becomes clear that Spirit need not be 

conceived of as other than a “scientific,” complete comprehension of the world as it 

actually exists. 

That Hegel might accept the association of Spirit (at least, in its fully developed 

form) with as unobjectionable a goal as the world made fully comprehensible can also be 

seen in the promised outcome of the Phenomenology. Hegel writes that the 

Phenomenology sets forth the “Science of the experience of consciousness,” whose result 

will allow us to “comprehend nothing less than the entire system of consciousness, of the 

entire realm of the truth of Spirit,” the outcome of which will be that “consciousness will 

                                                
35 By “qualitatively identifying,” I mean that objects and our consciousness of objects must ultimately be 
capable of having characters that are compatible with, or are translatable into, one another. I do not mean 
“identity” in the sense of an ontological or numerical identity, i.e. that objects and thoughts of objects 
literally are the same item. Yet as we will see below, Hegel will eventually go this far, or at least as far as 
to claim that object and thought of object are both abstractions from an ontologically prior form: he argues
for understanding intelligible wholes to be ontologically primary to their physical manifestations, and 
claims that at the level of the intelligible whole subject and object are fully integrated and indiscriminable. 

36 I should note that “science” here means speculative science, i.e. metaphysics, or anyway not what science 
usually means to us. Yet Hegel would not consider these statements to be inappropriate when applied to our 
own concept of science. See PS 32-3. 
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arrive at a point at which it gets rid of its semblance of being burdened with something 

alien, with what is only for it, and some sort of ‘other,’ at a point where appearance 

becomes identical with essence...” (PS 57). Admittedly, these claims are suggestive 

enough as to leave themselves open to different interpretations; nevertheless, it is at least 

true that they can be read in a way that understands Spirit as the world made 

comprehensible. When the standpoint of Absolute Knowledge has been reached (when 

the “entire system of consciousness,” “the entire realm of the truth of Spirit,” is 

comprehended), the mysteriousness and “otherness” of the objective world – which has 

its source in our original questions about consciousness and objectivity – will have 

dissolved; intelligibility itself will have been made intelligible, and the world as it exists 

in our thinking will be the world as it exists in-itself. If our world has become completely 

comprehended, Hegel now would argue, then there will be no more qualitative difference 

between Thought and Being, and if there is no more qualitative difference between 

Thought and Being, then there is nothing to hold the two apart (as Hegel writes, the 

“semblance of being burdened with something alien,” dissolves when “appearance 

becomes identical with essence”). 

Now, for all the evidence I can marshal to support my contention that Spirit can 

be understood as the world made comprehensible, it can hardly be denied though that at 

points Hegel employs grandiose language to characterize Spirit; such grandiose 

characterizations could seem to make the claims I have been making above dubious. Yet 

I do not believe that such characterizations must cause problems for my interpretation, as 

they themselves can be read in the light of the characterization of Spirit I am offering.
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Consider where Hegel writes that Spirit is “the immediate Self of actuality, but as 

the universal self-consciousness… Substance [as] a universal Subject” (PS 462). To 

characterize Spirit in these terms makes it sound supernatural. Yet Hegel’s suggestion 

here can be read in a way that makes his intention more recognizable. If Spirit is the 

comprehension of the world, then we might also say (perhaps metaphorically) that it is 

the world’s content made explicitly aware of itself – which is to say, made self-conscious. 

But what perspective could such a self-conscious awareness of the world’s content take 

up? It could not take up any partial perspective, for then it would no longer fully 

comprehend the world, and furthermore it would be the perspective of an individual 

subject, not the world’s content (not the “self of actuality”). Spirit is thus not the world 

seen from the perspective of a single, independent thinking individual, but from the 

perspective of a “universal self-consciousness,” something like an imagined 

consciousness in which everything has become known and transparent to itself.37 To call 

Spirit the “self” of “actuality” and characterize it as “Substance [as] a universal Subject,” 

need not suggest something like a world-soul, then; these claims can just as readily be 

read as articulating a notion of an impartial, thorough-going comprehension of the world, 

located in no single particular mind but somehow active and implicit in all thoughts and 

all minds.  

                                                
37 “An imagined consciousness in which everything has become known and transparent to itself” is better 
thought of as an ideal ambition, rather than as an actual omniscient entity. First of all, the various shapes of 
Spirit grope towards this state, but, as we find them in the Phenomenology and in the world, they have not 
attained it. They remain in the midst of the process of becoming self-knowing and transparent. It is more
important to recognize that Spirit strives for complete knowledge, or that this state of self-knowing and 
complete transparency is that which it moves towards, than it is to conceive of what an entity that has 
arrived at this state might look like. Second, although Hegel would want us to recognize this 
“consciousness as somehow collective or intersubjective – which is to say that it is not to be modeled on an 
individual consciousness, but rather that individual consciousnesses are to be conceived of as complicit in it 
– he holds out the possibility of individuals reaching this state by undergoing a process of “spiritual,” i.e. 
conscious, self-formation the Phenomenology and the Science of Logic.
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Even those passages where Hegel writes as if Spirit is somehow at a remove from 

the physical world can be read as suggesting that Spirit is to be understood along the lines 

of the world made accessible to a comprehending consciousness.  Consider in the 

Philosophy of History, where Hegel contrasts Spirit and matter. Hegel writes: 

The nature of Spirit may be understood by a glance at its direct opposite 
– Matter. The essence of matter is gravity, the essence of Spirit – its 
substance – is freedom… Matter possesses gravity by virtue of its 
tendency toward a central point; it is essentially composite, consisting of 
parts that exclude one another. It seeks its unity and thereby its abolition; 
it seeks its opposite… Spirit, on the contrary, is that which has its center 
in itself. It does not have unity outside of itself but has found it; it is in 
itself and with itself. Matter has its subsistence outside of itself; Spirit is 
Being-within-itself (self-contained existence). But this, precisely, is 
Freedom. For when I am dependent, I refer myself to something else 
which I am not; I cannot exist independently of something external. I am 
free when I am within myself. This self-contained existence of Spirit is 
self-consciousness, consciousness of self. (RH 22-23) 

The prima facie impression of these lines supports the interpretation of Spirit as some 

transcendent metaphysical entity: matter is one thing, Spirit is another. Ergo, Spirit is 

immaterial, the “opposite” of that which is physical. But the issue is not as 

straightforward as it may first appear. This passage can also (and more consistently) be 

read as a comparison of the character, the defining features, of matter and of Spirit. In 

other words, this passage points to the way stripped-down physical objects are 

mechanical, composite, wholly responsive to and activated by the forces which act upon 

them (meaning thereby that finding a stable ground or starting point for an ontology of 

the physical must always be put off, needing to find a prior cause), while a complete 

comprehension of world, as a fully explicated system of the world in its existence and 

operation, would seem to require being as self-enclosed and self-sustaining as the world 

itself is. This reading seems more plausible for two reasons. First, the reading that sees 

Spirit as being immaterial is difficult to square with Hegel’s other comments, some of 

which were discussed above, about how Spirit is tied to objects and to actuality. Second, 



29

the “Spirit as immaterial” reading takes a wholly unsympathetic stance towards Hegel’s 

characterization of matter. This characterization is either wrong or incomprehensible, it 

must say – even if we accept the problematic statement that the “essence of matter is 

gravity,” what could it possibly mean to say that matter has its subsistence outside of 

itself, that it is dependent, and that it seeks abolition and its opposite? As soon as we give 

any sort of charitable reading to this description, the meaning of the whole is altered. One 

such charitable reading is the following: the description of matter can be read as a 

suggestion that matter is wholly passive, responsive, and that the configurations of 

material, physical things change as the forces acting upon them change. As examples: an 

overabundance of electrons increases the possibility of an electric discharge, which 

“abolishes” the overabundance; two bodies in space attract each other, collide, and both 

come out of the event differently than they went in. Since Spirit, meanwhile, is the entire 

intelligible system, there is nothing “external” to it which might affect it in the way 

matter is affected; and as it signifies the world comprehended, furthermore, it is “self-

conscious,” “self-contained,” in other words, self-enclosed, self-sustaining, self-

supporting, etc. 

The idea of Spirit as a self-supporting and ultimately self-generating system is 

obviously an involved one, and it will require further work in the coming chapters to 

explicate it more fully. But the immediate point for now is that the “opposition” Hegel 

speaks of here between matter and Spirit is much narrower than the claim that matter and 

Spirit are mutually exclusive; it seems rather to be a juxtaposition of the essential 

characteristics of matter and Spirit, matter being passive and short-lived, Spirit being 

active, self-sustaining, and enduring. Yet, for all of those characteristics we can ascribe to 
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Spirit, Spirit need not be made out to be anything more than the world confronting us, in 

its comprehended complexity. 

Section Four: Hegel’s Claim for the Ontological Primacy of the Intelligible

To this point, I have presented a portrait of Hegel that, like the epistemic-oriented 

readings, emphasizes some of the subtler aspects of his views. I have argued that Hegel’s 

insistence on “metaphysics” signifies a requirement that we undertake an ontological 

critique, and “Spirit” is to be thought of as the intelligible world, or the experienced 

world made fully comprehensible. But when Hegel begins developing the implications of 

this otherwise unexceptional program, his thought begins to challenge standard 

ontological views more forcefully. Hegel devotes considerable energy to arguing that 

thought is not properly understood if conceived of as wholly distinct from being, pointing 

to the ways in which we implicitly assume an adequacy of thought to being in our beliefs 

and activities. But if consciousness is appropriate to grasping the character of objects, 

then certain implications about what objects are follow. Specifically, Hegel will now 

argue that objects must be understood such that the meaningful character we experience 

them to have is seen to be ontologically fundamental, and not in such a way that would 

make their meaningful character merely a projection upon them. Coming to understand 

this claim will allow us to recognize the centrality of intelligibility in Hegel’s ontology, 

which in turn will complete our illustration of Hegel’s linkage of epistemology and 

ontology. 

At first blush, it might seem that to attempt to articulate the ways in which Hegel 

tries to locate thought in the ontological structure of things would be ill-advised. The 
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prima facie obscurity and seeming implausibility of Hegel’s metaphysical statements is 

well known. One can point readily to passages where Hegel claims that the ultimate 

nature of reality is ideal as much as it is physical. For example, Hegel infamously writes 

early in the Phenomenology’s Preface that “In my view… everything turns on grasping 

and expressing the True, not only as Substance, but equally as Subject” (PS 9-10). Taken 

at face value, this suggestion seems incomprehensible, or otherwise patently 

misconceived. And this is only the tip of the iceberg. Hegel tells us later in the 

Phenomenology that “Substance or subsistence of anything that exists is its self-

identity… Self-identity, however, is pure abstraction; but this is thinking… 

comprehended in this is the fact that Being is Thought… [the nature of existence is] 

Nous… Eidos or Idea…” (PS 33-34). In the Philosophy of History, he writes that “like 

Mercury, the guide of souls, the Idea is in truth the guide of peoples and the world; and 

the Spirit, its rational and necessary will, guides and always has guided the course of 

world events…” (RH 10), and, later, that “Reason… is substance, that by which and in 

which all reality has its being and subsistence… it is the infinite content of all essence 

and truth… only in its image and by its fiat do phenomena arise and begin to live… this 

Idea or Reason is the True, the Eternal, the Absolute Power… it and nothing but it, its 

glory and majesty, manifests itself in the world” (RH 11). 

Given passages like these, it is easy to understand how Hegel could be taken to be 

a crude (not to say presumptuous and misguided) idealist. But this impression is dulled, 

while Hegel’s point comes into sharp relief, when we consider the motivation Hegel has 

in making these claims, and the philosophical insight he is offering. To begin with, in 

passages such as those above, Hegel is patently not suggesting that the physical world’s 
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existence is somehow illusory, that the physical world is some projection of a higher 

realm of ideas; it was noted earlier how an interpretation that would put the objective 

world and the “spiritual” at odds would constitute a premature reading. But if Hegel is 

not suggesting in passages like these that we somehow revoke objectivity’s status as 

reality, and grant that status instead to Spirit or to some other “ideal” entity, what might 

we take him to mean? 

Hegel, I contend, intends comments such as these to express a much more subtle 

observation, namely, that the existence of things is somehow both enduring and unstable. 

Consider how Hegel claims that substance is Thought (and, alternatively, that it is 

Subject, that it is Nous, Idea, etc.) because it is “self-identity.”38 What Hegel seems to 

mean by this claim is that we understand objects to endure, despite the fact that their 

objective characters and characteristics, i.e. their physical manifestations, are subject to 

constant change. This point comes out in a passage from the very first pages of the 

Phenomenology: 

The bud disappears in the bursting-forth of the blossom, and one might 
say that the former is refuted by the latter; similarly, when the fruit 
appears, the blossom is shown up in its turn as a false manifestation of 
the plant, and the fruit now emerges as the truth of it instead. These 
forms are not just distinguished from one another, they also supplant 
one another as mutually incompatible. Yet at the same time their fluid 
nature makes them moments of an organic unity in which they not only 

                                                
38 We can recall how, for Kant, the Self is to be thought of as the formal unity of my experiences. Yet for 
Kant, it was only through my synthetic activity that the objects I experience come to take on a cohesive 
structure. Hegel, by contrast, seems to deny Kant’s delimitation of the Self to the human self – any identity, 
Hegel seems to suggest, is a ‘self’ in its own right. This being the case, as Robert Stern notes, Hegel does 
not believe that we must ascribe the identity of the object to our activity, but rather can locate an identity 
existing in the object itself: “Against Kant, therefore, Hegel insists that the unity we find in our experience 
of the world is not constructed by us out of a plurality of intuitions; rather, he argues that the proper 
religious and philosophical standpoint must be one that sees an inherent unity in things, and accepts this as 
a fundamental feature of reality… according to Hegel, objects are not in fact mere ‘combinations’ of 
sensible properties, as the Kantian model suggests, and on which his doctrine of synthesis depends. Instead, 
as we shall see, Hegel argues that individual objects exist as manifestations of indivisible substance-
universals, which cannot be reduced to a set of properties or attributes; he therefore holds that the object 
should be treated as an ontologically primary whole” (Stern 1990, 40). 
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do not conflict, but in which each is as necessary as the other; and this 
mutual necessity alone constitutes the life of the whole. (PS 2) 

In this passage, the reader gets a glimpse of the main impulse and insight that I argue 

stands behind Hegel’s claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible and the 

ontology of Spirit as the intelligible world. The things that populate our world, the items 

with which we constantly interact, are much more than any one of their immediate 

physical manifestations; at the very least, they are to be understood in virtue of the 

combination of these manifestations.39 When we encounter and interact with a physical 

being, whether a tree, a friend (or a relative or a pet), or even a cultural artifact like a 

baseball, a desk, or a steak, the thing with which we interact incorporates aspects that 

cannot be found at the level of the particular physical configuration confronting us. While 

we may not consciously think of the acorn when interacting with an oak tree, that oak 

tree nevertheless once was the acorn (and it would be impossible to “understand” the oak 

tree and to deny this fact); a person, we say, is who she is because of the experiences she 

has undergone and the things she has done; what a baseball is cannot be adequately 

described by stating that it is “a piece of cork wrapped and bound in leather,” without 

reference to the cultural history of the sport; and so on. An item like a steak offers an 

especially stark example of this principle. When we sit down with a steak in front us, 

getting ready to eat it, we need not see it as anything more than food. Yet this steak is 

what remains in existence – what Hegel calls the “truth” in the passage above – of a cow, 

which was born to another cow, which was raised on a pasture owned by a certain farm, 

                                                
39 To say that they can be understood in virtue of the “combination” of these manifestations is misleading –
Hegel seems to believe that there is a unified object that necessarily ontologically precedes any diversity in 
appearances or characteristics. In other words, the object is what it is in virtue of the combination of its 
manifestations, but this is not to say that it is reducible to these manifestations, even in combination; these 
combinations themselves are only comprehensible given the context of an object as an intelligible whole. 
Again, Stern’s treatment of this point, what he calls Hegel’s ontological holism, is helpful. See Stern 1990.
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etc. This farm, pasture, and parent-cow potentially no longer exist, but nonetheless are 

“present” as the formative factors that have produced this steak. Certainly (barring only 

the most unusual of cases) the cow from which the steak comes no longer exists, yet this 

steak, in an important sense, is identical with that cow. We need not be consciously aware 

of this at all times; in fact, when we interact with things, these background considerations 

are virtually never explicitly in mind. Hegel’s argument, however, is that these aspects 

are always implicit in the things themselves, and therefore implicit in our experience of 

the things as well. These implicit aspects can become explicit: whenever we ask the 

question of what the thing is, or how we can know the thing, Hegel points out, these 

implicit aspects become central. In this situation, however, Hegel sees a paradox: How 

could that which no longer exists have a continued effect on those things that do exist?  

How is it that an acorn and a tree, or a steak and a cow, can both be the same thing, and 

yet be different things?40

Hegel’s response to this paradox is that, to understand how things can change but 

be the same, we must realize that the objects with which we interact are to be 

ontologically characterized as much in terms of their intelligible wholes as in terms of 

their immediate actual/physical configurations. It is important here to distinguish what 

Hegel is claiming from what he is not claiming. Hegel’s position is that the deeper 

ontological level on which different objects (seed and tree, cow and steak, etc.) are really 

the same (i.e. self-identical) is not to be found somehow beyond experience, in some 

super-sensible essence of the object, but is found at the level of the experienced object 

                                                
40 Hegel clearly thinks that we must somehow be able to accept the veracity of both claims, i.e. the claim 
that the two objects are different, and that the two objects are the same. In this, I believe one can see the 
point behind another of Hegel’s infamous ideas: that contradiction must be accepted as essential to thinking 
and to philosophy.
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itself: the object, in the full intelligible richness we experience it to have or are capable of 

discovering within it (as opposed to the object stripped of the intelligibility nominally 

ascribed to it by us) simply is the ontologically “real” object. Now, this implies that 

objects are to be defined ontologically in terms of their meaningfulness or intelligibility, 

as much as in terms of their immediate physical configuration. Yet what is so noteworthy 

about this position is that Hegel is here affirming the concrete world as we experience it, 

but rejecting the mutual exclusivity of immediate physicality and the meaningfulness we 

experience the world to have. Though we must reconsider our ontological assumptions, 

the primary assumption to be challenged is that existence and consciousness of existence 

can, or even should, be disentangled. This in no way denies or denigrates concrete, 

physically actual existence. The claim, rather, is that the concrete reality we experience to 

be deeper and richer than any single immediate physical configuration confronting us 

really is deeper and richer than any single immediate physical configuration confronting 

us: reality itself has depth and meaning, it somehow incorporates that which is no longer 

a part of the current physical configuration into itself and anticipates that which is yet to 

come, and this is basic to what reality itself is. But if we consider what would be capable 

of structuring and sustaining this depth of reality, Hegel suggests that the only way we 

can grasp this aspect of reality is by employing concepts generally associated with 

subjectivity: thought, identity, self. In other words, meaningfulness and intelligibility are 

to be recognized as ontologically indicative of the self-identical qualitative whole 

discernable in and through the object’s various manifestations.41

                                                
41 Forster cites one of the early versions of Hegel’s logic (written in Jena, but before the Phenomenology), 
where Hegel identifies ideality with unity: “‘The ideal activity simply means the same as Unity’ [quoting 
Hegel]” (Forster 1989, 143).
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It is the line of reasoning traced in the preceding few paragraphs that I identify as 

Hegel’s claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible. Stated in summary form, 

Hegel’s claim is that objects must be ontologically conceived primarily in terms of 

intelligible wholes rather than primarily as material configurations. To state the claim 

formally, we might put the point thus: Hegel believes that this claim is warranted by the 

following two pairs of seemingly contradictory propositions: (a) object A (say, an acorn) 

and object B (say, and oak-tree) are identical; and (b) object A and object B are 

qualitatively distinct. Phrased alternately: (a) object A (a steak) maintains a certain 

character in virtue of objects C, D, E… (parent cow, pasture, butcher…), yet (b) objects 

C, D, E… no longer exist to exert their influence.  Given the paradox inherent in each of 

these pairs of premises, Hegel now argues that we must accept the conclusion that an 

object cannot be reduced to any one of its qualitative forms or physical configurations, 

but that it is an entity that somehow recollects and reconciles its mutually exclusive forms 

within itself; and he furthermore suggests that we have a ready model for what such an 

entity might be like, in the form of the multi-layered and richly meaningful character of 

objects-in-experience. 

To this point, I have traced how Hegel draws an ontological conclusion (the 

primacy of the intelligible) from epistemic considerations (the character of the object as 

experienced). But this claim might also be seen to follow from other epistemic 

considerations as well, such as from the standard commonsense beliefs discussed in the 

last section. In the last section, I argued that the concept of truth and the practice of 

science imply the possibility of qualitatively identifying our consciousness of objects 

with objects themselves. In the preceding few paragraphs, however, it becomes clear 
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what the ontological significance of such an identity would be, and what such an identity 

would look like. Thought, it has been suggested, might be adequate to Being; yet the 

thought of the object is complex, multi-layered, richly meaningful, overdetermined by a 

plurality of mutually incompatible forms of appearance, etc.; if this is to be made 

adequate to the object’s being, then it suggests that the object’s ontological constitution is 

itself complex, multi-layered, and so on. Such a conception of objectivity is supported at 

least by the observation that objects endure through significant change, and that they 

continually exhibit the formative effects of other entities which themselves have ceased 

existing; for Hegel, this implies that there must be ontologically more to the object than 

the immediate physical configuration confronting us. 

Our commonsense concept of truth and our faith in the practice of science might 

also be seen to support this claim in a more direct manner. Colloquial though this may be, 

we often think of the “truth” of a situation or a phenomenon as a complex account of the 

situation or phenomenon, perhaps requiring a view from multiple perspectives, or else an 

attention to various factors affecting the situation or phenomenon in manifold ways. As 

such, it is not implausible to suggest that the ontology that would emerge from a critical 

reflection on our commonsense concept of truth might look like the account of an object 

as an intelligible whole, as presented above: just as the object as an intelligible whole is 

multi-layered, complex, etc., so too is the “truth” of a situation or phenomenon. 

A similar point might be made about the faith we place in scientific accounts of 

phenomena: science aims to comprehend the character of phenomena, and to that end one 

often finds the scientist offering an explanatory account which presents the phenomenon 

as a complex, multi-layered, etc. entity. In addition, though, it is worth noting that such 
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explanatory accounts often proceed by explaining the phenomenon in question by appeal 

to some other phenomenal form. For example, we explain an observable lightening strike 

as the discharge caused by an imbalance of electrical charge; we explain the movement of 

a body towards the earth by appeal to the object’s mass and the force of gravity; we 

explain why a person suffers from a certain psychological condition on the basis of the 

patient’s history and neurochemistry. Now, it is doubtful that the scientist would say that 

the discharge of electrons is not the lightening as it appears, or that the patient’s 

pathology is not the combination of his history and biochemical condition; more likely, 

she would say that the lighting, the appearance of the bolt, is a discharge of electrons, or 

that that psychological pathology is the appearance of the patient’s conditioning and 

biochemical state. The lightening and the pathology retain their qualitative character as 

appearances, even while their qualitative characters are augmented through the disclosure 

of their scientific underpinnings. If the simplicity of this example can be forgiven, 

hopefully the point has emerged: scientific explanations of phenomena are surprisingly 

compatible with a notion of objects as intelligible wholes (i.e. as complex, multi-layered, 

etc.), and furthermore, like intelligible wholes, they generally characterize an observed 

phenomenon in terms that include reference to further phenomena that are not readily 

present or observable themselves. 

* * *

Before closing this section, now that the claim for the ontological primacy of the 

intelligible has been presented, we might take a moment here to clarify the sense in which 

this is a thesis which makes claims of a specifically ontological nature, and the sense in 

which the conception suggested here remains bound to epistemic considerations of 
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human thought and activity. It is certainly true that Spirit can be viewed as human 

activity (e.g. as a theory of Self-Consciousness on Pippin’s line, or as an account of the 

space of reasons on Pinkard’s). Spirit as ‘thought,’ as the synthesis which binds the 

various manifestations of objects together, is an ongoing operation which requires a 

conscious being (or, really, an enduring community of conscious beings) to occur and 

subsist. However, it is a mistake to identify Spirit, as the intelligible world, with human 

thought per se. As Hegel writes in the Philosophy of History, “consciousness alone is that 

which is open, that to which God and anything else can reveal itself” (RH 74); this 

suggests that, for Hegel, consciousness is a condition of ontology itself, and so to identify 

consciousness with a strictly human activity would be make it overly narrow.42

Constructing or constituting a deeply meaningful world is something we as humans do; 

and to this extent, it is certainly true to characterize Spirit as an account of human activity 

or even as a theory of the self-consciousness inherent in our conscious representations. 

But the construct we develop, the constituted world, is not to be understood as other than 

the actual world itself. Spirit is not something that supervenes upon the world, as though 

our experience of the world and the world itself might be pried apart. To speak 

metaphorically, our thinking is (according to Hegel) a “delving into” the world rather 

than a “construction” of it, and our thought not only “enters into” the world, but goes “all 

the way down,” disclosing that which animates and sustains the world’s structure. The 

concept of Spirit is thus a concept of a world fully disclosed to thought because it (the 

                                                
42 Beatrice Longuenesse makes a related point, in her discussion about the role of “God” in our knowledge 
of the world, within Kant’s and Hegel’s philosophic systems: “[Hegel] differs from Kant in that for Kant, 
the ‘reason’ that asserts intellectual intuition differs from the intellectual intuition it asserts, and thus asserts 
it as it were ‘from outside,’ or from the point of view of man… For Hegel, on the other hand, the ‘reason’ 
that asserts intellectual intuition is intellectual intuition itself: God’s knowledge. This means that God’s 
knowledge is accessible to finite consciousness…” (Longuenesse 2000, 263). 
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world) is fully permeated by something adequately identical to thought; and to claim that 

truth is “spiritual” or “subjective” (that the “True” is “Reason” or “Idea”) is to claim that 

a world as experienced by a thinking consciousness is ontologically primary to the world 

conceived of as purely physical or as stripped of its meaningfulness (in the way that an 

objectivist, naturalist ontology might portray it). 

In the way I attribute this ontological status to Spirit, one can see the ways in 

which the account I offering has as much in common with the metaphysical readings of 

Hegel put forward by scholars like Rolf-Peter Horstmann and Robert Stern, as it has with 

epistemic-oriented readings like that offered by Pippin and Pinkard. Consider the way in 

which Horstmann articulates Hegel’s ontological claims. Horstmann argues for the 

centrality of a metaphysical thesis in the Phenomenology of Spirit, which he characterizes 

in the following way: 

Hegelian monistic ontology can be summarized in the following 
(sufficiently obscure) thesis: The entirety of actuality must be seen as a 
single all-comprehending, self-developing rational entity, which 
achieves knowledge of itself in a spatio-temporal process of realizing 
its distinctive conceptual determinations. More precisely, this thesis 
claims that we must not view the entirety of actuality, understood as a 
totality, as constituted through the multitude of its elements – i.e. of all 
objects, facts and events – or as an additive collective unity. Rather, we 
have to think of this actual totality as a whole that is prior to its 
elements. The elements must be comprehended as products in a process 
of internal differentiation of that totality.43

With a statement such as this, one once again faces the problem that Hegel’s views seem 

prima facie unacceptably speculative. Yet what Horstmann describes here is not 

necessarily too distant from what I have attributed to Hegel above, and when this is 

recognized it should hopefully make the “sufficient obscurity” of Horstmann’s 

characterization more intuitive, as well. First, when Horstmann writes that, for Hegel, the 

                                                
43 Horstmann 2006, 110. 
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entirety of actuality must be viewed as a single all-comprehending, self-developing 

entity, we need not understand by this a “world-soul” or the entirety of existence as a 

single living organism which gains self-consciousness.44 Rather, this claim can be taken 

to suggest that reality is a unified whole, one whose every part is fully and vitally 

integrated and in which what occurs always follows from what precedes it. “Entity” here 

can be taken in a very broad sense; it need only mean to say that, for Hegel, actuality is a 

single, unified item. In this way, reality as a unified and integrated whole can be 

identified with Spirit as I have characterized above, namely, as a system of intelligibility, 

or the world made fully comprehensible. And if the world as a unified whole can be 

identified with Spirit as the intelligible world, and this in turn with comprehensibility on 

the one hand and systematic intelligibility on the other, then we also have a ready way to 

understand what it means for Horstmann to suggest that this entity is “all-

comprehending.” This claim should not be taken to mean something like “aware of itself” 

in a human mode of self-awareness. Human consciousness is finite, too partial to serve as 

an adequate basis on which to model what an “all-comprehending” consciousness of the 

world might be. Instead, therefore, to call this entity “all-comprehending” more likely 

suggests that it is totally inclusive of all features of reality, fitting these into a holistic and 

comprehendible framework. The same can be said for the way in which this entity is said 

to “realize” itself: “realization” here need not be cast as some kind of creation of self in 

order to behold itself, but can be taken as little more than a synonym for “occurring” or 

“manifesting” (though this would be a self-sustaining occurrence or manifestation). 

                                                
44 Some interpreters will read Hegel as at least making an analogy between the universe as a whole and 
living beings. Beiser, for example, believes that Hegel’s organicism is central to his understanding of 
science and the world more generally. See Besier 2005, 80-109. 
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The fact that objects, and even the world itself, are to be understood by Hegel as 

fundamentally intelligible wholes brings us to a point that I have not yet explicitly 

focused on, but that comes out in Horstmann’s explication. This is that, on Hegel’s view, 

individual objects (or even the individual configurations objects assume) cannot be 

ontologically fundamental, since these cannot coherently establish an absolute, self-

subsistent existence. As Horstmann states, actuality on Hegel’s view is a totality that is 

“prior to” the particular objects that are its elements. Such a view can, once more, be 

made sense of by reference to intelligibility: the “priority” of actuality as a totality is a 

logical, rather than temporal, claim: it suggests only that the being of the world is 

coherent when the particulars populating it are comprehended in virtue of their place in 

the whole (as opposed to an understanding that would attempt to make sense of the world 

as a whole by reference to the objects out of which it is constituted).45 This claim need 

not suggest that the essence of objects somehow mystically antedates their actual 

existence; it need only say that these objects’ existences are only comprehensible if they 

are conceived of as part of a reality understood as such a unified, totalistic system – that 

is, as part of a framework of intelligibility, yet a framework with an ontological status. 

A parallel point emerges from Robert Stern’s reading of Hegel, as well. Stern 

emphasizes that Hegel’s “monism” is, as much as anything, an argument against 

                                                
45 Beiser makes this same point: “Regarding the precise status of Hegel’s metaphysics, it is necessary to 
walk a fine line, a middle path between inflationary and deflationary, or exorbitant and reductionist 
readings. While inflationary or exorbitant readings make the absolute into a superentity, deflationary or 
reductionist readings reduce it to nothing more than abstract or pious talk about particular things… 
according to Hegel, the universal is first in the order of explanation, the particular first in order of 
existence. The universal is first in order of explanation because, to determine what a thing is, it is necessary 
to ascribe universals to it; we define the essence or nature of a thing through its properties, each of which is 
universal. The particular is first in order of existence, however, because to exist is to be determinate, to be 
some individual thing. To say that the universal is prior to the particular does not mean, therefore, that it is 
a cause prior in time to the particular; rather, it is only to say that it is the reason or purpose of the thing” 
(Beiser 2005, 56-7).   
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pluralism (where “pluralism” is understood in an ontological sense), that is, Hegel’s 

ontology denies the thesis that reality is composed atomistically out of subsisting 

individual particular things. This is a substantive ontological claim, but not an eccentric 

one. Understanding our world (and the objects populating it) cannot be an attempt to 

explain the wholes we encounter by appealing to the particulars, for the character and 

subsistence of these particular “atoms” will itself ultimately be left incomprehensible. In 

Stern’s words: “In opposition to materialism, Hegel argues that the world of sensible 

existents is in fact grounded in an intelligible realm of thought, which confers a more

permanent and unified reality on the transient world of finite and apparently divisible 

things: this is the full extent of his metaphysical Idealism.”46 Once more, we must be 

careful not to misinterpret the key term “thought.” Hegel’s claim is not that the actual 

world is a shadow cast by some “Idea” that is to be located “elsewhere” than the actual 

world, in the cosmic mind of some super-entity. Instead, the claim is that the objects we 

encounter are only comprehensible when understood in terms of intelligible wholes, 

objects whose reality is as much ideal as actual (which is to say, in other words, that these 

are objects whose total qualitative reality overflows their immediate material presence). 

The question is not how to explain the way in which the multifaceted and deeply 

meaningful character of the objects we encounter emerges from a purely material world; 

rather, Hegel claims, we must realize that the ultimate reality of objects is such that our 

multifaceted and deeply meaningful experience of them reflects their actual structure, and 

so we must familiarize ourselves with each “moment” of the whole.

                                                
46 Stern 1990, 112. 
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What makes this claim startling is not that it suggests that we should change the 

way we interact with the world, but just the opposite, that it suggests that the way we 

interact with the world is appropriate, only we (that is, those of us who would want to 

understand the true nature of things) need to become more consciously sensitive to what 

the character of this interaction implies. This comes out clearly in the Philosophy of 

History, where Hegel qualifies his claim that Reason directs the course of events: 

The Greek, Anaxagoras… was the first to point out that nous, 
understanding in general or Reason, rules the world – but not an 
intelligence in the sense of an individual consciousness, not a spirit as 
such. These two must be carefully distinguished. The motion of the 
solar system proceeds according to immutable laws; these laws are its 
reason. But neither the sun nor the planets, which according to these 
laws rotate around it, have any consciousness of it. Thus, the thought 
that there is Reason in nature, that nature is ruled by universal, 
unchangeable laws, does not surprise us; we are used to it and make 
very little of it. (RH 13) 

When we understand heavenly bodies, and generally all natural objects, in virtue of the 

laws of their operation or the processes of their creation, we are appealing to an aspect of 

them that is ideal or intellectual. By “ideal” or “intellectual,” Hegel therefore is not 

suggesting something conscious per se. Rather, he is pointing to the meaningful order of 

the world; his intention is to point out that this meaningful order structures the world and 

is indispensible for our knowledge of it, but that it itself is not immediately present as a 

physical configuration, that it cannot itself be pointed out within physical reality – and 

yet, this meaningful order is ubiquitous. When Hegel claims that we must realize that the 

nature of things is ideal (or that the True is “Subject” as much as it is “substance”), this is 

what I understand him to be suggesting: we interact with and think about things in terms 

of their intelligible features as much as their physical ones, and, therefore, to the extent 

that these interactions are successful, we should take the implications of this seriously 
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and admit that the object’s intelligible character is as real as – in fact, it ontologically 

grounds – its physical manifestation.  

Section Five: Responding to an Objection: Why Intelligibility is not a Subjective 

Projection

In the previous four sections, I presented my view of the way in which Hegel would have 

us link epistemology and ontology, and the way in which this linkage gains expression in 

Hegel’s claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible, alongside his conception of 

Spirit as the intelligible world. But one potential objection needs to be addressed before 

closing. As interesting and provocative as Hegel’s thesis is, there is an obvious and 

problematic response to it that needs to be answered if we are to take the thesis seriously. 

One might concede that we experience things to be more than their immediate physical 

configurations, but argue this is more a reflection upon us than upon the things: objects 

might just be physical configurations, onto which we project intelligible wholes. My 

purpose in this final section is to meet this objection.

At first, it seems plausible to think that intelligible wholes are more properly to be 

thought of as our understanding of objects, projected onto these objects’ physical 

presence, rather than as ontologically belonging to the objects themselves. But Hegel 

seems bent on disabusing us of this idea. He does so in two ways. First, he appeals to 

science to substantiate his faith in the intelligible character of objects: “Science dare only 

organize itself by the life of the notion. The determinateness… is, in Science, the self-

moving soul of realized content. It is in this way that the content shows that its 

determinateness is not received from something else, nor externally attached to it, but that 
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it determines itself… [Scientific cognition] demands surrender to the life of the object” 

(PS 31-2).47 To be fair, Hegel is here describing speculative science, “science” in the 

sense with which the German Idealists identified their philosophies. Nevertheless, 

Hegel’s description of science works equally well when we apply it to the contemporary 

sense of science. Science functions on the premise that what is to be observed and studied 

is to display its own character, its own “life and movement.” In today’s terminology, we 

would say that the observer is to remain neutral, not to add anything to the experiment – a 

sentiment which echoes the method of the Phenomenology itself. This being the case, we 

can respond to the above objection by claiming that, to the extent that science, in the 

pursuit of verifying and/or falsifying our hypotheses, “objectively” confirms our 

experience of objects, we have reason to believe that the intelligible wholes we 

experience are properly ascribable to objects themselves. We know, for example, that 

physical laws operate, or are real – yet these themselves are not tangible, physically 

concrete objects. In this way, then, we already do believe in the reality of intelligible 

entities.48

As a second argument against the objection that the intelligibility of objects are 

our projections rather than the character of objects themselves, Hegel would suggest that 

conceiving of intelligible wholes as projections would not be theoretically tenable. He 

does this at several points throughout the Phenomenology, one conspicuous example of 

which appears in the Preface. There, he contrasts speculative with non-speculative 

                                                
47 The reader should know that though Hegel often does have a unique sense of “science” in mind, this is 
not the case here. The passage continues: “Even when the specific determinateness – say one like 
magnetism, for example, – is in itself concrete or real, the Understanding degrades it into something 
lifeless, merely predicating of another existent thing, rather than cognizing it as the immanent life of the 
thing, or cognizing its native and unique way of generating and expressing itself in that thing” (PS 32).

48 This assumes a particular view of science, of course, namely, scientific realism. A scientific 
constructivist, however, would likely reject this argument. 
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thought. Speculative thought is his own, the idea that objects need to be conceived in

terms of their meaningful intelligible wholes, rather than in terms of their immediate 

physical manifestations.49 Non-speculative thought, by contrast, is thought that conceives 

of objects as things that are independent of their experienced qualities. In Hegel’s words, 

non-speculative thought is that wherein the “subject [i.e. ‘subject’ as grammatical subject, 

in other words, the thing] is replaced by the knowing ‘I’ itself, which links the Predicates 

with the Subject holding them” (PS 37). He writes: 

[For non-speculative thought], the self is a Subject to which the content 
is related as Accident and Predicate. This Subject constitutes the basis 
to which the content is attached, and upon which the movement runs 
back and forth. Speculative thinking behaves in a different way. Since 
the Notion is the object’s own self, which presents itself as the coming-
to-be of the object, it is not a passive Subject inertly supporting the 
Accidents; it is, on the contrary, the self-moving Notion… (PS 36-7) 

Non-speculative thought distinguishes between the object and the intelligible properties 

which we perceive the object to have, viewing these characteristics as attributes ascribed 

to the object by us. Speculative thought, meanwhile, identifies the object 

straightforwardly with the intelligible whole, with the object as it presents itself to us and 

as we experience it to be. Hegel now argues that the ramifications of the speculative view 

are much more acceptable. For non-speculative thought, since it views the predicates of a 

thing as the contribution of the perceiver, as “accidents attached to” the object, it is 

caught in a paradox: it wants to view the object as something beyond its immediate 

characteristics, but has nowhere else to turn.50 Meanwhile, speculative thought has a 

                                                
49 Hegel, in the Difference essay, characterizes speculative thought thus: “The principle of speculation is 
the identity of subject and object” (DF 80). The identification of subject and object can itself be read as a 
claim about the primacy of intelligibility, i.e. as a claim that the “true” object is the object itself throughout 
its myriad manifestations, a concretely existing intelligible whole structured by thought. 

50 “Argumentation is reflection into the empty ‘I,’ the vanity of its own knowing. – This vanity, however, 
expresses not only the vanity of this content, but also the futility of this insight itself; for this insight is the 
negative that fails to see the positive within itself. Because this reflection does not get its very negativity as 
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precise experience of the object. Here, the “Subject that fills its content ceases to go 

beyond it… the content is thereby bound together… the content is, in fact, no longer a 

Predicate of the Subject, but is the Substance, the essence and the notion of what is under 

discussion” (PS 37). In other words, Hegel argues that it is more theoretically dubious to 

conceive of an object as a thing that transcends the intelligible whole the object presents 

itself as, than it is to conceive of the object simply as its intelligible whole: if the object is 

a thing beyond the experience of it, what precisely (and where), Hegel asks, could it be? 

Hegel makes a similar argument later, in the Introduction. Here, Hegel’s target is 

the skeptic, who claims that we must acknowledge that our thoughts of things are distinct 

from the things themselves, and therefore that knowledge is permanently vexed by doubt. 

Hegel points out that we need not accept the skeptic’s claim at face value. After all, this 

claim, as we saw earlier, makes a questionable assumption of its own, namely, “it takes 

for granted certain ideas about cognition as an instrument and as a medium… It 

presupposes that the Absolute stands on one side and cognition on the other, independent 

and separated from it, and yet is something real…” (PS 47). The skeptic, in other words, 

assumes a conception of things, and argues from this that knowledge is always 

questionable. But Hegel points out that the skeptic’s conception is itself in need of 

justification, and Hegel has reason to suspect that it will not be found to be justified. 

Being somewhat facetious, Hegel makes the following rejoinder: this skeptical argument 

demands we accept that thought and the true state of affairs can be parsed. Yet this 

argument is itself a thought – which means, by its own premises, that we should remain 

                                                                                                
its content, it is never at the heart of the matter, but always beyond it. For this reason it imagines that by 
establishing the void it is always ahead of any insight rich in content…” (PS 36). 
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in doubt as to whether or not it accurately depicts the state of affairs.51 Being more 

serious, Hegel couples this argument with the observation that science, a practice which 

affirms the adequacy of knowledge to its tasks, seems to enjoy much more success than 

this skepticism; therefore, we have strong reasons to be inclined to follow Hegel in his 

rejection of this skepticism than we do to accept the skeptic’s perspective. 

It might seem that Hegel is being too dismissive of skeptical concerns. Hegel, 

however, was deeply aware of and deeply concerned by the problems posed by 

skepticism. The arguments above are therefore not meant by Hegel to be decisive, but 

rather serve only to give some indication of Hegel’s stance on these issues. Michael 

Forster, in Hegel and Skepticism, has traced the extent and depth to which Hegel went in 

developing defenses against skeptical worries. Forster describes one of Hegel’s 

arguments reviewed above, namely, the argument that the skeptic who views intelligible 

wholes (and thought more generally) as something distinct from objective reality has 

illicitly, implicitly assumed an ontology in his preconceived notions of being and of 

thought.52 But Forster also shows how Hegel places this argument in a much broader 

context of engagement with skepticism. Specifically, Forster claims that, even though the 

argument above seems swift, the problem of “concept-instantiation” was a major 

skeptical challenge to which Hegel sought to respond. This challenge is the possibility 

that “there is a general and sharp distinction between concepts and their instances in the 

world, of a kind making it conceivable that any concept might exist without having or 

                                                
51 “It presupposes that cognition which, since it is excluded from the Absolute, is surely outside the truth as 
well, is nevertheless true, an assumption whereby what calls itself fear of error reveals itself rather as fear 
of the truth” (PS 47).

52 Forster 1989, 142-3.  
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ever having had instances in the world.”53 But Forster argues that Hegel set himself the 

ambitious task of showing that this distinction, even as a possibility, is not viable. 

Showing this would be no small feat: it would not be enough for Hegel for the relevant 

concept to have an instantiation such that there would be an “abstract” identity between 

concept and object (perhaps something like the “identity” between a person and a 

photograph of them, i.e. of a thing and a representation of that the thing). Rather, the 

concept-instance identity must be an “absolute” identity, i.e. concept and instance must 

be, in some more fundamental way, “the same.”54 Establishing this identity and thereby 

responding to the skeptic is, unsurprisingly, an extremely involved task. According to 

Forster, Hegel believed that accomplishing this goal could only be done by exhaustively 

demonstrating that all “competing” positions are self-contradictory, meaning that there 

exists no ultimately viable alternative to Hegel’s claim for this “absolute” identity. The 

Phenomenology as a whole (as well as the later Logic) is Hegel’s argument to 

demonstrate this: “the fundamental strategy of the demonstration [of the Phenomenology] 

is… to show that once, and so long as, we make the assumption of a distinction between 

subject and object, and hence a concept and its instance… self-contradictoriness 

inevitably results.”55 Hegel’s response in the Introduction to the skeptic, i.e. to the 

objection that the qualitative character we experience objects to have might just be a 

                                                
53 Forster 1989, 26. 

54 Forster 1989, 143. The “absolute”-ness of the concept-instance identity is the same brand of “absolute”-
ness found in Hegel’s discussion of “the Absolute.” Forster identifies the concept-instance identity with 
other Hegelian identities, i.e. Thought and Being, subject and object, etc. See Forster 1989, 127.  

55 Forster 1989, 145. Forster thus also seems to suggest an important metaphysical argument to rest within 
the Phenomenology, one that fits in with the idea of a critical ontology accompanying Hegel’s 
consideration of epistemic (via skeptical) issues as I have tried to articulate it. 
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projection, is therefore not an unfairly swift dismissal, but rather a prelude, a promissory 

note that the Phenomenology as a whole is meant to fulfill.         

Other passages from the Phenomenology also seem to compliment and reinforce 

the view that, at the heart of this work, there is a claim for the inseparability of thoughts 

and objects despite the common-sense distinction that can be drawn between the two. In 

fact, as mentioned earlier in this chapter in Section One, the methodology of the 

Phenomenology seems self-consciously designed with an awareness of the uneasy tension 

between the independence of thought from objects and its ongoing determination by 

objects. In the Introduction, we find Hegel trying to reconcile this tension by arguing that, 

while consciousness may not always have a complete understanding of an object (and, 

hence, although there may, and very often does, exist qualitative differences between the 

object and the thought of the object), nevertheless, consciousness is never solely taken up 

with itself and can never be wholly divorced from the objects it purports to cognize. The 

passage reads: 

The object, it is true, seems only to be for consciousness in the way that 
consciousness knows it; it seems that consciousness cannot, as it were, 
get behind the object as it exists for consciousness so as to examine 
what the object is in itself, and hence, too, cannot test its own 
knowledge by that standard. But the distinction between the in-itself 
and knowledge is already present in the very fact that consciousness 
knows an object at all. Something is for it the in-itself; and knowledge, 
or the being of the object for consciousness, is for it, another moment. 
Upon this distinction, which is present as a fact, the examination rests. 
If the comparison shows that these two moments do not correspond to 
one another, it would seem that consciousness must alter its knowledge 
to make it conform to the object… Inasmuch as the new true object 
issues from it, this dialectical movement which consciousness exercises 
on itself and which affects both its knowledge and its object, is 
precisely what is called experience. (PS 54-5) 

Consciousness, Hegel believes, is never simply mental content within an individual’s 

mind, but is always the product of a person’s engagement with the world – a “dialectical” 

product, which Hegel goes on to associate with experience. If consciousness can never be 
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solely taken up with itself, but is always the product of a person’s engagement with the 

world, then the skeptic’s challenge loses its force, since we no longer seem compelled to 

accept an inevitable gap between thought of object and object itself. Furthermore, with 

this skeptical challenge out of the way, and with it the impulse to keep thought and being 

rigidly separate, we have now found an opening in the interconnectivity of thought and 

being that the intelligible object is designed to satisfy. 

Conclusion

In this chapter, my goal has been to explicate the link Hegel tries to establish between 

epistemology and ontology. I tried to do this, first, by reviewing Hegel’s argument for 

this link as it occurs in his discussion of the inescapability of metaphysics; and, second, 

by illustrating the kind of argumentation this link would suggest by developing Hegel’s 

claim for the ontological primacy of the intelligible. Once more, the key point of this 

claim is that Hegel believes that the fundamental ontological form of objects (and, 

ultimately, of the world as a whole qua Spirit) is to be identified with the complex, richly 

meaningful, multi-layered object as encountered in experience, rather than with the object 

conceived of as a purely objective item, its meaningful, qualitative character being 

stripped from it and taken to be a contribution made by consciousness. I have attempted 

to trace the ways in which Hegel would argue that the primacy of the intelligible is 

implicit in the structure of lived experience, and additionally further entailed by the 

adequacy of thought to being that our faith in scientific practice and our common, 

everyday conceptions of truth presume. Finally, I concluded by directly considering the 

skeptical objection that Hegel’s position invites, namely, that it is conceivable that 
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objects’ intelligibility, as a feature of thought more generally, more properly belong to 

human consciousness than to objects themselves. This challenge was answered by 

disclosing some of the problems in the skeptic’s position, along with some of the 

surprising advantages Hegel’s position enjoys, not the least of which is a nuanced 

treatment of the tension between consciousness’s independence from objects and its 

beholden-ness to them. 

To conclude, we might note how the reading advanced in this chapter is 

encapsulated in one of the more memorable claims from the Phenomenology, that where 

Hegel writes that “everything turns on grasping and expressing the True, not only as 

Substance, but equally as Subject.” Scholars like Pippin and Pinkard show a tendency to 

interpret claims like this as indicating Hegel’s view that human activity and conceptuality 

are everywhere at play in our cognition. If the foregoing analysis is accurate, however, 

then we are compelled to take a further step, and follow Hegel in drawing ontological 

conclusions from these epistemic or cognitive considerations. The claim that the True 

must be expressed equally as Substance and as Subject must have an ontological 

significance in addition to its epistemic one. I therefore suggest that    

this claim can be read as positing that we must recognize that the objects with which we 

deal, and the world we experience ourselves to inhabit, are irreducibly intelligible, in the 

way that they implicate and incorporate both objectivity and subjective consciousness. In 

other words, they cannot properly be conceived ontologically as strictly physical or 

material, their intelligibility or thought-content having been abstracted from them (nor, 

for that matter, can they be conceived of as strictly intellectual or ideal, their concrete 

actuality being rendered unimportant). Once more, there is notable textual evidence that 
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this is what Hegel has in mind. Immediately after telling us that we must grasp the true as 

substance and subject, he adds that “it is to be observed that substantiality embraces the 

universal, or the immediacy of knowledge itself, as well as that which is being or 

immediacy for knowledge” (PS 10): that which is substance, that which we experience 

and interact with, “embraces” both a meaningful content (a “universal,” an “immediacy 

of knowledge,”) and an immediate, physical manifestation (a “being,” an “immediacy for 

knowledge”). Reality cannot be coherently conceived unless we give both of these 

elements a rightful, fundamental place. Hegel then shifts focus away from substance, and 

characterizes “what was earlier called the Subject” as “the circle that remains self-

enclosed and… holds its moments together… this is the tremendous power of the 

negative; it is the energy of thought, of the pure ‘I’… It wins its truth only when, in utter 

dismemberment, it finds itself…” (PS 18-9). “Subject,” then, need not signify something 

like a self-conscious being; rather, it seems to mean something more like the ability of an 

object to remain self-same throughout the changing variety of its immediate 

manifestations, while remaining irreducible to any single one of them in isolation. It is, as 

the passage continues, “this power… which by giving determinateness an existence in its 

own element supersedes abstract immediacy, i.e. the immediacy which barely is, and thus 

is authentic substance” (PS 19).56 Reality, Hegel is arguing, is not a flat, single 

configuration of actuality, i.e. what would be left over if we striped away everything 

attributable to thought. Reality is instead exactly what we experience it to be: a richly 

meaningful, complex, multifaceted, “deep” phenomenon. 

                                                
56 Hegel also makes this same point – that Subject, or Thought, is to be correlated with the unfolding of an 
object as an intelligible whole – in the Philosophy of History, writing that “Time is the negative element in 
the sensuous world. Thought is the same negativity, but its deepest, its infinite form. It therefore resolves 
all existence in general, but first in its finite, its definite form” (RH 93).
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CHAPTER 2

THE ETHICAL ORDER AND 
ITS ROLE IN THE PHENOMENOLOGY

Introduction

Within the current discourse of Hegel scholarship, one question concerns the role of the 

Spirit chapter in the Phenomenology of Spirit as a whole. Few works in the history of 

philosophy have as ambiguous a structure, aim, and thesis as the Phenomenology; there is 

a perennial debate not only about what Hegel commits himself to in the work, but even 

more basically about what he takes himself to be showing in it and how he attempts to 

accomplish his goal. The lack of clarity regarding the general features of the 

Phenomenology makes it difficult to say what the point and purpose of specific sections 

of the work are, as well as what is happening when Hegel moves from one section or 

chapter to the next. 

While the transition from the Reason chapter to the Spirit chapter has not been as 

much of a focus in the scholarship as other transitions in the Phenomenology (as 

compared to, say, the transition from the Consciousness chapters to the Self-

Consciousness chapter) the character and significance of this transition is no less 

contested. Some interpreters ascribe to what can be called the patch-work thesis, i.e. the 

claim that the Phenomenology is a work whose parts were conceived under different 

conceptions and designed to satisfy different goals; such readers will generally claim that 

the essential thesis of the Phenomenology of Spirit is established at an earlier point in the 

work and that the content of the Spirit chapter is meant to support this essential thesis but 
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ultimately is not a necessary or central component of it.1 Other scholars, by contrast, 

argue that the Phenomenology as a whole has a coherent structure, and as such, the 

transition from the Reason chapter to the Spirit chapter has a clear purpose in the design 

of the whole. Thus, for example, Terry Pinkard and Joseph Flay both argue that the 

Ethical Order – the inaugurating section of the Spirit chapter and the pivot around which 

the transition from Reason to Spirit is made – represents Hegel’s acknowledgment of the 

importance of developing a historical dimension to our accounts of ourselves and our 

activities, simultaneous with Hegel’s critique of his contemporaries’ view that the 

Ancient Greek mode of life was a preferable alternative to modern life.2 Judith Shklar, 

meanwhile, has also argued that the Ethical Order section is one of Hegel’s 

considerations of Ancient Greece, only she claims that Hegel is as taken with Ancient 

Greek life as his contemporaries. Shklar interprets the Ethical Order section as Hegel’s 

                                                
1 The term “patch-work thesis” comes from Dudley. He attributes this thesis, for example, to Robert Pippin. 
Pippin has argued that the Reason, Spirit, and Religion chapters constitute a series of forms of the Unhappy 
Consciousness, that is, different ways of failing to resolve the basic problem of the idealist demand that we 
recognize all institutions and claims to knowledge as products of (and as grounded in) Spirit’s own activity. 
See Pippin 1989, 166-7. I am not certain that this would make Pippin a patchwork theorist, however, since 
it might be the case that Hegel’s argument in the Phenomenology requires considering these different forms 
of the Unhappy Consciousness in order to eliminate them as viable alternatives – if so, establishing the 
“essential thesis” of the Phenomenology would require these other chapters, and these other chapters would 
speak directly to the work’s essential thesis. And Pippin has seemed to suggest that he considers the 
Phenomenology as a whole to be a coherent, focused and organized work, one whose various transitions are 
all internally motivated. The transition from Reason to Spirit, for example, is one of the main focuses of his 
article, “You Can’t Get There from Here: Transition Problems in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.” See 
Pippin 1993b. There, Pippin states that the ongoing theme of the Phenomenology is to argue that, “once the 
mind-world problem is linked to the subject-subject problem, and such subjects are understood in the 
mutually dependent, self-transforming way they are, the problem of consciousness must become the 
problem of Geist, and Geist can only be accounted for by a ‘phenomenology’ of its collective self-
transformations” (Pippin 1993b , 79-80). Pippin claims that the transition from Reason to Spirit occurs with 
the following recognition: “All are committed to a universally affirmable standard recognizing individually 
self-determining agency. But the result of such an invocation of an individualistically and prudentially 
conceived ‘Reason’ as a standard of mutual recognition is, as it has been before, an unsatisfying and 
uncertain self-relation… Action, the reality of which is now conceived as ‘of each and everyone,’ requires 
an analysis of ‘the essence which is the essence of all beings, spiritual essence,’ or what Hegel had earlier 
introduced as the historical community, the Volk, within which reason is sustained and realized” (Pippin 
1993b, 76-77).

2 See Flay 1984, 164-82; Pinkard, 1996, 135-47. Pinkard’s interpretation of the Ethical Order is considered 
below. 
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account of the near-perfection of life in Ancient Athens, where Hegel saw (through the 

classical dramatic writings) the Ancient Athenians as ideally free, self-realized, and fully 

integrated and connected with all those around them – this, in contrast to the painful and 

alienating effects of modernity’s emphasis on individualism, which the Phenomenology

is meant to diagnose.3 Other scholars mark out yet other positions. Michael Forster, for 

example, argues that the Ethical Order is part of Hegel’s consideration of, and attempt to 

overcome, the dualisms that vitiate modern life. Forster, like Pinkard, Flay, and Shklar, 

views the Ethical Order as a historical allusion to Ancient Greek life, but then claims that 

this section of the Phenomenology is meant to illustrate how the dualisms of modern life 

historically emerged from a prior unity, and that such dualisms are therefore not 

necessarily intrinsic to life itself.4

Among these interpretations, however, the turn from Reason to Spirit, along with 

the “Ethical Order” section, is argued to have only limited significance, representing at 

                                                
3 Shklar 1993. See esp. 207: “The civic ethos of Athens, however, was the very opposite of individualism, 
and its memory could only inspire longing. The world of Antigone, the memory of the spirit of a ‘free 
people,’ was a reminder of the perfection men could reach… The happiness of the Athenians was all due to 
their being a free people. No tension between the public and the private self, the inner and the external 
world or the here and the beyond interrupted the undivided consciousness of free citizens in a free polity.
They alone had laws and customs that were the creation of each and all of them. And all and every one of 
them expressed in his person the collective consciousness of the whole polity…”   

4 Forster 1998, 46-49. In many ways, my own reading is similar to Forster’s. Not only do I agree with 
Forster’s claim from his earlier work, Hegel and Skepticism, that one of Hegel’s main intentions in 
considering Ancient Greek life (or at least his vision of it) is Hegel’s desire to challenge the skeptical claim 
for the separability of concept and instantiation (see Chapter One of this dissertation); I also agree with 
Forster’s claim about the Ethical Order here in Hegel’s Idea of a Phenomenology of Spirit, that the Ethical 
Order is meant to illustrate to us how the dualisms with which we are saddled are really grounded in a prior 
unity. Where I differ from Forster is in the way in which this “prior unity” is understood. I argue for 
understanding this unity as a process of mutual-constitution, and argue further that Hegel does not suggest 
that this prior unity is ever really fundamentally “lost.” These themes will become clearer where I treat 
Forster’s reading, below.    

I should also note that it might be misleading to contrast Forster’s view with Pinkard’s. Pinkard will 
certainly not deny that a fundamental element of Hegel’s project in the Phenomenology is overcoming 
dualism, especially dualisms that take the form of the Self’s alienation from the World. The real contrast 
here is that Pinkard views the Ethical Order as something Hegel considers entirely unstable and 
unsalvageable, whereas Forster argues that Hegel suggests that we take away a positive lesson and example 
from certain aspects of the Ancient Greek worldview. 
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best a move in the right direction towards an understanding of Spirit but no lasting 

substantive claims about the nature of Spirit per se. For Pinkard, for example, the Ethical 

Order represents a considered rejection of the prima facie best alternative to modern 

modes of social life.5 For Forster, the Ethical Order is an “alternative and additional 

account” (alternative and additional to the account given in the Self-Consciousness 

chapter, as well as to Hegel’s later discussion of Greek art and religion in the Religion 

chapter) of how the dualisms that characterize modern life historically emerged.6 Thus, 

even among those scholars who believe that the shift to the Spirit chapter and the Ethical 

Order specifically constitute important moments of the Phenomenology, one finds very 

few accounts of the Ethical Order which view this section as making a lasting, positive 

contribution to the picture of Spirit Hegel develops in the Phenomenology.7

A problem, however, with maintaining that the Ethical Order does not represent a 

lasting, positive contribution to Hegel’s vision of Spirit in the Phenomenology is that 

Hegel himself characterizes this moment in extremely suggestive language: he claims 

that, as the Ethical Order, Spirit is for the first time “actual”; he goes on to state that the 

Ethical Order is Spirit in its “immediacy” and that the Ethical is the “essence” of Spirit. 

Claims like these suggest that the role and significance of this section of the 

Phenomenology should be reconsidered. This chapter therefore challenges the readings 

referenced above in the limited role they assign to the transition to Spirit, and to the 

Ethical Order specifically. I will not dispute the readings themselves directly: it does 

                                                
5 Pinkard 1996, 136-146. 

6 Forster 1998, 46-49. Later, Forster is even more explicit about denying the Ethical Order a central role in 
the Phenomenology, writing that the work done in the Spirit chapter is “strictly speaking superfluous for the 
official project of the Phenomenology…”  Forster 1998, 447 n1. 

7 There are a few exceptions to this generalization, which I will discuss in the body of the chapter below. 
These include Dudley 2008, Houlgate 2005, and Geiger 2007.
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seem true that Hegel intends to draw connections to history in the Spirit chapter (and to 

Ancient Greek life specifically in the Ethical Order). But what I aim to argue is that there 

is more to this turn than these commentators have noted; there seems to be a fundamental 

shift occurring in the turn to Spirit and in the consideration of the Ethical Order that 

Hegel wants his reader to take note of, something more than an awareness of historical 

situatedness. 

As such a reconsideration, I contend that the turn from Reason to Spirit, along 

with the Ethical Order as the pivot of this turn, marks a substantive, positive contribution 

to Hegel’s vision of Spirit by introducing what I call the Self-World mutual-constitution 

thesis, the claim that the individual self and the external, surrounding world share a 

symbiotic interdependence such that each is what it is in virtue of their standing 

relationship. Prior to the Ethical Order, the relationship between Self and World is 

thought of as one of two entities set over and against each other: each is presumed to 

have a distinct character, and to be, in principle, separable from its other.8 The Ethical 

Order rejects and replaces this understanding; in its place, Hegel posits that we must 

understand the relationship between Self and World as one of mutual-constitution, 

whereby the individual self is what it is in virtue of the world into which it is born, and 

the surrounding world is what it is in virtue of the community of subjects who maintain 

                                                
8 In order to preempt an objection: I am not suggesting here that prior to the Ethical Order and Spirit, Self 
and World are held apart and made wholly independent of each other. Of course this is not the case: the 
Self-Consciousness chapter attempts to develop an account of the Subject’s determination of its World, and 
the Reason chapter is based on the premise of the nominal unity of subject and object. What I am arguing is 
that prior to the Ethical Order, Self and World are still conceived of as distinct, even if it is recognized that 
a fundamental relationship between the two holds. Perhaps a better way to put the point is the following: at 
many points in the Phenomenology prior to the Ethical Order, some form of commerce is held to exist 
between Self and World, even to the point where it is claimed that the two are identifiable. Nevertheless, no 
adequate understanding of the relationship between the two, such that the suggestion of one’s determination 
of the other or of their identity can be made coherent, is developed until the Ethical Order. The Ethical 
Order begins to develop the first sustainable model of Self-World identity, even if the insight that Self and 
World must be identified was gained at an earlier point.
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it. To abstract the individual from its surrounding world would be to rob the individual of 

that which determines its character; to separate the world from the community of subjects 

inhabiting it would be to make it impossible to sustain its character as richly meaningful, 

complex, multi-layered, etc. I believe that the Self-World relation of mutual-constitution 

will constitute a fundamental premise for Hegel’s subsequent, more developed account of 

Spirit; I argue that this is what Hegel hopes to convey in the Ethical Order, why he labels 

the Ethical Order in the way he does, and why the Ethical Order is the step that moves the 

reader from Reason to Spirit. 

I present the case for interpreting the Ethical Order as introducing a thesis of Self-

World mutual-constitution in four sections. In Section One, I consider two interpretations 

of the transition from the Reason chapter to the Spirit chapter and of the function of the 

Ethical Order in this transition, Terry Pinkard’s and Michael Forster’s. Pinkard and 

Forster represent paradigmatic cases of what I call the turn to history interpretation: both 

view the Spirit chapter as an attempt by Hegel to incorporate an attentiveness to history 

into his story of Spirit and the development of consciousness, with the Ethical Order 

representing a consideration of Ancient Greece. In Section Two, I claim that these 

readings do not adequately explain noteworthy passages from the text, namely, Hegel’s 

characterization of the Ethical Order as the first instance of “actual” Spirit, as the 

“essence” of Spirit, and as Spirit in its “immediacy,” passages which suggest that Hegel’s 

intentions here include more than incorporating a historical dimension into his view of 

Spirit. In Section Three, I advance my own interpretation, and argue that the turn to Spirit 

and the Ethical Order represents a shift in the way Hegel conceives of the relationship 

between Self and World by introducing the Self-World mutual-constitution thesis as 
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described above, a shift that marks an important and lasting step forward in Hegel’s 

explication of Geist. In Section Four, I consider some objections to my position, some 

interpretative, such as the objection that the mutual-constitution thesis might not be as 

central to the Phenomenology as I claim or that the establishment of this thesis might not 

occur with the Ethical Order, and some philosophic, such as the worry that a Self-World 

mutual-constitution view might be viciously circular and hence unsustainable. I disarm 

these objections in an effort to demonstrate the centrality of the Self-World mutual-

constitution thesis for the vision of Spirit the Phenomenology puts forward.  

Section One: The Ethical Order as a Turn to History

If there is a standard interpretation of the Ethical Order, it is that this section is an 

allusion to Ancient Greek life (or Hegel’s version of it), and that it the first and 

inaugurating study in a broader consideration of the historical dimensions of Spirit. As 

stated above, I believe that the Ethical Order goes further than this, by instituting a thesis 

of Self-World mutual-constitution. To see why I believe this, however, it will help to see 

what I think is missing from the standard interpretive takes. In this first section, then, I 

present two readings characteristic of the “turn to history” interpretation, namely, Terry 

Pinkard’s and Michael Forster’s. 

For Terry Pinkard, the turn to Spirit represents a fundamental critique of 

Enlightenment faith in reason.9 Pinkard understands the guiding idea of the Reason 

chapter to be “the possibility of a unity of the objective and the subjective point of view 

in which the reasons that we take to be authoritative reasons are seen as subjectively 
                                                
9 “Enlightenment faith in reason” here understood as conceiving of reason as a general method for 
generating reliable insights, based on an ahistorical, impersonal standard for discovering truth. See Pinkard 
1996, 79-81. 
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determined by us but nonetheless as valid principles governing the world both in theory 

and in practice when seen from the detached objective point of view”10; in other words, 

the core understanding of the Reason chapter is a recognition that, while it is true that our 

theoretical accounts and practical motivations are always human products, it is 

nevertheless possible that these produced ideas can adequately represent for us the 

governing principles of the world. This idea is not suggesting a correspondence theory of 

truth, where the “objective” point of view is some being “beyond” or “in itself” to which 

our “subjective” representations can somehow magically align themselves; the point is 

rather that the explanatory accounts we ourselves construct can make good on their 

pretensions to being true by meeting the standards that they set for themselves, where 

these standards are characterized as being “detached and objective,” based on the 

successful model of the experimental sciences. 

The transition from the Reason chapter to the Spirit chapter occurs with the 

perceived failure of the method just described, or, at least, of the standards it set for itself. 

The standards for detachment and objectivity set by this method include, for example, a 

perspective’s being impersonal and ahistorical. But this is problematic, since a 

completely rational account of things must include an account of the individual thinker as 

a rational agent. As such, the self-proclaimed “rational” judge of things will be 

implicated in the views put forward, and a defense of her authority must be developed as 

well. Hegel, on Pinkard’s view, attributed this insight to Kant: “Kant thus self-

consciously shows that the modern project of establishing independent reason (and 

thereby independent agents) requires an account of reason and agency as self-

                                                
10 Pinkard 1996, 80.  
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determining.”11 Developing an account of reason as self-determining, meanwhile, will 

require a shift in the way the project of reason is conceived: reason cannot be thought of 

as a “transcendent, enduring, ahistorical standard,” but instead our attention must be 

turned to the historically evolving standards of reason, to see why these have developed 

in the way that they have, if our practices stand up to the standards that have thereby 

emerged, and if the historical development of these standards can demonstrate their 

insusceptibility to a skeptical attack.12 Only by developing such a historical account of 

reason and holding themselves up against it, can modern individuals achieve a self-

grounded understanding of themselves and their world. 

The Ethical Order enters the picture as the important first step of this reconsidered 

understanding of rationality because, according to Pinkard, many of Hegel’s intellectual 

contemporaries did not believe that such a self-grounding account could be provided. 

They believed that this modern project of rational self-justification had just become one 

more in a series of forms of dogmatism, and no such self-grounding identity of existing 

practices with self-validating principles was possible. The only theoretical alternative for 

these pessimists, meanwhile, was not a viable possibility: it was the Ancient Greek mode 

of life which, if admittedly dogmatic, at least was a dogma that did not leave its adherents 

alienated. 

It is against this backdrop, Pinkard writes, that Hegel introduces the Ethical Order 

in the transition from Reason to Spirit, in an effort to accomplish a two-tiered goal. The 

consideration of the Ethical Order inaugurates a historical story about the development of 

our standards of rationality, one that will ultimately illustrate how we have come to be the 

                                                
11 Pinkard 1996, 131. 

12 Pinkard 1996, 131-4.
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society (and the individuals) we are with the theoretical and practical standards we have, 

as well as why these standards are justified. The Ethical Order does this by considering 

the only supposed example of a non-alienated society, the supposedly ideal Ancient 

Greek form of unity between personal inclination and social norms, in order to show that 

this mode of life could not have been as stable and idyllic as Hegel’s contemporaries 

believed.13

The reason Ancient Greek life presented itself as so compelling to Hegel’s 

contemporaries was that, in that mode of life (or rather in Hegel’s contemporaries’ 

understanding of that mode of life), individuals simply took over their values and duties 

from the existing cultural status quo. These roles were uncritically accepted and thought 

to be immutable, and the Greeks’ understanding of them was rigid; nevertheless, to those 

embedded in this form of life, the social order is taken to be self-validating, and by 

enacting these social roles, individuals are able to achieve identification with their world. 

Thus, although a critically reflective perspective on this mode of life could not be taken 

up, there was no call for it, since individuals were theoretically reconciled with their 

undertakings, their social others, and with their world generally. The idea of the Ethical 

Order, then, would be to show that the stability and idyllic harmony of such a mode of 

life is illusory; on Pinkard’s interpretation, Hegel’s criticism of this mode of life is that, 

although it avoids alienation, it also lacks self-understanding. Because of this lack of self-

understanding, when conflicts would arise they could not be reconciled effectively, and a 

dawning awareness of the problems in the system – and, with this, alienation – would 

                                                
13 Pinkard 1996, 135-146. For Pinkard, Hegel’s idea of Greek life in the Ethical Order is self-admittedly (by 
Hegel) ideal, not historical. 
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creep in.14 If the Ethical Order could demonstrate this, we would come to see that the 

Greek mode of life necessarily gives way to its successor (and, soon thereafter, we will 

come to see that the successor in turn gives way to yet another mode of life, and so on), 

and we will begin to see why the standards of reason we have today have come down to 

us, and what about these standards is justified.    

Throughout the text of the Ethical Order, it is possible to find passages which 

directly support Pinkard’s reading. It is clear that Hegel has something like immediate 

identification with, and direct acceptance of, norms in mind when he discusses the 

Ethical Order; consider where he states, in the lead up to the Ethical Order, that “[The 

laws] are. If I inquire after their origin and confine them to the point whence they arose, 

then I have transcended them… Ethical disposition consists just in sticking steadfastly to 

what is right, and abstaining from all attempts to move it or shake it…” (PS 260-2).15 Just 

as the Ancient Greeks uncritically accepted the social roles of their society, individuals in 

the Ethical Order straightforwardly accept conventional ideas and practices as simply 

“the way things are done” and thus “the way things should be done.”16 Hegel further 

strengthens the association of the Ethical Order with Ancient Greece by citing 

Sophocles’s Antigone, and making thinly veiled references to other Sophoclean tragedies 

                                                
14 Thus, to quote Pinkard, “Underlying what looks like its happy harmony itself is an opaqueness to itself 
that is similar to that opaqueness that the concluding part of the section on ‘Reason’ in the Phenomenology
characterizes modern life as having… The idealized form of Greek life is thus not the alternative to modern 
life that those who venerated it believed it to be” (Pinkard 1996, 146).

15 See also PS 279: “Qua ethical consciousness, it is the simple, pure direction of activity towards the 
essentiality of ethical life, i.e. duty. In it there is no caprice and equally no struggle, no indecision, since the 
making and testing of laws has been given up; on the contrary, the essence of ethical life is for this 
consciousness immediate, unwavering, without contradiction.” 

16 Pinkard 1996, 146. 
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throughout the section.17 Pinkard’s analysis of the inherent flaws of the Ethical Order as a 

mode of life also echoes prominent passages in the text: Pinkard’s analysis argued that 

simply identifying with existing social roles was not a viable mode of living, since when 

conflicts arise (as they inevitably will), it would not be possible to effectively adapt, 

given the immediate, unreflective allegiances characteristic of this mode of life; the 

Ethical Order seems to suggest the same proposition, as it tracks an inevitable emergence 

of conflict between the two pathos it represents, and concludes that the adherents of each 

will be “destroyed” in the process.18 Finally, just as Pinkard claims that the central flaw 

of the Ethical Order was its adherents’ lack of reflective awareness, and that this 

realization inaugurates an extended meditation on the course of the development of 

standards of rationality, so too Hegel will say that with the collapse of Ethical Life, 

“[Spirit] must advance to the consciousness of what it is immediately, must leave behind 

it the beauty of ethical life, and by passing through a series of shapes attain to a 

knowledge of itself… the goal and outcome of that process will appear on the scene as 

the actual self-consciousness of absolute Spirit” (PS 265-6). So begins the historical story 

                                                
17 For example, we find an allusion to the Oedipus plot on PS 283 (“In the action, only one aspect of the 
resolve as such is clearly manifest. The resolve, however, is in itself the negative aspect which confronts 
the resolve with an ‘other,’ with something alien to the resolve which knows what it does. Actuality 
therefore holds concealed within it the other aspect which is alien to this knowledge, and does not reveal 
the whole truth about itself to consciousness: the son does not recognize his father in the man who has 
wroned him and whom he slays, nor his mother in the queen whom he makes his wife”), as well as a 
reference to the battle between Eteocles and Polyneices on PS 285-6 (“But the government, as the unitary 
soul or the self of the national Spirit, does not tolerate a duality of individuality; and the ethical necessity of 
this unity is confronted by the natural accident of there being more than one. These two brothers therefore 
fall into dispute and their equal right to the power of the state destroys them both, for they were equally 
wrong”). Below, the parallels between the Ethical Order and Hegel’s account of Ancient Greece in the 
Philosophy of History are discussed. See fn. 29. 

18 “With this acknowledgment there is no longer any conflict between ethical purpose and actuality; it 
signifies the return to an ethical frame of mind, which knows that nothing counts but right. But the doer 
thereby surrenders his own character and the reality of his self, and has been ruined. His being consists in 
his belonging to his ethical law, as his substance; in acknowledging the opposite law, the other ceases to be 
for him his substance, and instead of attaining actuality it has become an unreality, a sentiment or 
disposition… The ethical individuality is directly and intrinsically one with this his universal aspect, exists 
in it alone, and is incapable of surviving the destruction of this ethical power by its opposite” (PS 284). 
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of how we have come to have the standards for rationality that we have, and what 

substantiates or justifies these standards.         

Michael Forster interprets the Ethical Order in a way that is similar to Pinkard, in 

that Forster also claims that what we have here is primarily a turn to history and a 

consideration of the Ancient Greek way of life. Forster, like Pinkard, views one of the 

central purposes of the Phenomenology to be to serve as a therapeutic for the modern 

individual. Modern life is beset by conceptual dualisms, and these dualisms have an 

inhibiting effect on our ability to identify with our surroundings (social, natural, etc.) and 

achieve genuine happiness.19 On Forster’s reading, Hegel believes that the dualist 

worldview of modern individuals is conducive to unhappiness for a variety of reasons, 

such as that these dualisms devalue humanity’s place in the cosmos and alienate us from 

the “highest” being, they disallow our identifying with (being in “solidarity” with) our 

social others and them identifying with us, they deny us the ability to achieve internal 

reconciliation in that they decouple and oppose duty and desire, and so on.20 The key to 

achieving happiness, then, is to come to recognize and root out these dualisms.21  

                                                
19 By “happiness,” Forster is not talking about the satisfaction of any and all desires (for example, sensual, 
etc.). He has in mind three specific so-called “deep” desires, upon the satisfaction of which our happiness 
depends. These are: (i) a desire for agreement with others in the community (or “solidarity”), (ii) a desire 
for knowledge of truth, and (iii) a desire for “radical” freedom or the power to determine what is the case. 
See Forster 1998, 20-21. 

20 Forster gives a detailed treatment of the eight specific types of dualism he sees Hegel identifying, as well 
as a detailed account of why each of these dualisms is conducive of unhappiness. See Forster 1998, Chapter 
2 (esp. 61-78).   

21 “In accordance with this diagnosis of the sources of modern man’s unhappiness, Hegel, beginning in the 
early theological writings, developed the position that the required cure for this unhappiness was to 
overcome the offending dualisms” (Forster 1998, 78-9). 
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In contrast to the modern individual’s world, Hegel describes Ancient Greek life 

as a condition of (relative) unity.22 Forster notes that the terms which Hegel uses to 

characterize Ancient Greek life are all distinctly positive, terms like “enjoyment,” 

“beauty,” “freedom,” “love,” “friendship,” “harmony,” etc., and writes further that 

according to Hegel, the Ancient Greeks identified themselves with the natural and divine 

worlds, with their social others and society at large, and finally they identified thought 

and reality, all to positive effect.23 Now, on Forster’s reading, since one of Hegel’s main 

goals in the Phenomenology is to aid the modern reader overcome his/her dualist-based 

unhappiness and alienation, and since the Ancient Greeks present us with a mode of life 

where these dualisms are absent, the purpose of Hegel’s appeal to the Greeks is clear: 

Hegel brings up Ancient Greek life (in the Ethical Order and elsewhere in the 

Phenomenology) in an attempt both to show us that our dualistic view of the world is not 

absolute and to inform us as to how and why these dualisms emerged, so that we may 

overcome them.24  

                                                
22 This is a point of disagreement between Pinkard and Forster. Forster’s Hegel seems to have a much more 
positive view of the Greeks than does Pinkard’s Hegel. 

23 Forster 1998, 22-30.   

24 “Concerning realization of all his deepest aspirations, as has already been mentioned, the 
Phenomenology contains an extended argument for the theory that truth consists in a judgment’s 
endorsement by an enduring communal consensus, so that the individual’s realization of his deepest 
aspirations not only to communal solidarity but to knowledge of truth and to radical freedom essentially 
depends on, and is ensured by, his community and his conformity with it. Hegelian man, through coming to 
recognize in these ways that his very existence and identity, and also the realization of all his deepest 
aspirations, depend essentially on his community and his conformity with it, loses all sense of himself as a 
being ontologically or practically autonomous of his community… Hegel envisages it as a consequence of 
the modern Hegelian individual’s attainment of these insights that he will be restored to the two attitudes of 
close identification with his community which were characteristic of the Greeks.” Forster 1998, 84-5. 
According to Forster, throughout the Phenomenology Hegel repeatedly appeals to Ancient Greek life to 
serve this purpose (Forster even claims that the Master-Slave dialectic is an allusion to the earliest 
emergences of dualism in Ancient Greece. See Forster 1998, 45-46, 85-87, and Chapters 4 and 9). In fact, 
in the way that Forster describes one of the insights of the Hegelian individual as being that “[he] loses all 
sense of himself as a being ontologically or practically autonomous of his community,” Forster presents us 
with something echoing the kind of Self-World mutual-constitution thesis I attribute to Hegel below. In 
passages like this one, Forster’s reading and my own do seem to converge on important points. For 
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It is with this goal in mind that Forster interprets the Ethical Order, and the turn to 

Spirit more generally. The Ethical Order, on Forster’s view, is a historical account of the 

Ancient Greek world, one that is not considered and rejected (as it is for Pinkard) but 

rather revisited in an effort to rehabilitate our own ideas and our own condition: “the 

Phenomenology is in large part devoted to recounting how, between the undivided 

community of ancient Greece and a dawning modern counterpart, man has run through a 

series of forms of such individualism, each incurring these costs.”25 The Ethical Order 

shows us that the state of dualisms into which we have fallen is not the only possible 

condition. In this sense, the Ethical Order is an “alternative” to modern life. It is not an 

alternative to which we might “revert”: we cannot go back to this way of living. Yet this 

historical alternative is meant to show us that underlying the dualisms there is a condition 

of identity, and to begin to illustrate how these dualisms emerged. In Forster’s words: 

… the Spirit chapter offers an alternative or additional account.26 In the 
section The Ethical World Hegel describes, as in earlier writings, an 
ideal stage of Greek culture in which, he supposes, the individual (i) 
regarded the community as the highest end… and also (ii) 
automatically accepted the community’s shared judgment… the 
following section, Ethical Action, interprets the Greek tragedy of the 
fifth century B.C. as reflecting the disintegration of these attitudes in its 
own time. Tragedy reflects the emergence of a prioritizing of individual 

                                                                                                
example, consider also Forster 1998, 79: “the required cure for this [i.e. the modern individual’s] 
unhappiness was to overcome the offending dualisms. His [i.e. Hegel’s] primary means for accomplishing 
this was to be the establishment in modern culture of a fundamentally monistic conception of reality… the 
aim was not so much to eliminate the dualisms altogether, but rather to mitigate them by conceiving against 
the background of a deeper unity” (Forster 1998, 79). This passage especially leads me to think that 
perhaps my understanding and Forster’s are not so far apart, especially considering the way in which in 
Hegel and Skepticism Forster connects Hegel’s consideration of the Greeks with a denial of the skeptical 
claim for the absolute distinction between Thought and Being (i.e. between concept and instance) treated in 
the previous chapter. Still, for Forster, Hegel’s consideration of the Ethical Order is primarily a historical 
narrative; by contrast, I argue the Ethical Order advances an ontological thesis about the identity of Self 
and World, that the Ethical Order is meant to show us something positive about the concept (and reality) of 
Spirit. 

25 Forster 1998, 70. 

26 ‘Account’ of the emergence of the modern dualism between individual and community; ‘alternative and 
additional’ to the account given in the Self-Consciousness chapter, in the sections Lordship and Bondage 
(i.e. Master-Slave) through Stoicism and Skepticism. See Forster 1998, 45-6. 



70

over communal ends and the emergence of the individual’s reliance 
upon his own judgment… In both those respects, therefore, the 
individual now comes to view himself as radically detached.27

The turn to the Spirit chapter and the Ethical Order is made in an effort to develop a 

specifically historical account of the emergence of the modern dualist understanding of 

the world, or in Forster’s words “[The Spirit chapter is] a chronological treatment of the 

whole course of history, this time focusing on the series of ‘Spirits’ or social contexts 

within which the shapes of consciousness dealt with in the earlier chapters occurred.”28

The Ethical Order stands as the first episode in this treatment, the initial state of 

undivided unity which is irretrievably lost but is nevertheless still instructive.

One can readily find support for Forster’s interpretation in the text of the Spirit 

chapter itself. The trajectory of the chapter roughly parallels a chronological series of 

Europe’s historical social structures, and different sections seem to be thinly veiled 

                                                
27 Forster 1998, 46-8. 

28 Forster 1998, 447. One must be careful in calling the Spirit chapter a “historical” treatment, on Forster’s 
account; according to Forster, Hegel is conscientious about history at each and every stage of the 
Phenomenology. In fact, Forster argues, Hegel tells the “story” of these dualisms’ emergence not once but 
three times, in three different ways. The chapters Consciousness through Reason give us an intellectual-
historicist account of the history and various “shapes of consciousness,” or distinct modes, of human 
thought, the Spirit chapter gives us a history of the social contexts in which these shapes arose, or the 
different social and political orders that institutionalized these modes of thought, and finally the Religion 
and Absolute Knowing chapters give us a history of the ways in which these ideas and social contexts were 
given an attempted expression in an account of God or the Absolute through art and religion. Forster 1998, 
297. Forster also claims that, while the intention of the Spirit chapter was to give a chronological account 
of the “social contexts” of the shapes of consciousness, it fell well short of this goal. See Forster 1998, 450-
453. But throughout the Phenomenology, history always informs the analysis of the dualisms to which we 
are subject. Forster points to passages in the Preface to argue that Hegel presents the Phenomenology as a 
historical view of absolute Spirit as “the bifurcation of the simple” or of “an original or immediate unity,” 
claiming that absolute Spirit is “the doubling which sets up opposition,” and that the Phenomenology is an 
attempt to resolve the then-prevailing historical situation of the pre-Phenomenology sundered absolute 
Spirit by developing, introducing, and instituting a renewed reconciliation of the “opposed sides.” So it is 
not that the Spirit chapter considers the history that has shaped the current situation, nor that it considers a 
historical epoch (namely the Ancient Greek world) specifically, that makes the section unique relative to 
the rest of the Phenomenology. What makes the Ethical Order unique – and what makes Forster a 
representative of what I have called the “turn to history” approach – is that the Ethical Order gives us a 
story of the dualisms in terms of world-history, i.e. in terms of the historical emergence of institutionalized 
representations of “Spirit” in social and political orders. See Forster 1998, 296 and 447. Forster also 
connects these “social contexts” with what Hegel elsewhere names “national spirits” (in the Lectures on 
World History) and “objective spirit” (in the Encyclopedia). See Forster 1998, 448. 
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allusions to particular historical epochs. The description of the Ethical Order echoes 

Hegel’s characterizations of Ancient Geek life in other works like the Philosophy of 

History.29 The subsequent section, “Culture,” too, seems to refer to Hegel’s view of 

medieval life30; the penultimate section of Culture is explicitly entitled “The 

                                                
29The mapping is not precise – nor should we expect it to be, given the divergent methodologies and 
theoretical projects of the Phenomenology and the Philosophy of History. Still, notable parallels are hard to 
miss. Consider the way Hegel describes the Greek world in terms of its producing of itself: “It [the Greek 
world] appears in the sensuous, actual world, as Incarnate Spirit and Spiritualized Sense – in a Unity which 
owed its origin to Spirit… It is here first that advancing Spirit makes itself the content of its volition and its 
knowledge; but in such a way that State, Family, Law, Religion, are at the same time objects aimed at by 
individuality, while the latter is individuality only in virtue of those aims” (PH 223). This recalls Hegel’s 
description of Ethical Life in the Phenomenology: “It [Spirit] is the self of actual consciousness to which it 
stands opposed, or rather which it opposes to itself as an objective, actual world, but a world which has 
completely lost the meaning for the self of something alien to it, just as the self has completely lost the 
meaning of a being-for-self separated from the world, whether dependent on it or not. Spirit, being the 
substance and the universal, self-identical, and abiding essence, is the unmoved solid ground and starting-
point for the action of all, and it is their purpose and goal, the in-itself of every self-consciousness 
expressed in thought…” (PS 263-4). Second, as will be discussed below, Hegel characterizes the Ethical 
Order in terms of its immediacy; he characterizes Greek life in comparable terms: “Thought – the 
subjectively Universal – menaces the beautiful religion of Greece, while the passions of individuals and 
their caprice menace its political constitution. In short, Subjectivity, comprehending and manifesting itself, 
threatens the existing state of things in every department – characterized as that state of things is by 
Immediacy…” (PH 267). Cf. PS 289: “The ethical consciousness is directed on to the law in a way that is 
essentially immediate. This determination of immediacy means that Nature as such enters into the ethical 
act… For this immediacy has the contradictory meaning of being the unconscious tranquility of Nature, and 
also the self-conscious restless tranquility of Spirit.” Finally, it is noteworthy that even some of the finer 
details of Hegel’s treatment of the Greeks reflects his account of the Ethical Order. In the Ethical Order, 
Hegel presents us with a story of how the “harmony” of the Ethical Order ultimately is supplanted by the 
“negative movement, or the eternal necessity, of a dreadful fate” (PS 279), soon after linking this to the 
recognition that, in the Ethical Order, to act is to court ruin: “just because it [Self-Consciousness] is a self 
to itself and advances to action, [Self-Consciousness] raises itself out of simple immediacy, and 
spontaneously splits itself into two. By this act it gives up the specific quality of the ethical life… by the 
deed, therefore, it becomes guilt… innocence, therefore, is merely non-action, like the mere being of a 
stone, not even that of a child…” (PS 282). Meanwhile, in describing the “Fall of Greek Spirit” in the 
Philosophy of History, Hegel writes: “Looking at Greece as Polybius describes it, we see how a noble 
nature such as his, has nothing left for it but to despair at the state of affairs and to retreat into Philosophy; 
or if it attempts to act, can only die in the struggle. In deadly contraposition to the multiform variety of 
passion which Greece presents – that distracted condition which whelms good and evil in one common ruin 
– stands a blind fate – an iron power ready to show up that degraded condition in all its weakness, and to 
dash it to pieces in miserable ruin…” (PH 277).

30 In the Philosophy of History, Hegel characterizes the epoch of “Christianity” (i.e. the Holy Roman 
Empire) as that of a movement towards reconciliation out of the schism between God as the Absolute and 
the conditions of actual life as they exist on earth. Meanwhile, Hegel characterizes the stage of “Culture” in 
remarkably similar terms. 

Compare the following two passages. From PH 318-9: “The Roman World, as it has been described – in its 
desperate condition and the pain of abandonment by God – came to an open rupture with reality, and made 
prominent the general desire for a satisfaction such as can only be attained in the ‘inner man,’ the Soul –
thus preparing the ground for a higher Spiritual Word… This higher Spirit [the Christian Religion] involves 
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Enlightenment,” and this section transitions into a theoretical account of the French 

Revolution and its aftermath under the heading “Absolute Freedom and Terror.” The 

final section of the Spirit chapter, “Morality,” seems to portray a number of intellectually 

popular views of Hegel’s own time. Forster’s more specific interpretation of the Ethical 

Order itself is also supported by the text. As Forster suggests, for example, that the 

subsection on the “Ethical World” describes a state wherein the individual identifies with 

its society, Hegel writes, “In the essence we are considering here, individuality has the 

meaning of self-consciousness in general, not of a particular, contingent consciousness. In 

this determination, therefore, the ethical substance is actual substance, absolute Spirit 

realized in the plurality of existent consciousnesses; this Spirit is the community…” (PS 

267). As Forster claims that the “Ethical Action” subsection portrays, through Ancient 

Greek drama, the disintegration of the attitudes and status quo of the Ethical Order, we 

can recall what was noted a few pages earlier, that Hegel alludes to Sophoclean tragic 

episodes and explicitly quotes Antigone, and in connection with this explicates the 

collapse of the Ethical Order’s way of life.31 And as Forster connects this collapse with a 

                                                                                                
the reconciliation and emancipation of Spirit; while man obtains the consciousness of Spirit in its 
universality and infinity… but in order that the objectivity of Essential Being may be done away with, and 
Spirit be no longer alien to itself – may be with itself [self-harmonized (brackets in original)] – the 
Naturalness of Spirit – that in virtue of which man is a special, empirical existence – must be removed; so 
that the alien element may be destroyed, and the reconciliation of Spirit be accomplished.” And from PS 
297: “The world of this Spirit [Culture] breaks up into two. The first is the world of reality or of its self-
alienation; but the other is that which Spirit, rising above the first, constructs for itself in the Aether of pure 
consciousness. This second world, standing in antithesis to that alienation, is for that very reason not free 
from it; on the contrary, it is really only the other form of that alienation which consists precisely in being 
conscious of two different worlds, and which embraces both… [this is] Faith, so far as this is a flight from 
the real world…”

31 Forster’s move here is not uncommon in the literature. In general, readers point to Hegel’s citation from 
Antigone to connect this section with Hegel’s view of Greece, and proceed to interpret the dialectic of this 
section along the lines of Hegel’s analysis of the Greek tragedy of Antigone, i.e. the collision between 
familial and civic norms. However, de Boer has recently challenged this focus on Antigone and its 
centrality to the interpretation of this section. See de Boer 2009, 311-334. As I have above, de Boer notes 
Hegel’s implicit (if thinly veiled) references to elements of other Sophoclean tragedies, and argues further 
that Aristophanes’ comedies form the subtext of the later parts of the Ethical Order (especially in the 
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prioritizing of the individual, Hegel claims that, “The way in which the antithesis is 

constituted in the ethical realm is such that self-consciousness has not yet received its due 

as a particular individuality… as yet, no deed has been committed; but the deed is the 

actual self. It disturbs the peaceful organization and movement of the ethical world… and 

for us passes over into the absolute being-for-self of the purely individual self-

consciousness” (PS 279).  

Both Pinkard and Forster offer readings which interpret the Spirit chapter as an 

attempt by Hegel to incorporate an attentiveness to historical situatedness into his 

Phenomenology account of Spirit, and which interpret the Ethical Order section as setting 

the stage for this study by considering the initial unity and subsequent deterioration of 

Ancient Greek life. Both scholars are thus representative of what I call the “turn to 

history” interpretation; and as I hope I have shown above, there is considerable textual 

support for such an understanding of Hegel’s move from Reason to Spirit. Why, then, 

given the philosophic richness of the accounts Pinkard and Forster offer (along with the 

textual support these accounts enjoy), do I contend that the transition from Reason to 

Spirit should be understood differently? To answer this question, we must first consider 

certain other conspicuous passages from the text.    

Section Two: Ethical Life as the Actuality, Essence, and Immediacy of Spirit 

                                                                                                
parallels de Boer sees between Hegel’s account of gendered social roles and Aristophanes’ dramatic 
critique of the same). De Boer also notes another strand of interpretation of the Ethical Order, a track taken 
by feminist and gender theorists such as Judith Butler and P.J. Mills, which focuses upon Hegel’s account 
of the different Divine and Human spheres and his aligning these with male and female. De Boer defends
Hegel’s treatment in the Ethical Order, claiming that he is not pointing to the feminine in explaining the 
collapse of Greek life, but rather, to the emergence of the principle of individuality. While I do not engage 
this discussion in this dissertation chapter, I refer the interested reader to de Boer’s summary and analysis.   
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Given the strength of the analyses that Pinkard and Forster offer, why do I suggest an 

alternate reading? First, I should note that I do not aim to deny that the Ethical Order is 

an allusion to Hegel’s and his contemporaries’ idealized vision of Ancient Greek life, nor 

that it initiates a historical study to which the Spirit chapter as a whole is devoted. Both of 

these claims seem accurate, for the reasons that Pinkard and Forster highlight. But even 

while I accept these readings, I would argue that they do not exhaustively explicate what 

Hegel intends in the transition from Reason to Spirit. Hegel writes as if he is imparting a 

significant insight into the character of Spirit at this juncture of the Phenomenology; that 

this is the case can be seen when one considers the suggestive language Hegel employs in 

describing the Ethical Order.

There are at least three reasons to view the Ethical Order as an important moment 

of insight into Spirit’s development. These are: first, Hegel writes that Spirit first exists –

that it is “actual” or “real” Spirit for the first time – when it arrives at the Ethical Order; 

second, he indicates that the Ethical Order gives us a particular picture of Spirit, that 

which is “immediate”; and third, Hegel calls the Ethical the “essence” of Spirit. These 

comments make it clear that Hegel places some special significance on the idea of the 

Ethical and on the Ethical Order, and seem to suggest that something more than a “turn to 

history” is occurring, as we will see.32

                                                
32 On this point, my reading of the Phenomenology stands in an interesting relation to Kenley Dove’s. Dove 
argues that the crucial turning point of the Phenomenology is when we, as the readers, at first identifying 
with the standpoint of Consciousness, come to see that we are really Spirit. Dove argues that this turn is 
made in the transition from the Consciousness chapters to the Self-Consciousness chapter. By contrast, I 
would argue that the “internal” perspective of the Phenomenology remains locked into the mode of thought 
which Dove identifies with Consciousness even through the Reason chapter, only being abandoned in the 
turn to the Ethical. My arguments for this position will be covered below. (“Consciousness” here is cast as 
structured in virtue of opposing object and thought of object: “The crucial point is that consciousness, in all 
the shapes of its appearance, does draw a distinction between its standard, or what the object is in itself, and 
its knowledge, or the being of the object for consciousness” (Dove 1998, 56). Of course, I am not denying 
that, at stages prior to the Ethical Order, the opposition of object and subject is explicitly said to be 
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The first reason to view the Ethical Order as making a significant, lasting 

contribution to Hegel’s view of Spirit is that Hegel repeatedly writes that it is only with 

the Ethical Order that Spirit becomes “actual.” He states this in different ways, and in 

different places; this theme recurs from the concluding paragraphs of the section that 

precedes the Ethical Order, “Reason as Testing Laws,” through the early paragraphs of 

the Ethical Order itself. 

The Ethical Order’s appellation as “actual” Spirit occurs earliest in Hegel’s final 

dialectic of the Reason chapter, his critique of “Reason as Testing Laws”; understanding 

this critique helps us see how Spirit emerges as an actuality. Similarly to Pinkard, I 

understand “Reason” to signify the view that experience can be made comprehensible 

from the perspective of a general, ahistorical individual, where this individual is taken to 

be an independent thinker and working under the assumption that world is rational and 

can be understood by uncovering its rational order; the repeated failures of these 

attempts, meanwhile, are rooted in the fact that the kind of fixed, essentialist universal 

laws sought by this perspective cannot provide the stable, indubitable foundation Reason 

hopes for.33 At the end of the chapter, however, Hegel singles out one particular kind of 

                                                                                                
overcome; yet I would argue that it is only with our arrival at Ethical Life that subject and object enter into 
a genuine, i.e. actual, unity.) I should also note, however, that Dove acknowledges the centrality of the turn 
to Spirit, though he understands this turn in terms different from those in which I will interpret it; he argues 
that the chapters Consciousness through Reason contain “phenomenological description[s] of man qua
individual, or ‘natural consciousness’,” whereas from Spirit onwards the Phenomenology “concerns the 
sequence of shapes assumed by man in his life with other men, that is, man qua Spirit” (Dove 1998, 58). 

33 “In grasping the thought that the single individual consciousness is in itself Absolute Essence, 
consciousness has returned into itself… In this movement it [consciousness] has also become aware of its 
unity with this universal, a unity which, for us, no longer falls outside of it since the superseded single 
individual is the universal, and which, since consciousness maintains itself in this its negativity, is present 
in consciousness as such as its essence… [as Reason, consciousness] is certain that it is itself reality, or that 
everything actual  is none other than itself…” (PS 139). “Reason” as a Gestalt in the Phenomenology must 
be distinguished from what Hegel views as Reason in its proper form; Hegel does believe that Reason is 
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experience to which Reason’s perspective seems especially ill-suited: ethical dictates, or 

what we today would call norms. Ethical dictates are “real,” in the sense that they seem to 

exist (in some sufficiently ambiguous sense of the term) outside of us and to make 

demands upon us, but they still stand in a peculiar relation to our awareness of them and 

are crucially connected with this awareness (after all, norms do not have an independent 

existence in the way that objects do). Now, since norms are integrated with the thinking 

subject, and the thinking subject is thought to be an independent rational agent, Reason 

seems compelled to explain these phenomena along ethical constructivist lines, claiming 

that the only coherent way to understand normativity is to say that we either construct, or 

at least validate, these dictates from our independent “rational” perspective. Yet Hegel 

argues that this explanation cannot be maintained, since it denies the peculiar autonomy 

of norms; the nature of ethical dictates (normative demands) is that they somehow 

precede our consciousness of them and are not dependent upon our sanctioning them.34

Reason, Hegel argues, has thus misunderstood some crucial feature of the reality 

that ethical dictates have, as well as of the relation between these dictates and 

consciousness. Clearly, the two are in some sense internally related, yet the relation is not 

one of one-way dependence or validation.35  Hegel now turns to these dictates 

                                                                                                
appropriate to grasp the Absolute, but “Reason” in this sense is the vital, intelligible logic that drives and 
undergirds the actuality of things (cf. Reason as purposive activity in the Preface to the Phenomenology (PS 
10-2), and as that in which subjective and objective are unified (DF 89-98)). Hegel’s view of (authentic) 
Reason as adequate to grasping the Absolute is a topic I treat in Chapters Four and Five. 

34 “Whether this or the opposite determination is the right, that is determined in and for itself. I could make 
whichever of them I liked the law, and just as well neither of them, and as soon as I start to test them I have 
already begun to tread an unethical path. By acknowledging the absoluteness of the right, I am within the 
ethical substance; and this substance is the essence of self-consciousness. But this self-consciousness is the 
actuality and existence of the substance, its self and its will” (PS 262).

35 This movement can be traced in the final passages of the Reason chapter, in the section “Reason as 
Testing Laws.” Specifically, Hegel argues that the problem with Reason’s constructivism is that it is forced 
to deny the phenomenological “force and validity” we experience such dictates to have intrinsically (PS 
259). Basically, he objects that Reason’s constructivism gets things backwards. Valid ethical dictates do not 
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themselves, believing that they implicitly contain a lesson about the constitution of 

experienced reality. It is in the unique kind of reality that ethical dictates are seen to have 

that Hegel claims Spirit first emerges as an actuality.

The deciding factor in Hegel’s rejection of Reason’s ethical constructivism is that 

what is right antecedes my finding it so. We misunderstand the character of ethical 

dictates if, as Reason tried to do, we make these subject to approval or disapproval by an 

individual, however rational or impartial she may be.36 Ethical dictates thus exhibit some 

peculiar kind of enduring reality, and so Hegel advances the beginnings of a distinctive 

form of moral realism: he suggests that ethical dictates have some claim to existence, to 

being actually occurring states-of-affairs or properties of the world, which is seen in the 

fact that they “are and are right,” antecedent to their being found to be so.37

But Hegel qualifies this suggestion, and gives his burgeoning moral realist claim a 

distinct Hegelian subtlety. To say that ethical dictates have a claim to existence because 

they antecede the individual’s acknowledgement of them is not to say that they are 

                                                                                                
emerge from some independent, rational evaluation, but rather, the rational evaluator only acts honestly and 
in good faith when he or she responds to pre-existing laws with a pre-existing weight: “if they [ethical 
dictates] were supposed to be validated by my insight, then I have already denied their unshakeable, 
intrinsic being… it is not, therefore, because I find something is not self-contradictory that it is right; on the 
contrary, it is right because it is what is right” (PS 261-2). Hegel illustrates this point with the example of 
another person’s claim to owning a property. That some property belongs to a particular other person 
remains true whether or not I assent to this state of affairs or believe it to be fair. I could, of course, deny it, 
steal the property, search out reasons to undermine the other person’s ownership or even the institution of 
property-ownership as a whole, etc. Yet none of these provide me with legitimate, genuine ownership 
(unless I actually succeed in undermining this person’s claim), nor will they make it right that I should lay 
claim to this other person’s property. 

36 PS 261-2. 

37 Houlgate also offers a statement of Hegel’s moral realism. See Houlgate 2005, 195: “The difference 
between the ethical and the moral will is a simple one: whereas the moral will understands the good to be 
something which it can recognize or determine by itself, the ethical will acknowledges the good to be 
something actual which it encounters in the world about it. The ethical will thus recovers an understanding 
which was present at the level of abstract right, and which the moral will believed it shared but actually 
obscured, namely that freedom and right – the good – has a determinate character of its own which is 
objective and necessary and which clearly transcends all ‘subjective opinion and caprice’.”   
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wholly independent from thinking subjects. In fact, Hegel argues, there is a strong two-

way connection between the individual as a thinking, willful being and ethical dictates. 

First, since the individual recognizes the dictates’ antecedent validity, and hence the 

obligation attendant with it, the individual identifies with the Ethical and determines 

herself by it: “since this existent law is valid unconditionally, the obedience of self-

consciousness is not the serving of a master whose commands were arbitrary, and in 

which it would not recognize itself. On the contrary, laws are the thoughts of its own 

absolute consciousness, thoughts which are immediately its own” (PS 261).38 A 

substantial part of the individual’s determinate personality is thus dependent on these 

norms, through the individual’s identifying herself with them and conforming herself to 

them. But the ethical dictates, in turn, are reliant upon the individual, to the extent that the 

individual is a rational, self-conscious, willful member of a community. These ethical 

dictates, although they exist antecedent to the particular individual, would have no 

ground in which to subsist were it not for a community of such individuals; in other 

words, ethical dictates owe their force to their being socially active and structuring 

principles, to their being the actually right given a human community: “the law is equally 

an eternal law which is grounded not in the will of a particular individual, but it valid in 

and for itself; it is the absolute pure will of all which has the form of universal being…” 

(PS 260). So while these ethical dictates antecede the individual, they are nonetheless tied 

to sociality, and thus connect back to the individual. What is noteworthy about this 

arrangement is that persons, as members of a community, are thus immanently connected 

                                                
38 Hegel calls the individual’s being conscious of the dictates and feeling obliged to enact them the 
individual’s being “honest.” Though this can be read as begging the question, I tend to read this as Hegel 
again pointing out that ethical obligations are felt prior to any conscious consideration of their validity by 
the agent. 
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with these ethical dictates, grounding them, yet nevertheless these dictates antecede them 

as particular persons, and enjoy an autonomy over them.39

Hegel now ties the ethical dictates’ unique mode of existence and their two-way 

relation to the individual to the first “actual” appearance of Spirit:

Spiritual being is actual substance through these modes [i.e. the 
previous positions, such as “Reason as Testing Laws,” etc.] being valid, 
not in isolation, but only as superseded; and the unity in which they are 
merely moments is the self of consciousness which, being from now on 
posited in the spiritual being, makes that being actual, full-filled, and 
self-conscious. The spiritual being thus exists first of all for self-
consciousness as law which has an intrinsic being… (PS 260, emphasis 
added)

Hegel tells us that the previous shapes of Reason are now known to have been mere 

moments in something more fundamental, the “unity” which is the “self of 

                                                
39 An objection: does the assertion above (namely, that the ethical dictates are grounded in the community 
of individuals) not make Hegel a social constructivist? On some views, it is certainly possible to read Hegel 
in this way. For example, in “Hegel’s Compatibilism,” Pippin characterizes Hegel as a intersubjective 
constructivist, writing that “something exists as a norm only because we have established it [emphasis in 
original] and have committed ourselves to it, not because we have seen something about immateriality or 
because of uncaused causes” (Pippin 1999, 204). Now, I would not want to commit Hegel cautiouslessly to 
the reality of the immaterial or to (seemingly unconstrained and perhaps widespread) sui generis agency. 
Nonetheless, as Hegel points out here, these norms antecede us, and seem to have some claim over us. As 
such, in the sense that these norms structure our world in a seemingly self-determining way, social laws 
may be unique but become no less “real” than natural laws – a point Hegel himself seems to make in the 
Philosophy of Right (See PR 12-14; Hegel’s argument here is considered in Chapter Five, below) (for an 
additional, alternate argument defending that claim that Hegel ought to be understood as a moral realist, see 
Stern 2007; in this article, Stern reads Hegel as attempting to marry autonomy and moral realism). I would 
characterize the “reality” that norms have as intelligible – as I argued in the last chapter, intelligibility is an 
ontologically irreducible form for Hegel, and to the extent that social laws are intelligible entities, it 
becomes a renewed question just how fundamentally we mean to be taken when we say that our world is 
structured by norms, “the Ethical,” or social laws. As I will argue in Chapter Five, Hegel can be read to 
claim that Ethical Life is a direct experiential access to the process of the experienced world’s self-
determination. This would then suggest that norms take on a life of their own, that they function as 
ontologically operative principles. In other words, socially constructed norms, Hegel will argue, become 
instituted in a form of life, and as such, exert a real, influential force on individuals. If norms are originally 
social constructions, they nevertheless become real, perhaps analogously to the way in which an artifact 
may be a human creation, but once it has been molded by human hands, it retains its character, its 
capacities, etc. What is disanalogous is that norms do not have an enduring, objective existence, as physical 
objects like artifacts do. But this is precisely the point: Hegel will still argue that norms have an enduring 
character and an influential force once they have been instituted in a way of life, and this point should help 
us begin to recognize the character of Spirit. These claims will be presented in a more developed form later; 
I only raise them here to indicate the kind of ontological questions I hope to raise with respect to Hegel’s 
account of Ethical Life, and to show that, while Hegel may characterize norms by claiming that “persons, 
as members of a community, are thus immanently connected with these ethical dictates, grounding them,” 
this does not automatically make his position one of social constructivism. 
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consciousness.” This unity, however, is not something like an independent, ahistorical 

rational being, as Reason would have thought; rather, it “exists first of all… as law which 

has intrinsic being.” Law as these immanent yet autonomous ethical dictates, not the law 

which consciousness gives itself nor the law which it sanctions, is the stable foundation 

Reason sought. Hegel further notes that these dictates’ two-way connection with the 

individual is what allows them to step forward, out into the actual world: “by 

acknowledging the absoluteness of the right, I am within the ethical substance; and this 

substance is the essence of self-consciousness. But this self-consciousness is the actuality

and existence of the substance, its self and its will” (PS 262). Hegel then states in explicit, 

unequivocal terms that this “actuality” of the Ethical Order is not shared with what came 

before: “These shapes [the Ethical Order and those shapes which follow it], however, are 

distinguished from the previous ones by the fact that they are real Spirits, actualities in 

the strict meaning of the word, and instead of being shapes merely of consciousness, are 

shapes of a world” (PS 265).40

In Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as the first instance of “actual” Spirit 

(especially as this appears in the passage just cited), it is clear that Hegel takes some 

fundamental shift to have occurred in the transition from Reason to the Ethical Order. 

Were this the only reason for viewing the Ethical Order as significant, it would likely be 

enough. But there are other signals by Hegel that Ethical Life is an important and 

                                                
40 Further examples of Hegel’s identifying Ethical Life with the actuality of Spirit can be readily pointed to. 
He explicitly repeats this point later in the early sections of the Spirit chapter: “This resolving of the 
essence into individuals is precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the movement and 
soul of substance and the resultant universal being. Just because it is a being that is resolved in the self, it is 
not dead essence, but is actual and alive” (PS 264), and then, “Spirit is consciousness that has Reason… 
Finally, when this Reason which Spirit has is intuited by Spirit as Reason that exists, or as Reason that is 
actual in Spirit and is its world, then Spirit exists in its truth; it is Spirit, the ethical essence that has an 
actual existence” (PS 265).
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instructive form of Spirit: Hegel calls the Ethical Order the “immediate” consciousness of 

Spirit, and the “essence” of Spirit.

The Ethical Order is characterized as an “immediate” experience of Spirit in a 

number of passages.41 Early on in the Spirit chapter, for example, Hegel writes, “Spirit is 

the ethical life of a nation in so far as it is the immediate truth… what it [Spirit] is 

immediately…” (PS 265); towards the end of the Ethical Order, he writes that “the 

ethical consciousness is directed on to the law in way that is essentially immediate” (PS 

289).42 What Hegel seems to signal in passages like these is that ethical consciousness 

stands in a particular relation to Spirit, and that as such, it is a potentially instructive 

perspective on Spirit. This perspective is not the preferred one, to be sure; when Hegel 

applies the term “immediacy,” he is not being complimentary.43 But just because the 

                                                
41 See Dudley 2008, 141-2. Dudley has his own interpretation of what it means for the Ethical Order to be 
Spirit in its “immediate” form: in contrast to the preceding Gestalt (Reason), Spirit is consciousness as 
communal, a communally shared set of thoughts and norms. Since thoughts and norms are communally 
shared, the “spiritual consciousness” qua subjectivity can find and “recognize” its reason in the practices of 
its world. While I would not want to suggest that Dudley’s interpretation is inaccurate, there does seem to 
be more involved in Hegel’s notion of “immediacy” (for example, the fact that an “immediate” 
consciousness intuits without comprehending) than Dudley is able to accommodate.   

42 Hegel also comments on the “immediacy” of the Ethical qua Custom (Custom being the mode of 
norms/dictates in the Ethical Order) with respect to Spirit in the Elements of the Philosophy of Right, where 
he writes: “But if it is simply identical with the actuality of individuals, the ethical, as their general mode of 
behavior, appears as custom; and the habit of the ethical appears as a second nature which takes the place 
of the original and purely natural will and is the all-pervading soul, significance, and actuality of individual 
existence. It is spirit living and present as a world, and only thus does the substance of spirit begin to exist 
as spirit” (PR 195/§151). Here, we also see another example of Hegel claiming that Custom, or immediate 
Ethical Life, is Spirit’s first appearance (its “beginning” to exist as spirit) – which echoes his claim in the 
Phenomenology that the Ethical marks Spirit’s emergence as “actual.” 

43 “Immediacy” essentially means intuited without being understood, or perceived without being 
comprehended. When Hegel first introduces the term in the “Sense-Certainty” chapter, early in the 
Phenomenology, he characterizes it thus: “Our approach to the object must also be immediate… In 
apprehending it, we must refrain from trying to comprehend it. Because of its concrete content, sense-
certainty immediately appears as the richest kind of knowledge… [but] this very certainty proves itself to 
be the most abstract and poorest truth. All that it says about what it knows is just that it is; and its truth 
contains nothing but the sheer being of the thing” (PS 58). 
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Ethical Order is not the final or best account of Spirit, does not mean that it offers no 

insight into the structure and character of Spirit.44

This brings us to the final reason to view the Ethical Order as an important 

moment in the development of Spirit: Hegel calls the Ethical the “essence” of Spirit. He 

does this explicitly on at least two occasions. First, he writes that “essence that is in and 

for itself, and which is at the same time actual as consciousness and aware of itself, this is 

Spirit. Its Spiritual Essence has already been designated as ethical substance…” (PS 263). 

Later, he writes, “the ethical substance is actual substance, absolute Spirit realized in the 

plurality of existent consciousnesses; this spirit is the community which… was for us [i.e. 

Hegel and his readers] absolute essence, and here has emerged on its own account in its 

truth as conscious ethical essence…” (PS 267).45 As with his comments above that 

Ethical Life is “immediate” Spirit, his identification of Ethical Life and the “essence” of 

Spirit is not to suggest that this form of Spirit is fully developed, or that it stands as an 

adequate expression of what Spirit is; nevertheless, like his characterization of Ethical 

Life as Spirit in its immediacy, when Hegel makes statements such as “Spiritual Essence 

has already been designated as ethical substance,” it seems hard to deny that he is 

signaling something he considers important.  

* * *

                                                
44 The same can be said about a number of Gestalten in the Phenomenology. For example, the master-slave 
dialectic is not by any account (with the exception of Kojève’s) an approximation of Spirit in its developed 
form, but few would deny that this study of Hegel’s is important to understanding his overall views. Now, I 
am arguing the same with respect to Ethical Life: Ethical Life is, by no means, the “final” form of Spirit; 
nevertheless, I contend that Hegel’s account of Ethical Life sheds valuable light on his more general 
philosophic convictions and insights.   

45 He also suggests that the Ethical Order is the essence of Spirit in a less direct way, when he comments 
that the Ethical Order falls away “when Spirit first arrives at an abstract knowledge of its essence…” (PS 
265). 
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Explaining what Hegel has in mind when he characterizes the Ethical Order in all 

the ways he does will require the remainder of this chapter. But, before I shift my focus 

onto the Self-World mutual-constitution thesis as what I take to be the central insight to 

which Hegel is pointing, let us consider what a proponent of the turn to history 

interpretation might make of the textual points I have just identified, to see whether these 

might be incorporated into her view.  

An advocate of the turn to history interpretation might claim that Hegel’s 

characterizing the Ethical Order as the first “actual” appearance of Spirit is 

straightforwardly in line with the claim that what Hegel is doing in the Ethical Order is 

asking us to turn our attention to historical situatedness as an important dimension of the 

development of Spirit. The Ethical Order is the first “actual” Spirit because this shape of 

Spirit actually appeared, historically. The Ethical Order, we have seen, is an allusion to 

the Ancient Greeks; the Ancient Greeks actually lived; thus, the Ethical Order is an 

“actual” shape of Spirit in that it is a shape that has “occurred.” In other words, this shape 

of Spirit is the first “actual” one because here, for the first time, we are presented with a 

spiritual understanding that is established and institutionalized, whereas earlier modes of 

Spirit (e.g. “Stoicism” in the Self-Consciousness chapter, “Phrenology” in the Reason 

chapter) were just theoretical accounts maintained only in some theoretical (i.e. 

intellectual or mental) space.  

The problem with taking this line, however, is that Ancient Greece was not the 

chronologically first shape of Spirit on Hegel’s account. Other more nascent forms of 

Spirit historically emerged first, namely the Orient and Egypt.46 It is true that Hegel 

                                                
46 For example, see PH 105: “The first phase – that with which we have to begin – is the East. Unreflected 
consciousness – substantial, objective, spiritual existence – forms the basis; to which the subjective will 
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believes that the Greek world stands as an important milestone moment in the realization 

of Spirit – in the Philosophy of History, for example, Hegel writes that “It is here first [in 

the Greek world] that advancing Spirit makes itself the content of its volition and its 

knowledge…” (PH 223) Nonetheless, Hegel did not believe that the Greeks were the 

chronologically first people to experience Spirit and establish “spiritual” institutions. If 

Hegel were turning to history here in the Phenomenology’s transition from Reason to 

Spirit, and if his use of the label “actual” was only meant to signify that we are now 

dealing with structures that have occurred historically, turning first to the Greeks (and 

skipping over epochs like the Egyptian world) would be an arbitrary and seemingly 

unmotivated choice of starting point.

The turn to history interpreter might not be so easily deflected; she might insist 

that even if Hegel discusses peoples chronologically earlier than the Greeks who had 

realized some nascent form of spiritual awareness, still, in the Philosophy of History, 

Hegel states that the Greeks are the first people with whom Spirit makes itself its own 

object – Ancient Greece might still be the chronologically first emergence of Spirit qua

Spirit. Hegel tells us as much: “Among the Greeks we feel ourselves immediately at 

home, for we are in the region of Spirit; and though the origin of the nation, as also its 

philological peculiarities, may be traced farther – even to India – the proper Emergence, 

the true Palingenesis of Spirit must be looked for in Greece first” (PH 223). This 

response, however, works more against the turn to history interpretation than it does for 

it. If some awareness of Spirit chronologically preceded the emergence of Spirit qua

Spirit, then presumably some fundamental shift must have occurred for this emergence to 

                                                                                                
first sustains a relation in the form of faith, confidence, obedience… It is the childhood of history.” Forster 
himself acknowledges this point. See Forster 1998, 311.
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occur. The existence of forms of spiritual awareness chronologically prior to Greece 

implies that the emergence of Spirit cannot be exclusively a matter of a historical process 

being initiated, and directing attention to the emergence of Spirit qua Spirit only 

reaffirms this. In other words, it becomes clear that if the emergence of Spirit is a 

historical episode, something more needs to be said about why this episode happened 

when and as it did, and why it is specifically with the Greeks as opposed to some 

chronologically earlier people that it occurs.  

Another way to consider this objection and my response to it is the following. On 

the turn to history interpretative line, the most plausible explanation as to what makes the 

Ethical Order the first “actual” form of Spirit for Hegel, is that it is with the Ethical Order 

that we first encounter Spirit as an actually existing entity, and Spirit first emerges as an 

actually existing entity with the Ancient Greeks because of the unique unreflective 

harmony of Ancient Greeks’ lives.47 As we saw above, Hegel’s contemporaries’ view of 

the harmonious unity, unreflective or not, of Ancient Greek life was what made it the 

sensible choice with which to begin a study of the historical conditions of the modern 

predicament, as Pinkard and Forster both note. But notice that the harmonious unity of 

Ancient Greek life does not make for a self-explicating beginning, since this harmonious 

unity is itself a historical accomplishment. After all, earlier peoples were aware of Spirit, 

but experienced no such harmonious unity; and the elements of Ancient Greek life did 

not spontaneously, autonomously create themselves out of and for themselves, as one of 

the passages cited above notes. If Hegel is initiating a historical critique with the Ethical 

Order then, his choice of beginning with Ancient Greece and its harmonious unity is 

                                                
47 “It [the ‘soul’s life,’ as experienced by Greece ‘youthfully’] appears in the sensuous, actual world, as 
Incarnate Spirit and Spiritualized sense – in a Unity which owed its origin to Spirit” (PH 223). 
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itself significant, and the harmonious unity at play here must become a topic of interest in 

its own right. 

Further difficulties arise for the turn to history interpreter when Hegel’s other 

ways of signaling the significance of the Ethical Order are considered. Let us grant that 

the Ethical Order’s being actual could be made to fit with a reading of the Spirit chapter 

primarily concerned with historical situatedness. We might also grant that Hegel’s 

characterizing the Ethical Order in terms of “immediacy” is a way of directly linking the 

Ethical Order with Ancient Greek life, considering that Hegel characterizes Ancient 

Greek life in similar terms, and thus that this characterization also aligns well enough 

with the turn to history interpretation.48 But we are now left to explain Hegel’s 

description of the Ethical as the “essence” of Spirit. Were the turn to Spirit and the 

Ethical Order primarily a turn to a consideration of the historical conditions of the 

modern predicament, one which begins with Ancient Greek life – in other words, if it 

were to be denied that Hegel is here attempting to draw some deeper insight into the 

structure and character of Spirit through his consideration of the Ethical Order – it would 

be hard to see what Hegel could mean by this.49  

                                                
48 See fn. 29, above. 

49 One potential interpretation might be the following: Hegel defines “essence” in the Science of Logic as 
the standpoint of “reflection” and “sublated being” where – in contrast to the standpoint of Being, where 
everything is immediately determined – all moments of being are understood only against the backdrop of 
their “universal identity.” Hegel writes: “Essence issues from being; hence it is not immediately in and for 
itself but is a result of that movement… Essence is first reflection… Essence is sublated being. It is simple 
equality with itself, but only in so far as it is the negation of the sphere of being in general” (SL 393-4). If 
essence is defined thus, as the sublation of being, then Ethical Order might be historically the first instance 
of an institutionalized sublation of being, i.e. the first time a culture had successfully “negated” being. And, 
to be fair, Hegel does characterize Ancient Greek life in terms that might be read as reinforcing or 
confirming such an interpretaiton: “Greece is [that form of] the Substantial [i.e. of Moral and Intellectual 
Principle], which is at the same time individual. The Universal [the Abstract], as such, is overcome; the 
submersion in Nature no longer exists… This is the elementary character of the Spirit of the Greeks, 
implying the origination of their culture from independent individualities; – a condition in which 
individuals take their own ground, and are not, from the very beginning, patriarchally united by a bond of 
Nature, but realize a union through some other medium – through Law and Custom having the sanction of 
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Other objections against the turn to history approach have also been noted by Ido 

Geiger and Will Dudly. Geiger believes that the Ethical Order is an important moment of 

the Phenomenology, and that Hegel is up to something central to his overall project at this 

juncture. Geiger’s claim is that the Ethical Order is an account of the “founding act” of a 

new and heretofore incomprehensible form of Ethical Life.50 In other words, Geiger 

understands the Ethical Order as an attempt to answer the question: how do radically new 

forms of moral life emerge, forms which make a significant advance over their 

predecessors, such that moral progress becomes possible? I will not engage with the 

specifics of Geiger’s general interpretation here, but what is relevant for present purposes 

is Geiger’s arguments that the Ethical Order cannot solely represent the kind of 

considered rejection of Ancient Greek life that scholars like Pinkard consider it to be.51

                                                                                                
Spirit…” (PH 225-6, brackets in original). That said, I am wary of this suggestion, since Being has been 
sublated at earlier points in the Phenomenology in a variety of ways (either in the transition from Sense-
Certainty to Perception, or else in the elevation from Consciousness to Self-Consciousness, and 
furthermore in Observing Reason). Still, I mention this here to suggest one possible interpretive route for 
those wishing to square Hegel’s claim for the Ethical Order as the “essence” of Spirit with a “turn to 
history” account.    

50 Geiger 2007, 30. If Geiger’s understanding of the “founding act of a new form of life” can be glossed as 
the possibility of fundamental change occurring while retaining a unified world (and I believe that Geiger 
does have something like this in mind – he has a passage at the end of his Chapter Three about how Hegel 
believes a world can “survive” radical change), I believe that our readings are consistent. One way to 
express the consistency of our two readings is to say that Geiger is interested in the emergence of new 
modes of ethical/moral life within a World, whereas I am focused more on a condition of a World’s 
existing, such that new modes can develop within it. Especially where Geiger notes how a “shared form of 
life” and “individual consciousness” depend upon one another, I think he picks up on what I will call below 
Hegel’s mutual-constitution thesis. Still, there is a difference between Geiger’s reading and my own that 
should be noted. Geiger claims that Hegel’s commentary here remains focused on social and political 
issues (for example, Geiger describes the Doppelsatz as describing the way the moral law shapes 
specifically political reality; see Geiger 2007, 70), whereas, as I discussed in Chapter One and as I will 
argue explicitly in Chapters Four and Five, I believe that Hegel is making a more general ontological point 
in addition to his points about social and political realities, etc. Another way to put this is to say that 
Geiger’s concern is with the founding of a form of life qua institutionalized behavior, whereas mine is with 
a condition for an ongoing form of life, qua intelligibly understood world, to maintain itself.

51 Geiger actually provides two reasons not to accept such interpretations, but I do not believe his first 
argument stands up to scrutiny. Geiger argues that Spirit, as described in the Ethical Order, does not exhibit 
the kind of “immediacy” that Hegel ascribes to Greek consciousness. I am not sure if this objection stands; 
I described above how the Ethical Order is described throughout in terms of immediacy, and Hegel’s 
Lectures on the Philosophy of History shows that he characterizes Ancient Greek life in similar terms. 
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Geiger notes that the opening sections of the Spirit chapter and the Ethical Order are 

“prospective”; while it may be true that the Ethical Order does concern itself with the 

collapse of Greek Ethical Life, it also seems to be the case that this topic is raised in the 

service of making another point, one about the enduring existence of Spirit.52 Geiger 

points to a passage where Hegel writes, “[Spirit] must advance to the consciousness of 

what it is immediately, must leave behind it the beauty of ethical life, and by passing 

through a series of shapes attain to a knowledge of itself” (PS 265). What this signals is 

that the Spirit that is “introduced” in the Ethical Order is not left behind; only its initial, 

immediate form is passed beyond. Now, a defender of the turn to history approach might 

respond that this is consistent with the turn to history reading; of course Hegel wants us 

to “learn” something from the introduction and collapse of the Ethical Order. But this 

misses the point. Geiger emphasizes Hegel’s statement that Spirit must leave the Ethical 

to learn what it is. This implies that, at the stage of the Ethical Order, we already “have” 

Spirit (the same Spirit with which we are identified throughout), and we are already being 

presented with the outlines of the appropriate object of study. The Spirit of the Ethical 

Order is not abandoned, it is only refined. 

                                                                                                
Now, Geiger has not overlooked such passages. But he argues that the “immediacy” of the Ethical Order 
characterizes a very unique type of action, one that is neither understood by the agent nor recognized and 
acknowledged by the community (and, in this sense, is different from the Ancient Greek mode of 
immediacy). This claim seems to me to be open to challenge. The passage that Geiger appeals to in support 
of his reading – that “[Spirit] is the unmoved solid ground and starting point for the action all, and it is 
their purpose and goal, the in-itself of every self-consciousness expressed in thought” (PS 264) – is glossed 
by Geiger as suggesting that the Ethical Order introduces “self-conscious action and thought; this stands in 
contrast to the beautiful ethical consciousness of the Greeks which is ‘essentially immediate’” (Geiger 
2007, 52). But the cited passage can be read in a variety of other ways (for example, as a claim by Hegel 
that, in the Ethical Order, Spirit is what provides individuals with substance and determination). 

52 Geiger 2007, 53. 
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Will Dudly also notes several considerations that stand against the turn to history 

interpretation.53 The first of these is that, if Hegel were undertaking a primarily historical 

examination here, we would have to admit that this chronological study is remarkably 

uneven, focusing at length on particular periods but then entirely omitting others. 

Furthermore, although Hegel clearly alludes to particular individuals and historical events 

throughout the Spirit chapter, if this chapter were focused primarily on these individuals 

and events, one would expect Hegel to be more specific and explicit. Dudley also points 

out Hegel’s insistence that the progress of the Phenomenology is logically necessitated, 

suggesting that even if there is a historical narrative that supports the movement of the 

Spirit chapter, this would always be secondary to and supportive of the logical (and 

phenomenological) engine of the work.54 Finally, Dudley points to the way Hegel 

contrasts the Ethical Order and Reason, especially to a passage where Hegel writes that 

“Reason is Spirit when its certainty of being all reality has been raised to truth, and it is 

conscious of itself as its own world, and of the world as itself.”55 His purpose in doing so 

is to demonstrate that Hegel believes that the shape of consciousness we reach with the 

Spirit chapter discovers something essential about how it operates or its “presence” in the 

world (a claim that resonates with the discussion above of Hegel’s characterizing the 

                                                
53 Dudley’s article is a study focused on the Ethical Order section, which reviews the general strategies that 
have been adopted towards understanding Hegel’s argumentation here. Among the topics Dudley considers 
are the difference in the order of appearance between Sittlichkeit and Moralität in the Phenomenology and 
the Philosophy of Right, and the role the Ethical Order might play in the developing trajectory of the 
Phenomenology as a whole. One particularly useful discussion is Dudley’s considered rejection of a 
“Patchwork” thesis regarding the Phenomenology’s structure and organization (see fn. 1 above). Though I 
do not explicitly engage this discussion here, it is worth noting that Dudley argues convincingly that Hegel, 
even in his later years, considered the Phenomenology to be a cohesive whole. This stands as evidence 
against the patchwork thesis, and tends indirectly to lend support to my understanding of the significance of 
the Ethical Order. See Dudley 2008, 135-8.  

54 Dudley 2008, 138. 

55 Dudely 2008, 141, citing PS 238. See also PS 263, 265. 
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Ethical Order in the significant ways he does).56 Since the Ethical Order, as the first 

shape of Spirit, presents us with Reason that “Spirit not only has, but intuits as existing,” 

it would seem that we are being introduced here to the intuited existence of Reason 

which, even if it does play out historically, is something more than the historical 

conditions of the modern predicament, per se.57           

Section Three: The Ethical Order as a Thesis of Self-World Mutual-Constitution 

In the foregoing, I have argued that the turn from Reason to Spirit, and the Ethical Order 

as the hinge of that turn, represents something more than a turn to history, that is, 

something more than an account of the historical conditions of our arriving at the 

situation we currently inhabit. What, then, does it represent, and what is it that Hegel 

hopes to accomplish or demonstrate here? 

I contend that the Ethical Order, as the hinge of the transition from Reason to 

Spirit, serves to introduce a new conception of the relationship between the individual 

Self and the surrounding World.58 Prior to this point in the Phenomenology, Self and 

                                                
56 Dudley’s own reading is that this “discovery” is the first step in reconciling thought and being, a process 
which only ends in the Absolute Knowing chapter. The interpretation I will offer in the next section is 
similar in its ascription of significance to the Ethical Order, but even while I would say that the turn to 
Ethical Life represents an essential step towards the reconciliation of Thought and Being, I would not say it 
is the first.  

57 I treat this topic in Chapters Four and Five of this dissertation.  

58 It will be recalled that, in the last chapter, I argued that the notion of Spirit includes a claim for the 
primacy of the intelligible world over the purely material world, and a claim that denies the mutual 
exclusivity of an object’s physical existence and its meaningful character. Hegel does not believe that we 
properly conceive the existence of things if we conceive of them primarily as ready-made objects but 
stripped of their intelligible characters, and of ourselves as encountering these objects and then forming 
mental representations of them. But if this commonsense model of Self-World interaction is inadequate, as 
Hegel takes it to be, it will need to be replaced by another one. This, then, is what I take to be the function 
of the Ethical Order, relative to the thesis of the primacy of the intelligible which I argued was central to 
the Phenomenology in my last chapter: it is with the Ethical Order that Hegel begins developing his 
alternate model of Self-World interaction, and he does this in the Ethical Order by rejecting the 
commonsense conceptual separation of Self and World, replacing it with a view of the two as 
interdependent elements of a greater whole (namely, the intelligible world, Spirit). If Self and World are 
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World are thought of as two beings that are, in principle, independent and separable. 

Even when it is claimed that one constitutes the other (as in certain stages of the Self-

Consciousness chapter, for example) the two are still conceived of as if they were 

opposed – after all, for one entity to constitute another, we must have two distinct 

entities, one that constitutes and one that is constituted (or so this line of reasoning would 

have us think). The Ethical Order challenges this understanding by presenting us with a 

conception of Self and World where both constitute one another, such that it no longer 

makes sense to maintain a strict separation between them. In this conceptually recast 

relationship, both Self and World are understood to be what they are in virtue of the 

relationship they share; both are inextricably linked to each other, bound up as parts of a 

greater process encompassing both.59 The Self owes its character to its being determined 

in various ways by the World into which it is born, and in which it subsides; the World 

owes its character to the community of individuals who maintain it, since it is only by 

these individuals continuously affirming this World that it has the means (and medium) 

to sustain itself. Self and World may be independently identifiable for practical and 

                                                                                                
concretely bound to one another, then there is a stable foundation, a circuit of sorts, on which and out of 
which intelligible characters might be built and sustained. In the Ethical Order, meanwhile, rather than 
finding a situation in which the Self and the World are preformed entities separated from one another and 
acting upon each other externally, we are presented with a view of the world wherein individual selves and 
their surrounding world bear a relationship to one another of mutual-constitution, wherein Self and World 
are immanently bound to, one might even say interwoven with, one another.

59 Many other readers, for example Pippin, will note that Hegel does not want to make an ontological 
separation between human selves and the rest of the natural world (see, for example, Pippin 1999); the 
difference between such readings and my own is, once again, that I emphasize the way in which Hegel 
forces us to rethink our understanding of the natural world (that is, to rethink our ontology more generally). 
It is not just the case, I argue, that Hegel sees us as autonomous beings in addition to our being natural 
beings; rather, Hegel seems to claim that the rightful identification of human beings as both natural and 
autonomous forces us to reconceive of our understanding of nature as ultimately passive and inert. The fact 
that humans are a part of the natural order demonstrates that the natural order is more subtle and dynamic 
than those who would make it purely objective allow. 
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pragmatic purposes, but conceptually and ontologically there can be no absolute 

separation between them. 

This shift in conception will prove to have importance consequences, Hegel 

believes: recognizing this ongoing reciprocal, symbiotic relationship between Self and 

World will allow Hegel to make other notions associated with Spirit coherent, such as the 

claim that no reference to anything beyond Spirit needs be made for Spirit to be 

comprehended. Hegel therefore characterizes the Ethical Order in the ways that he does, 

to signal the significant contribution it makes to the developing overall understanding of 

Spirit, which the Phenomenology as a whole advances. 

First, allow me to describe in more detail my understanding of what I call Hegel’s 

Self-World mutual-constitution thesis. According to this thesis, the individual is what she 

is (i.e., has the determinate character – physical, psychological, spiritual, moral, etc. – she 

has) in virtue of how she is constituted by her World, i.e. the social environment, 

conventions, intellectual traditions, ideas, etc. into which she is born.60 This constitution-

process is not such that it can be thought of as developing on top of a pre-existing 

individual; rather, the moment of constitution itself generates the individual’s character, 

which implies that the individual is not separate from the World of which she is a part, 

but a product of it (literally a part of it).61 Meanwhile, the individual reciprocally 

                                                
60 As noted earlier, it is important to keep in view the distinction between the World in a narrower sense, 
qua the momentary configuration the individual Self finds herself confronted by (in other words, the 
particular Gestalt with its particular Weltanschauung), and the world in a broader sense, as that which 
encompasses all such configurations. “World,” as it is used in the sentence above and in associated 
contexts, is “World” in the first sense. 

61 Ludwig Siep also notes this distinction in Hegel’s discussion of Sittlichkeit (though Siep’s discussion is 
mainly restricted to Hegel’s discussion of Sittlichkeit in the Philosophy of Right). Siep writes: “For Hegel, 
the individual is never a tabula rasa who approaches a particular community with its customs and laws and 
then begins to analyze them. An individual is rather the particularization of a community being, a 
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participates in constituting the World. By inheriting and embracing the standing norms of 

her society, the individual reproduces these norms. But these norms are expressions of 

the structuring principles of the individual’s World, institutionalized in bodies of 

knowledge, modes of engaging with others and with the natural world, etc.62; indeed, 

Hegel would say that to enact one of these norms is to concretely manifest, to bring to 

reality, the principle which the norm represents.63 To reproduce these norms, then, is to 

reproduce the World.64 While the individual Self is initially determined by the World, the 

individual then turns around and takes part in reproducing this world, thereby 

establishing a two-way, symbiotic relationship.65

                                                                                                
‘variation’ of a British soldier, a German craftsman, or a Polish laborer” (Siep 1983, 150). On Siep’s 
interpretation, one notable feature of Hegel’s account of Ethical Life is the way in which it describes a 
relationship of mutual dependence between individuals and their social world – this is not quite mutual 
constitution, but it is similar enough that it merits mentioning.

62 To be precise, these norms are the structuring principles themselves, and, from the perspective of the 
Self, the intuition or apprehension of the structuring principles. “Expression” here is shorthand, but the 
reader should not think that the norms as expressions are distinct from the structuring principles 
themselves. Chapters Four and Five will have more to say on this topic. 

63 “Substance, as the universal essence and End, stands over against the individualized reality; the infinite 
middle term is self-consciousness which, being the implicit unity of itself and substance, now becomes that 
unity explicitly and unites the universal essence and its individualized reality. The latter it raises to the 
former and acts ethically, the former it brings down to the latter and realizes the End, the substance which 
had an existence only in thought” (PS 266); “Doing directly expresses the unity of actuality and substance; 
it declares that actuality is not an accident of essence, but that, in union with essence, it is not granted to 
any right that is not a true right” (PS 284).

64 This notion need not be a conservative one: by implication, to successfully or effectively challenge a 
norm, such that one changes the way others do things, is to leave a lasting impact on one’s world. 

65 In the description just given, one might infer that Hegel argues that without individuals as conscious 
agents, no World could be sustained, and hence there would be no World. This invites a worry: is Hegel 
really suggesting that there would not even be a natural world in the absence of humans? This seems like a 
difficult question to answer given my thesis, but I believe Hegel’s response would be something like the 
following: What there would be without thought (and without thinking, acting individuals to generate and 
enact it) is pure immediacy, a world about which one cannot say anything. The natural world, as we 
understand it, has depth and complexity – and depth and complexity are only possible given thought. When 
talking about the “natural world,” one must qualify whether one means the bare existence of natural objects 
or instead if one means a conception of the richly meaningful world we experience, but conceived of 
without humans. The former could certainly exist without humans, Hegel believes, but not the latter; if by 
“world” we understand a richly complex system, such an item is conditioned by the identity of Thought and 
Being, and as such is not possible without human beings (or at least not without conscious beings of some 
sort). 
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In this situation, Self and World cannot be disentangled – both are what they are 

in virtue of the other’s influence upon and contribution to them. Self and World are 

distinct and separately identifiable for pragmatic purposes, to be sure; but any complete 

conceptualization of either must take into account the understanding that one cannot 

sensibly be distinguished from the other without being irrevocably compromised. 

Remove the individual from their World, and the richly meaningful existence we take the 

world to be would not be sustainable. Abstract the World from the individual, and the 

individual would not be determined in any way, she would be “empty,” unrecognizable 

as a person. 

The introduction of this model of Self-World mutual-constitution is what I take to 

be the central contribution that the Ethical Order makes to the developing understanding 

of Spirit in the Phenomenology, and the reason Hegel signals its importance. It is true that 

the Ethical Order is just a first sketch, a crude approximation of what the ultimate nature 

of the relationship between the Self and the World is, in Hegel’s view (hence, Hegel’s 

talk of the Ethical Order as an “immediate” experience of Spirit – and the remainder of 

the Phenomenology). Thus, the Ethical Order itself will, like all the other “shapes” 

described in the Phenomenology, undermine itself and be passed by. Yet while the 

Ethical Order itself fades away, the insight that the Ethical Order represents does not: in 

the shapes of Spirit tracked by the Phenomenology from the Ethical Order forward, we no 

longer find a Self set over and against the World, but Self and World in a relationship of 

mutual constitution. Although Spirit will continue to go through a myriad of changes, and 

emerge unrecognizable relative to the Ethical Order, still, the rejection of the 

commonsense presupposition of the conceptual separability of the Self and the World, 
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and the introduction of the principle of Self-World mutual-constitution replacing it, are 

fundamentally incorporated into the vision the Phenomenology ultimately develops.

The thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution can be formally represented as the 

implication of a set of three propositions, all of which Hegel believes he must attempt to 

maintain in a consistent manner. Hegel begins with two propositions, which together 

imply a denial of the Self’s independence from the surrounding world. These two 

propositions emerge as observations made about ethical dictates/norms: First, he notes, 

(1) Ethical dictates, i.e. norms, have some form of inherently self-standing reality (Hegel 

believes that this proposition is implied by the fact that the ethical dictates do not depend 

on one’s own personal evaluation of them to hold, as described above); meanwhile, 

Hegel believes, we must acknowledge that (2) Ethical dictates have a motivating sway, a 

normative pull, on the individual (Hegel seems to believe that this point is 

phenomenologically self-evident). Now, Hegel suggests, if we are to consistently 

maintain these two observations as premises, then we are forced to conclude that the Self 

is, in some sense, “open” to the world. Given the self-standing character of the ethical 

dictates together with an acknowledgement of their influence on the Self, it becomes 

contradictory to hold that the Self is an ultimately independent being; the Ethical 

“reality” somehow “finds its way in,” to speak metaphorically, and this could not happen 

were there a sharp ontological separation between the two sides. Once we reject a sharp 

line separating the Self and the World, however, Hegel believes that the phenomenon of 

ethical constitution can be generalized into a wider principle. It is not just ethical norms 

which have an autonomous existence while shaping the individual self; virtually all 

aspects of life can be understandable on such a model, a point Hegel makes by writing 
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that “Spiritual being thus exists first of all for self-consciousness as law which has an 

intrinsic being… it is and is valid; it is the universal ‘I’ of the category, the ‘I’ which is 

immediately a reality, and the world is only this reality” (PS 260-261).66 But now, Hegel 

is also forced to explain the strange kind of reality that the Ethical dictates have. Their 

reality certainly is not objective reality, that is, the kind of enduring actuality that objects 

exhibit. It seems that these ethical dictates are dependent on conscious subjects: without a 

community of thinking, acting beings to enact the ethical dictates, it seems impossible for 

these dictates to have an enduring existence. Hegel thus also finds himself having to 

accept a third proposition: (3) Ethical dictates – while somehow enjoying some form of 

autonomous reality – are dependent on thinking, acting subjects for continued existence. 

Hegel now finds himself faced with the following three propositions:  (1) Ethical 

dictates, i.e. norms, have some form of inherently self-standing reality, (2) Ethical 

dictates have a motivating sway, a normative pull, on the individual, and (3) Ethical 

dictates are dependent on thinking, acting subjects for continued existence. Now, the only 

way Hegel believes he can fit these three propositions together is by claiming that some 

sort of symbiotic relationship exists between the ethical dictates and individuals, a 

reciprocal give and take between the two sides. That is, the only way these three 

propositions can be made coherent and not be seen as viciously circular is if we accept 

                                                
66 Hegel has a little bit more to say about how we move from a discussion of “Law” to a conception 
involving a world more generally. The “honest” consciousness will identify with and accept his “Law,” 
rather than taking a stance of reflective distance or critical appraisal towards it. In doing this, this 
consciousness is (in Hegel’s words) “within the ethical substance,” which is to say that it participates in this 
reality as opposed to being alienated from it. Hegel believes that such an “honest” acceptance can apply to 
realms other than ethics. See PS 261: “Ethical self-consciousness is immediately one with essential being 
through the universality of its self… The difference between self-consciousness and essence, is therefore, 
perfectly transparent. Because of this, the distinctions in essence itself are not accidental determinatenesses; 
on the contrary, in virtue of the unity of essence and self-consciousness (this latter being the only possible 
source of disparity), they are ‘masses’ articulated into groups by the life of the unity which permeates 
them…”
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that they portray an ontological, temporal, actual process where the ethical dictates and 

the community of selves maintain, determine, and hence depend upon, one another. 

* * *

Once the basic model of Self-World mutual-constitution is recognized, one finds 

Hegel identifying its characteristic structures throughout the Ethical Order, in various 

different ways. For example, immediately upon arriving at the stage of Spirit, Hegel 

writes:

[Spirit] is the self of actual consciousness to which it stands opposed, or 
rather which it opposes to itself as an objective, actual world, but a 
world which has completely lost the meaning for the self of something 
alien to it, just as the self has completely lost the meaning of a being-
for-self separated from the world, whether dependent on it or not. 
Spirit, being the Substance and the universal, self-identical, and abiding 
essence, is the unmoved solid ground and starting-point for the action 
of all, and it is their purpose and goal, the in-itself of every self-
consciousness expressed in thought. (PS 263-4) 

What we can notice about this description is that while Hegel speaks of Self and World as 

different characters, nevertheless, he claims that there no longer exists an independence 

between the two.  The World has “completely lost” its “alien”-ness to the Self, while 

simultaneously the Self has “lost its meaning” as “separated” from the World. Self and 

World are now recognized to be integrated in some fundamental way. 

Spirit now stands as this fundamentally integrated relationship, and within this 

greater, more encompassing relationship, Hegel will go on to describe how Self and 

World each contribute to the determination and maintenance of their other. First, Hegel 

claims that Spirit determines individual Selves, furnishing the content that constitutes 

their lives: Spirit is the “self of actual consciousness,” the “in-itself of every self-

consciousness expressed in thought”; in other words, Spirit is the world of the individual 

(the “objective, actual world” of consciousness), and as such is the “unmoved solid 
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ground and starting-point for the action of all, and it is their purpose and goal” (PS 263-

4).67 In plainer language, we might put the point this way: the individual human Self is 

what she is – in body, beliefs, thoughts, etc. – as the result of being shaped by the World 

around her.     

However, Hegel goes on to note, the relationship of constitution is not one-way, 

for there is a reciprocal moment where we find the Self constituting the World. 

Immediately following the passage cited above, Hegel continues: 

As substance, Spirit is unshaken righteous self-identity; but as being-
for-self it is a fragmented being, self-sacrificing and benevolent, in 
which each accomplishes his own work, rends asunder the universal 
being, and takes from it his own share. This resolving of the essence 
into individuals is precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; 
it is the movement and soul of substance and the resultant universal 
being. Just because it is a being that is resolved in the self, it is not a 
dead essence, but is actual and alive. (PS 264) 

Spirit, by constituting individuals’ characters, receives the benefit of finding in these 

individuals a means by which it can be manifested and maintained. The World into which 

individuals are born determines their activity, thoughts, etc. As there is a variety of 

individuals born into a variety of circumstances, the way in which individuals are 

                                                
67 This aspect of the Ethical Order (namely, the way in which the World is found to constitute the Self), can 
also be more clearly understood when we recall the way in which the Ethical Order is said to be “actual” 
Spirit. Above, I described how the transition from Reason to Spirit had to do with recognizing the unique 
kind of reality that “ethical dictates,” i.e. norms, have. The individual, Hegel said, must recognize and
acknowledge the “absoluteness” of the dictates; the dictates somehow exist in a way that antecedes the 
individual who encounters them, while the individual encountering them conforms him/herself to them 
accordingly. In this situation, Hegel suggests, we find a world that we do not personally create but in which 
we participate and with which we identify. Now, Hegel seems to be generalizing this principle: we find a 
premade world, one that comes replete with an understanding of the way things are and the way things 
should be, as well as a physical environment out of which we emerge and sustain ourselves and in which 
our understanding and our activity are entrenched; the individual “finds” this world, or is born into it, and 
as such this individual occupies a place in the pre-existing system, one that provides a firm foundation for 
the individual but that simultaneously has a purchase over, and makes demands on, the individual (in 
Hegel’s word’s, “the unmoved solid ground and starting-point for the action of all, and it is their purpose 
and goal…”). Given all this, all the individual must do is accept this situation, “take on” the world she finds 
herself occupying. (This is not a conscious choice, per se; were it this, the individual would demote the 
ethical dictates from their “absolute” position. It is more of a natural attitude.) When this is done, the world 
presents itself to the individual in such a way that it presents the individual with everything: beliefs, duties, 
values, etc.
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determined is differentiated; each individual occupies a different time and space in their 

World, and as such, Spirit is “fragmented,” with each individual “rends it asunder,” 

“taking from it his own share.” But as we have seen, the individuals of the Ethical Order 

reproduce the norms they thus inherent, thereby reproducing and maintaining their 

World; each individual has “his own share,” but then turns around and “accomplishes his 

own work”; the determination of different thinking, acting subjects is therefore only one 

side of the coin, the other side being the determination of the World at the hands of those 

thinking, acting subjects. Thus, we do not find a World which is pre-determined and 

whose complexity requires an explanation; instead, we find a World whose determination 

and complexity can be directly attributable to its being constantly reaffirmed and 

reproduced by a community of thinking, acting subjects. Hegel writes, “just because it is 

a being that is resolved in the self, it is not a dead essence, but is actual and alive.” The 

World, then, is as dependent on individuals as they are upon it.68    

In addition to Hegel’s initial description of the Ethical Order, we find the motif of 

mutual constitution emerging in Hegel’s subsequent, more detailed account of Ethical 

                                                
68 From the description I give here, one might think that Hegel makes the maintenance or continued 
existence of the World dependent on the Self, but not necessarily the constitution of its contentful 
character. This would not be accurate: Hegel goes so far as to attribute the structure of the World to its 
newly-discovered integration with Consciousness: “Spirit is, in its simple truth, consciousness, and forces 
its moments apart… In this separation of the moments of consciousness, the simple substance [i.e. the 
World] has, on the one hand, preserved the antithesis to self-consciousness, and on the other, it equally 
exhibits in its own self the nature of consciousness, viz. to create distinctions within itself, exhibiting itself 
as a world articulated into its [separate (brackets in original)] spheres” (PS 266). It is no coincidence, Hegel 
believes, that the Ethical Order takes on the structure it takes on, that is, that it both differentiates itself 
internally and maintains an identity with its other, or that it bifurcates into superficially opposed but 
ultimately mutually dependent “moments”; these features are for Hegel the essential features of 
consciousness, and the fact that the World depends on conscious individuals for continued existence means 
that it must structure itself in a way that is amenable to individual consciousness. In fact, Hegel argues that 
since the Ethical completely constitutes consciousness, it must be the case that the structure of the Ethical 
World is completely amenable to the structure of consciousness: “Self-Consciousness” wholly takes over its 
content from the ethical dictates it finds and considers the “difference” between itself and the Ethical 
“transparent,” and therefore ethical “substance” and ethical “self-Consciousness” must be able to reflect 
one another precisely. Hegel in effect says just this on PS 261 (quoted above, fn. 66).
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Life. Mutual constitution appears in the relationship of the structural elements of the 

Ethical Order, in the way that the Ethical realizes itself in the two pathos of Human and 

Divine Law; and the ongoing give-and-take characteristic of Self-World mutual-

constitution later emerges in the way that the “initial harmony” of the Ethical World 

gives way to “cruel destiny.” 

In the first part of the Ethical Order, the “Ethical World,” Hegel tells us that the 

Ethical sphere is determined into Human and Divine Law69; in Hegel’s description of 

these two and the relation between them, we find the structure of mutual-constitution 

displayed once again, this time at the level of the elements making up Ethical Life.  The 

“spheres” into which Spirit, as the Ethical Order, articulates itself are “Human Law” and 

“Divine Law,” and these respectively represent Self and World: 

In the essence we are considering here, individuality has the meaning 
of self-consciousness in general… It is Spirit which is for itself in that it 
preserves itself in its reflection in individuals; and it is implicitly Spirit, 
or substance, in that it preserves them within itself. As actual 
substance, it is a nation, as actual consciousness, it is the citizens of 
that nation.… This Spirit can be called the human law, because it is 
essentially in the form of a reality that is conscious of itself… in the 
form of individuality it is the actual certainty of itself in the individual
as such” (PS 267-8). 

In this passage, one conspicuous line stands out: Hegel writes that the “essence we are 

considering here” is “Spirit which is for itself in that it preserves itself in its reflection in 

individuals; and it is implicitly Spirit, or substance, in that it preserves them within itself.” 

Here we find what seems to be a clear allusion to the structure of mutual-constitution: 

Spirit “preserves itself in its reflection in individuals,” and “preserves them within itself.” 

                                                
69 The bifurcation of Ethical substance into Human and Divine Law is explicitly cast as a determination 
reflecting the integration of consciousness and substance: “the simple substance… equally exhibits in its 
own self the nature of consciousness, viz. to create distinctions within itself, exhibiting itself as a world 
articulated into its [separate] spheres. It thus splits itself up into distinct ethical substances, into a human 
and divine law” (PS 266). As I have been treating these terms, “consciousness” and “substance” are one 
expression of a binary that takes several forms –I have more often referred to it here as the identity of 
Thought and Being, or of Self and World.
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In the former moment, Spirit is “for itself”; in the latter, it is “implicit.” Now, however, 

Hegel will assign each of these moments a “Law,” a pathos representative of those 

features associated with one side of relationship. Human Law, as Hegel describes it, 

represents the Self, and with it, associated features and characteristics such as Thought, 

subjectivity, deliberate self-determined activity (especially civic or political action), the 

explicit or the for-itself, etc. Meanwhile, Hegel describes Divine Law as the articulated 

pathos representing those characteristics associated with the World, namely, Being, 

objectivity, the natural love and fraternity of family, the implicit or the in-itself, etc.: 

Confronting this clearly manifest ethical power [Human Law] there is, 
however, another power, the Divine Law. The ethical power of the 
state, being the movement of self-conscious action, finds its antithesis 
in the simple and immediate essence of the ethical sphere; as actual
universality it is a force actively opposed to individual being-for-self… 
If then, the community [manifestation of Human Law] is that substance 
conscious of what it actually does, the other side has the form of 
immediate substance or substance that simply is… [it is] the inner 
Notion or general possibility of the ethical sphere in general… (PS 268)

Once these two Laws or articulated pathos have been described, Hegel again 

points out that there is a relationship of reciprocal dependence, a give-and-take of mutual-

constitution, between the two: “Neither of the two is by itself absolutely valid; human 

law proceeds in its living process from the divine, the law valid on earth from that of the 

nether world, the conscious from the unconscious, mediation from immediacy – and 

equally returns whence it came. The power of the nether world, on the other hand, has its 

actual existence on earth; through consciousness, it becomes existence and activity” (PS 

276). Each of the two, Human and Divine Law, are dependent on their other, and cannot 

be realized in the other’s absence. The “element” or medium of the community is the 

family, as it is from and thanks to the family unit that the community is provided with the 

individuals that populate it. Meanwhile, without the benefits of social, civic life, the 
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family members would not be able to provide for themselves in a way that ensures their 

survival and flourishing. Human Law, as the representative of Self, and Divine Law, as 

the representative of World, both condition one another; they are mutually constitutive, 

each having their own identifiable character, but neither one being conceptually or 

ontologically independent of its other. In this way, the Human Law-Divine Law relation 

is analogous to Self-World mutual-constitution.     

In the second part of the Ethical Order, the section entitled “Ethical Action,” we 

find the mutual-constitution motif appearing yet again, first on a micro-level as the 

“action” of an individual, then on a macro-level, as the “fate” or “destiny” which follows 

upon the individual’s act. As “Action,” Hegel paints a direct portrait of the process of 

mutual constitution occurring:

Action divides it [Spirit] into substance, and consciousness of the 
substance; and divides the substance as well as consciousness. 
Substance, as the universal essence and End, stands over against 
individualized reality; the infinite middle term is self-consciousness 
which, being the implicit unity of itself and substance, now becomes 
that unity explicitly and [by acting] unites the universal essence and its 
individualized reality. The latter it raises to the former and acts 
ethically, the former it brings to the latter and realizes the End, the 
substance which had existence only in thought. It brings into existence 
the unity of its self and substance as its own work, and thus as an actual 
existence. (PS 266) 

Here we are told that the means through which mutual constitution occurs is action, the 

act of Ethical Self-Consciousness. Ethical Self-Consciousness – that individual who 

acknowledges the absoluteness of standing norms and enacts them – through its act 

establishes the “unity” of substance and actuality. This Ethical Self-Consciousness is the 

one who is aware of the demands of the ethical dictates and the one who puts them into 

action (while, reciprocally, for this very reason, the ethical dictates are made dependent 

on the Ethical Self-Consciousness): she “raises” “individualized reality” to Ethical 
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Substance, simultaneously “bringing down” the Ethical Substance into herself and into 

her actual world. “Action” is thus glossed here by Hegel as mutual-constitution in 

operation, in the way that it represents both the individual’s taking existing norms upon 

herself and the individual’s subsequent enacting of these norms. 

“Action,” however, this is only the first half of the story. Action sets into motion a 

chain of events which ultimately lead to the collapse of the Ethical Order. Very briefly, 

this occurs in the following way: the Ethical Order, as it is originally developed, places 

the individual in a tenuous position. The individual, as an Ethical Self-Consciousness, is 

given the demand to realize his or her Law, the pathos which he or she is assigned. But, 

as just mentioned, the Ethical Order as a whole involves a balance of both Laws. So when 

Ethical Self-Consciousness attempt to assert its Law and to establish its dictates as 

actuality, this necessarily transgresses the other’s Law. What was a situation of harmony 

now becomes a situation of on-going conflict, of transgression and retribution: 

The absolute right of ethical self-consciousness comes into conflict 
with the divine right of essential being… The movements of the ethical 
powers against each other and of the individualities calling them into 
life and action have attained their true end only in so far as both sides 
suffer the same destruction… The victory of one power and its 
character, and the defeat of the other, would thus be only the part and 
incomplete work which irresistibly advances to the equilibrium of the 
two. Only in the downfall of both sides alike is absolute right 
accomplished, and the ethical substance as the negative power which 
engulfs both sides, that is, omnipotent and righteous Destiny, steps on 
the scene. (PS 280-5)

Destiny, the ongoing conflict of the two ethical powers, now replaces the harmony that 

the two powers initially enjoyed in the Ethical Order. But the destructive relation which 

replaces the former harmonious one once again exhibits the characteristic structural 

features of mutual-constitution: Destiny is described as the “movement of the ethical 

powers against each other… the victory of one power and its character, and the defeat of 



104

the other… which irresistibly advanced to the equilibrium of the two”; here, then, we are 

presented with a history of how one alteration of the total situation calls forth another 

alteration, one which responds to the first and re-establishes the balance that was 

disturbed. It is, in other words, an ongoing process of back-and-forth or give-and-take 

between the two Laws, at the level of social history as a whole. Seen from this 

perspective, Destiny is a magnified analog of action; just as action was the reconciliation 

of “essence” and “individualized reality” into a situation where the two are in “unity,” so 

too Destiny is the process by which the Human and Divine – i.e. Self and World – are 

seen to make advances upon one another only to reemerge in an integrated whole. If 

Action was the operation of mutual-constitution at the level of the individual Self, 

Destiny now appears as the operation of mutual-constitution at the level of the World as a

whole. And if the Ethical World, in its balanced, “harmonious” bifurcation into two 

mutually dependent Laws presented us with a static image of Spirit structured according 

to mutual-constitution, then Action and Destiny offer us a dynamic vision of mutual-

constitution, in the moment it operates. 

* * *

Now that Hegel’s thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution as advanced in the 

Ethical Order has been laid out, the final question to ask in this section is, What is the 

significance of this thesis? Why does Hegel signal so strongly that some crucial shift has 

occurred? As I understand it, Hegel’s answer would be the following: By presenting us 

with a vision of Self-World mutual-constitution, the Ethical Order offers us a model for 

the Self-World relationship in which the source of the characters of Self and World, 

along with how these came to be what they are, can be explained (and even ontologically 
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grounded) without reference to anything external to this relationship.70 When we see how 

the characters of Self and World can be traced back to their other, we see that all aspects 

of the phenomenal world can be comprehended by tracing the conditions of their 

emergence back to some other aspect of the phenomenal world; we need not appeal to 

anything transcending the experiential world to explain the experiential world, but instead 

we become able to see the way in which the world holds itself up, so to speak. In Hegel’s 

words, we have here hit upon a vision wherein “Spirit is thus self-supporting, absolute, 

real being” (PS 264). The details of this vision will be spelled out in the subsequent 

chapters of this dissertation, but before concluding this chapter, certain objects should be 

addressed.  

Section Four: Potential Objections 

In the foregoing, I have claimed that the transition from Reason to Spirit, and the Ethical 

Order as the hinge of this transition, is to be interpreted not just on the basis of a turn to 

history, but more basically as an introduction of a thesis of Self-World mutual-

constitution. I have argued that the character of this model of Self-World mutual-

constitution can be discerned in Hegel’s description of the Ethical Order in a variety of 

                                                
70 I should take a moment to clarify that the way in which Self and World are understood to mediate one 
another is not empirical. I am not suggesting the character of each emerges out of the other by some open-
ended organic development, where the process itself creates its moments, as though Hegel were making the 
process of the evolving relationship fundamental. Clearly, Hegel would not accept that the process of Self-
World mutual-constitution is open-ended in this way: Self and World mediate one another conceptually, in 
that the character of each can be explained by reference to the character of the other, and they mediate one 
another in an ontological way, in that the concrete existence of each is concretely determined by the 
“activity” of its other. But if Hegel does emphasize the nature of the relationship between the two as a 
process, and if he does point to the way in which there exists an ongoing give-and-take between the two on 
the basis of which each can be comprehended, it is also true that this process itself is logically determined 
(for which reason Hegel characterizes the process as the realization of Spirit and the expression of the 
Absolute – the underlying process is not fundamental on its own, so to speak, but fundamental in the way 
that it is the concrete reality of Absolute Spirit and a system of Speculative Logic). 
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ways, and that Hegel himself, through the language he uses to characterize the transition 

from Reason to Spirit, signals that with this turn and this thesis, a fundamental shift has 

occurred and an important insight has been gained. 

Defending this stance will require two separate sets of arguments. First, I will 

address two potential interpretative objections: (a) that this Self-World mutual-

constitution might be the focus of the Ethical Order, but that it might not be an enduring 

contribution to the Phenomenology as a whole, and (b) it might be the case that the kind 

of Self-World “identity” supposedly established in the Ethical Order might either be 

introduced earlier in the Phenomenology or abandoned later in it. After considering these 

possibilities, I will address a more philosophical objection: if the model of Self-World 

mutual-constitution is such that it attributes the character of both Self and World to their 

other, is it not viciously circular? 

The first objection to be considered is the following: perhaps the Ethical Order 

does introduce a thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution, but it might not be the case 

that Self-World mutual-constitution is as central a contribution to the Phenomenology’s 

overall vision of Spirit as I have made it out to be. Against this objection, it can be 

pointed out that in important sections of the Phenomenology where Hegel describes his 

system in its fully developed form (namely, in the Preface and the Absolute Knowing 

chapters), we find allusions to structures closely resembling Self-World mutual-

constitution as described above. For example, in the Preface, when characterizing 

speculative thought, Hegel describes the Notion in the following terms: 

Since the Notion is the object’s own self, which presents itself as the 
coming-to-be of the object, it is not a passive Subject inertly supporting 
the Accidents; it is, on the contrary, the self-moving Notion which 



107

takes its determinations back into itself. In this movement the passive 
Subject itself perishes; it enters into the differences and the content, and 
constitutes the determinateness, i.e. the differentiated content and its 
movement, instead of remaining inertly over against it… Conversely, 
the dispersion of the content is thereby bound together under the self; it 
is not the universal which, free from the Subject, could belong to 
several others. Thus the content is, in fact, no longer a Predicate of the 
Subject, but is the Substance, the essence and the Notion of what is 
under discussion. (PS 37)

Hegel describes the Notion’s operations in terms that mirror those he employs when 

describing Self-World mutual-constitution in the Ethical Order. Just as Hegel describes 

the Notion as the “Object’s own self,” which presents itself as “the coming-to-be of the 

object,” so too he tells us that Ethical Spirit is “the unmoved solid ground and starting-

point for the action of all, and it is their purpose and goal… Spirit, or Spirit’s reflection 

into itself, is posited…” (PS 264).  Just as the Notion is “the self-moving Notion which 

takes its determinations back into itself,” that which “enters into the differences and the 

content, and constitutes the determinateness,” only to then be “conversely… bound 

together under the self,” so too Ethical Spirit is described by stating that, “as substance, 

Spirit is unshaken righteous self-identity; but as being-for-self it is a fragmented being, 

self-sacrificing and benevolent, in which each accomplishes his own work, rends asunder 

the universal being” (PS 264), and later that it “[brings] into existence the unity of its self 

and substance as its own work, and thus as an actual existence” (PS 266). Furthermore, 

Hegel notes, the Notion of the object is not to be thought of as an “inert,” independent 

essence standing behind or above this process, but is present in the “dispersions of 

content” and “self-movement which takes its dispersions back into itself.” Meanwhile, in 

the Ethical Order, we are told that the “resolving of the essence into individuals is 

precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the movement and soul of 

substance and the resultant universal being. Just because it is a being that is resolved in 
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the self, it is not a dead essence, but is actual and alive…” (PS 264). There is thus 

significant overlap between the operations of the Notion in speculative thought, and the 

observable structure of Spirit in the Ethical Order. 

Now, however, we might face a further difficulty: our objector might argue that 

the passage I have cited from the Preface is meant to describe the immanent development 

of the object or of the Notion. “Immanent development” here means that the developing 

object or Notion (which, for Hegel, are ultimately the same)71 determines its own 

character, as opposed to having its character constituted for it by some external cognition 

of it.72 This phenomenon is distinct from Self-World mutual-constitution: with Self-

World mutual-constitution, one finds two distinct characters each constituting the other, 

as opposed to finding entities determining their own characters. The structural similarities 

between the two phenomena therefore appear to be questionable. 

This objection, however, seems to miss one of the key points of Self-World 

mutual-constitution. Hegel’s approval of immanent development has to do with the fact 

that an immanently developing object qua Notion is self-determining, that it is not a 

product to be explained on the basis of some other entity’s acting upon it. The advantage 

of Self-World mutual-constitution, meanwhile, is that it allows Spirit to be similarly self-

determining. When the process of mutual-constitution is recognized, we find that the 

                                                
71 If we accept Hegel’s thesis of the ontological primacy of the intelligible, as I have argued for it in 
Chapter One, we find that the immanent development of the Notion is the immanent development of the 
object, and vice versa: the object becomes what it becomes because it is an intelligible entity, and so its 
moments follow an intelligible, logical order; meanwhile, the realization of the object as an intelligible 
whole cannot occur other than through a series of concrete manifestations. 

72 What I call the “object” in this sentence is what was designated as the “Subject” (i.e. the grammatical 
subject) in the passage above. The Subject/Notional Object “enters into the differences and the content, and 
constitutes the determinateness”; the object is not “a passive Subject inertly supporting the Accidents,” and 
its determinate character “is not the universal which, free from the Subject, could belong to several 
others… no longer a Predicate of the Subject, but is the Substance.”
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whole grounds the moments in such a way that every component can be explained 

without the need to appeal to anything beyond the whole. So while it is true that Self and 

World are each disanalogous with the immanently developing object qua  Notion, Spirit 

as a whole, operating on the basis of a principle of Self-World mutual-constitution, is 

analogous with the immanently developing object qua Notion.73

In addition to the operational/structural match between Hegel’s description of the 

Notion in the Preface and his account of Spirit in the Ethical Order, we also find a 

noteworthy parallel between the Ethical Order and the Absolute Knowledge chapter. In 

the Absolute Knowing chapter, Hegel writes: 

Spirit… has shown itself to us to be neither merely the withdrawal of 
self-consciousness into its pure inwardness, nor the mere submergence 
of self-consciousness into substance, and the non-being of its [moments 
of (brackets in original)] difference; but Spirit is this movement of the 
Self which empties itself of itself and sinks itself into substance, and 
also, as Subject, has gone out of the substance into itself, making the 
substance into an object and a content at the same time as it cancels this 
difference between objectivity and content. (PS 490) 

Similarities immediately suggest themselves between Hegel’s description of Absolute 

Spirit here and his description of Ethical Spirit in the Ethical Order. Absolute Spirit is 

characterized as a “movement” of the “Self” sinking into “substance” and subsequently 

reemerging, thereby making this substance an object whose “difference with content has 

been cancelled.” Ethical Spirit, meanwhile, behaves in just this way, “sinking into 

substance” in constituting individuals, subsequently “going out of this substance into 

itself” as these individuals become aware of the dictates of Ethical Spirit, and finally, 

“canceling the difference between objectivity and content,” when these individual Ethical 

                                                
73 As quoted above: “Spirit, being the substance and the universal, self-identical, and abiding essence, is the 
unmoved solid ground and starting-point for the action of all, and it is their purpose and goal, the in-itself 
of every self-consciousness expressed in thought. This substance is equally the universal work produced by 
the action of all and each as their unity and identity, for it is the being-for-self, the self, action… Spirit is 
thus self-supporting, absolute, real being” (PS 264). 
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Self-Consciousnesses “act ethically… [bringing] into existence the unity of [their] self 

and substance as [their] own work, and thus as an actual existence” (PS 266). For all the 

differences between the fully developed Spirit of Absolute Knowledge and the immediate 

Spirit of the Ethical Order, there is here a significant, observable, underlying structural 

similarity between the two, a structure which is precisely what the thesis of Self-World 

mutual-constitution introduces.   

It is hopefully clear by now that the thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution is a 

key development of the Phenomenology’s vision of Spirit. Yet there is now another 

concern that will have to be answered before moving on. It might be the case that the 

addition of a Self-World mutual-constitution thesis is as central to the Phenomenology as 

I have argued it to be, but perhaps, although this thesis features prominently in the Ethical 

Order, it is not the case that it is only with the Ethical Order that this thesis becomes 

instituted in the Phenomenology’s overall view. In other words, an objector might counter 

here: is it not possible to find instances of Self-World mutual-constitution earlier in the 

Phenomenology, and is it not true that stages after the Ethical Order seem to have 

abandoned this thesis? If either of these were the case, then it would seem that I was 

overstating the significance of the Ethical Order. 

Consider, for example, one initial reason to think that I have overstated my case: 

immediately with the collapse of the Ethical Order, the Self seems to lose its connection 

to the World. In the transition from the Ethical Order to “Legal Status” and beyond to the 

Culture section, Hegel writes: “With the vanishing of this determinateness [i.e. the 

Ethical Order]… the life of Spirit and this Substance, which is self-conscious in 

everyone, is lost. The substance emerges as a formal universality in them, no longer 
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dwelling in them as a living Spirit; on the contrary, the simple compactness of their 

individuality has been shattered into a multitude of separate atoms…” (PS 289). The 

stage that follows the Ethical Order, Culture, is characterized by the alienation of the Self 

from its World. Does this not cause a problem for the interpretation I have advanced? 

Fortunately, while Culture does represent a moment of alienation of Self from 

World, it does not follow that this moment of alienation establishes an independence of 

Self from World. The alienation that characterizes Culture, Hegel explicitly claims, is a 

necessary step in bringing the true character of the Self-World relation as described in the 

Ethical Order to explicit self-consciousness (which occurs at the stage of Morality).74 In 

opening the Spirit chapter, Hegel writes: “The ethical world, the world which is rent 

asunder into this world and a beyond [i.e. Culture], and the moral view of the world, are 

thus the Spirits whose process and return into the simple self-consciousness of Spirit are 

now to be developed. The goal and outcome of that process will appear on the scene as 

the actual self-consciousness of absolute Spirit” (PS 265). The alienation of Culture does 

                                                
74 In fact, Hegel believes that alienation is always an important step in bringing the significance/meaning of 
a phenomenon to explicit awareness, that it signifies a moment of obscurity rather than denial of identity. 
See PS 21: “experience is the name we give to this movement, in which the immediate, the unexperienced, 
i.e. the abstract, whether it be of sensuous being, or only thought of as simple, becomes alienated from 
itself and then returns to itself from this alienation, and is only then revealed for the first time in its 
actuality and truth, just as it then has become a property of consciousness also.” That Culture represents 
alienation, and moreover a mode of alienation that does not eradicate, but actually assumes, Self-World 
mutual constitution, see PS 295-6: “this Spirit [Culture] constructs for itself not merely a world, but a world 
that is double, divided and self-opposed… what is present has the significance only of an objective reality, 
the consciousness of which exists in a beyond; each single moment qua essence receives this, and with it 
actuality, from an ‘other’, and so far as it is actual, its essence is something other than its own actuality. 
Nothing has a Spirit that is grounded within itself and indwells it, but each has its being in something 
outside of and alien to it. The equilibrium of the whole is not the unity which remains with itself, not the 
contentment that comes from having returned into itself, but rests on the alienation of opposites.” That this 
alienation is overcome as we move from Culture to Morality, Hegel tells us on PS 364: “The ethical world 
showed its fate and its truth to be the Spirit that had merely passed away in it, the individual self. This legal 
person, however, has its substance and fulfillment outside of that world. The movement of the world of 
culture and faith does away with this abstraction of the person, and, through the completed alienation, 
through the ultimate abstraction, Substance becomes for Spirit at first the universal will, and finally Spirit’s 
own possession. Here, then, knowledge appears at last to have become completely identical with its truth; 
for its truth is this very knowledge and any antithesis between the two sides has vanished, vanished not 
only for us or in itself, but for self-consciousness itself…”
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not mean that the relation of mutual-constitution of the Self and the World has been lost –

it has only been made obscure, problematized, in such a way that its explicit, self-

conscious resolution will mark the completion of our advancing comprehension of our 

situation. Furthermore, once the alienation of the Culture stage fades away, we see 

occurrences of Self-World identification all through the latter sections of the 

Phenomenology. In addition to its appearance in the later Spirit sections (i.e. in Morality), 

it also emerges in the various shapes of Spirit as Religion. It appears in the “Religion in 

the Form of Art” chapter as the Cult,75 and later in the Revealed Religion chapter, as the 

Community.76

So the objection that the Self-World mutual-constitution thesis introduced in the 

Ethical Order might not be an enduring theme of the remainder of the Phenomenology

does not stand. As another objection, however, one might admit that this Self-World 

mutual-constitution is typical of the Phenomenology subsequent to the Ethical Order, but 

wonder whether this thesis is genuinely introduced by the Ethical Order. After all, earlier 

stages – the Self-Consciousness and Reason chapters – were nominally characterized in 

terms of subject-object identity, as well. 

While earlier stages of the Phenomenology nominally recognized a subject-object 

identity, it nevertheless is not the case that these earlier stages established anything like a 
                                                
75 On the relation of Ethical Order and Religion as the Cult, see PS 432: “The movement of the two sides 
constitutes the Cult: a movement in which the divine shape in motion in the pure feeling element of self-
consciousness, and the divine shape at rest in the element of thinghood, mutually surrender their distinctive 
characters, and the unity which is the Notion of their essence achieves an existence. In the Cult, the self 
gives itself the consciousness of the divine Being descending to it from its remoteness, and this divine 
Being, which formerly was not actual but only an object over against it, through this act receives the 
actuality proper to self-consciousness.” 

76 “Absolute Spirit is the content, and is thus in the shape of its truth. But its truth is to be not merely the 
Substance or the in-itself of the community, nor merely to step forth out of this inwardness into the 
objectivity of picture-thinking, but to become an actual Self, to reflect itself into itself and to be Subject. 
This, therefore, is the movement which it accomplishes in its community, or this is the life of the 
community” (PS 463).
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Self-World mutual-constitution relation prior to the Ethical Order. Though earlier stages 

of the Phenomenology seemed to be premised on an idealist subject-object identity, they 

did so in what was to Hegel a problematic way: they continually began from the premise 

of Self-World separation, despite their supposed status to the contrary. With respect to 

Self-Consciousness, for example, Hegel writes of the Stoicism stage: 

It is true that for this self-consciousness [stoicism] the essence is 
neither an other than itself, nor the pure abstraction of the ‘I’, but an ‘I’ 
which has the otherness within itself, though in the form of thought… 
Yet at the same time this its essence is only an abstract essence. The 
freedom of self-consciousness is indifferent to natural existence and has 
therefore let this equally go free… Freedom in thought has only pure 
thought as its truth, a truth lacking the fullness of life. (PS 121-2)      

While Stoicism, as a sophisticated form of subject-object identification, identifies the 

essence of truth with thought, it can only function by dissociating this from the existing, 

actual world surrounding it. We have here an “abstract” identity of subject and object, not 

a concrete one, i.e. not one that genuinely links thinking essence with the actual world 

surrounding it. To be a functional identity of subject and object, Stoicism would have to 

reconnect with the actual world, which it (by definition) cannot do. This point is repeated 

later and generalized to all versions of Self-Consciousness; in summarizing the 

conclusions of the Self-Consciousness chapter, Hegel writes: “Up till now it [Self-

Consciousness] has been concerned only with its independence and freedom, concerned 

to save and maintain itself for itself at the expense of the world, or of its own actuality, 

both of which appeared to it as the negative of its essence” (PS 139). 

So the Self-Consciousness chapter has not yet achieved the kind of Self-World 

identity that the Ethical Order introduces with its thesis of Self-World mutual-

constitution. But what about the Reason chapter? With respect to the Reason stage, one 

might think that we would have a harder time responding to the objection, since Hegel 
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defines Reason as a reconciliation of actuality with the thinking Self’s certainty of its 

ideas, i.e. as a mode of idealism in which thought and actuality are one.77 However, we 

find that Reason cannot ultimately coherently maintain this understanding of itself, 

precisely because it still conceives of Self and World as mutually independent: “Here we 

see pure consciousness posited in a twofold manner: once as the restless movement to 

and fro through all its moments, aware in them of an otherness which is superseded in the 

act of grasping it; and again, rather as the tranquil unity certain of its [own (brackets in 

original)] truth. For this unity that movement is the ‘other’, while for this movement that 

tranquil unity is the ‘other’; and consciousness and object alternate within these 

reciprocal determinations” (PS 143-4, emphasis added).78 It is true that Reason identifies 

subject and object, thought and world. But the way this is done is such that subject and 

object, thought and world, are from the first understood to be different things, which are 

then to be united; in other words, this identity is premised on a prior distinction, one 

which (Hegel will argue) is ill-conceived and, while it is still presumed, ensures that all 

attempts at unification will not be successful. It is in large part the failure of this program 

that the reimagining of the Self-World relation we find in the Ethical Order is called for.

This leaves one final objection to be considered, an objection that has more to do 

with the philosophical content of the thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution. I have 

argued that this mutual-constitution model stands at the center of the Ethical Order, and 

                                                
77 “… as Reason, assured of itself, it [self-consciousness] is at peace with them [the world and self-
consciousness’s own actuality], and can endure them; for it is certain  that it is itself reality, or that 
everything actual is none other than itself; its thinking is itself directly actuality, and thus its relationship to 
the latter is that of idealism… it discovers the world as its new real world, which in its permanence holds an 
interest for it which previously lay only in its transiency; for the existence of the world becomes for self-
consciousness its own truth and presence; it is certain of experiencing only itself therein” (PS 139-40). 

78 At the start of the Spirit chapter, Hegel once more claims that the problem with Reason was that it held 
on to a conception of Self and World as independent: “This consciousness, as a particular individual, is still 
in fact distinct from substance…” (PS 263).  
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forms the essential step in the transition from Reason to Spirit. But there may be a worry 

with respect to the model itself: If mutual-constitution is to be understood such that 

according to its account, the Self constitutes the World, and the World constitutes the 

Self, is it not viciously circular? Does it not simply pass the status of “ground” back and 

forth, without ever firmly stabilizing it? Or there may be another, related worry. It may be 

the case that Self-World mutual-constitution accounts for the character of these particular 

individuals A on the basis of that particular World B, and of that particular World B on 

the basis of this particular community of individuals C, and of community C on the basis 

of World D, and so on. But is there an end to this chain, some stable anchor, or are we 

facing an infinite regress, to be forever referred to the preceding character? 

The appropriate response to these objections is to note the limitations of the thesis 

of Self-World mutual-constitution: this thesis is not intended to be an exhaustive account, 

on its own, of Spirit or of the constitution of our world; and so to be convincingly 

answered, objections like these would require a more complete understanding of Spirit, of 

the Absolute whole of which mutual-constitution is only part of the story (albeit an 

important part). Is Self-World mutual-constitution viciously circular? No: it grounds all 

of its moments in the greater process in which they are embedded. But for this response 

to be satisfying, more would need to be said about what the nature of this process is, and 

how it itself is only a condition (and not the ultimate foundation) of Hegel’s Spiritual 

worldview.79 Is the chain of “A constitutes B, B constitutes C, etc.” stably grounded? 

Yes: but it is grounded in Hegel’s greater account of Spirit, where Spirit is (among other 

things) a completely comprehending account of the concrete, experienced world. Self-

                                                
79 In Chapters Four and Five, it will become more explicitly clear that the “process” in question is the 
process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination. 
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World mutual-constitution is an important part of Hegel’s Spiritual account of things in 

the way that it is a condition for Spirit’s being self-supporting and self-sustaining, but as 

a part of the system, mutual-constitution will itself need to be justified on the basis of the 

greater whole. This again – stating that mutual-constitution is both a condition for Spirit 

and saying that it itself is something to be grounded in Spirit – may invite worries of 

circularity. But these worries will not be resolved at the level of mutual-constitution. 

They demand an understanding of Hegelian philosophic methodology and a view of 

Hegel’s system as a whole.  

But if the limited scope of the Self-World mutual-constitution thesis should be 

recognized, so should the importance of this thesis for Hegel’s account of Spirit. We have 

seen how strong the language is by which Hegel characterizes the Ethical Order and its 

mutual-constitution thesis. And, to emphasize the character of the contribution Hegel 

believes is being made by these, we can recite the following passage, which has figured 

in a few of my arguments above: “This resolving of the essence into individuals is 

precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the movement and soul of 

substance and the resultant universal being. Just because it [Spirit] is a being that is 

resolved in the self, it is not a dead essence, but is actual and alive… Spirit is thus self-

supporting, absolute, real being” (PS 264). The Ethical Order and its mutual-constitution 

thesis are claimed to grant Spirit “life” and “movement” in a way that it did not 

previously enjoy; they are the condition for Spirit to be a “self-supporting, absolute, real 

being.” As I have argued above, this is accomplished via a reformulation of the 

ontological model assumed by Spirit. Prior to this point, Self and World were thought to 

be distinct; even if one of them was taken to constitute the other, the existence of the first, 
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the one constituting, would have become an assertion in need of further explication and 

justification; meanwhile, the concretely existing meaningful world (with which Spirit is 

to be identified) was made dependent, fleeting, grounded in something other than itself. 

Now, by contrast, neither Self nor World is made the first; each one is made explicable 

on the basis of the other; and whereas previously the concretely existing world would 

have been made fleeting, we can now discern the engine by which it is generated and 

sustained, by which it produces itself and holds itself up. This is only a “local 

reformulation,” to be sure: the entirety of Spirit is not to be made in the image of Self-

World mutual-constitution. But it is an important and decisive move. 

Appreciating the character of this ontological reformulation also presents an 

opportunity to return to the “turn to history” interpretation, to note why the Self-World 

mutual-constitution thesis was called for in the first place. Scholars like Pinkard and 

Forster argue that the turn from Reason to Spirit represents a turn to history, in the hopes 

that attention to the historical conditions of the emergence of our modern predicament 

might lead to a resolution of the problems (both theoretical and existential) Hegel and his 

contemporaries faced. But a story of how the conditions came to be what they are, on its 

own, would not necessarily do much to dissolve this alienation: we might now understand 

the evolution of normative standards of rationality or of prevailing worldviews, yet find 

ourselves just as existentially alienated from these as before. Seeing how things came to 

be does not necessarily change the way they are. If the turn to history is meant to help us 

overcome alienation, then, its chances of success seem much higher if the story it tells 

includes an ontological account, through which we come to see that historical 

development occurs on the basis of our integration (our “identity,” to use the Hegelian 
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term) with our World. After all, how could the rational historical development the Spirit 

chapter tracks legitimately aim to resolve the modern individual’s alienation if it did not 

maintain the autonomy and authority of the standing World along with tracing the 

individual’s participation and integration with it; and where better to find evidence of 

integration, of Self-World mutual-constitution, than in history? To neglect the Self-World 

mutual-constitution thesis is to neglect a key component of the resolution Hegel hopes to 

bring about by turning to history. The interpretation I am advancing therefore does not in 

fact displace or reject the turn to history reading; but it does deepen it by complementing 

it with an ontological dimension. 

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that the Ethical Order section of the Phenomenology

introduces a thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution, an understanding of the Self-World 

relationship which replaces the previous commonsense understanding of the two as 

conceptually and ontologically separable. According to this mutual-constitution thesis, 

the character of both Self and World is to be understood on the basis of the relationship 

between the two, as each contributes to the maintenance and constitution of its other. I 

have also argued that Hegel signals that this thesis stands as a fundamental shift and 

lasting contribution to the vision of Spirit that the Phenomenology develops, by 

characterizing the Ethical Order in noticeably strong terms. Finally, I have claimed that 

the interpretation I have offered supplements the currently prevailing reading of the 

transition from Reason to Spirit, by suggesting that the model of Self-World mutual-
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constitution introduced here serves as an underlying conceptual and ontological condition 

of the historical account the Spirit chapter is traditionally understood to offer. 

Now that my account of the Self-World mutual-constitution thesis and my case 

for it have been advanced, it seems fitting to conclude this chapter by reconsidering the 

three strong terms by which Hegel characterizes the Ethical Order, those which initially 

served to suggest that Hegel considered this moment of the Phenomenology to be 

significant. We can now see what Hegel might have had in mind when he characterized 

the Ethical Order in the ways that he did –namely, once more, in his calling the Ethical 

Order Spirit’s first “actual” appearance, his identifying the Ethical Order with an 

immediate experience of Spirit, and his stating that the Ethical is the essence of Spirit –

and connect these characterizations with Self-World mutual-constitution. 

Hegel characterizes the Ethical Order as the first “actual” appearance of Spirit. 

This characteristic can be linked to Self-World mutual-constitution in the following way. 

Self-world mutual-constitution, we have seen, expresses an ongoing give-and-take 

between Self and World. The World constitutes individual Selves, and then the individual 

Selves participate in maintaining and sustaining their World. By highlighting this 

process, Hegel essentially points out to us what the individual, momentary configurations 

– whether these are shapes of consciousness or a Self (i.e., a set of thoughts or a 

conceptual schema) or shapes of a World (i.e., states-of-affairs) – are grounded in. The 

individual, momentary configurations are fleeting, and the fact that they emerge and 

recede marks their existence as superficial on Hegel’s view. By contrast, Spirit (as it first 

appears as the Ethical Order and then in its subsequent shapes) presents us with 

something more enduring. What makes Spirit qua the Ethical Order an “actual” Spirit is 
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thus the way it exhibits a stable, enduring existence. Self-World symbiosis “holds itself 

up” as it was metaphorically put it above; it is capable of sustaining its own existence and 

grounding itself, as opposed to its being an “appearance” of Spirit, a fleeting, dependent, 

momentary configuration. Hegel seems to suggest just this sentiment when he links the 

actuality of the Ethical Order with its “resolving itself into selves,” in the passage cited at 

the end of the last section.80

Next, consider the Ethical Order’s character as “immediate” Spirit. To say that 

Spirit is here experienced immediately is to say that Spirit is perceived, but not in such a 

way that it is understood.81 An “immediate” view of Spirit would be something like a 

compressed slice of Spirit, one in which the pieces may all be present but not in a way 

that is explicitly comprehended and not in their developed form. The Ethical Order, now, 

in the form of the Self-World mutual-constitution model, presents us with just such a 

“compressed” Spirit, one where the outlines of developed Spirit are present but only in 

approximation. That this is the case can be seen above, in the way that the Ethical Order’s 

process of Self-World mutual-constitution parallels the “movement” of the Notion and of 

                                                
80 Stephen Houlgate suggests something similar in his interpretation of this turn in the Phenomenology. For 
Houlgate, the trajectory of the dialectic of the Reason chapter is to shift our focus from individual 
instantiations to universals. At the stage of Reason, the internal phenomenological perspective of the 
Phenomenology has realized its identity with the world. Yet that which it identifies with itself are 
individually existing things: “[Reason] remains too narrowly interested in immediate individuality – the 
individuality both of natural objects and of self-consciousness itself” (Houlgate 2005, 78). The turn from 
Reason to Spirit is made when the internal phenomenologist becomes sensitive to “universals,” items that 
span individual instances and are not restricted to any single one of these. Thus, Spirit as the Ethical Order 
turns its attention from individual reflective thoughts to “customs.” The point is that customs are 
entrenched, reproducing, and enduring; thoughts, by contrast, are none of these things (it is not however 
insignificant that customs are “subjective” in that they are phenomena whose character cannot be 
understood in abstraction from their meaningfulness and intelligibility). Reflective thought steps back from 
a single state of affairs and appraises it (this being represented by Reason as Lawgiver, Reason as Testing 
Laws); custom, in contrast to a single moment or instance of Being, provides the “substance and lifeblood” 
to the individual. The outcome of this shift is that Reason no longer needs to think of itself as “implicit” in 
the objects it finds itself presented with; instead, Spirit (which, after all, Hegel glosses as “reason intuited 
as it exists”) actively recognizes its role in the constitution of – as opposed to its static, immediate presence 
in – objects, individuals, and states of affairs. See Houlgate 2005, 78-80.

81 Again, see PS 58, and fn. 43 above.
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Absolute Spirit in a natural, uncomprehending way. Ethical Consciousness, it is true, can 

only assume an unreflective, uncritical stance towards ethical dictates, and for this reason 

the experience is immediate82; but the relation of Ethical Consciousness to its dictates, 

that is, of Self to World, provides us with a model of the interconnectedness and 

integration of Spirit’s parts, and for this reason, the Ethical Order is an immediate view of 

Spirit (as opposed to an immediate view of something else).  

We come finally to Hegel’s claim that Ethical substance is the “essence” of Spirit. 

Once more, this claim can be directly connected with Self-World mutual-constitution. To 

see this, it is important first to realize that “essence” for Hegel is a technical term: 

essence is the standpoint of “reflection” or “sublated being” where (in contrast to the 

standpoint of Being where everything is simply determined, which is implicitly to say 

determined by (or as) an other) all moments are understood as “posited,” against a 

background of their “universal identity.”83 Essence as “reflection,” for Hegel, is the 

recognized nullity of individual moments in the face of their mutually-external yet 

interconnected existences.84 The Ethical Order, we have seen, evokes this idea, in the 

way that it as a whole serves as the ground for each of its individual moments. It 

demonstrates itself to be this in all the different forms Self-World mutual-constitution 

takes, from the way Ethical Self-Consciousness and norms/ethical dictates show 

themselves to be dependent on their other, in the way that the Ethical World traces how 

none of its individual moments (or neither of its two Laws) is capable of standing as an 

                                                
82 “… as soon as I start to test them I have already begun to tread an unethical path. By acknowledging the 
absoluteness of the right, I am within the ethical substance” (PS 262); “The ethical consciousness is 
directed on to the law in way that is essentially immediate” (PS 289).

83 SL 389-91. See also EL 162/§112: “Reflection, or light thrown into itself, constitutes the distinction 
between Essence and immediate Being, and is the peculiar characteristic of Essence itself.” 

84 SL 409.
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independent existence, and finally most starkly in the way that Ethical Life gives way to 

Destiny, the “non-reality” of the previous harmony of moments and the “negative 

movement” which “engulfs in the abyss of its single nature divine and human law alike, 

as well as the two Self-Consciousnesses in which these powers have their existence” (PS 

279). If the Ethical Order is the “Essence” of Spirit, it is this because the movement of 

the Ethical is the ground, the “universal identity,” of Spirit.85   

I believe that this thesis of Self-World mutual-constitution stands as an 

importantly unique feature of Hegel’s idealist world-view; appreciating Hegel’s 

motivations and intentions with the introduction of this thesis sheds light on other issues, 

such as Hegel critique of Kant, and Hegel’s belief that Reason is an actual, ontologically 

operative principle in the world. The remaining chapters of this dissertation aim to justify 

these last claims. 

                                                
85 Technical note: the Ethical is Spirit’s identity and ground, but it is an identity and ground which to this 
point has not yet received determination. For this reason, it is the essence of Spirit, but not the Notion of 
Spirit, in Hegel’s terminology. The Notion of Spirit would be Absolute Spirit – yet this again, I hope, 
illustrates that there is a significant role being granted to Ethical Life, even while Ethical Life is ultimately 
sublated. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE CHARGE OF ONTOLOGICAL CONSERVATISM
IN HEGEL’S CRITIQUE OF KANT

Introduction

The status of Hegel’s critique of Kant is among the most heavily contested issues in the 

scholarship on Hegel, both recent and perennial. Among the contemporary readers, one 

can find a wide variety of reactions concerning both the focus and the validity of Hegel’s 

treatment. On one side, some scholars argue that Hegel subtly picks up on important 

issues within Kant’s philosophic scheme. Sally Sedgwick, for example, argues that 

Hegel’s critique focuses on problematic features of Kant’s distinction between the 

intelligible and the empirical, and between appearance and the in-itself.1 Robert Pippin, 

meanwhile, has asserted that a central element of Hegel’s critique of Kant is a challenge 

to Kant’s reliance on a notion of pure intuition, a challenge which emerges from Kant’s 

claims elsewhere about the need for thought to spontaneously determine itself.2 On the 

other side, there are those who argue that Hegel overlooks key elements of Kant’s 

arguments in a way that renders his critique of Kant moot. Karl Ameriks, for instance, 

has claimed that Hegel conflates the different aspects of Kant’s Transcendental 

Deduction, in a way that is not adequately sensitive to the distinction between the 

transcendental methods (i.e. methodological justification of the necessary status of the 

conditions of experience) and the ideal conclusions (i.e. metaphysical conclusions 

                                                
1 Sedgwick 2000. 

2 Pippin 1989, 24-39. In addition to the arguments by Sedgwick and Pippin here, there is also a body of 
scholars who identify the need to find a more unified model than Kant had offered as a core motivator of 
Hegel critique (as well as of his contemporaries’ critiques). Hegel and his contemporaries felt that Kant’s 
worldview was problematically dualistic, that it cut the individual off from reconciliation with her world, 
her fellow subjects, and even herself. See, for example, Taylor 1975, 51-75; and Forster1998, 17-125. 
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concerning the non-ultimate status of spatio-temporal knowledge) of Kant’s arguments.3

Paul Guyer, also, argues that Hegel’s criticisms of Kant result primarily from Hegel’s 

failure to keep his own ideas and Kant’s ideas separate, and argues further that although 

Hegel provides a fair representation of Kant’s conclusions he does not adequately engage 

Kant’s arguments for those conclusions.4 But the one point that all interpreters agree 

upon is that Hegel sees himself as standing in some sort of unique relation to Kant and 

Transcendental Idealism: whether or not Hegel gets Kant right, he views himself as 

bringing to realization a movement of thought that Kant had begun. Whatever verdict we 

render with respect to Hegel’s critique of Kant, exploring this critique is thus another way 

of exploring what Hegel takes himself to be philosophically offering, thereby providing a 

unique perspective onto Hegel’s own thought. 

In this chapter, I aim to describe an implicit theme of Hegel’s critique of Kant –

what I entitle Hegel’s charge of ontological conservatism – in an effort to clarify and help 

motivate the view Hegel offers as an alternative to Kant. Specifically, I argue that within 

Hegel’s critique of Kant one can find the charge that Kant’s ontology retains a number of 

pre-critical tendencies.5 Alongside the more familiar themes of Hegel’s critique – e.g. his 

celebration of Kant’s treatment of synthetic a priori knowledge, his praise for the 

                                                
3 Karl 1985. At one point, Ameriks characterizes Hegel’s interpretation as “inaccurate as well as 
intrinsically inadequate” (Ameriks 1985, 13). 

4 Guyer 1993. Guyer is unique among the scholars considered here in suggesting that Hegel’s presentation 
of Kant’s position is fair; even Hegel’s defenders in this debate generally acknowledge that his picture of 
Kant is objectionably imprecise. See Guyer 1993, 204-5: “[Kant’s] objection would not be to Hegel’s 
account of his system… but only to Hegel’s suggestion that there is an alternative.” Part of my project here 
is to articulate what Hegel takes his alternative to be.  

5 Consider, for example, the following passages. First, in an earlier formulation of his critique of Kant, 
Hegel writes: “The things in themselves – which are nothing but an objective form of opposition – had 
been hypostatized anew by Kant, and posited as absolute objectivity like the things of the dogmatic 
philosophers” (DF 79-80). In a later version of his treatment of Kant, he writes: “We here see Kant fall into 
contradiction, what with the barbarity of the conceptions which he refutes, and the barbarity of his own 
conceptions which remain behind when the others are refuted” (LHP 447).
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Transcendental Deduction, as well as his negative characterizations of Kant’s idealism as 

“subjective,” “formal,” and “dualistic,” themes on which the scholarly debate has focused 

– Hegel seems to suggest that Kant’s failure is related to his unwillingness to move 

beyond certain default beliefs about the nature of objects, subjects, and their relation. By 

thus failing to fully reevaluate all of his presuppositions in light of the findings of the 

Critical project, Hegel suggests that Kant’s ontology is problematic, regardless of 

whatever other insights he had. Kant, Hegel claims, would seemingly rather undermine 

his own initial discoveries than willingly accept the new paradigm for conceiving of 

Thought and Being that his own discoveries suggest. As for whether or not this critique is 

ultimately a viable challenge to the Kantian system, I will withhold judgment. Instead, I 

focus on arguing that the charge of ontological conservatism is an important component 

of Hegel’s critique, in that it allows us to frame the ontological vision Hegel seems to 

offer as a response and alternative to Kant. 

The ontological reconceptualizations Hegel implicitly advances in his critique of 

Kant can be summarily characterized as follows: Hegel will argue that a core insight of 

Kant’s Transcendental Idealism is that it is mistaken to model the experienced world as 

the product of the encounter of two entities, one objective and the other subjective, but 

that Kant’s final outlook fell back into certain conceptual presuppositions of the subject-

encountering-object model. These conceptual presuppositions, Hegel will claim, are 

evident at key points in Kant’s system, and we need not and ought not accept them. We 

need not follow Kant in conceiving of the uncognized world as populated by entities in-

themselves, necessarily “beyond” thought; nor ought we understand the subject primarily 

in its independence from the objects of sense-experience; and, finally, (though it may be 
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proper to characterize the phenomena we directly experience as “appearances”) we need 

not conclude that our knowledge is limited for the reason that we only have access to the 

world as it is structured “for us.” As an alternative, Hegel will suggest that we elevate the 

role of processes in our ontological model, and give special attention to the ways in 

which processes serve to integrate elements on both sides of the (nominal) objective-

subjective divide. In making such a shift, we reconceptualize both the object and the 

subject, and we become able to account for the finitude and instability of appearances 

without having to appeal to entities “in-themselves” beyond the phenomenal world. 

This chapter proceeds in three sections. In Section One, I review the more visible 

themes of Hegel’s critique of Kant, namely, Hegel’s praise for certain parts of Kant’s 

system along with his condemnation of what he calls Kant’s formalism and subjectivism. 

Here, I note that Hegel’s critique points in opposing directions: whereas he first 

approvingly cites Kant’s unification of the subject and the object, of Thought and Being, 

Hegel then rejects Kant’s separation of them. In Section Two, I advance my 

interpretation of this seeming tension, arguing that Hegel feels that Kant’s system did not 

deliver on its promise of unity. Here, I argue that Hegel claims that a major defect of 

Kant’s Transcendental Idealism is the way that it implicitly relied on pre-Kantian modes 

of thinking ontologically about objects and subjects, and thereby precluded the kind of 

fundamental subject-object identity to which Kant’s initial insights pointed. I conclude in 

Section Three by describing the alternate ontological vision Hegel seems to advocate. 

Here, I focus on how Hegel’s alternative looks to replace a reliance on Things-in-

themselves and independent, individual subjects, with a model premised on processes as 

the interconnection of the “subjective” and “objective” elements of experience. 
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Section One: The Opposing Tendencies of Hegel’s Critique of Kant

Before presenting an account of Hegel’s implicit charge of ontological conservatism, I 

want to review a few of the explicit themes of Hegel’s critique of Kant. What I want to 

point out about these themes is that, when we turn our attention to them, we find that 

Hegel’s critique points in two opposing directions. On the one hand, we find Hegel 

praising Kant on a number of points (especially for Kant’s examination of synthetic a 

priori judgment and his explication of the unity of apperception in the Transcendental 

Deduction), and at these points he suggests that Kant affects a unification of the 

subjective and objective elements of experience.6 On the other hand, Hegel will reject 

what he calls Kant’s subjectivism and formalism, claiming that Kant was a dualist who 

sought to keep subject and object separate. What is notable and potentially confusing 

about Hegel’s critique of Kant is that Hegel seems to praise Kant for unifying subject and 

object but then criticize him for keeping the two separate. In this section, I want to draw 

out this tension (in the next section, I will provide my analysis of it). Highlighting this 

tension is, I believe, crucial to understanding Hegel’s response to Kant. 

We can turn first to those moments where Hegel responds approvingly to Kant. In 

these moments, a recurring theme emerges: Hegel believes that within Kant’s philosophy 

there is a unification of subject and object. Hegel is explicit about this in a number of 

                                                
6 Hegel will, at times, speak of the subject and the object, but at others, he will phrase this as the unity (or 
separation) of Thought and Being, the universal and the particular, and so on. Hegel will apply different 
terms at different points, but all of these concern the same basic dichotomy. In the text-body above I will 
generally refer to these as “subject” and “object” for simplicity (though I also will also at times use 
alternate formulations, especially the more cumbersome but more precise “the subjective and objective 
elements of the experienced world”).
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places, in both his earlier and later engagements with Kant’s thought. In one of the early 

versions of his critique, in Faith and Knowledge, Hegel locates such a subject-object (in 

the language of the passage below, predicate-subject, respectively) identity in Kant’s 

view of the synthetic a priori judgment: “the Kantian philosophy expresses the authentic 

Idea of Reason in the formula, ‘How are synthetic judgments a priori possible?’… This 

problem expresses nothing else but the Idea that subject and predicate of the synthetic 

judgment are identical in an a priori way. That is to say, these heterogeneous elements, 

the subject which is the particular and in the form of being, and the predicate which is the 

universal and in the form of thought, are at the same time absolutely identical” (FK 69). 

The same claim is voiced in later versions of Hegel’s critique of Kant as well.7 In the 

Encyclopedia Logic, in discussing the Categories, the original synthetic unity of 

apperception, and the role these notions play in the Transcendental Deduction, Hegel 

writes: 

The specific ground of the categories is declared by the Critical system to lie in the primary identity of the 
‘I’ in thought – what Kant calls the ‘transcendental unity of self-consciousness’… For sense is marked by a 
mutual exclusion of members… This congeries, afforded by sensation and perception, must however be 
reduced to an identity or primary synthesis. To accomplish this the ‘I’ brings it in relation to itself and 
unites it there in one consciousness which Kant calls ‘pure apperception.’ (EL 68/§42)8

In order for the experienced world to exhibit any coherent structure, the diverse elements 

of the perceived world need to be brought into unity; this unity is supplied by the 

synthetic unity of apperception, by the fact that I must be able to relate to all perceptions 

                                                
7 For example: “The categories or Notions of the Understanding constitute the objectivity of experiential 
cognitions. In every case they involve a connective reference, and hence through their means are formed 
synthetic judgments a priori, that is, primary and underivative connections of opposites” (EL 65/§40). 

8 It has been pointed out that, if Hegel is arguing that Kant tried to derive the categories from the “I,” this is 
an inaccurate reading. This is a point that even some of Hegel’s defenders admit. See, for example, 
Houlgate 1995, 129. In light of passages such as the one cited above, there is a clear basis for this 
interpretation. Elsewhere, however (for example, EL 68/§42), Hegel will also claim that Kant did not 
advance any substantive derivation of the Categories (a claim which itself may not be accurate: See Guyer 
1993, 186. 
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as my own and the rules which therefore apply to appearances that this may be the case. 

Hence, the coherent structure of the experienced world is only achieved when, in Hegel’s 

words, “the ‘I’ brings it [the manifold of sense] in relation to itself…” in other words, 

when the subjective and objective elements of the experienced world are seen to require 

being fundamentally integrated. Kant is at his best, Hegel suggests, where he recognizes 

that the experienced world is predicated on the coming together of – the “unity” or 

“identity” of – the subject and object, Thought and Being.9 In the description Kant 

provides in the Transcendental Deduction, Hegel takes him to be giving an account of 

this unity; and in Kant’s treatment of synthetic a priori judgment, Hegel takes Kant to be 

highlighting the concern that motivates such an account and, ultimately, justifies it. 

What most seems to capture Hegel’s attention is the way in which the 

Transcendental Deduction argues for the necessity of a principle of unification prior to 

any semblance of objectivity (or subjectivity, e.g. “empirical” consciousness, for that 

matter) in order for there to be objectivity at all. Hegel takes the Deduction to be an 

argument transcendentally justifying a necessary subject-object unity preceding any more 

                                                
9 In a Zusatz on the passage just cited: “Kant therefore holds that the categories have their source in the 
‘Ego,’ and that the ‘Ego’ consequently supplies the characteristics of universality and necessity… The 
world of sense is a scene of mutual exclusion: its being is outside itself. That is the fundamental feature of 
the sensible… But thought, or the ‘Ego,’ occupies a position the very reverse of the sensible, with its 
mutual exclusions, and its being outside itself. The ‘I’ is the primary identity – at one with itself and all at 
home in itself. The word ‘I’ expresses the mere act of bringing-to-bear-upon-self: and whatever is placed in 
this unit or focus is affected by it and transformed into it. The ‘I’ is as it were the crucible and the fire 
which consumes the loose plurality of sense and reduces it to unity. This is the process which Kant calls 
pure apperception in distinction from the common apperception, to which the plurality it receives is a 
plurality still; whereas pure apperception is rather an act by which the ‘I’ makes the materials ‘mine.’ This 
view has at least the merit of giving a correct expression to the nature of all consciousness. The tendency of 
all man’s endeavors is to understand the world, to appropriate and subdue it to himself: and to this end the 
positive reality of the world must be as it were crushed and pounded, in other words, idealized. At the same 
time we must note that it is not the mere act of our personal self-consciousness which introduces an 
absolute unity into the variety of sense. Rather, this identity is itself the absolute” (EL 69/§42z). 
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developed forms of objectivity or subjectivity.10 There could not be an object without the 

connectedness of representations, and the connectedness of representations is precisely 

what the subject and not the object provides. Meanwhile, the subject, left to itself, is not 

capable of substantive cognition, either: there would be no subject (or, at the very least, 

no enriched, developed subject) without its “receiving” “objective” content through 

receptive intuition. In this sense, both the developed objective world and the developed, 

conscious subject transcendentally require a premise of subject-object unity. Hegel’s 

interpretation of Kant’s claim that “thoughts without content are empty, intuitions 

without concepts are blind” (CPR A51/B75), conveys this idea. Hegel suggests that this 

statement of Kant’s is a recognition that we need to accept the integrated reality of both 

actuality and intelligibility, both Being and Thought, since each without the other is a 

dead end: “The Kantian philosophy has the merit of being idealism because it does show 

that neither the concept in isolation nor intuition in isolation is anything at all; that 

intuition by itself is blind and the concept by itself is empty…” (FK 68). The experienced 

world itself – never mind knowledge of it – is only a coherent possibility when subject 

and object are seen to mutually require one another, forming an integrated whole, this 

unified whole being the foundation on which and out of which every other more 

determinate form develops. It is in this sense that subject-object identity must, for Hegel, 

                                                
10 Sebastian Gardner tracks something like this, as well: he has suggested that one of the key innovations of 
the Transcendental Deduction is the way in which Kant first argues that the subjective and objective 
conditions of experience are not empirically derived, and then argues that the two sets of conditions are 
mutually dependent, each explaining the other: “The pre-categorial conditions of experience on the sides of 
the subject and object having been spelled out, their connection – the subject-object relation, the third 
element in the pre-categorial structure of experience – may now be accounted for. This is best grasped by 
considering that Kant’s account of subject and object raises a question. Granted that the transcendental 
unity of apperception and the transcendental object are necessary for experience, what makes them
possible? So far Kant’s account of the grounds of each is merely negative: neither, he has argued, is 
empirical. Kant’s master stroke in the Deduction is to propose that each explains the other…” (Gardner 
1999, 157).  
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be admitted as a fundamental, transcendentally justified condition of the experienced 

world.11  

Hegel does not focus solely on the early moments of Kant’s Critique of Pure 

Reason; he believes that there are glimpses of subject-object identity in the third Critique, 

as well.12 Hegel writes: 

Such a representation, as an Intuitive Understanding, or an inner 
adaptation, suggests a universal which is at the same time apprehended 
as essentially a concrete unity… Kant has put before us the Idea, 
comprehensive even in its content… The principle by which the 
Reflective faculty of Judgment regulates and arranges the products of 
animated nature is described as the end or final cause – the notion in 
action, the universal at once determining and determinate in itself… 
[this] evidently transforms the relation which the understanding 
institutes between means and ends, between subjectivity and objectivity 
(EL 88-9/§55-9).13

In the Critique of Judgment’s development of the notion of natural purposiveness, and its 

                                                
11 Here, I should note how Hegel modifies (or, misinterprets for his own purposes, for those less inclined to 
read generously) Kant’s argument in the Critique of Pure Reason. Kant, in the Deduction, states that the 
original synthetic unity of apperception, as the principle of the connectedness of representations, is required 
for a human being’s cognition of objects. To quote Kant: “all the manifold representations of intuition… 
stand under [the original synthetic unity of apperceptions] insofar as they must be capable of being 
combined in one consciousness; for without that nothing could be thought or cognized through them, since 
the given representations would not have in common the act of apperception, I think, and thereby would 
not be grasped together in a self-consciousness… This principle, however, is not a principle for every 
possible understanding, but only for one through whose pure apperception in the representation I am 
nothing manifold is given… But for the human understanding it is unavoidably the first principle…” (CPR 
B137-139). Hegel, however, removes the qualified restriction to human cognition, and asserts that the very 
possibility of structuring an experienced world – and here this means the complex world we are capable of 
experiencing, and not the experience we have of the world – requires a principle of subject-object unity 
prior to any further determination of either subject or object. Chapter One of this dissertation discussed one 
of Hegel’s arguments in support of this contention. 

12 In fact, there are a number of further examples of elements of Kant’s thought that Hegel characterizes in 
highly approving terms. These include Kant’s conception of practical reason and Kant’s claim in the 
Transcendental Dialectic that contradiction is a necessary feature of the experienced world. See LHP 457-8: 
“[As practical], Reason is independent in itself; as a moral being man is free, raised above all natural law 
and above all phenomena… The will determines itself within itself… in the first place, indeed, the ego in 
its individuality is immediate reality, universality, objectivity; in the second place subjectivity strives after 
reality, but not after sensuous reality such as we had before, for here Reason holds itself to be the real. Here 
we have the Notion which is sensible of its own deficiency… Thus we have the standpoint of absoluteness 
revealed, since there is an infinite disclosed within the human breast”; and EL 77/§48: “[In the Antinomies 
of Reason] the suggestion was broached that the contradiction is occasioned by the subject matter itself, or 
by the intrinsic qualities of the categories. And to offer the idea that the contradiction introduced into the 
world of Reason by the categories of Understanding is inevitable and essential was to make one of the most 
important steps in the progress of Modern philosophy…” 

13 See also LHP 471-2. 
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reevaluation of the faculty of judgment, Hegel believes that Kant presents us with 

Hegel’s own notion of the Idea. This is no small compliment: the Idea is the culminating 

category of (Hegelian) logic.14 And Hegel writes that, “It is in these aperçus alone that 

the Kantian philosophy rises to the speculative height” (EL 88/§55). What Hegel seems 

to have in mind here is that the Reflective Judgment’s presupposition of purposiveness 

should be counted alongside the Understanding’s “presupposition” of the Categories, 

since the former like the latter is built into the structure of the experienced world. 

Reflective Judgment presents us with the Idea through the notion of purposiveness; 

“purpose” in Kant’s language and “Idea” in Hegel’s are different ways (Hegel would 

suggest) of recognizing the logical, intelligible, determining structures which constitute 

existing beings (“the notion in action, the universal at once determining and determinate 

in itself”). The ways in which the third Critique suggests a unification of subject and 

object are importantly different from those suggested by the first Critique (not the least in 

that Kant did not believe that these later “unities” introduced by the third Critique

produce objectivity in the way that those introduced in the first Critique did, a move for 

which Hegel harshly criticizes Kant).15 But, in all cases, what Hegel points to as the 

                                                
14 Later in the Encyclopedia Logic, for example, Hegel will write, “The Idea, as the unity of the subjective 
and objective idea… is consequently the absolute and all truth” (EL 292/§236).

15 In Kant’s words: “What the category is with regard to each particular experience, that is what the 
purposiveness or fitness of nature to our power of judgment is (even with regard to its particular laws), in 
accordance with which it is represented not merely as mechanical but also as technical; a concept which 
certainly does not determine the synthetic unity objectively, as does the category, but which still yields 
subjective principles that serve as a guideline for the investigation of nature” (CJ 9). Hegel, meanwhile, 
claims that the only reason Kant refused to grant a similar form of objective necessity to the determinations 
of Reflective Judgment is that he had defined judgment narrowly and prematurely as a movement from the 
universal to the particular, and not the reverse: “The reason why that true Idea should not be the truth is 
therefore that the empty abstractions of an understanding which keeps itself in the abstract universal, and of 
a sensuous material of individuality standing in opposition to the same, are presupposed as the truth. Kant 
no doubt expressly advances to the conception of an intuitive or perceiving understanding, which, while it 
gives universal laws, at the same time determines the particular; and the determination thus given is deep; it 
is the true concrete, reality determined by the indwelling Notion… But that this ‘intellectus archetypus’ is 
the true Idea of the understanding, is a thought which does not strike Kant. Strange to say, he certainly has 
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insight of the Kantian philosophy is the same: it is those conceptualizations which 

suggest ways in which the commonsense separation of the subject and object might be 

denied, the ways in which the subjective and the objective aspects of experienced reality 

are seen to mutually imply and require one another, that mark Kant’s philosophy out as 

revolutionary and valuable for Hegel. 

* * *

If Hegel says that Kant, at his best, recognizes the various ways in which the 

subjective and objective aspects of the experienced world are unified, he also criticizes 

Kant in harsh terms for keeping the two sets of aspects separate. We see this most clearly 

in the charges of “subjectivism” and “formalism” by which Hegel describes Kant’s 

idealism. 

Consider first a characteristic statement of Hegel’s charge of “subjectivism” in 

Kant’s idealism: “This is the perpetual contradiction in Kant’s philosophy: Kant 

exhibited the extremes of opposition in their one-sidedness, and expressed also the 

reconciliation of the contradiction; Reason postulates unity, and this we have also in the 

faculty of judgment… Reality and ideality are here directly in one. But at this point also 

Kant says that we must remain at what is one-sided, at the very moment when he is 

passing out beyond it. The wealth of thought therefore still unfolds itself with Kant in 

subjective form alone” (LHP 472).16 This charge of subjectivism can be misinterpreted; 

                                                                                                
this idea of the intuitive; and he does not know why it should have no truth — except because our 
understanding is otherwise constituted, namely such ‘that it proceeds from the analytic universal to the 
particular’ ” (LHP 472-3). If Hegel is truly suggesting that the “only” reason Kant denied the status of 
objectivity to the determinations of Reflective Judgment is that he (Kant) had previously defined the 
function of judgment to be the subsumption of a particular under a universal, I think we can say that Hegel 
is not being fair to the complexities of Kant’s view. 

16 Hegel advances a similar version of this critique in a Zusatz to §42 of the Encyclopedia Logic: “When, 
for instance, we look at a piece of sugar, we find it is hard, white, sweet, etc. All these properties we say are 
united in one object. Now it is this unity that is not found in the sensation. The same thing happens if we 
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Hegel is not suggesting that Kant is a Berkeley-ian idealist, who identifies reality with 

perception of reality. The charge is rather that Kant was forced to claim that although we 

have objective, universal, necessary knowledge of a world of appearances, this 

knowledge can only be held to belong to the world as it is experienced by us, in other 

words as conditioned by and relative to the faculties of a finite subject, and hence claims 

to ultimate knowledge are barred.17 Hegel believes that Kant is forced to make this move, 

because Kant has explicitly endorsed an antithesis of subject and object: “There therefore 

remains nothing for Reason except the form of its pure identity with itself, and this 

extends no further than to the arranging of the manifold laws and relations of the 

understanding… I, as reason or conception, and the things external to me, are both 

absolutely different from one another; and that, according to Kant, is the ultimate 

standpoint” (LHP 455).18 It is unsurprising, Hegel contends, that Kant claimed the 

pretensions of Reason were illusory in the first Critique, and that he concluded in the 

third Critique that we could only experience nature “as if” there were design and purpose 

within it; Kant has assumed an irreducible separation of subject and object, and as such, 

any cognition that aspires to transcend this duality would be misguided. Thus Kant

ultimately is left a dualist, specifically a dualist who manages to concentrate the entirety 

                                                                                                
conceive two events to stand in a relation of cause and effect. The senses only inform us of the two several 
occurrences which follow each other in time. But that the one is cause, the other effect – in other words, the 
causal nexus between the two – is not perceived by sense; it is only evident to thought. Still, though the 
categories, such as unity, or cause and effect, are strictly properties of thought, it by no means follows that 
they must be ours merely and not also characteristics of the objects. Kant however confines them to the 
subject-mind, and his philosophy may be termed subjective idealism: for he holds that both the form and 
the matter of knowledge are supplied by the Ego – or knowing subject – the form by our intellectual, the 
matter by our sentient ego” (EL 70/§42z). 

17 For some treatments of Hegel’s charge of subjectivism, see Stern 1990, 110-114; Guyer 1993, 178-183; 
and Bristow 2002 (titled, appropriately enough, “Are Kant’s Categories Subjective?”)   

18 See also LHP 478: “The defect of Kant’s philosophy consists in the falling asunder of the moments of the 
absolute form; or, regarded from the other side, our understanding, our knowledge, forms an antithesis to 
Being-in-itself…”
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of the experienced world into one system but who then was forced to qualify this system 

as the world as it is for us only, in contrast to an intelligible realm of Things-in-

themselves forever beyond our cognized world. 

(It should be noted in passing that Hegel is not unaware of the reasons Kant has 

for introducing the distinctions he introduces. Kant holds that if we do not accept a 

distinction between appearances and Things-in-themselves, then it becomes impossible to 

see how we could obtain synthetic a priori knowledge of objects; Hegel acknowledges 

this, but counters by arguing that we can reconceptualize appearances and Things-in-

themselves such that we are able both to maintain a claim to synthetic a priori 

knowledge, and to deny that our knowledge is limited to possible experience (this topic is 

discussed in Section Three, below).  Kant claims that if we fail to strictly maintain this 

distinction, we inescapably lapse into the contradictions of pre-Critical metaphysics; 

Hegel accepts this, but also believes that he can affirm and reconcile the contradictory 

premises of each antinomical paradox, when their “one-sidedness” is revealed and 

explicated in a system of Speculative Logic. This is not the appropriate place to expand 

on these points: my focus in this section is the opposing tendencies of Hegel’s critique, 

while the alternative route Hegel offers in response to this critique is treated below in 

Section Three. But it is important to be clear that Hegel is aware of the challenges he 

invites by opposing Kant in the way he does and by leveling the charges he levels, so that 

the reader is not mistakenly led to believe that Hegel is simply carelessly and blithely 

rejecting what Kant believed to be philosophically unavoidable.)    

A similar line emerges from Hegel’s charge of the “formalism” of Kant’s 
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philosophy.19 Hegel defines formalism in the Encyclopedia Logic thus: “if thought never 

gets further than the universality of Ideas… it is justly open to the charge of formalism” 

(EL 17/§12).20 This charge is closely related to the “subjectivism” charge, as described 

above.21 But when Hegel instead focuses on the “formalism” of Kant’s philosophy, it can 

be seen that failure to “get beyond the universality of ideas” here means failing to achieve 

a thoroughgoing unification of subject and object. In the earlier form of his treatment of 

Kant, Hegel gives this complaint its most explicit expression: “generally speaking, then, 

this formal cognition takes the shape of its formal identity being confronted absolutely by 

a manifold... whether active or passive, each [identity and manifold] supervenes to the 

other in a formal way, as something alien. This formal cognition only brings about 

impoverished identities, and allows the antithesis to persist in its complete absoluteness. 

What it lacks is the middle term, which is Reason…” (FK 94). Kant’s idealism is 

“formal,” according to Hegel, because the identity it establishes between subjectivity and 

objectivity is a nominal identity only. The identities established are “formal” in the sense 

of not being “contentful” – the two stand in a relationship that has the form of an identity, 

and yet, the two are not taken by Kant to thoroughgoingly co-exist in a genuine union.  

                                                
19 It should be noted that Hegel applies this charge most forcefully when discussing Kant’s practical 
philosophy, particularly with respect to the categorical imperative. For a few treatments, see Sedgwick 
1988; Pippin 1991; and Wood 1990, 152-173. Recently, the Kantian responses to the formalism charge in 
Kant’s practical philosophy were summarized by Fabian Freyenhagen. See Freyenhagen 2011. 

20 In the Preface to the Phenomenology, Hegel treats formalism – in explicit connection with Kant – in the 
following way: “the triadic form must not be regarded as scientific when it is reduced to a lifeless schema, 
a mere shadow, and when scientific organization is degraded into a table of terms. Kant rediscovered this 
triadic form by instinct but in his work it was still lifeless and uncomprehended… This formalism… 
imagines that it has comprehended and expressed the nature and life of a form when it has endowed it with 
some determination of the schema as a predicate…” (PS 29-31). 

21 For example: “Abstract thinking is adhered to; it is said that the understanding can only bring about order 
in things; but order is nothing in and for itself, it is only subjective” (LHP 455). 
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What we are left with, now, is a recognition of two seemingly opposed tendencies 

in Hegel’s critique of Kant. Hegel first points approvingly to the various forms of the 

unity of the subjective and objective elements of experience identified in Kant’s 

philosophy. But Hegel then just as quickly criticizes Kant for keeping the subjective and 

the objective separate. There is an obvious tension in these two claims: Hegel both 

praises Kant for doing something (i.e. for unifying subject and object), and criticizes Kant 

for not doing it (i.e. for keeping subject and object separate). Fortunately, there seems to 

be a ready way to ease this tension. Recast as an argument, Hegel might be taken to be 

saying the following: Kant has convincingly resolved the skeptical challenge of Hume 

and justified claims to certain forms of universal, objective knowledge, by showing that 

synthetic a priori knowledge is possible and achievable, since the Categories necessarily 

apply to all appearances, which is to say that the subject plays a necessary role in the 

constitution of experience; however, Kant has not fully carried through the ontological 

reconceptualizations of the subjective and the objective that the Copernican turn initiate. 

If we follow it through fully (Hegel argues), Kant’s Critical solution to the question of the 

synthetic a priori cannot restrict itself to a new conception of the constitution of 

experience and the organization of the cognitive faculties and their limits; Kant’s 

discovery implied that what had previously been thought of as “objective” was actually 

already conditioned by “subjectivity” (and, conversely, that the subjective required the 

objective in order to be determinate), and therefore that the notions of objectivity and 

subjectivity require a more thoroughgoing, comprehensive critique than that to which 

even Kant had subjected them. We are thus left to formulate a more subtle understanding 

of these various aspects of Hegel’s critique, and an account of the reconceptualized 
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model he will offer. Doing so is the purpose of the next two sections. 

Section Two: The Charge of Ontological Conservatism 

In the last section, I reviewed a central tension in Hegel’s critique of Kant. First, Hegel 

tells us that Kant unified subject and object, and that in doing so Kant discovered and 

articulated a fundamental philosophical truth about their identity. In almost the same 

breath, however, Hegel criticizes what he calls Kant’s “subjective” and “formal” 

idealism, claiming that Kant’s system is dualistic and that subject and object, Thought 

and Being, remained unreconciled (and irreconcilable) within it. In this section, I argue 

that sense can be made of these opposing tendencies when we recognize beneath them 

Hegel’s mixed feelings about Kant’s ontology. Hegel believes that there is a promise in 

Kant’s initial moves towards a new basic understanding of our experienced reality, but 

that this promise went unfulfilled. The promise lay in Kant’s insight that subject and 

object were not fundamentally independent of one another, that the experienced world is 

only possible on the basis of the relation between, the “identity of,” the two: Hegel 

believed that Kant recognized that any unified and coherent account of the experienced 

world must be premised on the unity, as opposed to the separation, of Thought and Being. 

What held Kant back, Hegel implies, is an ontological conservatism, an unwillingness to 

accept the different conception of the character of what fundamentally constitutes reality 

that this unity of subject and object suggests. Kant was able to make a Critical turn and to 

recognize that all of experienced reality was predicated on the activity of a thinking 

subject, but he continued to understand this situation in terms of individual egos, 

independent things, and their encounter (even if he dramatically reinterpreted this 
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relation); and if subjectivity and objectivity are not distinct, Hegel responds, our 

understanding of things, egos, and their communion must undergo a fundamental 

reconstruction.

Kant’s failure to undertake such a thoroughgoing re-envisioning become most 

visible for Hegel in Kant’s notion of the Thing-in-itself, his conception of the subject, and 

his demand that we distinguish between the world of appearance and the intelligible 

world. Kant believed that these qualifications were necessary implications of 

transcendental thought; but Hegel does not accept this. If we are participants in the 

constitution of the experienced world, then the proposition of an “external” world 

“beyond” us, as well as the presumption that we are to be defined accordingly as thinking 

individuals on the “hither” side of experience, themselves become questionable. This way 

of thinking is a remainder from a model of the Self-World relation that understands the 

Self as coming upon the World and forming an understanding of it, the model that Kant 

himself is supposed to have shown is unsustainable. In essence, then, Hegel views Kant 

as compromising his own insights into the integrated nature of objectivity and 

subjectivity by (unintentionally, presumably) retaining elements of an ontological model 

that views Self and World as fundamentally distinct. In this section, I trace this line in 

Hegel’s critique of Kant, first by arguing that Hegel’s assessment of Kant’s philosophy is 

at least partly focused on the ontological implications it contains, and then by describing 

how Hegel believes Kant’s conceptions of objectivity (qua the Thing-in-itself), 

subjectivity (qua Pure Concepts of the Understanding), and appearance each evidence 

Kant’s failure to follow these ontological implications out in a radically consistent way.  
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One can make out a concern with the underlying ontology of Kant’s views at 

every point of Hegel’s critique of Kant, both positive and negative. Consider first where 

Hegel praises Kant’s breakthroughs. Each time he does so, we see a recurring theme not 

just that Kant recognizes an identity between subject and object, but that the recognition 

of this identity moves Kant to the precipice of reconceptualizing Being and the role of 

“ideas” or “concepts” within it. In the Lectures on the History of Philosophy, for 

example, Hegel summarizes the “significance of the Kantian philosophy” by stating that 

Kant leads us to “reason,” to the presence of thought in the world, once we realize that 

there is objective knowledge of the world to be had which does not originate from 

observed objects: “Kant merely argues against their [the Categories’] objectivity in so far 

as they are present in external things themselves, while maintaining them to be objective 

in the sense of holding good as universal and necessary, as they do, for instance, in 

mathematics and natural science…  if universality and necessity do not exist in external 

things… [Kant] maintains that they must be a priori, i.e. that they must rest on reason 

itself, and on thought as self-conscious reason…” (LHP 428).22 Knowledge that is 

universal, necessary, and objective is possible of the world, yet it is not drawn from 

perceived objects. The implication is that there is more to the world than perceived 

objects, that there are truths about reality which are “universal and necessary” because of 

the a priori presence of “reason itself” within the world.23

                                                
22 The passage continues, “… Their source is the subject, ‘I’ in my self-consciousness. This, simply 
expressed, is the main point of the Kantian philosophy.” This final reference to the “I” can be misleading: 
the “I” Hegel speaks of here cannot be taken to be an individual, independent thinking subject, for reasons 
to be discussed below. Hegel’s point seems to be instead that Kant discovered that our having a world is 
only possible on the basis of the world’s already implicitly having an intelligible structure. 

23 The reader will notice here that Hegel is playing loose with the term “Reason.” For Kant, to say that there 
are a priori truths about the experienced world and to say that Reason is present within the world are to say 
two very different things. Reason is the faculty of the mind that seeks to bring completion to our 
representations; as such, Reason naturally attempts to transcend the experienced world (cf. CPR A293-
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Hegel repeatedly goes back to this point: the lesson that we can take away from 

Kant is that thought does not just “represent” the world to us; thought is not an inert copy 

of the object. Kant teaches us that the thinking subject constitutes the world, and 

therefore that the commonsense presumption that thoughts are produced by objects, and 

thus are secondary or beholden to objects, is mistaken. If objectivity provides the content 

of cognition, subjectivity conditions objectivity in ways that are equally important. Hegel 

writes that “since Kant shows that thought has synthetic judgments a priori which are not 

derived from perception, he shows that thought is so to speak concrete in itself. The idea 

which is present here is a great one…” (LHP 430). The meaning of this “great idea” is 

developed elsewhere: 

The vulgar believe that the objects of perception which confront them, 
such as an individual animal, or a single star, are independent and 
permanent existences, compared with which thoughts are unsubstantial 
and dependent on something else. In fact however the perceptions of 
sense are the properly dependent and secondary feature, while the 
thoughts are really independent and primary. This being so, Kant gave 
the title objective to the intellectual factor, to the universal and 
necessary: and he was quite justified in doing so. Our sensations on the 
other hand are subjective; for sensations lack stability in their own 
nature, and are no less fleeting and evanescent than thought is 
permanent and self-subsisting (EL 67/§41z). 

When we understand the ontologically primary item to be individual objective things (as 

we generally or “vulgarly” do), we unwittingly commit ourselves to believing that reality 

is composed of unstable, “fleeting and evanescent,” disconnected entities. Yet we think 

of reality as stable and enduring. Kant’s insight, Hegel argues here, is that the individual 

objects of perception are fleeting and secondary, dependent on a necessary, universal, and 

hence enduring and stable framework of intelligibility (Kant would cite the Categories in 

                                                                                                
309/B249-366). Here, once again, Hegel seems to bend Kant in unfair ways. Yet Hegel seems to be aware 
that he is doing this: he will later suggest that Kant misunderstood Reason, and that what Kant conceived of 
as the goal of reason is accomplished in various ways by various elements of the Kantian system. Hegel 
often shifts the meaning and attributions of the players in Kant’s architectonic. For an account of several of 
these, see Longuenesse 2000. 
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connection with this framework, though Hegel will have a different view of it, 

associating it with Reason and with the notion of “Objective Thought” – see Chapters 

Four and Five, below). Again, thoughts are not copies of things; rather, Being and 

Thought together form one integrated whole.24 Hegel takes this idea to form the center of 

the Kantian system, writing, “If we remove from the practical faith of the Kantian 

philosophy some of the popular and unphilosophical garments in which it is decked, we 

shall find nothing else expressed in it but the Idea that Reason does have absolute reality, 

that in this Idea the antithesis of freedom and necessity is completely suspended, that 

infinite thought is at the same time absolute reality – or in short we shall find the absolute 

identity of thought and being” (FK 94).25

When Hegel argues that Kant leads us to recognize the “identity of thought and 

being,” it is generally possible to find close-by a characterization of this identity as the 

integration of existence and intelligibility. Now, Hegel will make the following 

argumentative move: if we are to recognize an identity of thought and being, or recognize 

the integration of existence and intelligibility, then we will need to revise our conceptions 

of thought and being that were held prior to our recognizing these “identities.” After all, 

our original conceptions were premised on an understanding that viewed the two as 

separate.26

                                                
24 Stern interprets Hegel’s critique of Kant – both its positive and its negative aspects – in a similar way. 
See Stern 1990, 30-41.  

25 In this citation, Hegel is not talking about Kant’s philosophy as a whole; he is specifically discussing the 
postulates of practical reason. Nonetheless, his comments here are typical of the way he generally responds 
to Kant’s thought. 

26 Charles Taylor also claims that there is an ontological reimagining of sorts occurring in Hegel’s response 
to Kant. See Taylor 1975, 38-9: “If the highest spiritual side of man, his moral freedom, is to come to more 
than passing and accidental harmony with his natural being, then nature itself has to tend to the spiritual. In 
order even to formulate this demand we have to go beyond Kant’s terms. We have to think of nature not as 
Kant did most of the time, as the object of phenomenal awareness, whose ultimate foundation, the thing in 
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It is precisely here that Hegel begins to criticize Kant. Alongside his positive 

assessment of Kant’s recognition of the unity of the subjective and the objective elements 

of the experienced world, Hegel expresses dissatisfaction with the way Kant continued to 

hold onto his original notions of objects and subjects. Kant’s insight, Hegel says, is to 

suggest that thought is present within the objective world, and that objects are thoroughly 

shot through with intelligibility, hence subjectivity. But then Kant does not sufficiently 

reformulate his ideas of subjects and objects to match: Hegel writes that “[Kant] does not 

get clear of the conception of reality in which reality consists in the possession of a 

sensuous present existence” (LHP 447). The “possession of a sensuous present existence” 

assumes an independent subject encountering (and “possessing”) an independent object 

(a “sensuous presence”). And, whatever other claims Kant makes aside, he is unwilling to 

deny the mutual independence of the two and that experience is a product of their 

encounter. This, for Hegel, is closely linked with the shortcomings of the Kantian system, 

and a contributing factor to how and why Kant’s system goes off track. Kant simply 

presumes (Hegel believes) that the world “in-itself” can be coherently conceived of as a 

“beyond” populated by Things-in-themselves. But, Hegel argues, Kant’s own discoveries 

should have led him to question the viability of a subject-less conception of Being. Kant 

also assumes a conception of the subject as (potentially) “pure”; but if we have just seen 

that the Self is integrated with the experienced world through thought, it becomes an 

open question whether or not the subject can be properly thought of as ultimately 

separable from its world. These presumptions, Hegel seems to think, are elements of 

Kant’s ontology that he should have jettisoned, but refused. Therefore, Hegel argues, 

                                                                                                
itself, is shrouded in impenetrable mystery; but rather following the expression theory, as a set of 
underlying forces which manifest themselves in phenomena…”
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Kant is in a contradictory position of maintaining that the subject and the object are 

unified, but saddled with a conception of the two upon which their reconciliation is 

impossible.

* * *

Hegel’s sense of the ultimate shortcomings of Kant’s philosophy comes out best 

when one considers Hegel’s response to Kant’s notion of a Thing-in-itself. Kant arrived 

at this conception by arguing that, once the Copernican turn has been made, we can have 

knowledge of things as appearances, though not of Things-in-themselves.27 Now, Hegel 

seems to respond in the following way: Kant’s argument here is only coherent if we 

accept the premise as given that there are “things” out there beyond the pale of human 

thought.28 Of course, if there were, Kant would be right to wonder how we could ever 

obtain knowledge of them. And it seems almost beyond questioning that there are things 

“out there” which antedate thought.29 But there is an objection to be considered here: 

given the unity of subjectivity and objectivity, if we are to understand “Things-in-

themselves” as the object stripped of all human thought, it remains an open question in 

what sense this can be an “objectivity” at all. Hegel is not charging Kant with defining 

the “Thing-in-itself” as a thing per se; he acknowledges that Kant’s conception is more 

subtle than this. But he is objecting to Kant’s approaching the question with a 

presupposition in favor of there being a purely objective entity prior to the appearance of 

                                                
27 See CPR Bxvii-Bxx, quoted at length below.  

28 Again, this is not to say that we must posit such entities as existing objects per se, but rather that we must 
accept the premise of their existence as a necessary logical implication of transcendental thought. 

29 Actually, Hegel would challenge this intuition, arguing that the conception of “thought” assumed here is 
inadequate. Objects only antedate thought if thought is understood as “the conscious states of solitary 
individuals.” If thought is understood according to the broader conception with which Hegel is working, 
which understands it to be something like “the intelligible identity of objects through their various 
manifestations,” then it becomes impossible to understand objects without thought as anything more than 
immediate, static being. 
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thought, in other words, of treating un-thought being as though it were a thing. In Hegel’s 

words: 

The Thing-in-itself (and under ‘thing’ is embraced even Mind and God) 
expresses the object when we leave out of sight all that consciousness 
makes of it, all its emotional aspects, and all specific thoughts of it. It is 
easy to see what is left – utter abstraction, total emptiness, only 
described still as an ‘other world’ – the negative of every image, 
feeling, and definite thought. Nor does it require much penetration to 
see that this caput mortum is still only a product of thought, such as 
accrues when thought is carried on to abstraction unalloyed… hence 
one can only read with surprise the perpetual remark that we do not 
know the Thing-in-itself. On the contrary there is nothing we can know 
so easily. (EL 72/§44)30

To truly think a Thing-in-itself, we could ascribe absolutely no characteristics to this 

entity whatsoever. Yet this should bring the very being of this posited entity into 

question: its obliqueness, mysteriousness, and paradoxical nature ought lead us to be 

suspicious of the Thing-in-itself as a necessary posit (even if we take this in a limited 

sense, as a regulative concept). Hegel’s point is that it is only a presupposition, one that 

smacks of pre-Critical conceptions of objectivity, that there is a “thing out there” to be 

known, or that appearance requires there to be. Hegel pushes his critique further 

than challenging the seeming inevitability of a concept of an uncognized Thing-in-itself: 

he also reminds us that the notion of a Thing-in-itself is a human invention. The “Thing-

in-itself” is, after all, the title we have given to the object stripped of all its cognized 

content. As such, Hegel continues, the “Thing-in-itself” can be thought of as an abstract 

notion just as quickly as it can be thought of as a “thing.” Moreover, it is a conception 

that emerges from a presumption of an original separation between subject and object. As 

Hegel writes, Kant’s Thing-in-itself is an artifact, an abstraction from the experienced 

                                                
30 See also LHP 472: “[In Kant’s approach] all fullness, all content, concentrates in conceiving, thinking, 
postulating. The objective, according to Kant, is only what is in itself; and we know not what Things-in-
themselves are. But Being-in-itself is only the caput mortum, the dead abstraction of the ‘other,’ the empty, 
undetermined beyond.” 
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world, “nothing but an objective expression of the empty form of opposition” (DF 79-

80). A “Thing-in-itself,” qua objectivity, only makes sense when we begin with 

“opposition,” with the premise that there are thinking subjects which encounter objects 

and begin to think about them. Yet this is the very picture of which Kant’s system was 

supposed to show us the error. If we abandon the model of subject-encountering-object, 

then what the “object stripped of its cognized content” becomes is suddenly much less 

certain. 

To summarize, Hegel is asking us to see that the Thing-in-itself is a form, a 

modification, of thinking about Being; it is an abstraction from lived experience. Yet this 

is not sufficient to establish the independent existence of Things-in-themselves as 

“objects,” i.e. as items preceding or independent of our thought, or even to establish the 

necessity of a regulative concept tied to appearances and their limits. A “Thing-in-itself” 

as Kant articulates it begs key questions, especially while it can be thought of as an 

abstract human artifact. Indeed, if subject and object are unified, it remains an open 

question what Being stripped of Thought would be. It is only an assumption –one that 

retains a number of pre-Critical biases – that “being stripped of thought” would be 

something like a sphere of un-thought objectivity. Hegel, as I argue later, suggests that 

we instead consider the experienced world itself – from which, after all, the notion of “a 

realm of un-thought objects” is an abstraction – as potentially offering a different 

solution.

* * *

The point of this critique of the Thing-in-itself is that Hegel believes that Kant 

moves too quickly in including such a notion in his system, and that by failing to 
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critically evaluate this posit, Kant ultimately retained a pre-Critical notion of things that 

exist beyond, and prior to, the thinking subject, in a question-begging way.31 This line of 

critique, however, is not focused exclusively on Kant’s conception of objects. Hegel’s 

willingness to challenge a presumption of a Thing-in-itself existing “beyond” thought 

indicates how far he is willing to take the implications of subject-object unity. But if we 

are going to accept a genuine unity of subject and object, replacing the traditional 

understanding of their separation, then we will need to radically revise a number of our 

most fundamental conceptualizations. And just as Hegel suggests that Kant did not take 

his reconstruction of objectivity far enough, he will also say that Kant’s conception of 

subjectivity incorporated certain pre-Critical presumptions in problematic ways.32

In discussing Hegel’s appraisal of Kant’s conception of subjectivity, it is 

important to proceed carefully. Hegel views Kant’s analysis of subjectivity in a much 

more positive light than he views Kant’s conception of objectivity (qua Things-in-

themselves). Nonetheless, it is possible to discern a parallel line of critique in Hegel’s 

assessment of Kant’s notion of the subject. As above in his treatment of Kant on objects, 

Hegel will begin by saying that Kant recognized the mistakes of a pre-Critical notion of 

the subject: “Unquestionably one good result of the Kantian criticism was that it 

                                                
31 Houlgate makes a related point in his treatment of Hegel’s critique of formalism in logic: “The first thing 
to mention is that formal logic operates under the assumption that the fundamental distinctions drawn by 
our ordinary understanding are valid. Formal logic is not necessarily restricted to the categories set out by 
Aristotle of Kant, but it does assume – as indeed ordinary consciousness assumes – that apparently opposed 
or distinct categories are indeed opposed to or distinct from one another. Formal logic presupposes, 
therefore, that ‘infinity is different from finitude, that content is something other than form, that what is 
inner is other than what is outer, that mediation, similarly, is not immediacy’ [quoting Hegel, Science of 
Logic, SL 41]. Hegel himself does not assume either that these categorical distinctions are valid or that they 
are not. He simply points out that formal logic and ordinary thinking take such distinctions for granted and 
do not even consider whether it really makes sense to think of form without its own content, or content 
without its own form…” (Houlgate 2005, 29). 

32 Stephen Houlgate has also argued that a central thrust of Hegel’s critique of Kant is that Kant has not 
sufficiently reconceptualized a number of his core concepts; Houlgate specifically points to Kant’s notions 
of substance, self, and judgment here. See Houlgate 1995.  
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emancipated mental philosophy from the ‘soul-thing’…” (EL 75/§47). But, Hegel will 

continue, Kant does not replace this notion with a sufficiently evolved alternative: “On 

the other side [from the world] and independent stands a self-apprehending thought, the 

principle of freedom, which Kant has in common with ordinary and bygone metaphysic, 

but emptied of all that it held, and without his being able to infuse into it anything new” 

(EL 93/§60).

Hegel appraises Kant’s notion of subjectivity in the following way. Hegel does 

approve of the way Kant recognizes a central role for thought in the experienced world –

a role much more involved and complex than previous thinkers realized.33 But if we 

recognize thought as that much more integrated with reality than we previously believed, 

we will need to reevaluate the way we conceive of what thought is, as well as what the 

thinking being, the subject, is. Here, Hegel thinks Kant fell short in an important way. 

When it came time to define the subject, Kant fell back into a pre-Critical impulse to 

define the subject according to its independence from objective content.34 Thought, for 

                                                
33 “It is thus the self-thinking absolute Notion that passes into itself which we see making its appearance in 
Germany through this [i.e. Kant’s] philosophy, in such a way that all reality falls within self-consciousness; 
it is the idealism which vindicates all moments of the implicit to self-consciousness… it apprehends simple 
thought as having difference in itself, but does not yet apprehend that all reality rests on this difference… it 
leads knowledge into consciousness and self-consciousness… This philosophy made an end of the 
metaphysic of the understanding as an objective dogmatism…” (LHP 426-7). 

34 The solution to the Paralogisms of pure reason can suggest this interpretation, as do passages from the 
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Take the following passage, from the Antinomies, for example: 
“even the inner and sensible intuition of our mind (as an object of consciousness), the determination of 
which through the succession of different states is represented in time, is not the real self as it exists in 
itself, or the transcendental subject, but only an appearance of this to us unknown being, which was given 
to sensibility” (CPR A492/B520). Now, it might seem that Hegel is conflating thinking and the subject; for 
Kant, the self qua transcendental ego must be defined according to its distinction from determinate thought 
(and, obviously, from objective content as well), while thought itself qua cognition is not to be held 
separate from objective content (although it is to be rigorously kept separate from the object qua Thing-in-
itself). Hegel, meanwhile, seems to suggest that Kant understands the self qua thinking consciousness 
according to its separation from the content of thought. Then again, this might not be a simple conflation: it 
might be the case that Hegel, before leveling this charge, has implicitly already assumed his claim (made 
elsewhere) that the distinction between the Self qua thinking being and the content of thought requires 
justification (and will ultimately be shown to be unsustainable). This argumentative move of Hegel’s is 
reviewed directly below, where I describe Hegel’s charge that Kant has made the mind an “instrument.”    
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Kant, is the “opposite” of the manifold of sense received in intuition; the subject is 

defined according to its difference from the content of sense experience. Given this 

characterization, Kant’s earlier insight into the identity of the two in experience becomes 

unstable. In fact, in the way that Kant tries to temper this balance between Thought and 

Being by claiming that our knowledge only extends to appearances, Hegel goes so far as 

to accuse Kant of contradicting himself. 

This critique of Kant’s conception of subjectivity is apparent in one of the explicit 

themes of Hegel’s general critique discussed above, his claim that Kant’s idealism is 

“formal.” Hegel explains that he calls Kant’s philosophy formal because of the way it 

strives to keep the content of thought and the order imposed by thought on that content 

separate. Hegel writes that, for Kant, “thought, at its highest pitch, has to go outside for 

any determinateness; and although it is continually termed Reason, is out-and-out abstract 

thinking. And the result of all is that Reason supplies nothing beyond the formal unity 

required to simplify and systematize experiences…” (EL 86/§52). For Kant (says Hegel), 

Thought – even in its most developed form – remains “abstract,” nothing beyond “formal 

unity.” The role that thought ultimately plays is a systematizer of content, content which 

remains fundamentally other to it.35 Thought is “formal” because the role of providing 

form is all that is left to it, if Thought is defined in terms of its opposition to objects.36

The problem with such a “formal” conception of subjectivity is that if Thought is 

defined according to its independence from the material of sense, then it becomes 

                                                
35 Again, as cited earlier, “Abstract thinking is adhered to; it is said that the understanding can only bring 
about order in things; but order is nothing in and for itself, it is only subjective. There therefore remains 
nothing for Reason except the form of its pure identity with itself… I, as Reason or conception, and the 
things external to me, are both absolutely different from one another; and that, according to Kant, is the 
ultimate standpoint…” (LHP 455).

36 “The defect of Kant’s philosophy consists in the falling asunder of the moments of absolute form… our 
understanding, our knowledge, forms an antithesis to being-in-itself” (LHP 478). 
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impossible to coherently understand how it can be fundamentally reconciled with 

objectivity. In other words, if the subject is defined in opposition to experienced objects, 

then even if the Transcendental Deduction demonstrates the necessity for all possible 

objects of experience to stand under the Categories, recovering the thinking individual 

(not to mention the effective agent) requires seeing how it overcomes the “gap” between 

itself and the world.37 Earlier, I mentioned how Hegel defines formalism as an inability to 

get beyond the sphere of ideas; this is precisely the charge Hegel makes about Kant’s 

practical philosophy: “even if [for Kant] it is stated that it [Practical Reason] is concrete 

in itself, there is the further consideration that this freedom is at first only the negative of 

everything else… the formal principle of legislation in this internal solitude comes to no 

determination, or this is abstraction only. The universal, the non-contradiction of self, is 

without content, something which comes to be reality in the practical sphere just as little 

as in the theoretical… Perfect morality must remain a Beyond…” (LHP 459-61). Kant 

has developed his moral theory on the premise that true autonomy is when I determine 

myself, and my determining myself is incompatible with my being determined by 

anything empirical. But given such a model, wherein I conscientiously set myself apart 

from any matter incoming from the experienced world, it becomes paradoxical to see 

myself as an agent achieving an outward effect on this (now distanced) world.38 The 

                                                
37 “Thoughts, according to Kant, although universal and necessary categories, are only our thoughts –
separated by an impassible gulf from the thing, as it exists apart from our knowledge. But the true 
objectivity of thinking means that the thoughts, far from being merely ours, must at the same time be the 
real essence of the things, and of whatever is an object to us…” (EL 67-8/§41z). Such a characterization of 
Kant is, at least, understandable. Consider, for example, the following passage from the Introduction to the 
Critique of Judgment:  “The domain of the concept of nature under one legislation and that of the concept 
of freedom under the other are entirely barred from any mutual influence that they could have on each other 
by themselves (each in accordance with its fundamental laws) by the great chasm that separates the 
supersensible from appearances” (CJ  80-1). 

38 A number of studies of Hegel’s critique of Kant’s practical philosophy highlight the idea that introducing 
a strict distinction between reason as autonomous and our empirical natures as heterogeneous makes the 
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subject has been wholly cut off, in a way that infinitely prolongs its coincidence with its 

world. This becomes an inevitable consequence of the fact that Kant retains a conception 

of the subject that defines it in pre-Critical terms, according to its difference from what is 

other than it in experience.  

The attack Hegel launches on Kant’s conception of thought is reflected in another 

connection as well: Hegel critiques Kant’s view of the mind as an “instrument.” Hegel 

explicitly characterizes his understanding of Kant’s view in this way, writing, “the 

philosophy of Kant is likewise called a critical philosophy because its aim, says Kant, is 

first of all to supply a criticism of our faculties of knowledge; for before obtaining 

knowledge we must inquire into the faculties of knowledge… Knowledge is thereby 

represented as an instrument, as a method and means whereby we endeavor to possess 

ourselves of the truth. Thus before men can make their way to the truth itself they must 

know the nature and function of their instrument” (LHP 428). In the Introduction to the 

Phenomenology, meanwhile, Hegel critiques this model in the following way: 

It is a natural assumption that in philosophy, before we start to deal 
with its proper subject-matter, viz. the actual cognition of what truly is, 
one must first of all come to an understanding about cognition, which is 
regarded either as the instrument to get hold of the absolute, or as the 
medium through which one discovers it. A certain uneasiness seems 
justified… [but] this fear takes something – a great deal in fact – for 
granted as truth, supporting its scruples and inferences on what is itself 

                                                                                                
possibility of moral action more problematic, rather than more plausible. See, for example, Wood 1990, 
169: “Hegel thinks that in order to do one’s duty as this particular duty, even if one derives the empirical 
features of that duty from some moral principle, one must act from those empirical features, and that to act 
from the empirical features of the act in this way is also to act from something that has the stamp of 
‘particularity’ on it… therefore, the only way to avoid acting from empirical motives would be either not to 
act at all or else to act in a determinate way while abstracting entirely from the empirical content of what 
one is doing – and so any determinate way of acting will do. In other words, to act from pure duty is to act 
from a principle with no content. The motive of pure duty thus attaches just as easily to the unethical as to 
the right and good.” See also Sedgwick 2000, 319: “since for Kant thinking or rationality doesn’t determine 
our being through-and-through (or, since for Kant our rational and our animal natures are separable), the 
most we can hope for, as Kantians, is the successful domestication of our empirical natures, of our brute 
drives and desires. Because human animal nature on Kant’s conception can never itself be the source of 
laws of freedom, it must be made to submit to the governance of reason. Hegel’s complaint, as I understand 
it, is that in this way Kantian freedom cannot be realized without the aid of coercion. “    
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in need of prior scrutiny to see if it is true. To be specific, it takes for 
granted certain ideas about cognition as an instrument and as a medium, 
and assumes that there is a difference between ourselves and this 
cognition. Above all, it presupposes that the Absolute stands on one 
side and cognition on the other, independent and separated from it, and 
yet is something real; or in other words, it presupposes that cognition 
which, since it is excluded from the Absolute, is surely outside the truth 
as well, is nevertheless true…” (PS 46-7). 

What emerges here is, once again, the recurring theme that there are pre-Critical 

presumptions implicit in Kant’s understanding. Kant has simply assumed, Hegel 

suggests, that we must accept a thoroughgoing separation of object and thought of object, 

as well as an absolute distinction between the thought itself and us as the thinking 

subjects. Such distinctions are obviously intuitive, and it seems ludicrous to suggest that 

either one of them might not be sustainable. Nevertheless, Hegel’s contention is that 

these distinctions lack philosophical justification – especially in light of the seemingly 

unintuitive conclusions about the unity of the subject and the object to which the Critical 

philosophy elsewhere leads us.39   

                                                
39 Hegel’s willingness to question Kant’s conception of the subject even goes as far as questioning whether 
or not the subject is to be understood on the basis of an independent thinking individual consciousness. In 
the Philosophy of Spirit, for example, Hegel questions such a notion of subjectivity in his Encyclopedia-
version of the Master-Slave dialectic. There, he writes: “In this determination lies the tremendous 
contradiction that, on the one hand, the ‘I’ is wholly universal, absolutely pervasive, and interrupted by no 
limit, is the universal essence common to all men, the two mutually related selves therefore constituting 
one identity, constituting, so to speak, one light; and yet, on the other hand, they are also two selves rigidly 
and unyieldingly confronting each other, each existing as a reflection-into-self, as absolutely distinct from 
and impenetrable by each other” (EM 170-171/§430z). This contradiction is resolved in recognition, in the 
realization of my identity with the other. Thus, for Hegel, the presumption of an isolated, individual 
thinking subject is a conceptually flawed starting point. Robert Solomon has argued that this claim is 
implicit in Hegel’s critique of Kant, as well. See Solomon 1970. Solomon argues that Hegel’s Geist is a de-
personified version of Kant’s transcendental ego. Hegel, on Solomon’s line, charges that Kant illicitly 
infers a “one ‘I’ per person” principle, an inference that was certainly intuitive but was not transcendentally 
justified. “What Kant evidently fails to notice, as Hegel’s system brings out, the individuation of the ‘I 
Think’ as a personal ‘I Think’ presupposes the categories just as surely as do the paralogisms… We must, 
as Kant argues, attribute all thoughts and experiences to a subject: but we cannot, by Kant’s own insistence, 
identify or individuate subjects as we individuate persons… in philosophical discussions of the 
transcendental ‘I’, there can be no reference to persons and therefore no intelligible use of ‘I’ to denote at 
all… The subject of philosophy is not a person, is not an individual, but must be referred to simpliciter as 
subject, without any pretense toward identification or individuation with persons” (Solomon 1970, 659-60). 
Thus, Solomon connects Hegel’s original Phenomenology Master-Slave dialectic with his (Hegel’s) 
critique of Kant, interpreting it as Hegel’s acknowledgment that once we have become aware of 
subjectivity as an essential ground of knowledge and experience, only then does the question of 
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* * *

These two lines of criticism – directed against the “Thing-in-itself” and against 

Kant’s conception of the subject – come together in Hegel’s critique of Kant’s distinction 

between phenomena and appearances on the one side, and noumena, the “in-itself,” and 

the intelligible world on the other.40 Once more, we see a characteristic move by Hegel: 

he takes Kant to have initially hit on an important insight in the way that he (Kant) 

classifies experienced objects as “mere” phenomena, but then he criticizes Kant for 

having failed to see the ontological significance of this finding. And, once again, Hegel 

ties Kant’s failure to a conservatism, an inability or unwillingness to remove and replace 

certain ontological presuppositions. In his critique of Kant’s Thing-in-itself, Hegel 

suggested that Kant retained certain ontological assumptions about objectivity. In his 

critique of Kant’s conception of Thought, Hegel implied that Kant continued thinking 

about subjectivity in a pre-Critical way. Here, in his critique of Kant’s distinction 

between the world of appearance and the intelligible world of noumena, Hegel will 

accuse Kant of failing to revise his ontological model of the relations between subjects 

and objects, so much so that Kant’s position is ultimately self-contradictory. The 

contradiction lies in Kant’s saying that we can have knowledge of objects, but only of 

objects as appearances. If the “ground” and “reality” of objects lies in something other 

                                                                                                
individuation among independent thinker arise (and it arises in a thorny way). In other words, individuation 
arises subsequent to the “discovery” of subjectivity. Hegel does seem to at least hint at such a sentiment at 
points in his critique of Kant. See, for example, LHP 443: “But the knowing subject does not with Kant 
really arrive at reason, for it remains still the individual self-consciousness as such, which is opposed to the 
universal.”  

40 To avoid confusion: the sense of “intelligible world” as used by Kant is different from the sense of 
“intelligible world” as used in other parts of this dissertation. In Chapter One, I characterized “intelligible 
world” as “the world as we experience it, the world as multi-layered and richly meaningful”; for Kant, in
contrast, the “intelligible world” is not identical with the experienced world but just the opposite: it a 
sphere of the ultimate laws or grounds of things, and as such it is an uncognizable noumenal sphere. 
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than their appearance, Hegel argues, then any so-called knowledge we would have that 

would be restricted to such appearances would be “knowledge” in a superficial sense 

only. Thus, we find Hegel making statements such as the following: “In every dualistic 

system, and especially in that of Kant, the fundamental defect makes itself visible in the 

inconsistency of unifying at one moment what a moment before had been explained to be 

independent and therefore incapable of unification… It argues an utter want of 

consistency to say, on the one hand, that the understanding only knows phenomena, and, 

on the other, assert the absolute character of this knowledge…” (EL 91/§60).

With his treatment of Kant’s account of appearances, as before with his treatment 

of Kant’s Thing-in-itself and conception of subjectivity, Hegel opens with praise for 

Kant’s initial insights, followed quickly with a claim that Kant did not take these insights 

far enough: 

The view that the objects of immediate consciousness, which constitute 
the body of experience, are mere appearances (phenomena) was 
another important result of the Kantian philosophy… the things 
immediately known are mere appearances – in other words, the ground 
of their being is not in themselves but in something else. But then 
comes the important step of defining what this something else is. 
According to Kant, the things that we know about are to us appearances 
only, and we can never know their essential nature, which belongs to 
another world we cannot approach… The true statement of the case is 
rather as follows. The things of which we have direct consciousness are 
mere phenomena, not for us only, but in their own nature; and the true 
and proper case of these things, finite as they are, is to have their 
existence founded not in themselves but in the universal divine Idea. 
This view of things, it is true, is as idealist as Kant’s; but in 
contradistinction to the subjective idealism of the Critical philosophy 
should be termed absolute idealism. (EL 73/§45z)

In this passage, we see that Hegel somehow approves of Kant’s recognition that the 

world as we encounter it is a world of “mere phenomena,” yet disapproves of Kant’s 

understanding of phenomena. Hegel takes phenomena to be, for Kant, appearances of 

objects, while the “objects” in-themselves, i.e. beyond the framework of our cognizing 
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them, are unknowable. Hegel will now claim that, on the one hand, to characterize 

appearances thus seems regressive41; on the other, to assert that phenomena are 

appearances in this sense might secure knowledge of phenomena, but only at the cost of 

ontologically demoting phenomena by establishing an unknowable beyond. If Kant’s 

ontological view is adopted, then even while we may have safeguarded knowledge of our 

world there will always remain questions about the superficiality of that world – and, by 

implication, of our knowledge of it. 

As his critique of Kant’s notion of subjectivity could be linked to his calling 

Kant’s idealism “formal,” Hegel’s critique of Kant’s restriction of knowledge to 

appearances is connected with his charge that Kant’s idealism is “subjective.”42 The issue 

here, once more, is that Kant defaults to a paradigm where Thought is the activity of a 

thinking subject, which is related externally to an object. Thing and thought about the 

thing are fundamentally different; thus, Thought can never get beyond itself, can never be 

truly adequate to its object. Kant’s failure is thus linked to his inability to think of the 

relation between Thought and Being in a radically original way, a way which can 

accommodate an ultimately fundamental identity between the two. Such an identity will 

require a new ontological understanding that sees Being and Thought as ultimately 

inseparable. Hegel himself will pursue such a conception, when he develops his own 

                                                
41 As we saw earlier, Kant had shown the notion of an object unconditioned by subjectivity to be 
problematic. For there to be any remainders in an unknowable beyond when an appearance is cast as an 
object placed under the Categories as the conditions of cognition, then, seems regressive. Consider how, in 
the Deduction, the object is defined on the basis of its relation to subjectivity: “Understanding is, 
generally speaking, the faulty of cognitions. These consist in the determinate relation of given 
representations to an object. An object, however, is that in the concept of which the manifold of a given 
intuition is united” (CPR B137). Either the object is a product of our synthetic activity and hence an item 
whose otherness from us is questionable, or else we seem to be forced to reverting to a subject-
encountering-object position. 

42 See especially LHP 423-27. 
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system.43 Kant, however, did not achieve this. He was forced to appeal to knowledge of 

appearance only, Hegel would say here, because he had no ontological understanding 

besides a notion of phenomena or appearance that could accommodate an integration of 

Thought and Being. Kant’s idealism remains “subjective” in large measure, then, because 

it is only in such formulations as “an object of sensible intuition, i.e. as an appearance… 

mere objects of experience” (CPR Bxxvi) that Kant has a means of understanding the 

unity of subject and object. This unity remains at the level of our thought, for Hegel’s 

Kant; subject and object are not given the form of a genuine, accomplished unity.  

Kant’s failure to think about the relation of Being and Thought in a way other 

than as experience of objects as appearances has a pernicious consequence, Hegel 

believes: Kant’s qualification that our knowledge is knowledge of objects for us only, is 

tantamount to a denial that Thought is able to generate anything more than superficial 

truths about the experienced world.44 Hegel believes that Thought operates by elevating 

itself up from immediate experience; Thought provides the structure according to which 

we are able to achieve a stable, fundamental insight into our world, but this structure is 

built on and grounded in the experienced world.45 This is why it is so damning, for Hegel, 

                                                
43 Hegel offers such a conception with, e.g., the concept of “Objective Thought,” as he develops it in the 
Encyclopedia Logic. See Chapters Four and Five, below. “The term ‘Objective Thoughts’ indicates the 
truth – the truth which is to be the absolute object of philosophy… if the thought-forms are vitiated by a 
fixed antithesis [between thought and being], i.e. if they are only of a finite character, they are unsuitable 
for the self-centered universe of truth, and truth can find no adequate receptacle in thought. Such thought, 
which can only produce only limited and partial categories and proceed by their means, is what in the 
stricter sense of the word is termed Understanding” (EL 45/§25).

44 The irony here, of course, is that Kant believed that we could only justify claims to knowledge by 
making this qualification. If we do not restrict our claims to knowledge to claims about objects as 
appearances (that is, if we do not frame the problem as a question of how it is that objects conform to our 
concepts), it becomes impossible to say how it is that we can have universally certain a priori knowledge of 
objects. See CPR Bxvi-xxii.

45 To say that Thought is “built on and grounded in the experienced world” is not to say that the world as 
thought or as known is, for Hegel, reducible to the experienced world, or empirically discerned from it. 
Rather, the point is: (a) the experienced world is the opening an individual qua thinking consciousness has 
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that Kant restricts knowledge in the way that he does, especially with respect to 

Reflective Judgment. Restriction to the world as appearance means that Thought is never 

able to get more than a step off the ground. Hegel writes: “Thought and thought alone has 

eyes for the essence, substance, universal power, and ultimate design of the world… The 

rise of thought beyond the world of sense, its passage from the finite to the infinite, the 

leap into the supersensible which it takes when it snaps asunder the chain of sense, all 

this transition is thought and nothing but thought. Say there must be no such passage, and 

you say there is to be no thinking” (EL 81/§50). When Kant says that knowledge is only 

knowledge of objects as they appear for us, that we can never hope to know Things-in-

themselves or the intelligible world, he is denying this “rise,” “passage,” and “leap.” He 

is denying the very operation that Hegel believes Thought accomplishes. 

What is required, for Hegel, is an ontology that is able to accommodate a 

thoroughgoing unity of the subjective and objective aspects of the experienced world, and 

one that can allow for phenomena, finite though they might be, to be not fundamentally 

other than Absolute “truth”; an ontology premised on conceptions of “pure” objectivity 

and “pure” subjectivity, each defined in opposition to the other, and whose encounter 

produces a phenomenal world only, is not adequate to this task. Instead, we need an 

                                                                                                
upon the Absolute whole, which in turn suggests that (b) thought “lifts its up,” metaphorically speaking, 
from the experienced world, and (c) that the experienced world is not strictly distinct from the Absolute or 
the “True,” but rather presents itself as an opportunity for us to disclose it. In the Phenomenology, Hegel 
puts this idea thus: “It [the identity of knowledge and Substance] is not truth as if the disparity had been 
thrown away, like dross from pure metal, not even like the tool which remains separate from the finished 
vessel; disparity, rather, as the negative, the self, is itself still directly present in the True as such… The 
evanescent itself must… be regarded as essential, not as something fixed, cut off from the True, and left 
lying who knows where outside it, any more than the True is to be regarded as something on the other side, 
positive and dead. Appearance is the arising and passing away that does not itself arise and pass away, but 
is ‘in itself’ [i.e. subsists intrinsically (brackets in original)], and constitutes the actuality and the movement 
of the life of truth” (PS 23-27).
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ontology able to handle the transformations that the identity of Thought and Being calls 

for.46 Ultimately, Hegel is asking us to think about Thought and Being in new ways. And 

it is clear that he believes Kant failed to do this.  Of course, if Hegel is going to make 

such claims, they must be accompanied by an account of what conclusions he believes 

Kant’s discoveries should have led to. In the concluding section of this chapter, I consider 

the alternative Hegel suggests.

Section Three: Hegel’s Alternative 

In the previous two sections, I argued that beneath the explicit themes of Hegel’s critique 

of Kant, Hegel can be seen as criticizing Kant’s ontological conservatism. This critique is 

apparent in Hegel’s appraisal of those moments where he takes Kant to have had a 

genuine philosophical breakthrough, but more so in his criticisms, e.g., of the Thing-in-

itself, Kant’s conception of subjectivity, and Kant’s treatment of phenomena and 

noumena. Ultimately, Hegel’s claim is that despite his philosophical breakthroughs, Kant 

remains unable to think about reality in a new way, a sentiment that is on display in 

passages such as the following: “Kant says that reason has certainly the desire to know 

the infinite, but not the power. And the reason Kant gives for this is on the one hand that 

no psychologically sensuous intuition or perception corresponds with the infinite, that it 

is not given in outward or inward experience… it depends, however, on how the world is 

                                                
46 “The great error is to restrict our notions of the nature of thought to its form in understanding alone. To 
think the phenomenal world rather means to recast its form, and transmute it into a universal. And thus the 
action of thought has also a negative effect upon its basis: and the matter of sensation, when it receives the 
stamp of universality, at once loses its first and phenomenal shape. By the removal and negation of the 
shell, the kernel within the sense-precept is brought to the light… if the world is only a sum of incidents, it 
follows that it is also deciduous and phenomenal, in esse and posse null. That upward spring of the mind 
signifies that the being which the world has is only a semblance, no real being, no absolute truth; it signifies 
that, beyond and above that appearance, truth abides in God, so that true being is another name for God” 
(EL 81-2/§50).
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looked at; but experience and observation of the world mean nothing else for Kant than a 

candlestick standing here, and a snuff-box standing there” (LHP 444-5). Hegel is asking 

us to “look at” the world’s reality in a different way. The infinite can be discerned, 

though not as a “sensuous intuition” or a “perception”; what is demanded is a 

reevaluation of what are to be the valid forms for grasping the True, not a fixing of limits 

on knowledge.47 But for Hegel’s Kant, the infinite and the Absolute remain beyond reach, 

precisely because he has cast experience only as the thinking of objects according to our 

concepts.48

But if we are not to view reality in the way Kant did, what alternative is Hegel 

going to offer? Of course, this is a larger question than cannot be answered completely or 

directly here, but I can at least indicate one central theoretical shift Hegel will 

recommend: Kant posited a reality wherein the subject cognizes objects according to 

concepts of the Understanding, in a way that secured by necessity that appearances stand 

under the conditions of possible experience, but Kant had to demand a form of pure 

objectivity and a form of pure subjectivity to make this model work; Hegel, by contrast, 

will offer a view wherein subject and object together form a unity, not by being bound 

together as through a notion of appearance qua schematized concept, but rather as 

                                                
47 In the Encyclopedia Logic, while discussing the Reflective Judgment, Hegel argues that had Kant been 
consistent, his engagement with the idea of purposiveness and final causes in the Critique of Judgment
would have led him to formulate such a new ontological notion: “After the Critical philosophy had settled 
that Reason can know phenomena only, there would still have been an option for animated nature between 
two equally subjective modes of thought. Even according to Kant’s own exposition, there would have been 
an obligation to admit, in the case of natural productions, a knowledge not confined to the categories of 
quality, cause and effect, composition, constitution, and so on. The principle of inward adaptation or 
design, had it been kept to and carried out in scientific application, would have led to a different and higher 
method of observing nature” (EL 90/§58).

48 This is, essentially, Bristow’s interpretation as well. See Bristow 2002, 556: “According to the Hegelian 
interpretation [of the Deduction], our cognition is relativized to our standpoint, not only or not primarily 
because of the ideality of the forms by which we passively intuit objects (though obviously that plays a 
role), but because thinking itself is subjective, on Kant’s view, and we can know objects only though 
thinking them.” 
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integrated moments in the unfolding of ontological processes. In other words, Hegel 

hopes to make the relationship of subjectivity and objectivity a free-standing, primary 

ontological focus.49 If Kant posited the experienced world as premised on the 

interdependence of Things-in-themselves (as a notion of “pure” objectivity) and Pure

Concepts (as a notion of “pure” subjectivity), Hegel will counter by contextualizing the 

forms of subjectivity and objectivity in ontological determination per se. What comes 

“first” is not Things-in-themselves and Pure Concepts, but rather the whole situation 

encompassing subject and object, a situation which is at first inchoate and indeterminate, 

but from which what will later be identifiable as subject and object emerge, and which, as 

process, self-determines (conceptually, according to logically necessitated 

determinations) over time. By identifying processes as the means through which the 

experienced world constitutes itself, and contextualizing the subjective and the objective 

within this, Hegel not only considers himself to have jettisoned former problematic 

conceptions of objectivity, subjectivity, and their relation, but also believes he has 

developed a model which need not base itself on any appeals to “pure,” i.e. external or 

pre-existing, items.  

At first blush, the character of the ontological reformulation Hegel is suggesting 

may invite skepticism. It might be objected, for example, that it looks like Hegel just 

collapses subjectivity and objectivity into the notion of “process,” and in so doing 

effectively empties both of their recognizable character. Kant, after all, defended his 

Transcendental Idealism in part by suggesting that it redeemed empirical realism50; by 

                                                
49 To be clear: what is “freestanding” in this relation is the system as a whole, not the individual relations 
themselves and certainly not individual appearances. 

50 See, for example, CPR A27-8/B43-4: “Our expositions accordingly teach the reality (i.e., objective 
validity) of space in regard to everything that can come before us externally as an object, but at the same 
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placing subjectivity and objectivity within a context of these so-called ontological 

processes, is Hegel not guilty of mystifying both and rendering them (not to mention the 

ground in which they supposedly occur) unrecognizable? 

If Hegel does aim to achieve a unified vision of subjectivity and objectivity, it is 

important to realize that he would not deny or do violence to the experienced character of 

either subjectivity or objectivity in pursuit of this vision. To do so would be self-

defeating: while Hegel may advocate reconceptualizing subjectivity and objectivity, his 

goal is ultimately to stabilize the (intuitively recognizable) characters of both within a 

coherent and consistent whole. For this reason, he will not accept a reconceptualization of 

the object and the subject if the reconceived notions of these two cannot accommodate 

our experience of them. So even if Hegel places the forms of subjectivity and objectivity 

within the context of ontological process, he is not attempt to reduce either to process; 

just the opposite, he hopes that from immanently within our intuitively recognizable 

forms of subjectivity and objectivity, we can be brought to see process as the ground of 

both. 

This, however, presents Hegel with a further difficulty: Hegel aims to unify 

Thought and Being while retaining a recognizable form of each, but, intuitively, 

subjectivity and objectivity (in any and all their forms) are distinct – Thought and Being 

are different orders. Now, Hegel does not respond to this challenge by downplaying these 

                                                                                                
time the ideality of space in regard to things when they are considered in themselves through reason, i.e. 
without taking account of the constitution of our sensibility. We therefore assert the empirical reality of 
space (with respect to all possible outer experience), though at the same time its transcendental ideality, 
i.e., that it is nothing as soon as we leave out the condition of the possibility of all experience, and take it as 
something that grounds the things in themselves”; see also CPR A35-6/B52: “Our assertions teach the 
empirical reality of time, i.e. objective validity in regard to all objects that may ever be given to our 
senses… but, on the contrary, we dispute all claim of time to absolute reality… in this therefore consists the 
transcendental ideality of time.”
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distinctions. He will not deny that there are prima facie differences between Thought and 

Being, and he will even affirm (in a sufficiently limited way) the distinctions between the 

two. We thus even find Hegel accepting Kant’s argument for the separation of Thought 

and Being (on one formulation of it, at least, in connection with Kant’s critique of the 

Ontological Argument), where Kant uses the example of one hundred actual Thalers and 

one hundred possible Thalers to argue for claim that “being is obviously not a real 

predicate” and thus that we cannot conclude any fact about Being from the content of a 

concept.51 Hegel in fact approves of Kant’s argument here, for the way it illustrates an 

important and undeniable gap between Being and the “Notion”: “Of course the 

determination of Being is not found as positive and ready-made in the Notion; the Notion 

is something different from reality and objectivity… That a hundred possible Thalers are 

something different from a hundred actual ones is a reflection of a very popular nature, so 

much so that no proposition has been so well received as the assertion that no transition 

can be made from the Notion to Being…” (LHP 453).52 An idea (qua contentful concept) 

and a reality are not straightforwardly identical; the two do not directly reflect one 

another, or at least, if they do, they do so in only very general and abstract ways; the two 

are different media, so to speak, and Hegel has no intention of denying this fact. 

Yet Hegel now tries turning the argument around on Kant. It is true that we 

cannot straightforwardly identify Thought and Being; from the content of one, nothing 

can be directly or immediately inferred about the content of the other. Hegel’s 

innovation, however, is to accept the foregoing but then argue that it does not necessarily 

                                                
51 This occurs in the context of Kant’s critique of the ontological argument for the existence of God (CPR 
A598-600/B626-8). 

52 Translation modified.
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imply an impassible boundary between the two. The mistake is to conclude from the 

straightforward or immediate non-identity of Being and Thought an absolute non-

identity. Here is where the notion of process begins to play a key role: given time, we 

come to see that there is commerce between Being and Thought, that each one has a 

determining effect on its other, and this forces us to acknowledge that the boundary 

between the two is porous: 

According to Kant’s representation we come to a deadlock at the 
difference; dualism is ultimate, and each side has independent validity 
as an absolute.  Against this false idea of what is to be absolute and 
ultimate, the healthy human understanding is directed; every ordinary 
consciousness rises above it, every action aims at setting aside a 
subjective conception and making it into something objective… the 
imaginary hundred Thalers become real, and the real ones imaginary: 
this is a frequent experience, this is their fate… each passes into the 
other. Thought, the Notion, of necessity implies that the Notion does 
not remain subjective; the subjective is on the contrary abrogated and 
reveals itself as objective… That opposition does away with itself 
absolutely and entirely, i.e. the finite passes away… Such existence 
[i.e. the finite, either in subjective or objective form] has of course no 
Absolute, no real essence: or such existence has no truth, it is only a 
vanishing moment. (LHP 453-4)

Kant might have argued that the experienced world is only possible given subjectivity 

and objectivity each conditioning one another, but the subject and the object each 

ultimately retained a “pure” form in their relation; Hegel, by contrast, will suggest that 

the forms of subjectivity and objectivity “emerge from” or are determined within the 

whole in which they are interrelated. Thought “becomes” Being, and vice versa. Our 

everyday experience of the world, the back-and-forth dynamics of activity, occurrence, 

and intention, is a testament to this commerce.53 Thought and Being form a unity, then, in 

                                                
53 An objection: am I not equivocating Kant’s “pure” forms of subject and object and Hegel’s determined, 
finite forms of subject and object? I do not believe so. It is true that, on the one hand, Kant believes that the 
determination of experience, of objects as appearances, will require “pure” forms of subjectivity and 
objectivity; and it is also true that Hegel seems to be discussing determinate appearances, hence 
determinate forms of subjectivity and objectivity, rather than the forms of subjectivity and objectivity that
are required in order for there to be determinate experience in the first place (according to Kant). However, 
there is a reason that Hegel allows a slippage between the two (pre-determinate forms of subject and object 
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the following sense: the experienced world is itself what exists, and its self-sustaining 

existence constitutes itself by means of the ongoing developing interaction between 

subjectivity and objectivity.54 On this scheme, subjectivity and objectivity each condition 

one another, each remains discernibly different from their other, yet we have no need to 

posit “pure” forms of either subject or object.55

It is here that we begin to see how Hegel believes his view differs from Kant’s. 

Kant explains the ephemerality and finitude of the phenomenal world as resulting from 

the forms of possible experience, and argues that insurmountable contradictions issue 

from a failure to keep this fact in mind, from conflating claims about the world in-itself 

with claims about the world as it appears. Qua appearing being, I am subject to the 

natural laws of cause and effect; qua noumenal self, there is the possibility that I am free, 

a spontaneously acting rational agent.56 But taking this route, Hegel argues, introduces a 

wedge between “reality” and our experience. Hence, appearance becomes “mere” 

                                                                                                
and determinate forms of subject and object) to occur: he does not believe that pre-determinate forms are 
possible. The very fact that forms as such have taken on a discrete structure speaks to the fact that they 
have undergone determination – this determination might not be the kind we normally think of as 
determination within “actual experience” (in a looser, colloquial sense of the term – something like the 
empirical day-to-day physical world), but a large part what Hegel is up to is broadening the scope of what 
will count as the legitimately “real” experienced world, which will serve as the grounds of knowledge. The 
“rules” according to which appearances are determined become coextensive with the determination of the 
whole, not prior to it; Hegel will express this idea in the language of the Self only being a Self by taking its 
determinations back into itself: “[For Speculative thought] Since the Notion is the object’s own self, which 
presents itself as the coming-to-be of the object, it is not a passive Subject inertly supporting the Accidents; 
it is, on the contrary, the self-moving Notion which takes its determinations back into itself” (PS 37). (I 
acknowledge that more needs to be said in responding to this objection, but developing and defending 
Hegel’s response to it would require an extended line of reflection and argumentation of its own, one which 
would be too expansive to undertake here.) 

54 Passages from the Science of Logic support such a suggestion. See, e.g., SL 111: “Determinateness has 
not yet severed itself from being; and indeed it will no more sever itself from being, for the truth which 
from now on underlies them as ground is the unity of non-being with being; on this as ground all further 
determinations are developed.”

55 These “pure forms” have been replaced by a conception of an initially inchoate, presently developing, 
whole – a self-determining (conceptually self-determining, Hegel will reveal in due course) existing reality 
is what we must begin with, in Hegel’s view.

56 Cf. CPR A444-51/B472-9.
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appearance (in the pejorative sense), whatever else Kant may want to say, despite Kant’s 

belief that the distinction is innocuous.57 In passages cited above, we see Hegel leveling 

just this charge. And Hegel wants to argue that we have no need to posit such a strict, 

absolute distinction between appearance and that which is its ground. 

If Hegel hopes to level such a charge, though, he takes upon himself a formidable 

task. The distinction between things as appearances and Things-in-themselves is 

demanded by Kant’s Copernican turn. Without making this distinction, we cannot see 

how objects must conform to the conditions of possible experience, we invite 

contradiction, and we thus lose the certainty of a priori, necessary knowledge.58 Is Hegel 

not therefore sliding back into a pre-Critical mindset, affirming the possibility of 

knowing Things-in-themselves while ignoring Kant’s argument that such knowledge can 

                                                
57 In this connection, one could see Hegel challenging Kant’s claim in the Prolegomena that nature can be 
conceived of just as adequately as the sum of possible experiences, as it can as the existence of Things-in-
themselves. Kant writes: “Nature is the existence of things, insofar as that existence is determined 
according to universal laws. If nature meant the existence of things in themselves, we would never be able 
to cognize it, either a priori no a posteriori… The word nature assumes yet another meaning, namely one 
that determines the object, whereas in the above meaning it only signified the conformity to law of the 
determinations of the existence of things in general. Nature considered materialiter is the sum total of all 
objects of experience. We are concerned here only with this, since otherwise things, which could never 
become objects of an experience if they had to be cognized according to their nature, would force us to 
concepts whose meaning could never be given in concreto (in any example of a possible experience), and 
we would therefore have to make for ourselves mere conceptions of the nature of those things, the reality of 
which concepts, i.e., whether they actually relate to objects or are mere beings of thought, could not be 
decided at all. Cognition of that which cannot be an object of experience would be hyperphysical, and here 
we are not concerned with such things at all, but rather with that cognition of nature, the reality of which 
can be confirmed through experience, even though such cognition is possible a priori and precedes all 
experience” (Prol 47-49). Hegel’s response would seem to be the following. Thinking an object as more 
than the object of experience need not be a “hyperphysical” cognition, it need only require 
reconceptualizing the character of the physical itself. Meanwhile, to understand nature as the “sum total of 
all objects of experience” is to make the object of knowledge what we can think or what we can cognize 
(i.e. to remain subjective), rather than the world itself.

58 “I can assume either that the concepts through which I bring about this determination also conform to the 
objects, and then I am once again in the same difficulty about how I could know anything about them a 
priori, or else I assume that the objects, or what is the same thing, the experience in which alone they can 
be cognized (as given objects) conforms to those concepts, in which case I immediately see an easier way 
out of the difficulty, since experience itself is a kind of cognition requiring the understanding, whose rule I 
have to presuppose… [But now] there emerges a very strange result… namely that with this faculty we can 
never get beyond the boundaries of possible experience… such cognition reaches appearances only, leaving 
the thing in itself as something actual for itself but unrecognized by us…” (CPR Bxvii-Bxx)
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never be objective? 

Not necessarily. What Hegel instead attempts is to develop a vision which retains 

the notion of experience as conceptually determined appearances (hence, knowable a 

priori), but without Things-in-themselves, and Hegel believes that he is justified in 

undertaking such an attempt precisely because he feels justified in questioning the 

presumptions of a subject-encountering-object model.59 Hegel believes that the kind of 

subject-object identity developed in the Transcendental Deduction (not to mention, in the 

notion of purposiveness in the Critique of Judgment) suggests that his vision of a self-

standing, conceptually self-determining whole is at least plausible. But then how do we 

escape the problems introduced by denying a distinction between appearances and 

Things-in-themselves? Hegel would respond that we must reconsider the terms of the 

problem as these are presented in the first place. Kant sought to retain a priori knowledge 

by asking what must be the case for objects to conform to our concepts, but this way of 

framing the issue demanded we retain notions of pure forms of subjectivity and 

objectivity, in that it started from asking about how objects and concepts might be 

conformable to one another – it assumed independent objects and subjects (as bearers of 

concepts) as given. Hegel, now, will suggest that we can maintain a priori knowledge 

without “pure” forms of subjectivity or objectivity, if we replace the model of objects 

conforming to our concepts (a model which the Critical turn makes questionable anyway) 

with a notion of process, that is, with a notion of conceptually determined (and self-

determining) appearances, per se. These appearances must stand under rules, i.e. 

concepts, as the condition of their possibility; their failure to do so would result in their 
                                                
59 To be clear: Hegel believes that he can accomplish this both without a notion of Things-in-themselves 
and without assuming a table of Pure Concepts of the Understanding, in the supposedly undefended form in 
which Kant puts them forward.
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instability, the loss of their unified structure, and ultimately their disintegration. But this 

need not imply that they are attended necessarily by a notion of a Thing-in-itself – in fact, 

nothing suggests that such a notion is required at all.60 In other words, Hegel proposes 

that we follow Kant in his turn towards conceptually determined appearances, but then 

denies that we need to posit anything other than these conceptually determined 

appearances.61

Here again, to suggest that Hegel’s response to Kant is to replace the notion of 

objects conforming to concepts with a notion of process qua conceptually self-

determining appearances per se might seem to court wariness; but Hegel’s proposal is 

more intuitive than it might initially appear. In essence, Hegel is simply re-affirming the 

primacy, autonomy, and self-supporting character of the existing, experienced world, 

while simultaneously attempting to maintain the following: (a) we can deny another 

world “in-itself” in addition to the experienced world (which is not to deny that the 

“truth” of the experienced world might be “deeper” and qualitatively different than 

appearances as they immediately appear), (b) appearances are fleeting and ephemeral, 

                                                
60 Kant does suggest that an appearance without that which appears is an absurdity (see CPR Bxxvi), which 
is one form of support the claim for the necessity of Things-in-themselves receives. But Hegel would 
respond that we can accommodate the notion of an appearance as an appearance of something else, but that 
this “something else” need not be a Thing-in-itself. Instead, Hegel suggests that we consider the “Life of 
the Whole” as a preferable option. 

61 To put the point in another, perhaps more precise way: the explication of the conceptual determination of 
appearances can be traced to the Absolute as the indwelling Notion, but this indwelling Notion can be 
identified with an immanent, self-sustaining and self-determining ground identical with (in a sufficiently 
complex sense of “identity”) appearances. See SL 60: “… logic was defined as the science of pure thought, 
the principles of which is pure knowing, the unity which is not abstract but a living, concrete unity in virtue 
of the fact that in it the opposition in consciousness between a self-determined entity, a subject, and a 
second such entity, an object, is known to be overcome; being is known to be the pure Notion in its own 
self, and the pure Notion to be the true being.” This is in contrast to Kant, who concluded that the 
explication of the conceptual determination of appearances led necessarily to the transcendentality of the 
forms of intuition, the status of the Categories as Pure Concepts of the Understanding, the illicit status of 
the Ideas of Reason, yet the paradoxical demand for the assertion of Things-in-themselves. Hegel seems to 
think that to posit a conception of an indwelling Notion (that is, positing a self-determining intelligible 
world) is far more palatable than the array of theoretical apparatuses Kant is required to put in place for 
experience and a priori knowledge to be secured.  
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and “have their ground in something else,” and (c) we can achieve a priori, necessary 

knowledge by discerning the rules, the concepts, according to which appearances are 

determined. Now, Hegel believes that all of these propositions can be maintained if we 

replace a reliance on Things-in-themselves alongside pure Concepts, with an emphasis on 

process as the means through which the conceptual self-determination of appearances is 

realized. 

To clarify the role Hegel is bestowing on process, we might consider the 

reevaluation of appearances Hegel undertakes and return to Hegel’s critique of Kant’s 

strict separation of phenomena and nounema. As we saw, Hegel initially claimed that 

Kant’s characterization of appearances as “mere” phenomena was on track: “the view 

that the objects of immediate consciousness, which constitute the body of experience, are 

mere appearances (phenomena) was another important result of the Kantian philosophy… 

the things immediately known are mere appearances – in other words, the ground of their 

being is not in themselves but in something else” (EL 73/§45z). Kant is right, says Hegel, 

that appearances qua appearances are not a sufficient ground for a theoretical ontology of 

the experienced world, that they “point to” something else. But, given this recognition of 

the insufficiency of phenomena, Hegel believes that we can respond in a number of ways. 

Kant’s response was to assert a noumenal world in-itself, a beyond which we cannot 

cognize but which we must necessarily posit. Hegel, meanwhile, will hold up another 

option, suggesting that the finitude of appearances is not to be explained away, but rather 

is to seen as a clue to their nature: “According to Kant, the things that we know about are 

to us appearances only, and we can never know their essential nature, which belongs to 

another world which we cannot approach … The true statement of the case is rather as 
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follows. The things of which we have direct consciousness are mere phenomena, not for 

us only, but in their own nature…” (EL 73/§45z).62

What are we left with when, following Hegel, we pursue an understanding of 

phenomena as “mere phenomena in their own nature”? Hegel’s suggestion is that these 

phenomena have a ground in “something else,” but this “something else” is not 

“elsewhere” or “beyond.” This “something else” is the Life of the Whole. The object is 

an appearance, and this appearance is finite and incomplete; but this is true only so long 

as we isolate the appearance, thereby making it an artificial abstraction. If we were to 

remove (or, closer to what Hegel has in mind, overcome) the abstraction of the 

appearance, to dissolve the boundaries we have placed upon it and remove it from 

isolation, at this point, the appearance would no longer be incomplete. We can thus say 

that phenomena and appearances require positing a further entity, but not maintain that 

this entity must be understood along the lines of a Thing-in-itself, corresponding to the 

appearance but external to it; jumping to this conclusion was the mistake Kant made. The 

entity of which the object is an appearance might instead be cast as the Life of the Whole; 

phenomena, in this view, are moments of such a life. Hegel articulates this as his view 

most clearly in the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, where he writes: “The True is 

                                                
62 What Hegel means by appearances being “mere” phenomena, but for that no less necessary, comes out in 
the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit. There, Hegel explains how appearance, as a “false” 
representation of the object (“false” only because incomplete) is the stepping stone to knowledge of the 
object, and how the resultant knowledge depends essentially on this stepping stone. See PS 22-3: “The false 
(for here it is only of this that we speak) would be the other, the negative of the substance, which as the 
content of knowledge is the True. But the substance is itself essentially the negative, partly as a distinction 
and determination of the content, and partly as a simple distinguishing, i.e. as self and knowledge in 
general. One can, of course, know something falsely. To know something falsely means that there is a 
disparity between knowledge and its Substance. But this very disparity is the process of distinguishing in 
general, which is an essential moment [in knowing]. Out of this distinguishing, of course, comes their 
identity, and this resultant identity is the truth. But it is not truth as if the disparity had been thrown away, 
like dross from pure metal, not even like the tool which remains separate from the finished vessel; 
disparity, rather, as the negative, the self, is itself still directly present in the True as such” (brackets in 
original).
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the whole. But the whole is nothing other than the essence consummating itself through 

its development. Of the Absolute it must be said that it is essentially a result, that only in 

the end is it what it truly is; and that precisely in this consists its nature, viz. to be actual, 

subject, the spontaneous becoming of itself” (PS 11). Appearances are finite and distinct 

from the “true” object only because, in the way that they appear to us, they do not 

adequately articulate this whole life.63  

An analogy can help clarify Hegel’s suggestion here. We can think of the various 

stages in the life of a person, taken in isolation, as “the way the person appears” at any 

particular age, or as the “phenomena” of the person’s life. Who I am is not identical with 

any single one of these stages; my five-year-old self is one appearance of me, my 18-

year-old-self another, and so on. These are each appearances – incomplete articulations of 

who I am. But we need not think of the “real” me as “within,” “beyond,” “elsewhere,” 

etc. I am all these individuals – but that does not mean that I am “just” each one, when 

taken in isolation. What I “truly” am, Hegel would say, is only adequately given through 

the “Life of the Whole.” 

The conclusion which Hegel advocates, then, is this: reality itself is composed of 

items whose appearances are unstable, but this is not something to be explained away. 

Instead, this recognition should form a part of our ontological model. What we should 

therefore identify as the means by which the world is constituted is not objects 

                                                
63 Passages from all over the Phenomenology’s Preface support this. See, for example, PS 10: “Only this 
self-restoring sameness or this reflection into otherness within itself – not an original or immediate unity as 
such – is the True. It is the process of its own becoming, the circle that presupposes its end as its goal, 
having its end also as its beginning; and only by being worked out to its end, is it actual.” See also PS 19: 
“the life of Spirit is not the life that shrinks from death and keeps itself untouched by devastation, but rather 
the life that endures it and maintains itself in it. It wins its truth only when, in utter dismemberment, it finds 
itself. It is this power, not as something positive, which closes its eyes to the negative, as when we say of 
something that it is nothing or is false, and then, having done with it, turn away and pass on to something 
else; on the contrary, Spirit is this power only by looking the negative in the face, and tarrying with it. This 
tarrying with the negative is the magical power that converts it into being.”
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conforming to concepts, but rather the processes by which objects are conceptually 

determined. We need not take recourse to a notion of objects as attended by Things-in-

themselves, located in an intelligible world (a highly problematic move for Hegel, as it 

reduces Kant’s hard-fought spoils of a priori knowledge to the status of merely relative 

or qualified truth). Rather, the “truth” of objects is realized in the entire life of the object, 

as it occurs in conjunction with and alongside other “lives,” and these all together 

essentially are the constituted world. The central ontological shift Hegel is advocating 

here is a shift outward, from a focus on objects being cognized by thinking subjects, to a 

focus on the whole of the relations and interactions (and mutual determinations) between 

the two. It is not simply the case that, as Kant contends, the realm of appearance is a 

product of the “identity” created in the encounter of two different things; rather, the 

world itself exists such that it exhibits a complex process of development, of 

determination and the subsequent receding of these determined entities, and it is only out 

of this more complex process that the objective manifold of sense (on the one hand) and 

the synthesizing activities of a subject (on the other) can be abstracted – and only after 

the fact.64

                                                
64 “Science dare only organize itself by the life of the Notion itself. The determinateness… is, in science, 
the self-moving soul of the realized content. The movement of being that immediately is, consists partly in 
becoming an other than itself, and thus becoming its own immanent content; partly in taking back into itself 
this unfolding [of its content] or this existence of it, i.e. in making itself into a moment, and simplifying 
itself into something determinate… It is in this way that the content shows that its determinateness is not 
received from something else, nor externally attached to it, but that it determines itself, and ranges itself as 
a moment having its own place in the whole… The self-moving concrete shape makes itself into a simple 
determinateness; in so doing it raises itself to logical form, and exists in its essentiality; its concrete 
existence is just this movement, and is directly a logical existence. It is for this reason unnecessary to clothe 
the content in an external formalism; the content is in its very nature the transition into such formalism, but 
a formalism which ceases to be external, since the form is the innate development of the concrete itself” 
(PS 31-35, brackets in original). See also FK 68: “the sole Idea that has reality and true objectivity for 
philosophy, is the absolute suspendedness of the antithesis. This absolute identity is not a universal 
subjective postulate never to be realized. It is the only authentic reality. Nor is the cognition of it a faith, 
that is, something beyond all knowledge; it is, rather, philosophy’s sole knowledge. Philosophy is idealism 
because it does not acknowledge either one of the opposites as existing for itself in its abstraction from the 
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Hegel’s alternate ontological model is implicit in his critiques of Kant, but it can 

be made out indirectly in a number of places. Consider how it figures in Hegel’s 

reformulation of Kant’s Thing-in-itself. Hegel claims that the Thing-in-itself is a 

“product,” that it is the “negative of every image, feeling and definite thought” (EL 

72/§44); in these comments, we see that Hegel believes that there is something 

ontologically prior to the Thing-in-itself, namely, the concrete experience of the actual 

world (“every image, feeling and definite thought”). What exists first of all is not a 

Thing-in-itself alongside a Pure Concept, but an inarticulate situation; where we begin in 

trying to understand the world is not with the cognition, by Pure Concepts, of what would 

otherwise be in-itself, but with the experience of the world coming into sharper 

determination and articulation – a situation wherein we are already in touch with 

objects.65 Spirit, in Hegel’s view, is always the immediate world brought to a higher level 

of self-conscious understanding, which means that appearances might be “incomplete,” 

that the form of an object’s initial appearance might give way to a more fundamental 

form of truth, and yet nevertheless that a conception of an intelligible world of Things-in-

themselves no longer becomes necessary. The subtle but important shift Hegel is making 

here is this: if Kant would explain the lived experience of things by appearances’ 

necessarily conforming to certain forms (and thus seems bound to require “pure” forms 

of subjectivity and objectivity as premises for this model), Hegel will make the world of 

                                                                                                
other. The supreme Idea is indifferent against both; and each of the opposites, considered singly, is 
nothing.” 

65 “Spirit becomes object because it is just this movement of becoming an other to itself… experience is the 
name we give to just this movement, in which the immediate, the unexperienced, i.e. the abstract, whether 
it be of sensuous [but still unsensed] being, or only thought of as simple, becomes alienated from itself and 
then returns to itself from this alienation, and it is only then revealed in its actuality and truth” (PS 487, 
brackets in original). Houlgate presents an account of Hegel’s philosophical starting-point similar to the 
one described here. See Houlgate 2005, 26-47. 
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lived experience our point of origin, and argue that the emergent forms of objectivity and 

subjectivity are the necessary forms that this world must employ in order for its self-

determination to be unified, contentful, enduring and stable.66 In contrast to Kant who 

believes that we must accept a noumenon in an intelligible but non-cognitively accessible 

sphere, Hegel will posit that “The Absolute is rather directly before us, so present that so 

long as we think, we must, though without express consciousness of it, always carry it 

with us and always use it” (EL 40/24z).67

Conclusion 

I spent the final section of this paper describing the shift in ontological modeling Hegel 

recommends. I would like to end this chapter by noting, in passing, some of the 

unexpected and ambitious suggestions that would follow from such a reconstructed 

ontological model. If Hegel hopes to make his ontological alternative intuitive by 

reaffirming the lived experience of the world and denying any in-itself that might 

threaten its status, we should not be misled into thinking that the extent to which Hegel is 

asking us to reformulate our understanding of objects and thoughts within this new 

ontology is insignificant. This becomes clear when we realize how it challenges us to 

locate Thought within the actual world. In the Encyclopedia Logic, Hegel writes: “People 

say: ‘It is only a thought.’ In their view thought is subjective, arbitrary and accidental –

                                                
66 “The manifoldness of being lies between two nights, without support. It rests on nothing – for the 
indeterminate is nothing to the intellect – and it ends in nothing” (DF 95). 

67 Cf. Houlgate 2005, 45: “For Hegel, then, no fundamental distinction can be drawn in a genuinely 
presuppositionless logic between the determinations of thought and the determinations of being. What we 
understand to be the determinations of things are always to be understood – after Kant – to be the 
determinations of our thinking; but conversely – and contrary to what Kant believed – what we know to be 
the true determinations of our thinking are always also to be understood to be the determinations of things 
themselves. The mode of consciousness which recognizes this is what Hegel calls ‘absolute knowing’ or 
philosophy” [emphasis in original]. 
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distinguished from the thing itself, from the true and the real” (EL 27/§19z). From the 

foregoing, we can see that such a conception of Thought, one that would make Thought 

“only” a thought, cut off from “the true and the real,” needs to be reconsidered. Hegel has 

denied an absolute separation of Thought and Being, and argued that, ultimately, reality 

is a holistic item, incorporating both the subjective and the objective and not reducible to 

either of the two. As we saw above, Hegel believes that the means through which the 

self-determination of the experienced world is realized is process, and in process, reality 

exhibits a genuine commerce between Thought and Being. This all being the case, Hegel 

can characterize Thought in the following way: thoughts are nascent existents.68 If 

Thought is not separate from Being, then Thought is capable of becoming Being. Any 

time we “realize” our plans, or whenever what was “rationally supposed to happen” 

happens, is for Hegel testament to this claim. This would, additionally, seem to be the 

compliment of the process whereby objects “become” thoughts (i.e. whereby we gain 

empirical knowledge of them, or, alternately, whereby objects realize their intelligible 

form). And here we see just how dramatically Hegel wants to redraw the boundaries of 

reality. Thoughts do not occur outside of reality; ontologically, they happen within reality 

and as a part of it. Reality, meanwhile, reveals itself to be responsive to thoughts, to 

intentions and to intelligible rationality. And a reality which is responsive to thought, and 

wherein thoughts are nascent existents, is obviously a reality that will force many of us –

Kant included, Hegel would argue – to fundamentally reconsider how we think about 

                                                
68 At least, thoughts can be nascent existents at first; ultimately, their form will be that of intelligible 
wholes. Hegel makes this point when he characterizes Reason as purpose, writing: “Reason is purposive 
activity… in the sense in which Aristotle, too, defines Nature as purposive activity, purpose is what is 
immediate and at rest, the unmoved which is also self-moving, and as such is Subject… The result is the 
same as the beginning, only because the beginning is the purpose; in other words, the actual is the same as 
its Notion only because the immediate, as purpose, contains the self or pure actuality within itself. The 
realized purpose, or the existent actuality, is movement and unfolded becoming…” (PS 12). 
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both Being and Thought.  

To conclude, in Hegel’s critique of Kant, we find a recurring theme that Kant was 

too ontologically conservative. Kant, Hegel argues, mistakenly held onto basic 

presuppositions about objects and subjects, and about the relationship between the two. 

Once we recognize this aspect of Hegel’s critique, it forces us to ask what kind of an 

alternative Hegel offers. In sum, Hegel is asking us to understand reality in terms that 

accommodate both objectivity and subjectivity, but not in a way that relies on “pure” 

forms of either. In fact, Hegel goes so far as to avoid appeal to any independent entities 

altogether (with the exception of the Absolute, the world as an intelligible whole).69

Instead, Hegel offers a vision of reality where reality is populated by processes, processes 

which incorporate and integrate both Thought and Being, all interconnecting in the self-

determination of a self-supporting, free-standing whole. Ultimately, Hegel offers us a 

means by which we need not accept a “beyond” in our attempt to explicate the 

experienced world; instead, we can explicate the experienced world on the basis of its 

own dynamic unfolding.

                                                
69 “Absolute Being would be but an empty name if in truth there were for it an ‘other’…” (PS 471). 
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CHAPTER 4

ETHICAL LIFE AS ACTUAL REASON:
THE RATIONAL JUSTIFIABILITY READING

Introduction

Among the various aspects of Hegel’s philosophy that are currently receiving renewed 

attention, his social and political thought is noticeably prominent. A likely reason for this, 

as some scholars suggest, is that Hegel’s treatment of social and political topics continues 

to illuminate the kinds of challenges we uniquely face in the modern era.1 Thus, for 

example, in bringing up Hegel’s account of Ethical Life, one might point especially to 

Hegel’s attempt to theorize the phenomenon of the modern individual’s experience of 

alienation (a problem still very much alive today), and to his ambition to propose a 

therapeutic to this alienation with a theory of reconciliation founded on demonstrating 

that the institutions of modern society uniquely make possible certain human goods.2

Such analyses undoubtedly mine from Hegel’s social and political thought a significant 

contribution to the current philosophical climate; nevertheless, it is also true that these 

treatments emphasize certain aspects of Hegel’s theories while explicitly marginalizing 
                                                
1 See, e.g., Wood 1990, 5: “The fact is rather that Hegel’s great positive achievements as a philosopher do 
not lie where he thought they did, in his system of speculative logic, but in quite a different realm, in his 
reflections on the social and spiritual predicament of modern Western European culture. Like no one 
before, and perhaps no one since, Hegel’s thought explores the self-conception of modern human beings, 
the ambivalent relation of modern European culture to its Hebraic-Hellenic heritage, its quest in the modern 
world for a new image of nature and society, its hopes and self-doubts, its needs and aspirations.” See also 
Neuhouser 2008, 204: “Hegel’s philosophy, as articulated in his Philosophy of Right (1821), presents a 
vision of the rational social order that, despite certain obvious archaisms, is still of relevance to anyone 
interested in reconciling the best aspects of liberal social thought, including its concern for the rights and 
dignity of individuals, with the human need for deep and enduring communal attachments.” 

2 See Hardimon 1994, 1-2: “Hegel’s project merits close examination for at least three sorts of reasons. The 
first has to do with our own cultural concerns – concerns that might equally well be classified as ‘political’ 
or ‘personal.’ Our social world – the present day social world of Europe and North America – is a world of 
alienation… not the least reason for looking at [Hegel’s] project of reconciliation, then,  is that it addresses 
a problem that is – or ought to be – of concern to us.” Hardimon’s study of Hegel’s social thought – as its 
title, Hegel’s Social Philosophy: The Project of Reconciliation makes clear – centers on Hegel’s theory of 
alienation and his attempt to develop a theory of reconciliation in response (as Hardimon frames the issue, 
what it might be for a social world to be a sphere in which “we might be at home”). 
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others, and we can therefore ask if there are not other potentially useful and productive 

philosophic suggestions that such treatments leave out. In this chapter (in conjunction 

with Chapter Five), I argue that this is the case. 

As philosophers like Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard have done for other aspects 

of Hegel’s work, a number of scholars of Hegel’s social and political philosophy have 

sought to present his thought in a more favorable light by reading Hegel as a “non-

metaphysician.” The adoption of this approach has been responsible for a number of 

important works that have emerged over the last twenty years. Nevertheless, my 

contention in the present chapter is that an important dimension of Hegel’s thought is 

eclipsed when his social philosophy is read in this way. I do not intend to challenge the 

content of the non-metaphysical readings directly, but only a claim to their 

exhaustiveness: the general trend of these interpretations is to draw out of Hegel a 

philosophical defense for the institutions which constitute modern social and political 

life, a defense which takes the form of demonstrating how such institutions (or 

sufficiently idealized versions of them, at least) make possible valuable goals such as 

self-realization and freedom, and this seems to me to be accurate. But in advancing this 

aspect of his social theory, these readings have left an additional component of Hegel’s 

identification of Ethical Life with actual Reason underdeveloped, namely, the way in 

which Ethical Life represents the immanence of conscious human agents to the concrete

process of the experienced world’s self-determination.3 The non-metaphysical readers do 

                                                
3 As I will clarify below, both in this chapter and the next, it is important to note in advance that Ethical 
Life does not represent a comprehension of the process of the experienced world’s (conceptual) self-
determination, but an intuition of this process: on Hegel’s account of Ethical Life, the Speculative Logic 
according to which the whole self-determines is not explicitly grasped at this level. For this reason, this 
chapter and the next will emphasize our grasp of the concreteness of the process of conceptual self-
determination in Ethical Life – which, I argue, is what Hegel believes we have direct, explicit access to in 
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acknowledge this aspect of Hegel’s social theory, but they downplay it just as quickly; 

however, I believe that it suggests further ways to think about many of the same topics 

the non-metaphysical readers engage, such as our ability to identify with our social 

institutions and our understanding of ourselves as modern subjects and modern citizens. 

Hegel’s diagnosis of the conceptual conflicts of modernity, having to do with how 

we understand our surroundings and ourselves as agents within modern social and 

political realities, is insightful and relevant in its own right, it is true; yet it is also true 

that metaphysical, or at least ontological, claims also occupy a prominent place in 

Hegel’s social analysis. Perhaps the best illustration of this is the fact that one of Hegel’s 

most notorious and provocative claims stands at the gateway of the Philosophy of Right: 

it is in the Preface to this work that Hegel advances the Doppelsatz, the claim that “What 

is rational is actual and what is actual is rational” (PR 20). The question at the center of 

this chapter and the next is what Hegel means by the “actuality of Reason,” or at least 

what he means when he characterizes Sittlichkeit, Ethical Life, in these terms. As scholars 

such as Allen Wood and Frederick Neuhouser understand it, this claim (as it appears in 

the Philosophy of Right) is a claim about the rational adequacy of the institutions that 

make up contemporary society. These institutions, on this reading, exhibit a rational 

structure, which is to say that they can survive rational, critical reflection, and thereby 

win rational endorsement. 

The Philosophy of Right does support such a suggestion. Nevertheless, I contend

that there is a dimension to Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as the actuality of 

                                                                                                
Ethical Life, even if we do not recognize this as such – and not the logical, conceptual necessity according 
to which Hegel believes this whole self-determines. 



179

Reason that this interpretation does not capture.4 An important component of the concept 

of Reason, for Hegel, is that Reason (in addition to its being mode of cognitive 

comprehension, and a quality that can be predicated of an entity which is “objectively” 

praiseworthy or endorsable) indicates an ontologically operative principle, namely, the 

concrete process by which the experienced world (as a totalistic whole) conceptually self-

determines. In earlier works, Hegel describes this as “Life”; in later writings, this idea is 

expressed as “Objective Thought,” as the intelligibility which structures, animates, and 

stabilizes the experienced world. When speaking of the actuality of Reason in Ethical 

Life, meanwhile, Hegel tends to connect it with intuition, with directed human activity, 

and finally with the formative processes determining the occurrence of events. 

These aspects of Reason, and the way in which they are alluded to in Hegel’s 

various treatments of Ethical Life, do not comfortably conform with an interpretation of 

Ethical Life which understands this primarily as a statement of rational justifiability. A 

further dimension to Hegel’s characterization is called for, and it is this further dimension 

that I aim to motivate and develop in this chapter and the next: I argue that to identify 

                                                
4 As I will discuss below, my contention with the non-metaphysical readings of Hegel’s social philosophy 
is not that they deny the ontological elements of Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason, 
so much as that they marginalize these elements in a way that obscures the ontological vision at the basis of 
Hegel’s notion of Ethical Life. So, for example, Neuhouser will discuss how one of Hegel’s criteria for the 
rationality of a social whole is that it be self-sustaining and self-reproducing (see Neuhouser 2000, 124-30), 
and Wood will describe the ways in which modern Sittlichkeit, on Hegel’s view, is self-differentiating in 
increasingly precise and productive ways (see Wood 1990, 199-200). In fact, while Wood will explicitly 
distance himself from Hegel’s speculative logic (see Wood 1990, 4-5), Neuhouser acknowledges that 
Hegel’s conception of the modern state is ontologically informed by his doctrine of the Concept [Begriff] 
(see Neuhouser 2000, 133-140). Yet what is missing from these accounts is an examination of the way in 
which the ontological dimensions of Reason find their way into Hegel’s account of Ethical Life. As will 
become clear in this chapter and the next, I argue that Hegel aims to connect Reason as an ontologically 
operative principle with the experienced life of human beings within a socially mediated, intelligible, 
normative reality, in his description of Sittlichkeit. Scholars like Wood and Neuhouser will point out many 
of the same features of Ethical Life and of Reason that I do below; only they, for reasons described here 
and below, will interpret the claim for Ethical Life’s being “actual Reason” as a claim for the modern 
state’s and modern social life’s ability to be comprehended and endorsed upon critical, rational reflection, 
an interpretation I do not directly deny but one which I will claim is overly restrictive and could 
productively be supplemented by the interpretation I present. 



180

Ethical Life with the actuality of Reason is to claim that, at the level of Ethical Life, we 

are in direct contact with the concrete ontological processes Hegel identifies with Reason, 

in other words, with the process of conceptual self-determination according to which the 

experienced world constitutes itself. Support for this alternate interpretation draws from 

Hegel’s treatments of Ethical Life in works other than the Philosophy of Right, especially 

from the Ethical Order of the Phenomenology of Spirit. 

This chapter proceeds in three sections. In Section One, I consider two 

interpretations characteristic of the non-metaphysical approach to Hegel’s social 

philosophy mentioned above, namely, Allen Wood’s and Frederick Neuhouser’s. I 

describe how Wood and Neuhouser attribute to Hegel a project that focuses on the 

possibility of freedom in modern society, and note the ways in which they argue that 

Hegel’s understanding of Ethical Life as actual Reason relates to the possibility of 

freedom, through a social order’s having either a rationally comprehensible or rationally 

endorsable form. In this section, I note that Wood and Neuhouser both acknowledge an 

ontological dimension to Reason (even in many of the particulars I go on to focus upon in 

my analysis), but that they do not integrate this dimension into their general interpretation 

of Ethical Life as actual Reason. In Section Two, I provide my reasons for broadening 

our understanding of Ethical Life as actual Reason. In his various treatments of Ethical 

Life, Hegel connects Reason and its actuality to intuition and to human activity, in ways 

that seem at odds with taking actual Reason to indicate rational justifiability. Here, I 

suggest that there is a palpable connection between Ethical Life and Reason in its 

capacity as an ontologically operative principle. In Section Three, I examine in deeper 

detail Hegel’s conception of Reason as an ontologically operative principle, noting the 
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ways in which this idea is expressed at various points in the development of Hegel’s 

thought, first in connection with “Life” in the Differenzschrift, then “purposive activity,” 

in the Phenomenology, and finally “Objective Thought” in the Encyclopedia. I conclude 

that a core feature of Reason is its capacity to reintegrate subject and object, which is to 

say, knowledge and experience or intelligibility and actuality. As such, Reason’s 

ontological aspect is linked to Hegel’s setting himself an important methodological 

standard, and that by downplaying the ontological aspect of Hegel’s concept of Reason, 

the non-metaphysical interpretations of his social thought risk missing one of the crucial 

dimensions of the very project it takes itself to analyze, as well as a potential promise 

Hegel believes he can fulfill. 

Section One: The Non-Metaphysical Reading of the Ethical Life as Actual Reason: 

Reflective Approval of Modern Social Institutions 

The trend in the scholarship has been to argue that the claim for Ethical Life as the 

actuality of Reason (especially in this claim’s expression in the Doppelsatz) represents a 

claim that Ethical Life exhibits a “rational” structure, which is to say that it exhibits a 

structure that could win endorsement upon a critical-reflective evaluation. The precise 

account of what makes the social order merit approval varies slightly from one reader to 

the next. Still, by and large, these readings converge on one central interpretative claim: 

To say that Ethical Life is the actuality of Reason is to say that Ethical Life exhibits a 

structure that makes it worthy of rational approval.5 In this section, I consider the merits 

of this interpretation; in the next, I consider its limitations. 

                                                
5 Note: this is not to say that the social order in question is actually is approved of by its adherents (or by 
anyone else for that matter). To understand these social orders’ “actual rationality” as their ability to 



182

As mentioned above, a number of scholars have recently engaged Hegel’s social 

and political philosophy through the lens of the “non-metaphysical” approach. One 

prominent example of a scholar in this vein is Allen Wood.6 Wood interprets Hegel as 

undertaking an Aristotelian project within a post-Kantian context: Hegel’s ethical theory 

is an attempt to theorize the human good, but whereas Aristotle identified the human 

good with happiness, Hegel, following Kant and Fichte, identifies the human good with 

freedom. In this way, Hegel attempts to marry classical and modern (post-Kantian) 

ethical intuitions, to develop a theory of ethicality, based around the notion of a genuinely 

adequate expression of the human self. Bound up in this is that Hegel is critical of Kant’s 

and Fichte’s conception of morality in the way that it opposes duty to inclination, and 

reason to desire, thereby compromising the individual’s ability to express him/herself (as 

well as making it less likely that the Good Will will reliably generate right action).7 So, 

Hegel attempts to replace Kant’s and Fichte’s conceptions of morality with a conception 

of “Ethical Life,” a conception which holds out the possibility of genuine identification 

                                                                                                
engender acceptance from critical reflection is not to make actual rationality a function of individuals’ 
subjective states, as though the social order’s being actual Reason was contingent on individuals actually 
approving of it. Rather, the idea is that to identify the modern social world with “actual Reason” is to argue 
that modern society is ordered in such a way that it independently merits approval, regardless of what any 
individual or group of individuals happens to think. See, for example, Neuhouser 2000, 114-7. 

6 Technically, Wood’s study concerns Hegel’s ethics, rather than his social and political thought. However, 
the other works I mention above, Neuhouser’s and Hardimon’s, do explicitly engage the social and political 
dimensions of Hegel’s thought, and rely heavily on Wood’s study, building off of it, forming a discursive 
line of development that begins here with Wood. And to the extent that Wood’s focus is on Hegel’s 
diagnosis of the predicament of the modern individual in contemporary society, I think it is fair to 
categorize his reading as I have.  

7 Many of Wood’s basic points are covered in his treatment of Hegel’s critique of Kant’s conception of the 
moral will (Wood 1990, 140-53), and Hegel’s “emptiness” charge against Kant’s formula of universal law 
(Wood 1990, 154-73).
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with one’s ethical duties.8 Ethical Life holds out this possibility in the way that it is a 

“harmonious social whole,” an organized arrangement of institutions that offers the 

opportunity for the self to actualize him or herself and realize freedom.9

As for Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as the actuality of Reason, Wood’s 

interpretation is the following. In the sphere of existence, and specifically in Ethical Life 

as it is manifested in the modern state, those who are sufficiently philosophically 

sensitive and reflective will be able to discern a rationally necessary – and hence 

intellectually satisfactory – core, amidst the transitoriness, contingency, and fallibility 

that one is apt to first recognize as characteristic of social life.10 To say that Ethical Life 

is the actuality of Reason, then, is just to say this: that if one looks deeper than the surface 

show of phenomena, one will find that (modern) society is organized intelligibly and that 

it is adequate to the needs of its members. 

If Wood reads the Doppelsatz in this way, however, we should not think that he 

identifies Hegel’s concept of Reason only with the implicit (“adequate” and “rationally 

necessary”) intelligibility structuring a society as it phenomenally appears. Wood spends 

time tracing the nuance of Hegel’s concept of Reason: Wood notes, for example, that 

while Hegel generally prefers to associate Reason with philosophical contemplation (as 

opposed to activity, i.e. practical reason), he will elsewhere explicitly affirm that Reason 

also exhibits a practical dimension. Furthermore, this practical activity of Reason’s 

                                                
8 “‘Morality’ [in Hegel’s terminology] refers to the viewpoint of the Kantian and Fichtean theories, which 
Hegel identifies with that of the modern bourgeoisie, alienated from public life and preoccupied only with 
private self-seeking and private moral virtue. Hegel attacks the formalism of this standpoint, as well as its 
hostile separation of reason from natural inclinations. In ethical life, by contrast, the gap between reason 
and sense is overcome, and duties are drawn not from abstract moral reflection but from the concrete 
relations of a living social order” (Wood 1993, 215).

9 Wood 1993, 226.  

10 Wood 1990, 9-10.
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cannot be explained away by reducing it to the activity of conscious agents; rather, 

Reason is to be recognized as something conditioning and determining human activity: 

“Reason constantly works changes in the world through human actions, actualizing itself 

in what exists.”11 Wood goes further to connect the two sides of Reason (the 

reflective/cognitive and the practical/ontological) with the two sides of “Objective 

Spirit,” that is, with the validity of the institutions composing the social whole on the one 

hand, and with the actual social arrangement itself on the other.12 Ethical Life therefore is 

the concrete existence of a valid, rationally conditioned principle (and it is not the case 

that our existing social institutions happen to be capable of winning rational approval, as 

if contingently). Wood even notes that the two sides to the notion of Ethical Life, along 

with Hegel’s emphasizing the “living” character of the Ethical, indicates his assertion that 

Ethical Life as a whole is stable, self-developing, and self-reproducing – all of which are 

features of Reason comparable to those which will be the focus of the analysis I present 

below.13

Nevertheless, even given this practical (or, one could say, ontologically operative) 

capacity of Reason, still, Reason is to be understood in terms of comprehensibility. Wood 

writes that “Sittlichkeit, as Hegel means it, is a special kind of critical reflection on social 

life…”14 and elsewhere: “Hegel’s thesis that ‘the rational is actual, and the actual is 

rational,’ has both a speculative meaning and a practical one. The speculative meaning is 

                                                
11 Wood 1990, 11. Ideas like this one are paradigmatic of those ontological claims of Hegel’s that I believe 
are not sufficiently developed in the non-metaphysical readings of his social thought, even while they are 
acknowledged. In my own interpretation of “Ethical Life as actual Reason” developed in this chapter and 
the next, notions like this one will figure more prominently than they do in Wood’s analysis.

12 See Wood 1990, 11, 195-208.  

13 Wood 1990, 196-200. 

14 Wood 1990, 196. 
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that philosophical wisdom consists in contemplating the inner rational essence of things 

rather than dwelling on their contingent appearances. The practical meaning is that 

rational action proceeds not from ideals or principles set up in independence of what is, 

but rather from a rational comprehension of what is.”15 So, ultimately, on Wood’s view, 

Ethical Life is “rational” because it has a structure which is amenable to or which issues 

from “rational comprehension,” that which demonstrates itself to be necessary, 

intelligible, and adequate to the needs of its adherents.16 In explicating Ethical Life as 

actual Reason in the way that he does here, Wood downgrades Reason’s ontologically 

operative aspect, to the point where it fades from view. 

Another contemporary scholar who follows such a line of interpretation is 

Frederick Neuhouser.17 Following Wood, Neuhouser argues that Hegel’s concern with 

Ethical Life in the modern state is to demonstrate that the modern social order is capable 

of manifesting and sustaining freedom. Neuhouser further argues that it is in virtue of its 

manifesting freedom that a social order merits being called rational.18 But while Wood’s 

main focus centers on Hegel’s ethical understanding, Neuhouser’s project is a study of 

the complexity of Hegel’s conception of freedom in the context of his social theory. As 

                                                
15 Wood 1990, 14. 

16 See Wood 1993, 225-8.

17 The reader may notice that I focus here on Wood and Neuhouser, leaving out an explicit engagement 
with Hardimon’s account. I do this because Hardimon has a more inclusive, if comparably ambivalent 
(compared to Wood and Neuhouser), account of Reason’s actuality. Consider the following passage, where 
Hardimon, in the context of his discussion of the Doppelsatz, describes his interpretation of Hegel’s 
conception of reality: “Hegel’s conception of reality is thus janus faced; one side looks toward the ideal; the 
other side looks toward existence… the whole point of Hegel’s conception of reality is to bridge the gap 
between what is ideal and what exists…” (Hardimon 1994, 57). Reason’s actuality, on Hardimon’s 
account, includes Reason’s tendency to actualize the good in the realm of existence. Yet Hardimon also 
registers reservations about Hegel’s metaphysics (even if he does also try to be as faithful to the text as 
possible). See Hardimon 1994, 8-11.   

18 “The essential nature of the rational social order is… to realize itself as free, or self-determining… 
providing for the freedom of its individual members is part and parcel of the social organism’s proper
functioning” (Neuhouser 2000, 130-1).  
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Neuhouser argues, “freedom” in the Philosophy of Right is a multifaceted concept, one 

which incorporates a handful of subordinate components; the primary breakdown is into 

three forms, namely personal freedom, moral freedom, and “social” freedom, while this 

last form of freedom has itself two further components of “subjective” and “objective” 

freedom. Neuhouser argues that Hegel believes that all of these various forms of freedom 

are combined and evidently present in modern social life (or, at least, in his, Hegel’s, 

philosophical comprehension of it); as such, society itself, and the institutions of which it 

is composed, exhibits “practical freedom,” the ability to self-determine, the fundamental 

form of freedom which Hegel hopes to show is manifested at the level of Ethical Life and 

the state.  

Within this larger picture, Neuhouser associates Hegel’s claim for the actuality of 

Reason in Ethical Life with objective freedom, and this in turn with teleological 

organization. Objective freedom is characterized as a kind of freedom that an entity (e.g.

a social order) exhibits by virtue of its rational structure, independent of the subjective 

state of its members, but extending to these members regardless: “[here,] applying the 

predicate ‘objective’ to a thing signifies that the thing is what it is independently of any 

consciousness of it as such on the part of subjects… In other words, a social world that is 

objectively free secures a kind of freedom for its members ‘whether it is recognized and 

willed by individuals or not’ (§ 258A)… [Hegel’s contention is] that rational laws and 

institutions embody a kind of freedom whose existence is independent of the conscious 

knowledge and will of social members.”19 But now comes the question of what this 

objective freedom, existing independently of social members, might consist of. 

                                                
19 Neuhouser 2000, 117-8. 
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Neuhouser’s answer is that a social order will be identified as rational in virtue of its 

having a teleological organization, where “teleological organization” implies that the 

entity is complex and internally differentiated, that it is self-reproducing, that its parts all 

stand in a relationship to each other that ensures the flourishing of both each component 

and the whole (and a few other things besides).20 This last feature of securing both 

global-social and local-individual flourishing, especially, is what secures the “rationality” 

of the whole. It is in this sense that the social whole, Ethical Life, actualizes Reason: 

“That Hegel conceives of a rationally organized whole in this way – as one in which there 

exists a relation of harmony and mutual dependence between the proper functioning 

whole and that of its semiautonomous, particular components – is explicitly confirmed by 

his definition of rational existence (‘actuality,’ or Wirklichkeit)…”21

Neuhouser, perhaps more explicitly or more readily than Wood, thus associates 

Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actualized Reason with a suitably ambitious 

speculative-ontological character, namely, with a social whole that is teleologically 

organized, self-generating and self-reproducing, directed at securing the freedom of its 

adherents and of itself as a whole. Once more, these features (at least, these features, with 

the exception of “securing freedom”) closely resemble some of those I will focus on 

below, when I present my analysis of Ethical Life as actual Reason in connection with 

                                                
20 Neuhouser 2000 121-6. Elsewhere, Neuhouser articulates this point thus: “[the good or rational social 
order] must itself be a self-determining entity, that is: a living, self-reproducing system that has the 
structure of what Hegel calls the ‘Concept’… For Hegel, then, one of the characteristics of modern ethical 
life that makes it rational is that its particular institutions, working in concert, are especially well suited to 
achieving two primary ends of the social order as whole, namely, its material reproduction and the 
formation of conscious agents of social reproduction who are free as both persons and moral subjects” 
(Neuhouser 2008, 220-1). 

21 Neuhouser 2000, 126. Here, Neuhouser does not directly appeal to the Doppelsatz itself for support, but 
rather, to Hegel’s description of the actuality of the state as it is presented in §270z of the Philosophy of 
Right. 
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Reason as an ontologically operative principle, or as the concrete process of conceptual 

self-determination. So it is not the case that Wood and Neuhouser do not acknowledge 

the presence of the characteristics within Hegel’s conception of Reason I describe below, 

nor is it the case that what I will go on to argue is incompatible with the accounts they 

present. 

Still, Neuhouser, like Wood, seems to think of “rational” along the lines of being 

able to withstand rational scrutiny, and in characterizing Ethical Life as actual Reason, 

the ontologically operative side of Reason recedes from view. At points, for example, 

Neuhouser seems to understand “rational” as that which is “objectively worthy,” as what 

upon reflection is found to meet a certain set of criteria.22 And, like Wood, Neuhouser 

explicitly identifies rationality with a kind of satisfactory internal coherence, as he does 

in the following passage: 

The theory of Sittlichkeit appeals to the idea of teleological 
organization in order to give content to the notion of a rational social 
whole. Thus, the kind of rational organization Hegel’s theory demands 
of the social order will be akin to the rationality sought by a biologist 
who is examining an unfamiliar form of life or by a critic who seeks to 
interpret a work of art. Both attempt to understand their respective 
objects by posing the question: How do the various parts of this entity 
work together to form a coherent, harmonious whole? What each of 
these investigators seeks to find in his object is a purposive order that 

                                                
22 At one point, Neuhouser explicitly identifies an entity’s being “rational in-itself” or “inherently rational” 
with the entity’s being “objectively worthy.” In the context of Hegel’s social theory, this means that the 
social order and institutions in question can survive critical scrutiny: “the institutions with which social 
members subjectively identify must also be objectively worthy of that identification, which is to say that 
they must meet the criteria Hegel sets out for rational social institutions; they must embody, in Hegel’s 
words, ‘that which is inherently (or ‘in itself’) rational’ (das an sich Vernünftige) (§258A)… Thus, the 
doctrine of objective freedom figures into Hegel’s claim about the inherent rationality of the institutions of 
Sittlichkeit because it furnishes individuals with reasons for endorsing their institutions that are valid not 
merely from the perspective of social members who are already subjectively at home in their particular 
social roles but from the perspective of all thinkers… In other words, this part of the theory of Sittlichkeit is 
meant to ensure that social members’ endorsement of their institutions is capable of surviving reflection on 
those institutions undertaken from the universal perspective…” (Neuhouser 2000, 114-6). See also 
Neuhouser, 2008, 219: “If social freedom is to be achieved, the institutions that social members 
subjectively endorse must also be worthy of their endorsement. The doctrine of objective freedom is 
Hegel’s answer to the question: What about the family, civil society, and the modern state make it rational 
(or good) that individuals subjectively embrace those institutions and live within them?”
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bestows a kind of intelligibility on the object as a whole… 
apprehending this order provides insight into what can be called the 
object’s inner rationality, for it enables one to grasp the reason for its 
being constituted just as it is by referring to an end internal to the object 
itself.23

Ultimately, then, for Neuhouser, rationality is a function of the intelligibility and 

coherence of the entity, i.e. a feature of the entity which becomes apparent when the 

entity is critically reflected upon; because the entity is teleologically organized, it is 

coherent, and because it is an existing entity that is thus recognizably coherent (i.e. 

complex yet organized, self-reproducing, securing freedom, etc.), thus it is considered to 

be actualized Reason.24

These readers put their primary focus on the Philosophy of Right. And the 

Philosophy of Right offers support for these readings in a variety of ways, in a variety of 

places. So, for example, when introducing Ethical Life, Hegel writes that “The fact that 

the ethical sphere is the system of these determinations of the Idea constitutes its 

                                                
23 Neuhouser 2000, 124. 

24 I want to guard against presenting an oversimplified version of Neuhouser’s view, in the summary 
presented above. Neuhouser acknowledges that a key dimension of Hegel’s conceiving of Ethical Life as 
actualized Reason has, in part, also to do with modern society’s exhibiting a structure which reflects the 
structure of the Concept [Begriff]. Neuhouser notes that the Concept is a way of articulating the unity and 
coherence of a given whole; as applied to the social structure, the “Conceptual” character of social relations 
defines the kinds of social relations which can exist, thereby ensuring a coherence of social parts in their 
developing complexity and completeness. So Neuhouser is sensitive to the connections that Hegel hopes to 
draw between Ethical Life and his logical-metaphysical project. Nevertheless, even when discussing the 
Concept and Hegel’s ontological/metaphysical ambitions, Neuhouser seems to interpret these primarily and 
predominantly in terms of intelligibility, and distances himself from ontological-metaphysical issues. See 
Neuhouser 2000, 133; also, see Neuhouser 2000, 4: “even though Hegel’s social theory is embedded within 
a more comprehensive philosophical vision – one that includes views about the nature of ultimate reality 
and the meaning of human history – it is possible, to a surprisingly large extent, to understand his account 
of what makes the rational social order rational and to appreciate its force even while abstracting from 
those more fundamental doctrines…” It might be possible, perhaps, to abstract these doctrines from 
Hegel’s more general account, but a large part of my contention in this chapter and the next is that it is 
neither necessary nor preferable to do so, for marginalizing the ontological dimension means marginalizing 
Hegel’s account of the direct experiential access we have to the process of the experienced world’s self-
determination in its concrete operation. In fact, one need not buy Hegel’s logic wholesale to recognize that 
his attempt in connecting ontology and Ethical Life is to forge a new conceptual and methodological 
apparatus better equipped to reconcile our conflicting intuitions about the character of the world’s self-
determination and our own experience. More on this in Chapter Five.
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rationality. In this way, the ethical sphere is freedom…” (EPR 190/§145). Hegel 

explicitly states that the rationality of Ethical Life reflects its being a “system of 

determinations of the Idea,” which in turn secures for it the status of “Free.” Later, in his 

preparatory comments for his discussion of the state, he claims the following: 

“Considered in the abstract, rationality consists in general in the unity and 

interpenetration of universality and individuality. Here [i.e. regarding the rationality of 

the state], in a concrete sense and in terms of its content, it consists in the unity of 

objective freedom (i.e. of the universal substantial will) and subjective freedom (as the 

freedom of individual knowledge and of the will in its pursuit of particular ends)…” 

(EPR 276/§258r). In passages such as these, and others like them, the rationality of the 

social order does seem to be a function of the organizational structure, the internal 

coherence or intelligibility (the “system of determinations of the Idea”) of the whole, or 

else the way in which the organized whole secures freedom for its adherents (the “unity 

and interpenetration of universality and individuality… the unity of objective freedom 

and subjective freedom”). To claim that the actual rationality of Ethical Life is a claim for 

the way in which Ethical Life exhibits a structure that could win rational endorsement 

(particularly for the way in which it secures freedom for its constituents) therefore 

undeniably enjoys textual support, in addition to the independent philosophic reasoning 

supporting the position. 

Yet as I mentioned at the outset, my intention is not to challenge the positive 

content of these accounts. I have no objection to their explications of the way in which 

the Doppelsatz and its variations with respect to Ethical Life imply the ability of the 

existing social order to win “rational” approval from a critical-reflective examination. 
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What I will challenge, though, is a claim that these interpretations are exhaustive.25 I 

contend that the way such accounts explicate Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as 

“actual Reason” is, although not inaccurate, at least incomplete. That this is the case can 

be seen when we consider two further points: (1) the accounts of Ethical Life Hegel 

offers in other works point in directions the interpretations above do not seem readily 

able to account for, and (2) when Hegel characterizes Reason in other works, he strongly 

affirms Reason’s capacity as an ontologically operative principle, such that we are led to 

expect “Reason’s actuality” to denote more than a claim that the existing social structure 

is rationally justifiable. 

What the accounts above leave out, I will argue, is that Hegel’s characterization 

of Ethical Life as actual Reason indicates that Ethical Life is a site of Reason operating in 

its capacity as an ontologically operative principle, or as the concrete process of the 

experienced world’s conceptual self-determination. The philosophic usefulness of this 

additional dimension of Reason (and of Ethical Life as Reason’s actuality) is that it 

allows us to see how Hegel hopes to describe a moment whereby we have a direct 

experiential access to Reason in its concrete ontological operation; given such a 

description, the rationality of the social order (and of the experienced world, more 

generally) becomes something that is not only revealed to intellectual reflection, but also 

something recognizable in the concrete unfolding of events as this occurs around and 

through us. Hegel believes that Ethical Life allows us to intuit Reason in the world (even 

if it does not represent an explicit comprehension of Reason as such), not by stepping 

back and considering things reflectively, but instead, by recognizing Reason in (and as) 

                                                
25 To be clear: I am not certain that my position thus challenges either Wood or Neuhouser’s, since to the 
best of my knowledge neither one of them make a claim to their reading’s being exhaustive.
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the experienced world, when we find ourselves immanently bound up in the process 

according to which the experienced world (as a complex, totalistic, self-supporting 

whole) self-determines. But developing this account of Ethical Life as actual Reason in 

connection with the ontologically operative side of Reason will be put off until the next 

chapter; first, in the remainder of this chapter, we will consider the textual arguments for 

expanding our understanding of what Hegel intends when he characterizes Ethical Life in 

the way that the does, and the philosophic suggestions to which these textual arguments 

allude. 

Section Two: Considerations for a Broader Account of Ethical Life as Actual 

Reason

In works other than the Philosophy of Right, Hegel discusses Ethical Life in ways that 

closely resemble the Philosophy of Right’s treatment in many respects, but that 

emphasize other aspects of Ethical Life and Reason. In those other works, we still find 

Hegel characterizing Ethical Life in terms of “Reason” and its “actuality” (or, 

occasionally, in terms of the “actuality” of Ethical Life on its own). However, what I 

hope to demonstrate in this section is that the way in which Hegel discusses Ethical Life 

in connection with Reason and actuality in these other works makes it doubtful that he 

has in mind exclusively internal coherence or a comprehendible and rational structure. It 

certainly would not be accurate to say that Hegel does not claim that Ethical Life has 

such a rational structure; nonetheless, in these other works, Hegel seems to associate the 

actuality of Reason with something else, or at least not primarily with internal reflective 

coherence or satisfactory rationality.
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Consider the early essay, “On Natural Law” (1802-3). Here, we find Hegel 

associating the rational and actual character of Ethical Life with intuition. Two passages 

especially are worth highlighting. First, Hegel links the appearance of Reason with 

intuition: 

A great and pure intuition can in this way express the genuinely ethical 
in the purely architectonic qualities of its exposition… In an exposition 
of this kind, presented with the help of concepts, it is only through 
ineptitude that reason fails to elevate what it encompasses and 
penetrates to the ideal form, and so to become conscious of it as Idea… 
the disposition of the parts and of the determinacies in their 
modifications does give an indication of the invisible but rational spirit 
within, and in so far as this manifestation of the spirit is regarded as a 
product and result, it will, as a product, correspond perfectly with the 
Idea” (NL 115).26

Now, the way in which this passage describes the place of Reason in Ethical Life is not 

incompatible with the interpretations considered above: Hegel’s description of Ethical 

Life in terms of the “invisible but rational spirit within,” resonates with Wood’s take, and 

Hegel’s statement that this Spirit is to be “regarded as a product and result,” echoes 

                                                
26 This passage is to be found within the context of Hegel’s critique of the empirical approach to natural 
law, an approach which empirically surveys social reality, and, abstracting from this, hypothesizes an 
original state of nature and an account of how the transition from this state to organized society occurs (a 
social contract theory like Hobbes’s would be a paradigmatic example of such an approach). Hegel takes 
issue with the methodology of this approach; to examine the complexity of social life only to latch onto one 
(or a very few) social factors as responsible for the transition to organized society is, he argues, an unduly 
simplistic treatment of the complexity of actual social life (whether historical or contemporary). Ethical 
Life is an organic totality; to fixate on one aspect of it will be to lose sight of its authentic complex and 
organic operation (by analogy, such an approach would be akin to saying “the heart is responsible for 
maintaining life,” or “a healthy diet is the cause of healthy growth”; both statements are true, of course, but 
neither one even closely approaches an adequate explanation of the phenomena in question. Hegel writes, 
“We have accused scientific empiricism… of positive nullity and untruth in respect of its principles, laws, 
etc., because it endows determinacies with the negative absoluteness of the concept by means of the formal 
unity in which it places them, and expresses them as positively absolute, having being in themselves, as end 
and destiny, principle, law, duty and right – [all of] which forms signify something absolute. But in order to 
preserve the unity of an organic relationship which presents this qualitative determination with a mass of 
such concepts, one of the determinacies – expressed as end, destiny, or law – must be given supremacy 
over the other determinacies within the manifold, and these others must be posited as unreal and as nothing 
in comparison with it. It is by this application [of reasoning] and its consistency that intuition is nullified as 
an inner totality; it is therefore by inconsistency that this incorporation of determinacies into the concept 
can be corrected and the violence done to intuition overcome, for inconsistency immediately nullifies the 
absoluteness previously attributed to a single determinacy” (NL 114-5, brackets in original). As can be 
seen, Hegel explicitly contrasts the empirical approach of fixating on a specific dimension of social reality 
with “intuition,” which is, by implication, more sensitive to the complexity and balance of the whole.   
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Neuhouser’s claims. Still, it is odd that Hegel should say that it should be a “great and 

pure intuition” that is required to capture the “purely architectonic qualities” of the 

ethical, or the “invisible but rational spirit,” that which Reason both “encompasses” and 

“penetrates.” In this passage, Hegel’s point seems to be that the rational structure of 

genuine Ethical Life only reveals itself when one is attuned to it via intuition (albeit 

intuition aided by concepts), in explicit contrast to an orientation based in reflection.27

Intuition, meanwhile, continues to be a focus of Hegel’s exposition of Ethical Life. Later 

in the essay, Hegel will also explicitly link intuition and the actuality of Ethical Life: 

The unity of intuition… is the indifference of the determinacies which 
constitute a whole; in this unity, they are not fixed as separate and 
opposed, but integrated and objectivised. And since this indifference 
and the different determinacies are completely united, this unity does 
not involve a division either between indifference as possibility and 
determinacies as actualities, or between some of the determinacies as 
possible and others as actual; on the contrary, it is absolute presence. 
And in this power of intuition lies the power of Sittlichkeit in general… 
(NL 128).28

Although Hegel does not explicitly mention “Reason” here, it would not be difficult to tie 

his concept of Reason to this description: at other writings from this time (and later), he 

will explicitly characterize the function of Reason as the ability to unify and reconcile 

opposing determinations (an ability which is attributed here to Sittlichkeit and intuition).29

But more importantly, Hegel explicitly links intuition with the “actuality” of 

                                                
27 Properly speaking, since Hegel suggests that it is intuition aided by concepts that discloses the rational 
character of ethical life, it would be more accurate to say that what Hegel has in mind here is what he 
would later label “comprehension.” Nevertheless, even if we interpret this notion in terms of 
“comprehension,” the point remains that Hegel emphasizes identifying the explanatory account with lived 
experience in some fundamental way. That said, it is worth bearing in mind that the Natural Law essay was 
written while Hegel’s ties to Schelling were still strong, and so when Hegel deploys the term “intuition” in 
the context of this essay (though less so when the term is deployed in the Phenomenology – see below), the 
concept will have Schellingian metaphilosophical/methodological overtones. 

28 The context of this passage is Hegel’s critique of the Critical philosophy’s approach to natural law; 
Hegel’s twin critiques of this and the empirical approach set up his overarching objection to “atomistic” 
approaches to natural law and social theory more generally, which in turn sets up the introduction of his 
own holistic approach.  See Honneth 1995, Chapters 2 and 3. 

29 See DF 90-1; the relevant passage is quoted in full below. 
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determinacies in Ethical Life; indeed, he goes so far as to say that the power of 

“Sittlichkeit in general” is to be found in this power of intuition to unify possibilities with 

actuality, as “absolute presence.” The point, then, is that in this early conceptualization of 

Ethical Life, intuition is actively connected with both the rationality and actuality of 

Ethical Life, in a way that is not prima facie explicable given the kinds of interpretation 

canvassed above (given their emphasis on comprehensibility).        

If the link between intuition on the one hand and Reason and actuality on the 

other is implicitly recognizable in the Natural Law essay, it is explicitly clear in the

Phenomenology of Spirit. Consider the following passage, taken from the introduction to 

the Spirit chapter, where Hegel compares Spirit as Ethical Life30 to the preceding stage of 

the Phenomenology (to the Gestalten Reason as Lawgiver and Reason as Testing Laws): 

“when this Reason which Spirit has is intuited by Spirit as Reason that exists, or as 

Reason that is actual in Spirit and is its world, then Spirit exists in its truth; it is Spirit, 

the ethical essence that has an actual existence” (PS 265). Here, Hegel clearly states that 

the emergence of Spirit “in its truth” occurs when it intuits “Reason that is actual in Spirit 

and is its world.” 

Once more, such a claim does not directly conflict with the interpretative line that 

Reason’s actuality is the reflectively rational structure of Ethical Life. It might be that 

this rational structure is precisely what Spirit is intuiting. But to take such a stance would 

leave certain questions lingering. First of all, if it is a dawning awareness of an existing 

rational structure that Hegel has in mind here, one might expect that the actuality of 

Reason would have begun to be intuited at the opening of the preceding chapter, 
                                                
30 Here, the term “Spirit as Ethical Life” has a two-fold signification. It refers (1) to Spirit as a new overall 
Gestalt (which is treated in Chapter Six of the Phenomenology), and (2) specifically to the Gestalt “the 
Ethical Order.”
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“Reason,” the stage of “the certainty of consciousness that it is all reality” (PS 140). 

Were it to be responded that, at this early stage, Spirit’s awareness of Reason remains too 

abstract, that it is not yet adequate to merit being called an “awareness,” one could 

counter by noting that the same could be said about Spirit’s awareness at the juncture in 

question, at the stage of Ethical Life, as well. Spirit does not genuinely comprehend 

Reason’s presence until the end of the Spirit chapter (or, arguably, not until it arrives at 

Absolute Knowledge). And, ultimately, the actuality of Reason at the opening of this 

chapter is introduced as Spirit’s intuition of “Reason that is actual in Spirit and is its 

world,” an intuition which, in turn, sparks the emergence of Spirit “in its truth,” as “the 

ethical essence that has an actual existence.” Reason in some ontologically operative 

capacity thus seems to be indicated, as is the fact that we are intuitively oriented to it. 

This suggests that Ethical Life as actual Reason involves something other than the 

reflective comprehension of a rational, intelligible structure.   

At the very least, Hegel’s emphasis on intuition poses an interpretive problem for 

the rational justifiability reading of Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual 

Reason. But it may also be problematic in another respect: not only is intuition a mode of 

orientation to one’s surroundings that does not readily align with distanced, “objective” 

rational consideration, but it might even suggest an orientation contrasting with Reason 

understood thus. Intuition indicates immediate or experiential engagement,31 whereas 

Reason taken as above runs the risk of coming closer to what Hegel would call reflective 

or abstract thought. Indeed, as we will see below, Hegel associates Reason in its 

ontological capacity with a methodological demand that experience and knowledge be 

                                                
31 Again, “immediate” in this context does not signify unmediated contact, but rather something like 
“directly experienced” as opposed to “intellectually known.”
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integrated to an extent we do not ordinarily seek. But, here, I am anticipating my 

argument.  

Another way to express the reservation I am voicing is to say that the emphasis on 

intuition in connection with Reason’s actuality in the Natural Law essay and in the 

Phenomenology suggests that Reason’s actuality cannot be exclusively understood in 

terms of the rational comprehensibility of certain existing institutions.32 In the 

Phenomenology especially, the event of the intuition of Reason’s actuality points to 

something else. This “intuition” of the actuality of Reason is described in the closing 

paragraphs of the Phenomenology’s Reason chapter as the “honesty” of consciousness, as 

an acceptance and embrace of certain social norms: 

Whether this or the opposite determination is the right, that is 
determined in and for itself. I could make whichever of them I liked the 
law, and just as well neither of them, and as soon as I start to test them I 
have already begun to tread an unethical path. By acknowledging the
absoluteness of the right, I am within the ethical substance; and this 
substance is the essence of self-consciousness. But this self-
consciousness is the actuality and existence of the substance, its self
and its will. (PS 262) 

                                                
32 If there is one objection to raise against the non-metaphysical interpretations of Hegel’s social thought, it 
would be this: by connecting “actual rationality” with rational adequacy, such views would seem to suggest 
that Ancient Greek Sittlichkeit should not be an instance of actual Reason (Greek society, though it existed 
harmoniously, according to Hegel, did not adequately provide for its adherents’ needs as particular 
individuals) – yet Hegel’s discussions of Ethical Life as actual Reason often contain overt references to 
Greek life, and Hegel understood the Greek world to be the paradigmatic case of Sittlichkeit. Now, there is 
a potential response to this objection: The non-metaphysical reader might point out that, on Hegel’s 
scheme, what is rationally adequate to a member of society’s needs is a historically changing standard, and 
what is adequate at one time might not be adequate at another. For the Ancient Greeks, then, the form of 
Sittlichkeit they experienced might have allowed them to realize themselves as adequately as possible given 
their level of spiritual development, while the ancient form of Sittlichkeit might have since become 
inadequate for a modern individual. Hardimon, for example, raises this point. See Hardimon 1994, 74: “the 
modern social world is ‘as it ought to  be’ in that its essence or underlying rational structure is as it ought to 
be. Its essence is as it ought to be, and, indeed, is absolutely as it ought to be, because it reflects a correct 
understanding of the human spirit. By contrast, the essence of Plato’s social world was as it ought to be 
merely relative to its stage in world history because it reflected the most adequate understanding of the 
human spirit available at the time, one that recognized the importance of ‘substantiality,’ or community. It 
was as it ought to be merely relative to its stage in world history because the most adequate understanding 
of the human spirit available at the time was limited, inasmuch as it failed to recognize the importance of 
subjectivity.” 
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Here, the intuition of the Ethical appears almost as a metaphorical surrender, or anyway 

as a functional identification with the demands of Ethical Life; by contrast, the kind of 

distanced reflection that a project of rational comprehension demands appears as 

something that would actually disrupt and potentially ruin the “Ethical 

acknowledgement” of the “Absoluteness of the right.” Furthermore, slightly later on, this 

“actual existence” that Spirit achieves in its intuition of actual Reason is described as the 

work produced by its adherents: “This substance [Spirit as Ethical Consciousness] is 

equally the universal work produced by the action of all and each as their unity and 

identity, for it is the being-for-self, the self, action… This resolving of the essence into 

individuals is precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the movement 

and soul of substance and the resultant universal being.” (PS 264). Hegel develops this 

idea further a few paragraphs on, in a way that recalls his earlier characterization in the 

Natural Law essay of the “power of the ethical” to unite actuality and possibility: 

Substance, as the universal essence and End, stands over against the 
individualized reality; the infinite middle term is self-consciousness 
which, being the implicit unity of itself and substance, now becomes 
that unity explicitly and unites the universal essence and its 
individualized reality. The latter it raises to the former and acts 
ethically, the former it brings down to the latter and realizes the End, 
the substance which had an existence only in thought. It brings into 
existence the unity of its self and substance as its own work, and thus as 
an actual existence. (PS 266)

These, once more, are descriptions of the “honest” consciousness, in its intuition of actual 

Reason, its “acknowledging the absoluteness of the right.” What these passages all point 

to, I suggest now, is that the intuition of Reason’s actuality is to be thought of in terms of 

action or participation, as much as (if not more than) in terms of rational comprehension; 

and, in conjunction with this, Reason’s actuality is not to be thought of exclusively or 
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even primarily as a rationally coherent or justifiable structure but, just as much, as an 

ontologically operative principle. 

It is worth mentioning that there are passages from the Philosophy of Right that 

lend support to my contention. Consider the following, from the Preface, where Hegel 

criticizes then-popular methodologies for social and political philosophy: 

As far as nature is concerned, it is readily admitted that philosophy 
must recognize it as it is, that the philosopher’s stone lies hidden 
somewhere, but within nature itself, and that it is this actual reason 
present within it which knowledge must investigate and grasp 
conceptually – not the shapes and contingencies which are visible on 
the surface, but nature’s eternal harmony, conceived, however, as the 
law and essence immanent within it. The ethical world, on the other 
hand, the state, or reason as it actualizes itself in the element of self-
consciousness, is not supposed to be happy in the knowledge that it is 
reason itself which has in fact gained power and authority within this 
element, and which asserts itself there and remains inherent within it. 
(PR 12-13)

The implicit point here is clear: it is mistaken to believe that Reason is an active, 

operative principle in nature while denying that Reason functions comparably in Ethical 

Life. Some, Hegel claims, would accept the presence and formatively conditioning role 

of Reason in the natural world (“this actual reason present within it… not the shapes and 

contingencies which are visible on the surface… the law and essence immanent within 

it…”), but refuse to accept the same for social and political reality. Yet Reason is just as 

much operative in Ethical Life; contrary to the beliefs some may have, “reason itself… 

[has] gained power and authority within this element… [it] asserts itself there and 

remains inherent within it.”33 Much later in the work, Hegel makes this point more 

                                                
33The relation between natural laws and social laws is a topic that is treated in further depth in the next 
chapter. There, I will argue that it is Hegel’s view that, while there are important differences stemming 
from the ways in which human beings are conscious of their laws, nevertheless, there are also strong, 
substantive parallels between the two kinds of law, in that both natural and social laws (a) determine the 
behavior of their “objects,” and (b) ground themselves in intelligible principles, of which phenomena are 
the “realizations.” See Chapter Five, Section Three.   
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directly, characterizing the State as “the march of God in the world,” and states that “its 

basis is the power of reason actualizing itself as will” (PR 279/§258r).34

Even Hegel’s elaborations on the Doppelsatz itself can be read in such a way as to 

affirm the suggestion that Hegel is conceptualizing Reason as an ontologically operative 

principle. After advancing his claim, Hegel writes: 

If the Idea is seen as ‘only an idea,’ a representation in the realm of 
opinion, philosophy affords the opposite insight that nothing is actual 
except the Idea. For what matters is to recognize in the semblance of 
the temporal and transient the substance which is immanent and the 
eternal which is present. For since the rational, which is synonymous 
with the Idea, becomes actual by entering into external existence, it 
emerges in an infinite wealth of forms, appearances, and shapes and 
surrounds its core with a brightly coloured covering in which 
consciousness at first resides, but which only the concept can penetrate 
in order to find the inner pulse, and detect its continued beat even 
within the external shapes. (PR 20-1, emphasis added) 

Here, Hegel is clearly and explicitly identifying Reason (alongside the Idea) with 

something ontologically operative, which we can characterize roughly and readily as that 

which formatively determines, stabilizes, and supports the ongoing flow of phenomena in 

all their varied difference (“the substance which is immanent and the eternal which is 

present”). Of course, this now raises the question of how metaphorical or literal this 

attribution is, and what sense can be made of it. Yet it is clear at least that Hegel 

attributes some kind of efficacious force to Reason: he writes that philosophy 

demonstrates that “nothing is actual except the Idea… the rational, which is synonymous 

                                                
34 Hegel voices the same sentiment elsewhere in other mature works, explicitly characterizing Reason as 
ontologically operative. Consider the following passage, from Reason in History: “The sole thought which 
philosophy brings to the treatment of history is the simple concept of Reason; that Reason is the law of the 
world and that, therefore, in world history, things have come about rationally… [Reason] is both substance
and infinite power, in itself the infinite material of all natural and spiritual life as well as the infinite form, 
the actualization of itself as content… That this Idea or Reason is the True, the Eternal, the Absolute Power 
and that it and nothing but it, its glory and majesty, manifests itself in the world – this, as we said before, 
has been proved in philosophy…” (RH 11). Later, Hegel describes “the means which World Spirit uses for 
actualizing its concept” by saying, “Simply and abstractly, it is the activity of the subjects in whom Reason 
is present as their substantial essence in itself, but still obscure and concealed for them” (RH 48). Below, 
the account I give of Ethical Life will correspond to this description of the actualization of rational spirit as 
Reason operating through subjects in an “obscure and concealed” form.  
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with the Idea, becomes actual by entering into external existence, it emerges in an infinite 

wealth of forms, appearances, and shapes,” and even states that Reason offers an “inner 

pulse,” a “continued beat within the external shapes,” which is for the Concept to 

disclose.35 And as I showed earlier in this section, Hegel believes that Reason in its 

operation thus is specifically intuited by us in Ethical Life. Given such claims, we have a 

strong basis for wanting to broaden our understanding of what Hegel means when he 

characterizes Ethical Life as actual Reason. 

Section Three: Hegel’s Conception of Reason: The Ontological Component

So far, what I have said is not a direct rejection of the lines of interpretation offered by 

Wood and Neuhouser. After all, even accepting this emphasis on intuition and activity, 

the whole of Ethical Life could still exhibit a rationally comprehensible structure, even if 

its adherents do not orient themselves to it through this comprehension; even accepting 

the strange-sounding claim that Reason is an ontologically operative principle 

“actualizing” itself, still, Ethical Life as actual Reason (here including the state 

especially) might be the rationally comprehensible structure which has emerged, 

whatever else Reason may care to do with itself. Indeed, Neuhouser, Wood, and 

Hardimon would likely say something like this. But, again, it is not my intention to argue 

                                                
35 Hegel advances the same claim in the Encyclopedia, where he also elaborates on the Doppelsatz: “… it 
may be held the highest and final aim of philosophic science to bring about, through the ascertainment of 
this harmony [i.e. a harmony of philosophy with actuality and experience] a reconciliation of the self-
conscious reason with the reason which is in the world – in other words, with actuality… The actuality of 
the rational stands opposed by the popular fancy that Ideas and ideals are nothing but chimeras, and 
philosophy a mere system of such phantasms. It is also opposed by the very different fancy that Ideas and 
ideals are something far too excellent to have actuality, or something too impotent to procure it for 
themselves… The object of philosophy is the Idea: and the Idea is not so impotent as merely to have a right 
or an obligation to exist without actually existing. The object of philosophy is an actuality of which those 
objects, social regulations and conditions, are only the superficial outside” (EL 8-10/§6). Here, it is even 
clearer that Hegel conceives of Reason as being ontologically active in some capacity. 
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that these interpretations, in the claims they make, are inaccurate. Instead, what I am 

trying to point out is that there is a fundamental aspect of the idea of Ethical Life as 

actual Reason (an aspect which seems important to Hegel), which these readings 

marginalize or do not develop sufficiently, and which is philosophically valuable in its 

own right. This additional aspect is not incompatible with these other interpretations, but 

in their focus on rational comprehension, they do tend to obscure it. Especially in the 

Phenomenology and even in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel seems to suggest that the 

actuality of Reason is such that Reason actively operates within existence. This suggests 

to me that there is more to the story of Ethical Life as actual Reason than the 

interpretations discussed above admit. To fill in the details of this story, though, we will 

need to look at further examples of Hegel on Reason.  

The concept of “Reason” and its role in Hegel’s thought is obviously a 

contentious topic: both the precise sense of Hegel’s meaning of the term, as well the 

extent of its viability, will be argued by scholars from various sides in various different 

ways. This topic is too expansive for me to treat it here in any complete way. But what I 

will try to do is to show that there is at least one important further dimension to the 

concept of Reason that we might take seriously, philosophically. To show this, I will 

appeal to three representative moments when Hegel treats the concept of Reason, one 

from Hegel’s early period, one from the Phenomenology, and one from the Encyclopedia. 

What these three treatments demonstrate is that over the course of Hegel’s philosophic 

development, he will consistently suggest not only that Reason is an ontologically 

operative principle in the way alluded to above, but further, that Reason is ineluctably 

tied to “Life,” to the concrete processes of the experienced world’s conceptual self-
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determination, or, alternately, to the intelligible framework which animates and sustains 

the experienced world. This is not to say that Hegel does not think of Reason in terms of 

rational comprehensibility, that is, as a cognitive process or as something reflective of 

(potential) cognitive processes (or, for that matter, as that which is normatively 

praiseworthy on the basis of its structure or character). Of course Hegel will affirm the 

cognitive dimension of Reason: perhaps the most crucial aspect of Reason for Hegel is 

the way in which thinking in terms of Reason allows us to reconcile and thereby 

comprehend the analytic distinctions the Understanding teases out of the experienced 

world, thereby allowing us to discern the “rational” unity of the experienced world as a 

totality.36 And it is furthermore the case that Hegel holds Reason in its ontologically 

operative capacity to be conceptually mediated, such that the concrete process of self-

determination (to which I have alluded above and which I will describe below and in the 

next chapter) is itself structured according to a system of Speculative Logic, in which the 

determinations which obtain occur in a logically necessitated fashion. Nevertheless – and 

this is the crucial point I hope to establish in this chapter – Hegel also seems to identify 

Reason with the concrete process of conceptual self-determination itself.37 And, as we 

                                                
36 See, e.g., EL 8-10/§6; 36-45/§§24-5; and 80-5/§§50-1. 

37 On this point, a strong connection between the topic discussed in Chapters Four and Five and the topic 
discussed in Chapter One comes to the fore: to the extent that Hegel believes that the intelligibility of an 
existing being is expressive of that being’s ontological make-up, he will claim that “the operations of 
Reason” are the discernible logic according to which this intelligibility is expressed. To be more precise: 
“Reason” indicates a cognitive orientation to life that is capable of dealing with intelligibility (qua the 
dynamic complexity of lived experience, as the object in its “Notion” realizes itself), and, in addition to this 
orientation, also indicates the operation of intelligibility (again, as the complex object in its “Notion”) 
manifesting itself as this dynamic complexity. Hegel characterizes Reason in this way in the preface to the 
Science of Logic: “… [R]eason in its truth is spirit… it does not stay in the nothing of this result but in the 
result is no less positive, and in this way it has restored what was at first simple, but as a universal which is 
within itself concrete; a given particular is not subsumed under this universal but in this determining, this 
positing of a difference, and the resolving of it, the particular has at the same time already determined itself. 
This spiritual movement which, in its simple undifferentiatedness, gives itself its own determinateness and 
in its determinateness its equality with itself, which therefore is the immanent development of the Notion, 
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will see, if Reason can be identified with conceptual self-determination as a concrete 

process, then we can (in addition to intellectually comprehending the rational structure of 

things) find ourselves in presence of “Reason” and intuitively recognize the “rationality” 

of the experienced world, thereby orienting ourselves to the intelligibility of the world in 

a fundamentally different – i.e. an experiential, as opposed to intellectual – way.  

Reason in Early Hegel: The Differenzschrift

One good treatment of Reason from Hegel’s early period comes from The Difference 

between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy (1801) (or the Differenzschrift, 

for short). This treatment first presents what we will see to be a theme of Hegel’s 

thinking about Reason: Reason tracks the logic of experienced life, and represents a 

counterthrust against the urge we have to take up a distanced, objectivizing, and 

reflective stance towards things.  

The specific passage to be reviewed occurs within the context of Hegel’s critique 

of then-contemporary modes of thought, for which Hegel proposes Reason as a 

therapeutic. Hegel diagnoses then-contemporary ways of thinking by writing, “The urge 

toward totality continues to express itself, but only as an urge toward completeness of 

information. Individuality becomes fossilized and no longer ventures out into life… [The 

individual thinker] refuses the living participation demanded by science, transforming it 

into mere information, keeping it at a distance and in purely objective shape” (DF 85). 

This is a critique that, I think, might find some sympathetic ears today, as well: there is 

something missing from an attempt to develop a knowledge of things that remains wholly 

                                                                                                
this movement is the absolute method of knowing and at the same time is the immanent soul of the content 
itself [emphasis added]” (SL 28). 
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distanced and disinterested.38 According to Hegel, what is missing from this approach is 

twofold: (a) such an approach remains unable to comprehend a crucial dimension of the 

experienced world, in that this approach proceeds by “dissecting” an existent entity or 

situation, that is, by analyzing it in such a way that the entity’s “life” and “movement” 

becomes obscure and unrecoverable; and (b) when, within such an approach, the entity’s 

“life” is thus obscured, this entity can only be intellectually or nominally identified with 

the theoretical model of it thereby constructed. When such a “distanced and purely 

objective-making” approach is taken up, we receive only “fossils,” not the phenomena 

themselves in their dynamic life. 

Now, I do not believe that Hegel’s critique here is of purely historical interest: I 

would suggest that the methodological premises Hegel criticizes (and with which he 

contrasts his own methodological and meta-philosophical standards) remain in circulation 

and widely accepted today. It is not considered controversial to hold that the best 

possibility of an unbiased, balanced understanding of something comes from approaching 

that thing in a disinterested, “objective” fashion. Hegel’s point, however, is that, contrary 

to its expectations, this approach has presumptions about the nature of objects and about 

the ends of inquiry built into it. First, this approach believes that the end of inquiry is an 

account of an object, placed within the growing system of scientific knowledge; this 

methodological practice, however, mainly advocates context-independent descriptive 

accounts, and renders other modes of consideration – such as “deeper” “big” questions 

about why things are the way they are, or about whether or not the standing state of 

                                                
38 For example, two voices – from very different quarters – that advance views involving such concerns are 
Thomas Nagel and Donna Haraway. See Nagel 1974, and Haraway 1988.
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things is normatively right – problematic.39 Furthermore, unbeknownst to the practitioner, 

there is an assumption about the nature of objects built into this method: objects, as things 

to be known, are automatically understood to be discrete entities existing “out there,” 

external and in an ideally static state; in Hegel’s words, “in this way philosophy is 

transposed to the plane of information. Information is concerned with alien objects. In the 

philosophical knowledge that is only erudition, the inward totality does not bestir 

itself…” (DF 85). 

The effect of this methodological presumption then is an irreducible “otherness” 

of objects, which results from their being modeled in ways that cannot accommodate 

crucial aspects of their phenomenal being. If these methodological premises are not 

revised, then, this “otherness” cannot be overcome. In turn, a fully satisfactory, 

“completed” knowing account becomes impossible. The “urge toward totality” continues 

to express itself, it is true; but this goal cannot be achieved, since the “advance” of 

knowledge is conceived of either as the accumulation of more knowledge, or else as the 

refinement of the “precision” of existing models but not a fundamental reconsideration of 

their methodological underpinnings. So long as it is presumed that the final form of 

knowledge is “information,” the object of knowledge will remain separated from 

experienced life (the individual refuses the “living participation demanded by 

[speculative] science,” keeping the object to be known “at a distance” from life, 

                                                
39 “Deaf to all demands that he should raise himself to universality, he maintains himself imperturbably in 
his self-willed particularity. If indifference of this sort escalates into curiosity, it may believe nothing to be 
more vital than giving a name to a newly developed philosophy, expressing dominion over it by finding a 
name for it, just as Adam showed his dominance over the animals by giving names to them. In this way 
philosophy is transposed to the plane of information. Information is concerned with alien objects. In the 
philosophical knowledge that is only erudition, the inward totality does not bestir itself, and neutrality 
retains its perfect freedom…” (DF 85).  
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something “purely objective”), and to the extent that this separation remains, our 

knowledge will remain wanting.  

Philosophy in its legitimate form (according to Hegel), meanwhile, emerges from 

the need to mend the rift of this separation: “It [philosophy] arises, on the one hand, from 

the living originality of the spirit whose work and spontaneity have reestablished and 

shaped the harmony that has been rent, and on the other hand, from the particular form of 

the dichotomy from which the system emerges. Dichotomy is the source of the need of 

philosophy…” (DF 89). Philosophy, in other words, involves reconciliation; to say that 

philosophy “mends the rift” and overcomes “dichotomy” is, in part at least, to say that 

philosophy is about overcoming the alienation we feel when our world is no longer 

understood by us (that is, in Hegel’s words, when we no longer “recognize ourselves in” 

the world).40 The means through which philosophy achieves this goal is Reason, and this 

occurs in the following manner: 

The sole interest of Reason is to suspend such rigid antitheses [e.g. 
between spirit and matter, faith and intellect, freedom and necessity, 
subject and object, etc.]. But this does not mean that Reason is 
altogether opposed to opposition and limitation. For the necessary 
dichotomy is One factor in life. Life eternally forms itself by setting up 
oppositions, and totality at the highest pitch of living energy is only 
possible through its own re-establishment out of the deepest fission. 
What Reason opposes, rather, is just the absolute fixity which the 
intellect gives to the dichotomy… With respect to the given dichotomy 
the need is the necessary attempt to suspend the rigidified opposition 
between subjectivity and objectivity to comprehend achieved existence 
of the intellectual and real world as a becoming. Its being as a product 
must be comprehended as a producing. In the infinite activity of 
becoming and producing, Reason has united what was sundered and it 
has reduced absolute dichotomy to a relative one, one that is 
conditioned by the original identity. (DF 90-1) 

                                                
40 This idea is central to Hardimon’s study. Hardimon argues that the question of overcoming alienation 
and reconciling ourselves to our world, for Hegel, is a question of whether or not we can be “at home” in 
our modern social reality. See Hardimon 1994, Chapter 3. Other scholars will argue this point in other 
ways, as well. Forster, for example, tracks a series of eight different forms of alienation we experience as 
modern individuals. Yet for Forster, while Ethical Life is a site of alienation, it is not necessarily the case 
that a theory of Sittlichkeit will be the solution; instead, a larger theory of Geist in its historical 
development is demanded. See Forster 1998, Chapter 2. 
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Reason operates by mending the oppositions that are formed, but it does not do this by 

reducing the opposed sides into a unity such that no trace of difference between them 

remains. Rather, Reason is able to establish a unity which allows the opposed 

determinations to retain their own stable character. The point, though, is that these stable 

opposed determinations are only relatively distinct, not absolutely so; in other words, it is 

essential to recognize that the independent existence which any given determination 

enjoys is only possible within the context of the operation of “Life.” 

“Life” and metaphors evoking vitality abound in the passage above: there are 

Hegel’s overt references to “Life” in its operation of “eternally forming itself by setting 

up oppositions” as well as to “the highest pitch of living energy” as “its own re-

establishment out of the deepest fission.” There is also the way in which the activity of 

Reason is said to be to comprehend Being as a becoming and a producing, concepts 

which are linked to the Life, as we will see directly below. Finally, there are also Hegel’s 

comments about how the information-based approach becomes “fossilized” and does not 

“venture out into life,” how it “refuses the living participation demanded by science.” Yet 

Hegel’s demand that we accommodate “Life” is clearly a methodological demand, rather 

than a demand that we extend our information-seeking practices into a new sphere. Part 

of what Hegel seems to be doing here is to hold up a contrasting alternative to the way in 

which the information-based approach methodologically operates vis-à-vis the lived 

experience of things. The information-based approach makes the world into “alien 

objects,” thereby vitiating lived experience and recasting it as the product of a person’s 

encounter with those other “alien” things. Hegel, meanwhile, encourages us to treat the 
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vital character of lived experience as primary, or at least as that which it would be self-

defeating to sacrifice in our pursuit of knowledge. 

The emphasis on Life in relation to Reason is, as much as anything, a demand that 

we maintain the integrity of lived experience in our pursuit of knowledge. Though this 

may sound simple, it is not: we have an inherent tendency, Hegel suggests, to fixate on 

the individual forms we encounter, and to treat these as isolated, as conceptually and 

ontologically independent determinations. It is this tendency that Reason rejects: Reason 

instead aims to disclose the process(es) underlying the production of the determinations, 

or “[Reason must] comprehend achieved existence of the intellectual and real world as a 

becoming. Its being as a product must be comprehended as a producing… the infinite 

activity of becoming and producing…” 

Reason’s objection to our inherent tendency to isolate individual determinations is 

therefore not simply about placing (or replacing) these determinations in their various 

contexts. Reason cannot represent simply an attempt to construct a more unified model, if 

that model remains abstract, distanced, and purely objective. After all, an integrated 

“purely objective” model stands just as much in the possibility of being “alien” or “other” 

to the experienced reality of phenomena as does the isolating approach (and a model may 

be unified and still fail to display “the intellectual and real world as a becoming” or “the 

infinite activity of becoming and producing”). Hegel must be asking us to do something 

more: we must “comprehend achieved existence” as a “becoming” and a “producing” –

we cannot reduce or bracket the “movement” or “life” of phenomena, that is, we cannot 

overlook the intelligible lived experience – what I tentatively call the “vital logic” – by 

and in which phenomena are determined. But if we are not to overlook the vital logic of 
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lived experience, then we find that one of the key “antitheses” or “dichotomies” that 

Reason opposes is that which would place knowledge on one side, and experience on the 

other. “Life” does not contextualize only the individual determinations encountered in the 

experienced world. In addition, it contextualizes the moment of knowledge on the one 

hand and of experience on the other, recognizing an “original identity,” or a prior unity 

out of which these two emerge as distinct forms. This is in large part why Reason cannot 

be conceived of in purely cognitive terms: a purely intellectual analysis might not 

accomplish “mending the rift,” especially if the methodological approach assumed by this 

intellectual analysis implicitly places knowledge on one side of the rift and experience on 

the other. Yet if Reason is to offer us a methodological approach that aspires to 

reintegrate knowledge and experience, then we will need an account of the “prior unity” 

out of which the “intellectual” and the “real” world emerge. In Hegel’s subsequent 

treatments of Reason, he will begin to describe in further detail how he understands this 

prior unity. But it is also worth mentioning, in passing, that I believe that Ethical Life, in 

its role as actual Reason, plays a significant role in the way that it contributes to Hegel’s 

account of this relation, by illustrating the concrete operation of self-determination.41

                                                
41 The case to be presented for this thesis is involved, and as such, it will occupy the topic of the next 
chapter. I bring this thesis up in this chapter, then, not to develop it, but to point out the direction I intend to 
pursue in developing Hegel’s account of Ethical Life as actual Reason in connection with Reason’s 
capacity as an ontologically operative principle. And I would also like to note here, in passing, that this 
connection is precisely what I take to be lacking from the accounts of scholars like Wood and Neuhouser. 
By emphasizing the rational justifiability of the social order, Wood and Neuhouser focus too heavily in on 
Reason in its form as cognitive activity, as comprehension; they thus lose sight of Reason in its form as the 
vital logic of the experienced world, and, thus, they do not articulate the further level at which Hegel hopes 
to reconcile experience and knowledge in his treatment of Ethical Life. There is the risk, for Neuhouser and 
Wood, that their interpretations of Ethical Life as actual Reason indicate only a demonstration that Ethical 
Life is rationally structured, and thus, even if we come to intellectually see that our social institutions are 
worthy of rational endorsement, we may nevertheless be saddled with an experiential or existential form of 
alienation from our social being.  
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Reason in the Phenomenology of Spirit

When Hegel describes Reason in the Phenomenology of Spirit, he will repeat some of the 

themes just described, adding a few others. Specifically, he will make it clearer that, for 

him, Reason marks both an understanding of the processes of Life and the logic of those 

processes themselves. 

Hegel offers a commentary on Reason in its developed form in the Preface to the 

Phenomenology.42 There, he identifies Reason with “purposive activity”: “The true is the 

whole. But the whole is nothing other than the essence consummating itself through its

development. Of the Absolute it must be said that it is essentially a result, that only in the 

end is it what it truly is; and that precisely in this consists its nature, viz. to be actual, 

subject, the spontaneous becoming of itself… what has just been said can also be 

expressed by saying that Reason is purposive activity” (PS 11-2). Earlier in the 

Differenzschrift, Hegel had characterized the “achieved existence of the intellectual and 

real world” as a “becoming” and a “producing,” invoking “its own [the totality’s] re-

establishment out of the deepest fission,” later characterizing it also as “the infinite 

activity of becoming and producing.” In the Phenomenology’s Preface, these sentiments 

are echoed; Hegel speaks of “the essence consummating itself through its development,” 

and characterizes the nature of the Absolute as “the spontaneous becoming of itself.” And 

                                                
42 I turn to the Preface, rather than to the “Reason” chapter, for two reasons. First, the Preface, written after 
the completion of the Phenomenology, serves to document Hegel’s conception of Reason (along with other 
key concepts within his system) once the project of the Phenomenology had culminated. But, second and 
more importantly, the account of Reason provided in the Reason chapter is not the developed form of 
Reason Hegel would want associated with the term. In the odyssey of the Phenomenology, the Reason 
chapter presents us with “Reason” at a period where the articulation of the general conceptual framework 
the work examines is still evolving. Reason in the Reason chapter is not the fully articulated notion that 
Reason in (e.g.) Absolute Knowledge or the Logic is. In just the same way we would not appeal to accounts 
of Consciousness from the Sense-Certainty chapter to understand how Hegel conceives of Consciousness in 
its most developed articulation, so too we should not rely on the vision of Reason we encounter in the 
Reason chapter. 
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here in the Phenomenology, Reason is explicitly, directly identified with this activity 

itself (as opposed to identifying Reason exclusively with the comprehension of this 

“activity”). Hegel’s association of Reason with the Absolute in the process of its own 

“spontaneous becoming” is developed in further detail as Hegel elaborates on what he 

means when he calls Reason “purposive activity”: 

What has just been said can also be expressed by saying that Reason is 
purposive activity. The exaltation of a supposed Nature over a 
misconceived thinking, and especially the rejection of external 
teleology, has brought the form of purpose into general discredit. Still, 
in the sense in which Aristotle, too, defines Nature as purposive 
activity, purpose is what is immediate and at rest, the unmoved which 
is also self-moving, and as such is Subject… The result is the same as 
the beginning, only because the beginning is the purpose; in other 
words, the actual is the same as its Notion only because the immediate, 
as purpose, contains the self or pure actuality within itself. The realized 
purpose, or the existent actuality, is movement and unfolded 
becoming… (PS 12)

In statements such as that “purpose is what is immediate and at rest, the unmoved which 

is also self-moving,” and “The realized purpose, or the existent actuality, is movement 

and unfolded becoming…” we see clearly that Hegel employs a dynamic, process-based 

model when describing the “true” and the Absolute, and furthermore, that these 

conceptualizations can be equally expressed by the claim that Reason is “purposive 

activity.”

Now, as I emphasized earlier, it is important to realize that this dynamic process 

of the Absolute’s self-determination is itself conditioned and constrained by a 

Speculative Logic Hegel has not yet presented us with. It is not my intention to 

characterize Reason as vital activity, if “vital activity” is to be understood in the absence 

of such activity’s being conceptually mediated and conceptually determined. The point, 

however, is that the Logic which mediates and determines the experienced world must 

not be held at a distance – must not be understood as “other than” the experienced world, 
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and as such, this Logic must be a vital logic, the intelligibility of the experienced world as 

it unfolds. In other words, even if the concrete process of self-determination is 

conceptually mediated and conceptually determined, it is also equally the case that 

conceptual mediation and conceptual determination must “occur” as a concrete, actual 

process. It is this side of Reason – the side which highlights the way in which conceptual 

self-determination must take the form of an actual, concrete process – that I take Hegel to 

be emphasizing when he characterizes Reason as “purposive activity.” 

As before in the Differenzschrift, we find that Hegel identifies Reason with 

ontological processes. But here in the Phenomenology, we are told that “the spontaneous 

becoming of itself” is to be understood in the same sense as that in which “Aristotle 

defines Nature” as that which is “the unmoved which is also self-moving”; what was 

earlier described as that which was to be understood as a “becoming and producing” is 

here explicated more concretely as that which animates and determines actuality, the 

formative “purposive” principles immanent within the world. So rather than claiming that 

Reason unifies the oppositions of Subject and Object into an intuitable third (as Hegel 

might be read as suggesting in the Differenzschrift), Hegel here attempts to describe 

reality itself directly in terms that incorporate associations of both a subjective and 

objective character. What we find, then, is Hegel’s ongoing attempt to render clearer the 

basic notions according to which he hopes to develop a more integrated philosophic 

vision, one wherein comprehension of reality and the concrete process of reality’s self-

determination are recognized as unified. That in which they are unified, now, is the 

concept of Reason, here cast as “purposive activity.” Yet if Reason is purposive activity, 

we might expect Ethical Life, as Reason’s actuality, to exhibit “purposive activity” of its 
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own. As I will argue in the next chapter, it is the case that Hegel’s account of Ethical Life 

presents us with this.   

The Mature Hegel: “Objective Thought” in the Encyclopedia

As Hegel’s philosophic thought develops, he will continue to experiment with different 

terminology for articulating his key philosophic (and methodological) convictions. Those 

convictions, at least those concerning the role and function of Reason, do not themselves 

change considerably; if anything, they are reinforced and reiterated in various ways. 

Hegel will continue to associate the processes of the experienced world’s producing and 

sustaining itself (that is, its conceptual self-determination) with Reason, and continue to 

think of Reason not only as a higher cognitive-epistemological form but also as an 

ontologically operative principle.43 Hegel does, however, introduce a new concept to help 

articulate what he has in mind: “Objective Thought.” The concept of Objective Thought 

stands in for many of the themes Hegel earlier affixed to his concept of Reason – Hegel 

tells us this explicitly.44 But the new term is designed to make clear, in a new (and, 

judging by the tone, what Hegel considers to be a better and more precise) way, the 

mutual interdependence and implication of Thought and Being. 

Here in the Encyclopedia, Hegel repeats several of his earlier claims, what he had 

attributed to Reason then, now being attributed to Objective Thought. In the early

Differenzshrift, Hegel said of Reason that “with respect to the given dichotomy the need 

                                                
43 For example: “It is hard for man to believe that Reason actually exists; but there is nothing real except 
Reason; it is the absolute power” (LHP 464).

44 “… to say that Reason or Understanding is in the world, is equivalent in its import to the phrase 
‘Objective Thought’…” (EL 37/§24). See also the passage cited directly below. On Objective Thought’s 
status as foundational, Hegel writes: “The term ‘Objective Thoughts’ indicates the truth – the truth which is 
to be the absolute object of philosophy, and not merely the goal at which it aims” (EL 45/§25).
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is the necessary attempt to suspend the rigidified opposition between subjectivity and 

objectivity to comprehend achieved existence of the intellectual and real world as a 

becoming…”; he returns to this theme in the Encyclopedia, now saying that Objective 

Thought is the level at which we find the dissolution of the subjective-objective 

separation: “To speak of thought or objective thought as the heart and soul of the world, 

may seem to be ascribing consciousness to the things of nature… [but this is not the 

intended meaning. Rather,] from what has been said the principles of logic are to be 

sought in a system of thought-types or fundamental categories, in which the opposition 

between subjective and objective, in its usual sense, vanishes” (EL 37/§24z).45 Whereas 

in the Phenomenology, Hegel had begun explicitly articulating Reason as an 

ontologically operative principle – as “purposive activity” – in the Encyclopedia, he will 

continue to refine this conception, writing in the Encyclopedia that,  “The signification 

thus attached to thought and its characteristic forms may be illustrated by the ancient 

saying that ‘nous governs the world,’ or by our own phrase that ‘Reason is in the world’; 

which means that Reason is the soul of the world it inhabits, its immanent principle, its 

most proper and inward nature, its universal” (EL 37/§24z). What the account of 

Objective Thought in the Encyclopedia does, now, is it draws together all these themes: 

the unified character of the subjective and the objective, Reason as identified with the 

processes of Life, and Reason in its ontologically operative capacity as purposive activity 

                                                
45 When Hegel references “what has been said,” he is referring to his analysis of thought vis-à-vis concrete 
existence, and his conclusion drawn from this analysis that Objective Thought (or Reason, or the Idea, etc.), 
as it is developed in Speculative Logic, discloses the essential character of existing entities and therefore is 
to be identified with the existing world. See EL 25-45/§§19-24. Some of the important details of this 
analysis (as it generally occurs in Hegel’s thought, not in its specific form here in the Encyclopedia) are 
discussed in Chapter One of this dissertation, and others will be discussed below, and later in Chapter Five. 
To be clear, Hegel is not attributing something like human consciousness to objects, but rather arguing that 
objects must be understood ontologically in a way that incorporates non-physical – and, hence, subjective 
or ideal – aspects into the ultimate conceptualization of the object.  
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are synthesized and articulated as a framework of intelligibility which structures, 

animates, and stabilizes the appearances of the various entities that exist.     

Hegel’s reasons for postulating such a framework of intelligibility – at least, what 

he might consider the supporting ontological considerations in favor of such a conception 

– were described in Chapter One. Without going into too much detail, the main line of his 

argument is as follows. If thought is adequate to its object, then certain implications about 

the nature of those objects (and those thoughts) follow. We have good evidence for 

thinking that thought is adequate to its objects; or, at least, we have good reason to 

suspect that the standard ways of thinking, those which conceive of Being as pure 

objectivity (and which motivate the worries about thought’s adequacy to objects) cannot 

be sustained. Now, if Thought is adequate to Being, this means that Being will take on 

certain structural characteristics of Thought; specifically, Being itself will exhibit the 

self-differentiating and self-supporting nature of Thought, in a way that is itself 

determined “according to a system of thought-types or fundamental categories.” Hegel 

expresses these lines of argument here in the Encyclopedia thus. First, Hegel summarily

states his conclusion that, according to the ways in which we conceive of and interact 

with thought and reality, it follows implicitly that Thought is adequate to Being:  “If 

thought tries to form a notion of things, this notion… cannot be composed of articles and 

relations which are alien and irrelevant to the things. Reflection, it was said above, 

conducts to the universal of things: which universal is itself one of the constituent factors 

of a notion” (EL 36-7/§24).46 So thought-forms and being-forms cannot be of 

                                                
46 Cf. “If the thought-forms are vitiated by a fixed antithesis [to the actual], i.e. if they are only of a finite 
character, they are unsuitable for the self-centered universe of truth, and truth can find no adequate 
receptacle in thought… they [thoughts] are only subjective, and the antithesis of an objective permanently 
clings to them…” (EL 45/§25); “The vulgar believe that the objects of perception which confront them, 
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substantially different kinds: “Logic therefore coincides with Metaphysics, the science of 

things set and held in thoughts – thoughts accredited able to express the essential reality 

of things” (EL 36/§24). Yet once this identity of Thought and Being is established, 

implicit conclusions for the natures (i.e. the structural properties and operations) of 

Thought and Being must be drawn. The foremost of these implications is that, since 

“sensations lack stability in their own nature, and are no less fleeting and evanescent than 

thought is permanent and self-subsisting” (EL 67/§41z), we are required to reverse our 

commonsense belief that “external” Being grounds Thought, and realize that Thought 

(qua ideal entities, or intelligible wholes, as I argued in Chapter One) is the stable 

foundation of Being: 

The sensible appearance is individual and evanescent: the permanent in 
it is discovered by reflection… individuals are born and perish: the 
species abides and recurs in them all… Today we see the stars here, 
tomorrow there; and our mind finds something incongruous in this 
chaos – something in which it can put no faith, because it believes in 
order and in a simple, constant, and universal law. Inspired by this 
belief, the mind has directed its reflection towards the phenomena, and 
learnt their laws. In other words, it has established the movement of the 
heavenly bodies to be in accordance with a universal law from which 
every change of position may be known and predicated… From all 
these examples it may be gathered how reflection is always seeking for 
something fixed and permanent, definite in itself and governing the 
particulars. This universal which cannot be apprehended by the senses 
counts as the true and essential…” (EL 33-34/§21z).47

                                                                                                
such as an individual animal, or a single star, are independent and permanent existences, compared with 
which thoughts are unsubstantial and dependent on something else. In fact however the perceptions of 
sense are the properly dependent and secondary feature, while the thoughts are really independent and 
primary… The true objectivity of thinking means that the thoughts, far from being merely ours, must at the 
same time be the real essence of the things, and of whatever is an object to us.” (EL 67/§41z). In fact, 
Hegel would further argue that the “vulgar” unwittingly concede this very point, only without realizing it. 
See EL 19/§13: “Even common sense in everyday matters is above the absurdity of setting a universal 
beside the particulars. Would anyone, who wished for fruit, reject cherries, pears, or grapes, on the ground 
that they were cherries, pears, or grapes, and not fruit?...” Hegel elaborates on this point by claiming 
“…The thought, which is genuine and self-supporting, must be intrinsically concrete; it must be an Idea; 
and when it is viewed in the whole of its universality, it is the Idea, or the Absolute” (EL 19/§14).

47 As Hegel says just a few pages later, a thing’s merely existing at a moment in time, or in a certain state, 
is not the basis for a stable ontology: “The main point is not, that they [individually existing objects] are, 
but what they are, and whether or not their content is true. It does no good to the things to say merely that 
they have being. What has being, will also cease to be when time creeps over it…” (EL 70/§42z). Hegel 
illustrates this last point in an interesting way. He writes: “If mere existence be enough to make objectivity, 
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Here we see how Hegel believes that the very operations of truth seeking, and perhaps 

thinking generally, are predicated on an implicit recognition of something more stable 

and enduring undergirding the dynamic interplay of phenomena. Yet Hegel has argued 

extensively elsewhere that it will be at best self-undermining and at worst incoherent to 

locate this foundation in a “beyond,” and reattribute the characteristics of pure objectivity 

to it.48 Instead, the viable candidate Hegel offers as a stable foundation is these same 

experienced objects “raised to their universality,” understood in terms of, e.g., laws 

which themselves do not exist in a physical form but nevertheless effectively determine 

physical reality – in other words, in terms of a framework of intelligibility, to be 

identified with the experienced world in its concrete reality. Hegel writes, “Logic is 

usually said to be concerned with forms only and to derive the material from them from 

elsewhere. But this ‘only’, which assumes that the logical thoughts are nothing in 

comparison with the rest of the contents, is not the word to use about forms which are the 

                                                                                                
even a crime is objective: but it is an existence which is nullity at its core, as is definitely made apparent 
when the day of punishment comes” (EL 70-1/§42z). Hegel suggests that mere physical existence, 
especially one that covers only a brief duration, is not a sufficient basis for a sustainable ontology. 
Objectivity, in the sense of the physical configurations confronting us, is not the end of the story. What, 
then, is the end of the story, the fundamental ground? As we saw in Chapter Three, Hegel cannot take 
recourse to a world “beyond.” So, instead, Hegel advances a vision of the actual, objective world cast as an 
existing Being, the “life of the whole” in the language of Chapter Three, but seen as the realization of an 
overarching framework of intelligibility, akin to what was described in Chapter One. If the stable, 
overarching intelligible framework is what is ultimately ontologically foundational, and if this framework 
operates by identifying individually existing objects with “universal” laws of intelligibility, then this 
ultimate ontological foundation is to be described in terms of intelligible wholes, i.e. entities that bring 
actuality and intelligibility together. The passage cited above continues: “The main point is not, that they 
[individually existing objects] are, but what they are… Laying aside therefore as unimportant this 
distinction between subjective and objective, we are chiefly interested in knowing what a thing is: i.e. its 
content, which is no more objective than subjective” (EL 70-1/§42z). When this individual thing’s 
existence is located within a framework of intelligibility, its existence can be connected with something 
stable and enduring, something capable of “explaining” the thing’s existence, in a way that upholds it as
self-supporting, self-determining reality – the totality, taken in its fully intelligible form. These suggestions 
will be taken up again in Chapter Five. 

48 See, for example, Chapter Three of this dissertation on the topic of the viability of a Thing-in-itself as a 
form of pure objectivity. 
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absolutely real ground of everything. Everything else rather is an ‘only’ compared with 

these thoughts” (EL 40/§24z).49 What is unique about the account of Objective Thought 

in the Encyclopedia relative to the accounts of Reason Hegel offers in the Differenzschrift

and the Phenomenology is the way it draws together the themes traced earlier (namely, 

the unified character of the subjective and the objective in Reason, Reason as identified 

with the processes of Life themselves, and Reason in its ontologically operative capacity 

as purposive activity) and couples this with a more explicit set of supporting arguments 

and a more developed, (supposedly) more precise explication of what Hegel intended, all 

along. 

In the Encyclopedia, it becomes clear that what Hegel has in mind when he 

speaks of Reason – at least, Reason in its ontologically operative capacity, i.e. Objective 

Thought – is an overarching, all-encompassing (i.e. “infinite”) framework of 

intelligibility, one which structures, animates, and stabilizes the various entities 

composing the experienced world. Yet it is the fact that Reason is identified not only with 

the intelligible framework of the experienced world but specifically with the animation of 

that framework and that world, with “Life,” “becoming,” “purposive activity,” “the heart 

and soul of the world,” or any of the other metaphors Hegel will use, that I have hoped to 

draw attention to here. And, ultimately, by identifying Reason with the intelligible 

framework of the experienced world and with its animation, Hegel is ultimately 

identifying Reason in its ontological operation with the experienced world itself, in the 

                                                
49 Here we also see how Hegel is not conceiving of thought as an image or representation in the mind of a 
thinker. The laws governing celestial motion are “thoughts”; “thoughts” in this sense are, among other 
things, any coherent, “universal” form which can be attributed to existing entities, without this universal 
itself being a physical existent. Hegel writes: “The universal does not exist externally to the outward eye as 
a universal. The kind as kind cannot be perceived: the laws of the celestial motions are not written on the 
sky. The universal is neither seen nor heard, its existence is only for the mind” (EL 34/§21z). 
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way that the experienced world is a dynamic, complex, implicitly conceptually self-

determined whole, intelligibly unfolding. 

What conceiving of Reason in these terms allows for, now, is the opportunity to 

fulfill the methodological challenge discussed above. If the experienced world is itself 

Reason, then our experienced world is not to be “explained” on the basis of intelligibility, 

where this intelligibility would be an “other” of the world. Instead, the world is 

intelligibility; it is the “the unmoved which is self-moving,” of a framework of 

intelligibility.50 To the extent that we believe that the world unfolds according to laws, we 

should not be particularly taken aback by this claim, Hegel suggests.51 But if the world is 

intelligibility, then knowledge, as the mode of cognition according to which things are 

given intelligible form, is not something applied to the world, not something we try to fit 

to the world (or vice versa). Instead, knowledge is the disclosure of the world, in the form 

appropriate to its Being. When we approach the task of knowing this way, then, there is 

no longer an absolute schism between knowledge and experience.

Conclusion

                                                
50 This self-animating framework of intelligibility, we will see in the next chapter, accomplishes the 
requisite unification of subjectivity and objectivity. To the extent that this intelligible framework is the 
experienced world (which is to say, to the extent that this intelligible framework is in the underlying 
structure of the experienced world, so long as we do not understand that this “underlying structure” and the 
experienced world are two different things), it is objective. But to the extent that it is self-supporting 
(“unmoved”) and yet animated (“self-moving”) – in other words, to the extent that it is a complex whole 
which self-determines, a whole which retains its identify over a broad span of configurations, identical with 
these configurations but not reducible to them – it is “subjective,” it has the character of Thought. 

51 To recite a passage from Chapter One: “The Greek, Anaxagoras… was the first to point out that nous, 
understanding in general or Reason, rules the world – but not an intelligence in the sense of an individual 
consciousness, not a spirit as such. These two must be carefully distinguished. The motion of the solar 
system proceeds according to immutable laws; these laws are its reason. But neither the sun nor the planets, 
which according to these laws rotate around it, have any consciousness of it. Thus, the thought that there is 
Reason in nature, that nature is ruled by universal, unchangeable laws, does not surprise us; we are used to 
it and make very little of it” (RH 13).
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In the preceding section, my aim was to articulate the associations and implications of 

Reason in its form as an ontologically operative principle. Now, I believe that when 

Hegel characterizes Ethical Life as actual Reason, he very much has this aspect of 

Reason in mind. Ethical Life, I will claim, represents (among other things) the concrete 

process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination, and additionally 

represents the experiential access we have to this process in the moment of its operation. 

These claims, however, require an additional set of arguments, and as such, I will leave 

this topic off here (though this topic will be taken up again presently, as the thesis of the 

next chapter). But without going into detail as to how Ethical Life might function as 

actual Reason in the connection just described, we can still take a moment to recognize 

that, by dampening the ontologically operative aspect of Reason, the non-metaphysical 

rational justifiability treatments canvassed earlier have eclipsed an insight into how 

Ethical Life as actual Reason might aid Hegel in meeting the methodological standard 

described above. 

This is ironic, in two respects. First, Hegel sets this methodological standard in 

order to do precisely what the non-metaphysical readers of his social and political 

philosophy suggest, namely, to diagnose the conceptual conflicts of our modern modes of 

thought, and to help us overcome our modern form of alienation. Indeed, as we will see 

in the next chapter, when Hegel recasts the experienced world as Reason and describes 

Ethical Life as its actuality, the terms of certain problems are changed (such that, for 

example, the differences between natural laws and social laws are reconfigured, and we 

become much more readily able to reconcile our acceptance of determinism with our 

intuitive practical conviction that our action is efficacious, or that we can affect change in 
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the world). So by marginalizing the ontological dimension of Reason, the non-

metaphysical readings of Hegel’s social and political philosophy do not simply 

marginalize an additional dimension of Hegel’s social and political thought, but 

marginalize a component of the very same project they identify as important and 

enduring. Second, by downplaying the ontological dimension of Reason, and by 

construing Reason primarily along the lines of rational justifiability, such readings 

present a view of Hegel that runs the risk of failing to meet the methodological demands 

described above. If Reason is not taken ontologically, then it remains possible that the 

“rational” social constitution and experienced social and political reality might diverge, 

and we would be left with an ideal image of social rationality rather than an effective 

rational disclosure of society. Of course, I am not suggesting that the non-metaphysical 

readers actually understand Hegel in this way, or that they advocate taking the kind of 

rationally reflective course Hegel criticizes: the fact that they are against this clear from 

the project they attribute to Hegel. But my point is that, to the extent that they distance 

themselves from the ontological component of Reason, they open the problematic 

possibility of a notion of reflectively distanced rational comprehension which fails to 

remain fundamentally identifiable in and with experienced social reality. It is certainly 

possible to bracket the ontological associations of Reason when considering Hegel’s 

social and political theorizing, but doing so comes at a price and a peril. 

In this chapter, I have argued that we should broaden the currently prevailing 

interpretation of Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason. On the current 

interpretation, Hegel’s characterization indicates the ways in which the institutions of 
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modern society are able to win rational endorsement upon critical-reflective evaluation. It 

is not the case that scholars who advance such an interpretation deny that there are further 

dimensions to Hegel’s concept of Reason; but in the way that they identify “rationality” 

with intelligible coherence or objective worthiness, they obscure or marginalize these 

further dimensions. Meanwhile, Hegel’s treatments of Ethical Life in works other than 

the Philosophy of Right (and even the Philosophy of Right itself to an extent) seem to deal 

with Reason in ways that point to something besides rational comprehensibility or 

justifiability. Hegel emphasizes intuition and activity in connection with Reason’s place 

in Ethical Life, features which do not prima facie align with the non-metaphysical 

interpretations, but point instead to Reason’s capacity as an ontologically operative 

principle. Meanwhile, across the span of the development of his philosophic thought, 

when Hegel treats Reason (whether he express this in the language of “Life,” “purposive 

activity,” or “Objective Thought”), he prominently discusses its ontologically operative 

capacities. What Reason as an ontologically operative principle allows for, Hegel 

believes, is the possibility of a thoroughgoing (re)integration of knowledge and 

experience. When Reason is identified with the concrete process of the experienced 

world’s conceptual self-determination, then we encounter the possibility of “intuitively” 

recognizing Reason in its operations in the world. Speculative Logic becomes intuitively 

identifiable with and as the vital logic of the experienced world itself. 

Once more, what Reason, in all its different guises, ultimately leads to in Hegel is 

the system of Speculative Logic, or else the Absolute as the total, conceptually self-

determined whole. But even if Hegel ultimately hopes to lay out for us his systematic 

vision, it nevertheless remains true that this system of Speculative Logic must also be 
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recognizable in and as the vital logic of the experienced world. Now, in Hegel’s 

characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason, I believe that Hegel intends to direct 

our attention to the concrete process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-

determination, and to the direct experiential access we have to this process in its 

operation. This is ultimately what I believe is missing from the currently prevalent 

treatments of Ethical Life as actual Reason, canvassed in Section One of this chapter. 

These other treatments explicate the ways in which Ethical Life qua modern social life is, 

on Hegel’s view, rationally structured and rationally justifiable, but they do not explicate 

the ways in which Ethical Life is the “living” “presence” of Reason in connection with its 

character as an ontologically operative principle. Explicating this further aspect of Ethical 

Life as actual Reason, now, is the task I am charged with in my next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5

ETHICAL LIFE AS ACTUAL REASON:
THE ONTOLOGICAL READING

Introduction

In the last chapter, I described how a central dimension of Hegel’s concept of Reason is 

the way in which he hopes to identify Reason with the immanent, ontologically operative 

principles (or the “vital logic”) that animate and structure the experienced world. 

Appreciating this aspect of Hegel’s concept of Reason, I suggested, pointed to an absence 

in the prevailing interpretations of Hegel’s claim that Ethical Life is “actual Reason.” 

According to the non-metaphysical readings of Hegel’s social and political philosophy, 

this claim indicates Hegel’s belief that the institutions constitutive of modern society are 

rationally justifiable. But we also saw that Hegel’s concept of Reason includes an 

ontological component, and that we are meant to recognize in Reason an ontologically 

operative principle, variously expressed as Life, purposive activity, and Objective 

Thought. These notions cannot be readily accommodated by the rational justifiability 

approach, and suggest a further dimension in which the characterization of Ethical Life as 

actual Reason ought to be understood.

If I am to advance this critique of the prevailing interpretations, however, I should 

be prepared to offer my own alternative. Presenting this alternative – my account of what 

Hegel intends by characterizing Ethical Life as actual Reason, where “actual Reason” is 

taken in connection with ontologically operative principles – is the purpose of this 

chapter. Specifically, I claim that the way in which Reason is to be understood as an 

ontologically operative principle in connection with Ethical Life is by coming to 

recognize that Ethical Life illustrates the concrete process of the experienced world’s 
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conceptual self-determination, in the moment of its operation. This is not to say that those 

embedded within Ethical Life explicitly recognize the character of what they experience, 

but it is to claim that (in Hegel’s view) what we experience when we are engaged in 

Ethical Life is the concrete process which realizes conceptual self-determination, whether

or not we comprehend this as we undergo it. 

Rather than present my interpretation simply as an addition or a response to the 

prevailing readings, however, I aim to articulate the merits of Hegel’s notion of Ethical 

Life as actual Reason in its ontological dimension on their own: that is, I aim to provide a 

methodological justification for Hegel’s conception of Ethical Life as this concrete 

process, as well as an account of the intuitions supportive of it. Ultimately, my goal is to 

independently support the contention that a key part of what makes Ethical Life “actual 

Reason” is that Ethical Life illustrates the processes whereby the experienced world 

conceptually self-determines, along with our immanence with (and even our participation 

in) these processes. If I am successful, then my account will demonstrate the 

methodological and ontological ambitions of both Hegel’s account of Ethical Life and his 

notion of Reason, and simultaneously describe some of the ways in which Hegel’s notion 

of “rational,” conceptually mediated determination is more concrete and intuitively 

recognizable than we might expect. 

This chapter proceeds in four sections. In Section One, I review the 

methodological considerations behind Hegel’s shift from an object-oriented ontological

model to a process-oriented one. Essentially, Hegel’s contention is that object-based 

ontologies must finally rest on brute fact claims that such and such entities exist, whereas 

process-oriented ontologies, in contrast, are capable of being fully self-supporting and 
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self-explanatory, in the way that they not only seek to explicate what exists but also why 

things exists such as they do. In Section Two, I review the ways in which the Ethical 

Order of the Phenomenology of Spirit supplies such a process-oriented account of Reason 

as an ontologically operative principle, along with an account of our immanence to 

Reason in the midst of its operating thus: our relationship to the Laws in the Ethical 

Order, our enacting of Custom, and finally the culmination of the Ethical Order in Fate, 

all reflect in their own way the essential features of Reason in its ontological dimension. 

In Section Three, I consider what is uniquely appealing about Hegel’s model, namely, the 

way in which it attempts to remain faithful to our intuitive practical convictions that we 

are immanently connected with our world and that certain outcomes are not 

predetermined and foregone, while attempting to reconcile these intuitions with our 

erstwhile recognition of the determinism of the experienced world. Finally, in Section 

Four, I consider an interpretive issue, namely, my choice of the Phenomenology of Spirit

as the text upon which my arguments are primarily based. One might think that the 

Philosophy of Right would make a more natural choice, given my focus on Hegel’s social 

ontology; however, as I will show, Hegel’s claims in the Philosophy of Right can be seen 

to support my view as readily as they can be seen to challenge it. 

Section One: The Methodological Premises behind Ethical Life as Actual Reason

In Chapter Three, I argued that one of Hegel’s central ontological premises is the claim 

that our ontological model must be process-oriented; in Chapter Four, we saw that 

Reason itself indicated the “identity,” the required integration, of intelligibility and 

experience, a demand that we recognize an intelligible framework structuring and 
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animating the experienced world, or in the words of the Phenomenology, that “Reason is 

purposive activity… what is immediate and at rest, the unmoved which is also self-

moving” (PS 12). We must not only be able to see, in Hegel’s view, that the existing 

structures of the experienced world are conceptually determined; we must also be able to 

recognize Reason as, and identify it with, a concrete process occurring in reality, or more 

generally with the conceptual self-determination of the experienced world. But such a 

suggestion is bound to strike some readers as needlessly speculative (in the contemporary 

pejorative sense of the term). In this first section, then, my intention is to frame 

argumentatively why Hegel includes this demand for such a conception of Reason into 

his ontological model. 

Let us consider Hegel’s demand as it is expressed in the terms of Chapter Three, 

namely, that our ontologies must be process-oriented. But now, we might ask: “process-

oriented, as opposed to what?” Hegel would answer that we are to see reality in terms of 

processes, as opposed to trying to understand the world in terms of static objects or a 

single ultimate “state-of-affairs” (which we as intellectual investigators supposedly 

encounter or discover). Hegel believes that we have a natural tendency to view the world 

in such a static way, that is, by isolating, abstracting, and “fixing” its various parts, in a 

way that disconnects them from their context and from their connections to other 

constituent parts, thereby making it impossible to observe the dynamic interplay between 

these parts as well as the organic functioning of the whole. That Hegel believes we have 

this tendency is clear from a variety of passages, such as that wherein he describes “the 

absolute fixity which the intellect gives to the dichotomy” (DF 91) or when he says 

elsewhere that “The vulgar believe that the objects of perception which confront them, 
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such as an individual animal, or a single star, are independent and permanent existences, 

compared with which thoughts are unsubstantial and dependent on something else” (EL 

67).

But now comes the question of why a focus on “fixed” isolated parts, on static 

objects or underlying abiding states-of-affairs, is objectionable, and why a process-based 

model, one which opposes this “static” conception, should be preferable. Hegel’s answer 

is that a process-oriented model has an important methodological advantage over an 

object- or states-of-affairs-focused model: the latter approach will always be incomplete 

in an important way, a way in which the process-based approach might not be. To place 

the end of inquiry at certain objects or states of affairs, whatever these might be, amounts 

to founding one’s philosophic account of the world on a brute fact claim. This can be 

true, Hegel would argue, even if the entities in question are proven to be “necessary.” For 

example, Kant demonstrated the “necessity” of the Categories as Pure Concepts of the 

Understanding; but he still left us with the seemingly arbitrary conclusion that we should 

have these twelve categories specifically.1 There will be a continued need for an 

additional account to be given if the end of inquiry is conceived of as identifying certain 

objects or states of affairs as “ultimate”; we will always be able to ask of these objects 

“why these?” and their existence (as opposed to some other possible existence) will 

always appear contingent. Such brute fact claims will, essentially, always seem to invite a 

concern that they offer only an incomplete account of the reality they purportedly 

                                                
1 The seeming contingency of the table of Categories was a feature of Kant’s system that made a number of 
German Idealists uncomfortable. In a recent work by Eckart Förster, for example, the attempts of Reinhold 
and Fichte to supply a derivation of the individual categories are detailed. See Förster 2012, 154-8, 182-
196. 
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explain.2 This is not the case, by contrast, with a process-oriented ontological model. A 

process-oriented model builds an explanatory account into itself: to view reality in terms 

of processes is to simultaneously seek answers to the questions, “how are things?” and 

“why are they this way?” There is no doubt that something exists; when we view that 

something in terms of process (that is, look at it as a totality in its self-development, as 

we might an organism) we are more likely to be able to describe it in terms which are 

self-enclosed. In contrast, describing that which exists in terms of objects cannot be 

comparably self-enclosed, because such an account will always be methodologically 

based on an ontological “other.” An object or state-of-affairs is caused to be, whereas 

“Life” (or that which Hegel hopes to get at by applying the metaphors of life) produces 

itself. That Hegel thinks in terms of both completeness and the demand that the language 

of a complete account be one of the Life of the Whole, he is explicit about in the 

Phenomenology and elsewhere.3

Now, however, if our aim is to view and to describe reality in terms of processes, 

and if we are employing a philosophic methodology that relies on the model of processes 

                                                
2 Chapters One and Three of this dissertation offered more detailed versions of Hegelian arguments related 
to this topic. Chapter One argued that we must accept the primacy of the intelligible if we want our 
ontological models to be coherent. Chapter Three reviewed Hegel’s critique of a subject-encountering-
object conception of ontology and experience. These are all so many ways of philosophically objecting to 
an object- or states-of-affairs-based ontological model, and recommending a process-based model 
(especially when the “process” is Reason as an ontologically operative principle, identified with the 
concrete process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination) instead.

3 As I have cited above, in other chapters, Hegel writes: “The True is the whole. But the whole is nothing 
other than the essence consummating itself through its development. Of the Absolute it must be said that it 
is essentially a result, that only in the end is it what it truly is; and that precisely in this consists its nature, 
viz. to be actual, subject, the spontaneous becoming of itself” (PS 11). See also EL 116/§81-81z:”…by 
dialectic is meant the indwelling tendency outwards by which the one-sidedness and limitation of the 
predicates of understanding is seen in its true light, and shown to be the negation of them. For anything to 
be finite is just to suppress itself and put itself aside. Thus understood the Dialectical principle constitutes 
the life and soul of scientific progress, the dynamic which alone gives immanent connection and necessity 
to the body of science… wherever there is movement, wherever there is life, wherever anything is carried 
into effect in the actual world, there Dialectic is at work. It is also the soul of all knowledge which is truly 
scientific.” 



231

and the metaphors of “becoming,” “Life,” and self-determining development (that is, on 

that which can accommodate change, movement, development-over-time, and on 

explanations that appeal to the whole in order to make the parts coherent), then we will 

find ourselves ontologically characterizing the object of our inquiry in somewhat 

unorthodox (given our natural tendencies) ways. For example, we cannot exhaustively 

describe reality by propositionally cataloguing what is true of it: such a catalog would, to 

use a metaphor, be a dissected cadaver of the reality it aims to explicate, not a full 

account of it in its dynamic richness.4 Nor could we provide a satisfactory account even if 

theoretically we could determine the structure of each individual existing object at the 

present moment (or at any other given chronological moment): a full understanding of 

reality would require a view of the way in which the whole develops, and this 

development, for Hegel, cannot be reduced to an expression in any one single given 

configuration. Instead, we will need to generate the kind of philosophic vocabulary that 

can handle an account-giving of the way in which “reality determines itself” (i.e. its 

reflexive development, how it generates and sustains itself), noting the way in which its 

various parts are interconnected and mutually influencing, along with the “vital logic” 

according to which their relations proceed and according to which the whole operates. 

                                                
4 Hegel uses metaphors like these to describe his dissatisfaction with related methodologies, such as here, 
his impatience for the approach that would present philosophic conclusions as if these were understood and 
conclusively established, and his frustration with Fichte’s (what Hegel takes to be) reductionism: “For the 
real issue is not exhausted by stating it as an aim, but by carrying it out, nor is the result the actual whole, 
but rather the result together with the process through which it came about. The aim by itself is a lifeless 
universal, just as the guiding tendency is a mere drive that as yet lacks an actual existence; and the bare 
result is the corpse which has left the guiding tendency behind it” (PS 2-3); “What results from this method 
of labeling all that is in heaven and earth with the few determinations of the general schema, and pigeon-
holing everything in this way, is nothing less than a ‘report clear as noonday’ on the universe as an 
organism, viz. a synoptic table like a skeleton with scraps of paper stuck all over it, or like the rows of 
closed and labeled boxes in a grocer’s stall. It is as easy to read off as either of these; and just as all the 
flesh and blood has been stripped from this skeleton, and the no longer living ‘essence’ has been packed 
away in the boxes, so in the report the living essence of matter has been stripped away or boxed up dead.” 
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Hegel contends that this is the challenge that we find ourselves faced with, if we take 

seriously philosophy’s demand for a completeness of account-giving; the only 

philosophically satisfactory account will be the kind of “complete” account just 

described, and, in turn, the only viable methodological option for achieving such 

completeness is to employ a process-based approach that simultaneously discloses what 

exists and why it exists in the way that it does.

It is with respect to the demand just described that Hegel characterizes “Reason” 

in the way that he does. Epistemologically, Reason is able to weave together the various 

components of reality which the Understanding analyzes in an isolating and rigidifying 

way. It is therefore the more appropriate mode of cognition for developing a cohesive and 

complete ontological model. And it is not by chance that this should be the case: 

Reason’s ability to do this is a reflection of its ability to track the intelligible 

developmental logic and operation of its “object.” In other words, Reason as a cognitive 

process is only adequate to the demand of philosophy because it reflects an ontological 

process, which Hegel casts as the actual concrete operation of reality’s “dialectical” 

conceptual self-determination (and which he also identifies with “Reason,” in turn). 

Hegel suggests something like this in the Natural Law essay, when he demands that we 

come to recognize the unity of Reason and the objective reality it purports to explicate: 

“We must consider how absolute unity makes its appearance both as simple unity –

which we may call the original unity – and as totality reflected in empirical knowledge 

[Wissen (brackets in original)]. Both unities… are one [and the same (brackets in 

original)] in the absolute and [their] identity is the absolute” (NL 110).5

                                                
5 For an articulation of the same claim from Hegel’s Science of Logic, see SL 28 (quoted at length in fn. 37 
of Chapter Four). See also SL 49-50: “Thus pure science presupposes liberation from the opposition of 
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Section Two: Ethical Life as Actual Reason: The Vital Logic of the Experienced 

World

In the last section, I described Hegel’s methodological demand that our ontological 

model be process-oriented rather than object-oriented, and suggested that this demand is 

reflected in Hegel’s conception of Reason. It may not come as a surprise, now, when I 

say that I believe a connection can be made between this methodological demand and 

Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as “actual Reason.” To call Ethical Life “actual 

Reason,” I argue here, is to suggest that Ethical Life is an immanent experience of 

Reason as an ontologically operative principle, that is, that Ethical Life is a moment 

where we find ourselves to be embedded in – even participants in – the process of the 

conceptual self-determination of the experienced world.6 The purpose of this section is to 

trace the ways in which Ethical Life, as it is presented in the Ethical Order of the 

Phenomenology of Spirit, portrays  the process of “rational” self-determination, in 

addition to portraying our experience of being immanently connected with this 

processional unfolding. To put the basic idea roughly, one could say that Ethical Life is, 

                                                                                                
consciousness. It contains thought in so far as this is just as much the object it its own self, or the object in 
its own self in so far as it is equally pure thought. As science, truth is pure self-consciousness in its self-
development and has the shape of the self. So that the absolute truth of being is the known Notion and the 
Notion as such is the absolute truth of being… far from it being formal, far from it standing in need of a 
matter to constitute an actual and true cognition, it is its content alone which has absolute truth, or, if one 
still wanted to employ the word matter, it is the veritable matter… What we are dealing with in logic is not 
a thinking about something which exists independently as a base for our thinking and apart from it, nor 
forms which are supposed to provide mere signs or distinguishing marks of truth; on the contrary, the 
necessary forms and self-determinations of thought are the content and the ultimate truth itself.”

6 Once more, I would like to make it clear that I am advancing this interpretation as a compliment, not an 
alternative, to the interpretations discussed in the last chapter. I have no intention of denying that Hegel 
intends us to recognize the philosophically justifiable (even philosophical recommendable) character of 
Ethical Life, and that this intention is in part what Hegel means by Ethical Life as actual reason. Yet I also 
believe that Hegel intends to make an ontological claim in his characterizing Ethical Life thus, which is 
what I aim to examine in this chapter. 
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among other things, an account of how the process of Reason as an ontologically 

operative principle might be intuited (that is, experienced but not comprehended) by 

someone embedded within it. 

Before discussing these points, however, a few qualifications are in order. To say 

that Ethical Life portrays Reason as an ontologically operative principle from the 

perspective of someone embedded within it is not to say that Ethical Life is the entire 

rational structure (or even the entire rational “spiritual,” i.e. human, socio-political 

structure), and definitely not to say that it is this entire structure in its fully developed, 

comprehended form. The comprehended, fully articulated, rationally structured whole 

can only be grasped given the ontological-conceptual scheme of the Science of Logic, or 

within the context of a systematic philosophic project like the Encyclopedia of the 

Philosophic Sciences – after all, if the truth is the “life of the whole,” then only an 

account of the whole and all the stages it “lives through” can adequately, conceptually 

grasp the truth. Ethical Life, meanwhile, is not the whole life, it is rather almost its 

opposite: Ethical Life is an intuition of Reason (or of the implicitly rational whole 

system) in an individual, finite moment of its operation, rather than the total complex 

system of moments. But if Ethical Life is not an exhaustive expression of the self-

determining, self-supporting reality to which the concept of Reason directs us, Hegel 

nevertheless contends that Ethical Life offers us access to Reason in its operation. 

Consider Hegel’s characterization of what Reason becomes when we reach the stage of 

the Ethical in the Phenomenology: it is “immediate” Spirit, a “transparent essence” to 

individual Self-Consciousness (PS 261). The point, then, is that Hegel’s characterization 

of Ethical Life as actual Reason indicates (again, among other things) that Ethical Life is 
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the intuited presence of Reason as an ontologically operative principle, to which we have 

direct experiential access, but not a self-conscious comprehension of the nature and 

character of what is here intuited. 

Ethical Life is thus intuited, rather than comprehended, Reason.7 This point is 

significant, for a further reason, as well: our failure to philosophically grasp the 

“rationally” constituted whole of Absolute Spirit at the stage of Ethical Life obscures the 

way in which reality’s rational self-determination (that of which we, in Ethical Life, have 

an intuitive experience) is conceptually mediated and conceptually determined. The 

adherents of the Ethical Order cannot recognize that the processes of Reason which they 

take part in realizing are the realizations of a Logic requiring a higher level of Self-

Consciousness to grasp. Hegel’s account of Ethical Life thus presents us with a 

description of how Reason (as a process of conceptual self-determination) might be 

experienced from the perspective of an individual within Ethical Life, but from this 

perspective, the way in which this process of self-determination is conceptually 

structured and conceptually determined can only be alluded to. That we are embedded 

within a process of ontological self-determination comes to the fore in Ethical Life; that 

                                                
7 In fact, it is in large part because Ethical Life is specifically not comprehended Reason that I have 
registered reservations about the interpretations reviewed in the last chapter. Again, this is not to say that 
these scholars’ claims, that Ethical Life as actual Reason is a comment about the rationally endorsable 
structure of these spheres, are inaccurate. Indeed, I am not even certain that these readers would disagree 
with my characterization of Ethical Life, though they might object to the tone of sentences like the one 
above, when I make it sound as though they argue that Ethical Life is comprehended by its adherents, 
which none of them claim (their claim, again, is that Ethical Life would be rationally justifiable from the 
perspective of a critically reflective fair-judge, not from the perspective of members of Ethical Life itself; 
none of these readers claim that Ethical Life is necessarily comprehended by its members from within, but 
rather that it could be comprehended and justified, from without or within). So I should be clear: I am not 
trying to deny their interpretation here, rather, I am trying to shift focus away from rational 
comprehensibility in general, whether that of the social members or of some critically reflective fair-judge. 
In part my motivation for doing so is that Hegel himself seems to indicate that the fact that adherents of 
Ethical Life intuit rather than comprehend what it is they experience is crucial, and is linked to the form in 
which Reason “appears” here. Hopefully it is becoming clearer, at least, why I feel those other 
interpretations are incomplete. 



236

this process is expressive of an underlying conceptual-ontological Logic is not, at this 

stage, yet apparent. 

This is not necessarily a problem with Hegel’s account of Ethical Life, however, 

and it might even be considered a strength of his system more generally. Hegel hopes to 

establish the claim that the experienced world is conceptually self-determined, and this 

claim is bound to strike many as ambitious, even hopelessly so. A key contribution made 

by Hegel’s account of Ethical Life, then, is its illustration of how experienced reality 

might be conceptually self-determined (or, more precisely and more to the point, 

conceptually self-determining) without its being explicitly comprehended as such by 

those “on the ground” (among whom we might count the skeptic), as well as its providing 

an account that helps make the notion of a conceptually self-determining reality more 

concrete, more intuitive, and more easily identifiable with the experienced world (which, 

ideally, will go some of the way towards convincing, or at least allaying, the reservations 

of the skeptic). 

With these caveats in mind, we turn now to a consideration of the ways in which 

Hegel’s account of Ethical Life exhibits Reason qua conceptual self-determination as a 

concrete process, along with our direct experiential access to this process. 

Ethical Life as Actual Reason: Generalities  

In this first subsection, I describe some of the more general features of the Ethical Order 

which illustrate the themes described above; in the following subsection, I will describe 

some of the more specific ways in which the Ethical Order realizes these themes. 
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We can begin by noting how the Ethical Order exhibits a methodological shift 

echoing the one described in the previous section. The approach of the final stages of the 

chapter preceding Spirit, the Reason chapter (“final stages” here signifying the Gestalten

“Reason as Lawgiver” and “Reason as Testing Laws”) attempted to explain normativity 

and social experience by identifying its structuring principles in an abstract way. It aimed 

at first (a) to explicate duty in terms of laws that were supposedly immediately clear to it, 

in maxims such as “Everyone ought to speak the truth” and “Love thy neighbor as 

thyself,” maxims which are too naively blunt to precisely articulate the felt duty that 

Ethical consciousness is trying convey (PS 253-6), and then (b) to validate ethical 

dictates by submitting them to rational scrutiny, for example, by asking whether 

propositions such as “there should be property” (or its opposite, that there should not be 

property) are self-contradictory. Hegel claims that attempting to base our concrete 

practice on some rational formulation alone, i.e. on some supposedly purely intelligible 

principle from which all empirical considerations would be excluded, would not be 

feasible; to distance concrete ethical situations from the proposed principles would leave 

the latter underdetermined and would therefore fail to accomplish the desired end. Taking 

such an approach leads to a conception of ethical dictates that is impoverished and 

unsustainable. As an alternative, then, Hegel suggests that we begin with actual ethical 

practice. The implicit suggestion is that actual ethical practice is itself that which is 

already stable and unified. Trying to account for this stability and unity by appeal to 

something else just draws our focus and attention away from where it needs to be; 

instead, we should approach ongoing Ethical Life by taking it on its own terms and 

making it itself primary. As discussed above, Hegel believes that “explaining” 
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experienced reality cannot satisfactorily be accomplished by setting up “fundamental,” 

abstract objects or states-of-affairs; analogously, he argues in the turn from Reason to 

Spirit that “explaining” the normative social environment we find ourselves inhabiting 

cannot mean setting up abstract, formal (and nominally fundamental) principles in a way 

that would rob the experienced world of its primacy; rather, Hegel believes we must 

“explain” our world by accepting it as it presents itself, and tracing how all its features –

in this case, ethical dictates and normative consciousness – emerge from it and within it 

originally and organically. In Ethical Life, in contrast to the final stages of Reason, we 

have, to use Hegel’s words, a “stable equilibrium of all the parts,” in which each member 

is a “Spirit at home” in its role and finds satisfaction in its “equilibrium with the whole” 

(PS 275-8). 

Yet to say that we are not appealing to a beyond, and to say that Hegel demands 

on the unity of any account of the experienced world, is not to say that all the divisions 

within this unified whole are collapsed. Rather, the description Hegel hopes to generate is 

one wherein the individual characters and components making up the unified whole give 

that whole a structure and depth, while they themselves remain fundamentally 

interconnected within it and dependent upon it. Hegel’s vision is one where we have 

individual characters who retain their individuality and together compose a whole, yet at 

the same time, we cannot ever entirely understand the character of these individuals when 

we isolate them from this whole and from their relationships. Though the individual 

constituent members (or “moments”) have an independent standing, this independent 

standing occurs only within the context of this whole and can never be adequately 

understood in abstraction from it; this whole is therefore what is ontologically primary.
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But – and this is equally important, on Hegel’s view – this ontologically primary whole is 

seen to only be capable of self-determination on the basis of its determining its 

constituent members, so that they, in turn, can realize the determination of the whole 

through their “activities.”8

What the approach of the Ethical Order thus makes possible is an account that 

satisfies the conditions for completeness as identified above: it provides us with a wholly 

self-contained account, by approaching and characterizing the experienced world as an 

integrated, complex, self-supporting and self-determining entity. As Hegel writes: 

[Spirit] is the self of actual consciousness to which it stands opposed, or 
rather which it opposes to itself as an objective, actual world, but a 
world which has completely lost the meaning for the self of something 
alien to it, just as the self has completely lost the meaning of a being-
for-self separated from the world, whether dependent on it or not. 
Spirit, being the substance and the universal, self-identical, and abiding 
essence, is the unmoved solid ground and starting-point for the action 
of all, and it is their purpose and goal, the in-itself of every Self-
Consciousness expressed in thought. This substance [Spirit] is equally 
the universal work produced by the action of all and each as their unity 
and identity, for it is the being-for-self, the self, action. As substance, 
Spirit is unshaken righteous self-identity; but as being-for-self it is 
fragmented being, self-sacrificing and benevolent, in which each 
accomplishes his own work, rends asunder the universal being, and 
takes from it his own share. This resolving of the essence into 
individuals is precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is 
the movement and soul of substance and the resultant universal being. 
Just because it is a being that is resolved in the self, it is not a dead 
essence, but is actual and alive… Spirit is thus self-supporting, 
absolute, real being… (PS 263-4)

The Ethical Order, as an ontological model, therefore at least exhibits in a general way 

features that Hegel’s concept of Reason recommends: it is process-oriented, where Self

and World are not taken to stand in a relationship of “separation,” and where the whole of 

which Self and World are constituent parts is recognized to be self-sustaining and self-

determining. But, at this point, the Ethical Order’s status as an ontological model of 

                                                
8 Chapter Two of this dissertation was devoted, in large part, to argumentatively supporting and developing 
the details of the claims made in this and the preceding paragraph. 
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actual Reason is merely promissory: the question now before us is, how does Hegel aim 

to develop a model which views different forms as “identical” (non-“alien” and non-

“separate” in the language of the passage above, “identical” in the language of other 

passages) within Ethical Life as a prior ontological unity? Answering this question will 

allow us to see how Ethical Life fulfills the promise of Reason (in its various forms from 

the Differenzschrift to Objective Thought). 

To answer this question, take Self and World, two seemingly opposed entities 

mentioned in the passage just cited. What Hegel proposes in the Ethical Order, now, is 

that Self and World have recognizably distinct existences, but yet, the two are identical in 

the sense that character of each is inextricably bound to the other. The idea here can be 

made out if we recall what was argued in Chapters One and Three, that (in Hegel’s view) 

the implicitly logical or intelligible self-determining process an object undergoes is 

ontologically constitutive for it. In this way, it is coherent for Hegel to say both that two 

objects can be distinct and that they can be identical. A bud, a blossom, and a fruit are 

each different items; yet nonetheless they are not wholly separate things, but rather forms 

of a single entity. They are distinct forms that “blend” or “flow” into one another; they 

are not wholly distinct and isolatable but rather are different aspects of what is, at bottom, 

a single identical object.9 However, although these three are forms of this single 

underlying identical object, we cannot collapse or erase all differences between the 

different forms; these three retain their individual qualitative characters, that in virtue of 

which they are identifiable as separate, despite the fact that, at bottom, the existence of 

each cannot be extricated from the existences of the others. This is a fundamental aspect 
                                                
9 “Single” and “identical” in virtue of the unity of the self-determining process the object realizes; each 
form in isolation may be “single” in the sense that it is a discrete individual form, but any one form is 
ultimately incoherent in the absence of the context of the Life of the Whole. 
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of Hegel’s ontology, as we saw in Chapter One. Now, however, Hegel will claim that 

Self and World – indeed, all the characters of Ethical Life – stand in a similar 

relationship. Each has a recognizably individual character, yet these unique characters are 

not self-sufficient; they are what they are in virtue of the greater whole of which they are 

a part. In a way similar that in which the blossom “blends” into the bud, the Self “blends” 

into the World and vice versa.10 In Preface to the Phenomenology, Hegel asks us to not 

fixate on the individual forms a thing takes and to start understanding Being as the living 

process that expresses itself through these different forms11; the Ethical Order, then, is a 

sketch of how to see Self, World, and the other forms constituting Ethical Life in these 

terms, that is, as individual forms which express an underlying, original unity that is to be 

understood as an ongoing living process or movement, animating and sustaining its 

moments.

What allows Self and World to stand in such a relationship is that the two 

characters are contextualized by and understood on the basis of process. Self and World 

are different forms, different objects, to be sure; yet they are not disconnected, and this is 

the key point. In the Ethical Order, we are presented with a worldview in which 

individuals and Laws (i.e. Self and World) co-exist in such a way that each is what it is in 

virtue of its relation to its other. While Self and World occupy distinct locations, so to 
                                                
10 Not precisely the same – the bud-blossom blending is a temporal relationship in which the blossom 
supplants the bud. The relation of Self to World is, for Hegel, not temporal in this sense; both entities co-
exist in time. There is also not the same “supplanting”; Self and World coexist with each other, not in the 
place of one another. Still, the point remains the same: one cannot explain the bud or the blossom without 
reference to the “Life of the Whole” of which both are moments, and one cannot explain the Self or the 
World without reference to the greater whole of “Life,” the whole process in which these two figure as the 
two primary moments. More on “Life” below. 

11 “The living Substance is being which is in truth Subject, or, what is the same, is in truth actual only in so 
far as it is the movement of positing itself… it is the doubling which sets up opposition, and then again the 
negation of this indifferent diversity and of its antithesis [the immediate simplicity]. Only this self-restoring
sameness, of this reflection in otherness within itself – not an original or immediate unity as such – is the 
true…” (PS 10-11, brackets in original). 
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speak, there is no sharp line separating the individual and the Law; the two blend into or 

“become” one another, as moments of an unfolding process. The Laws, the “Ethical 

Substance,” mold consciousness: “laws are thoughts of its [self-consciousness’s] own 

absolute consciousness, thoughts which are immediately its own… By acknowledging the 

absoluteness of the right, I am within ethical substance; and this substance is thus the 

essence of self-consciousness…” (PS 261-2). Consciousness, meanwhile, by enacting 

Laws, maintains the stability of these Laws as the principles structuring the world: “the 

accomplished deed is the removal of the antithesis between the knowing self and the 

actuality confronting it… Doing directly expresses the unity of actuality and substance” 

(PS 283-4). The Ethical Order, then, is premised on a description of the ongoing process 

by which individuals and their meaningful world are each able to reproduce one another 

and are able to achieve an enduring, stable existence, but only through their other. Here, 

then, at a very basic level, we find Hegel articulating a relationship of Self to World 

wherein each is a separately recognizable entity, but it is still the case that these two 

entities are ontologically interdependent and co-exist as moments of what is, at bottom, a 

process of a prior whole’s self-determination.12

                                                
12 This relationship is developed in the Ethical Order in a number of other ways, as well. Some of these will 
be described in further detail later in this chapter. But one other is worth mentioning briefly here, in 
passing. This is that, in addition to the fact that Self and World qua individuals and Laws are, in their roles 
in the Ethical Order, only moments of a greater whole, Hegel also conceives of the two different Laws (and 
here, I mean the two sets of laws Hegel distinguishes in the Ethical Order, i.e. the Human Law and the 
Divine Law) as reflecting this relationship as well. The Human Law and the Divine Law each contain 
implicit references to their other, and depend on their other; Hegel writes that “Consideration of these 
differences [i.e. the qualitative characters of each Law] reveals the way in which they operate… their 
connection and transition into one another” (PS 272), and later writes that: “The difference of the sexes and 
their ethical content remains, however, in the unity of the substance, and its movement is just the constant 
becoming of that substance [emphasis added]. The husband is sent out by the Spirit of the family into the 
community in which he finds his self-conscious being. Just as the Family in this way possesses in the 
community its substance and enduring being, so, conversely, the community possesses in the Family the 
formal element of its actual existence, and in the divine law its power and authentication. Neither of the 
two is by itself absolutely valid; human law proceeds in its living process from the divine, the law valid on 
earth from that of the nether world, the conscious from the unconscious, mediation from immediacy – and 
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Another stark illustration of this modeling shift is the way in which Hegel finds a 

central role for the concept of “Fate” in Ethical Life.13 Hegel claims that the “truth” of the 

Ethical Order is “Fate,” writing: 

What there [in the first stage of the Ethical Order] appears as order and 
harmony of its two essences, each of which authenticates and 
completes the other, becomes through the deed a transition of opposites 
in which each proves itself to be the non-reality, rather than the 
authentication, of itself and the other. It becomes the negative 
movement, or the eternal necessity, of a dreadful fate which engulfs in 
the abyss of its single nature divine and human law alike, as well as the 
two self-consciousnesses in which these powers have their existence… 
(PS 279) 

Hegel’s description of Fate makes it clear that he is discussing what he takes to be an 

ontologically operative principle.14 If the “unities” characteristic of Ethical Life (e.g. Self 

and World, Human and Divine Law) were only coexistence, their “identity” with one 

another could have conceivably been cast as a logical tracing of one in the other. Yet 

Hegel would not find an exclusively abstract or intellectual identification satisfactory; if 

the ontological is (self-)determined logically or conceptually, then it must equally be the 

case that the logical or the conceptual determines itself ontologically. This is, again, to 

say that Hegel intends to establish a thoroughgoing unity of Thought and Being (or 

Subject and Object, etc.), in which the conception of Reason figures as an ontologically 

                                                                                                
equally returns from whence it came. The power of the nether world, on the other hand, has its actual 
existence on earth; through consciousness, it becomes existence and activity…” (PS 276).

13 G.H.R. Parkinson has suggested something like this. He has argued that the “cunning of Reason,” to use 
Hegel’s phrase, is to be understood as the “logic of history” as it plays out in the form of Ethical Life. See 
Parkinson 1989. 

14 As he writes later, describing the initiating moments of Fate: “The ethical consciousness is, qua self-
consciousness, in this opposition [of its own law to the entire situation] and as such it at once proceeds to 
force into subjection to the law which it accepts, the reality which is opposed to it, or else to outwit it… For 
self-consciousness, qua consciousness, the world of objective reality as such has an essential being; but 
according to its substance it is the unity of itself and this opposite; and ethical self-consciousness is the 
consciousness of that substance; therefore the object, in its opposition to the subject, has lost entirely the 
significance of having an essential being of its own… Against such one-sidedness, the actual world has a 
power of its own; it stands leagued with truth against consciousness, and itself shows the latter what truth 
is” (PS 280-1). Cf. PS 281- 284.   
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operative principle. The conceptual interconnectivity of the “opposite” characters must be 

reflected in their actual interplay for the identity of Thought and Being to be 

thoroughgoing (and, hence, for Hegel’s account to be consistent). The actual, dynamic, 

conceptually determined interplay of Self and World, now, is exactly what Hegel’s 

description of Fate in the Ethical Order points us to.15  Hegel does not here conceive of 

the “movement” of one Law into the other as some sort of logical tracing, something that 

can be done by a subject looking on but which is itself not an actual movement. Rather, 

Hegel means for us to conceive of the relation and integration between Self and World as 

a literal movement. Hegel here means to replace static, reflective accounts of the 

experienced world (the types represented by the final stages of the Reason chapter as well 

as those critiqued in the Natural Law essay) with a conception of the experienced world 

as a process (a “becoming,” a movement, an activity, etc.) of conceptual self-

determination. 

Finally, Hegel is clear that he intends Ethical Life to be understood as the site of 

this movement or process, the level at which it occurs. He writes that “the ground from 

which this movement [i.e. Fate] starts and on which it takes place is the ethical realm,” 

(PS 279) a claim which aligns with the earlier description of the Ethical Order (even if it 

replaces this in a Hegelian sublation) as that in which “Spirit, being the substance and the 

universal, self-identical, and abiding essence, is the unmoved solid ground and starting-

point for the action of all…” as well as Hegel’s description of the Ethical as the 

                                                
15 Once more, it is important to note that the conceptuality or logicality of this self-determination is 
implicit, but not yet apparent at this stage of Spirit. So while Fate may point us to the dynamic conceptually 
determined interplay of Self and World, it would not quite be accurate to say that Fate points us to the way 
in which this dynamic self-determining interplay of Self and World is conceptually determined. Further 
phenomenological – and, ultimately, for Hegel, metaphysical or philosophically idealist – investigation is 
required to bring the conceptuality of the self-determining to light. In fact, one could argue that this 
movement appears as Fate precisely because its conceptuality remains obscured. 
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“substance” which “is equally the universal work produced by the action of all and each 

as their unity and identity, for it is the being-for-self, the self, action… Spirit is thus self-

supporting, absolute, real being” (PS 264). Spirit, as the Ethical Order, may be first 

encountered by an existing individual as a “ground,” a standing state-of-affairs, but it is a 

ground that is constantly in the process of being produced and re-produced; it is only 

through this process of reproduction that it endures. Hegel signals this by writing that 

substance is “equally the universal work produced by the action of all” and by identifying 

Spirit with/as “being for self, the self, action.” Yet while this reproduction is “equally the 

universal work of all,” it is also equally “fate” as the “negative void” into which these 

individuals are all swept. 

Ethical Life as Actual Reason: Specifics

The foregoing has put us in a position to appreciate the ways in which Ethical Life 

reflects the characteristics of Hegel’s conception of Reason in more specific ways, as 

well.16 As I argued in the last chapter, a central component of Hegel’s conception of 

                                                
16 On a side note, superficially, it could be pointed out that the Ethical Order is the “truth” of “Reason” 
(here signifying the preceding chapter of the Phenomenology); the Ethical Order is thus what Reason (qua
immediate and problematically idealistic identification of Thought and Being) really unknowingly 
perceived. Hegel’s implication is that the Reason chapter presented a somewhat shallow understanding of 
the phenomenon of Reason, whereas the Ethical Order and what follows it will provide a fuller and more 
adequate account of how Reason actually operates. Hegel writes: “As immediate consciousness of the 
being that is in and for itself, as unity of consciousness and self-consciousness, Spirit is consciousness that 
has Reason; it is consciousness which, as the world ‘has’ indicates, has the object in a shape which is 
implicitly determined by Reason… Finally, when this Reason which Spirit has is intuited by Spirit as 
Reason that exists, or as Reason that is actual in Spirit and is its world, then Spirit exists in truth; it is Spirit, 
the ethical essence that has an actual existence” (PS 264-5). Here, we might also note a contrast Hegel 
introduces in the introduction to the Reason chapter, where he compares the idealism characteristic of the 
Reason chapter with “Actual” Reason: “This idealism [i.e. the character of the Reason Chapter]… asserts 
the abstract Notion of Reason to be the True; consequently, reality directly comes to be for it a reality that 
is just as much not that of Reason, while Reason is at the same time supposed to be all reality. This Reason 
remains a restless searching and in its very searching declares that the satisfaction of finding is a sheer 
impossibility. Actual Reason, however, is not so inconsistent as that; on the contrary, being at first only the 
certainty that it is all reality, it is aware in this Notion that qua certainty, qua ‘I’, it is not yet in truth reality, 
and it is impelled to raise its certainty to truth…” (PS 145). 
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Reason was the way in which Reason was understood to be an ontologically operative 

principle; Reason is identified not just with a mode of cognitively understanding the 

experienced world, but also with the intelligible framework that structures, animates, and 

stabilizes it. The notion of Reason therefore also represents a demand that we see the 

world in terms of self-supporting, self-determining, ideally structured entities. Again, as I 

argued in Chapter Four, Hegel expresses these points by identifying Reason with “Life” 

in the early writings, and with “Objective Thought” in the later ones. We are in a position 

to see, now, how Ethical Life exhibits the essential characteristics of these conceptions.17

In this section, then, I discuss how the Ethical Order illustrates what it might mean (1) for 

Reason, cast as “Life” in the Differenzschrift, to “set up oppositions” only to “reestablish 

its unity” out of this “fission,” and what it might mean (2) for Reason, cast as “Objective 

Thought” in the Encyclopedia, to indicate the unity of the subjective and the objective 

through a conception of immanent principles, in a way that allows us to recognize the 

experienced world as “our own.” 

* * *

Let us look first at how the Ethical Order realizes and illustrates Hegel’s early 

conception of Reason, as it appears in the Differenzschrift. We can begin by noting how 

“Life,” or the “living originality of spirit” which Hegel describes as the condition of 

philosophy in the Differenzschrift (that which Reason is meant to recover or to reveal to 

                                                
17 I have elected not to include an explicit discussion of the ways in which Ethical Life in the 
Phenomenology’s “Ethical Order” illustrates Hegel’s characterization of Reason in the Phenomenology’s 
Preface as “purposive activity.” I have done so for two reasons: first, I wanted to keep the length of this 
chapter down as much as I could, and, second and more to the point, the way in which Reason is 
“purposive activity” in the Ethical Order should be fairly clear throughout. To say that Reason is an 
ontologically operative principle is to say that Reason is purposive activity, and the foregoing discussions
of Custom and Fate can be pointed to as examples of how Ethical Life qua actual Reason exhibits these 
characteristics. 
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us as a “becoming” and “producing,” as much as a being and a product) is a prominent 

predicate within the Ethical Order as well.18 The concept of “Life” is emphasized 

throughout the introduction of the Ethical Order; consider where Hegel writes that “Spirit 

is the ethical life of a nation in so far as it is the immediate truth…” and that “the living 

ethical world is Spirit in its truth” (PS 265). Hegel makes this point most conspicuously 

when he characterizes the way in which Spirit, qua Ethical substance, has become 

simultaneously the ground and the end of individual activity: “This resolving of the 

essence into individuals is precisely the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the 

movement and soul of substance and the resultant universal being. Just because it is a 

being that is resolved in the self, it is not a dead essence, but is actual and alive

[emphasis added]” (PS 264).

The Ethical Order is characterized by its being “living,” by its being a “Life”; and 

“Life,” as Hegel explains in the Differenzschrift, “eternally forms itself by setting up 

oppositions” and “re-establishing” its own self out of its “deepest fission,” a process 

which is equated with the way Reason “suspends antitheses” and unifies the moments of 

opposition in a reestablished unity. The Ethical Order, now, illustrates this idea, by 

portraying the kind of vital logic which shows the world to be a “becoming” or 

“producing” as much as a product, and, like Life, by “setting up oppositions” and “re-

establishing itself” out of this “fission.” 

We find the Ethical Order instituting oppositions only to reestablish unity on two 

scales, one smaller and one larger. First, we see it on a smaller scale in the way Hegel 

discusses Custom. Here, we find that Life, understood as an individual finding herself in 

                                                
18 DF 89, quoted at length in Chapter Four.
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a world and acting, requires there to be moments of separation or opposition; that is, Life 

demands that there be spaces opened in the world, that there be room for things to 

develop and change. Consider how Hegel describes the concrete operations of Custom, of 

individuals upholding their Laws: “Substance, as the universal essence and End, stands 

over against the individualized reality; the infinite middle term is self-consciousness 

which, being the implicit unity of itself and substance, now becomes that unity explicitly 

and unites the universal essence and its individualized reality. The latter it raises to the 

former and acts ethically, the former it brings down to the latter and realizes the End, the 

substance which had an existence only in thought” (PS 266). It is true that we enter the 

Ethical Order when Self-Consciousness acknowledges the “absoluteness” of the right and 

identifies itself with its Law (and identifies its Law and its World); but this absoluteness 

presents itself as an obligation, as a duty, an on-going commitment to upholding a 

particular mode of Life, and not as a “truth” already installed in the concrete actuality of 

the experienced world. Instead, Life in the Ethical Order involves seeing at once two 

different levels to the world confronting us: it involves seeing both “the way things are” 

and “the way things should be,” and recognizing the difference between the two and the 

need to align them.19

We must be careful not to misunderstand what Hegel is suggesting when he 

suggests that there need to be “spaces opened up” in order for there to be room for 

development and change – or, ultimately, for there to be determination. Hegel does not 

                                                
19 In other works, too, Hegel seems to describe related situations in terms analogous to that of “two levels” 
above, as he does, for example, in the Philosophy of Right: “The laws of right are something laid down, 
something derived from human beings. It necessarily follows that our inner voice may either come into 
collision with them or concur with them. The human being does not stop at the existent, but claims to have 
within himself the confirmation or repudiation of what is accepted as valid…. Thus a conflict may arise 
between what is and what ought to be, between the right which has being in and for itself, which remains 
unaltered, and the arbitrary determination of what is supposed to be accepted as right” (PR 13). 
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mean to suggest that these spaces represent moments of indeterminacy, or times where 

the course of the determination of events is left “open” in the sense that there is no end 

towards whose realization events are tending or in the sense that an arbitrary and non-

conceptually determined form might install itself. On the one hand, it is true that the 

Ethical Order is a stage of “immediate” Spirit, and for this reason, the Speculative Logic 

which undergirds the conceptual self-determination of the whole is not yet, here at this 

stage, grasped; but, on the other hand, this does not imply that the openness represented 

by these “spaces” is a cessation in the process of conceptual self-determination, or that 

the conceptual self-determination of the whole is not occurring in a logically necessitated 

fashion. To the extent that the ethical dictates present (implicitly conceptually 

determined) determinate ends to be realized, and to the extent that certain attempts to 

realize particular ends result in frustration, as described in the dialectic of Fate (to be 

discussed below), the ongoing process of Life’s or the Ethical Order’s “opening spaces in 

the world” and bifurcating itself into two levels of “the way things are” and “the way 

things should be,” remains a conceptually determined exercise, constrained and 

constituted by logical necessity. 

The point of Hegel’s suggestion here is, instead, that the conceptual self-

determination of the whole – constrained and constituted by logical necessity though it is 

– does not appear as (and in fact is actually not) complete and ready-made at every 

particular given moment. Conceptual self-determination, for Hegel, is not properly 

understood when it taken to be an underlying, “celestial” structure; although conceptual 

self-determination logically necessitates what must come to pass, self-determination as  

an occurrence is not already accomplished, readymade and complete prior to the 
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experienced world’s actually being determined. Were it so, the “essence” and “truth” of 

the experienced world (being “static” and “accomplished”) would be “other than” the 

experienced world (being dynamic and constantly undergoing determination), and this 

would contradict Hegel’s method. Instead, therefore, conceptual self-determination must 

be (and be seen as) a concrete process occurring in real-time, in the midst of the 

experienced world. The Ethical Order, now, provides a vision of this process in its 

operation: The Ethical Act dictated by the Law is determined (implicitly conceptually 

self-determined, to be precise), it is an “essence,” and thus it must necessarily be identical 

with actual existence; nevertheless, at the moment we experience the Ethical, it is an End 

not yet accomplished, and it falls to Ethical Self-Consciousness to enact this “universal 

essence” and make it actual. Here, then, at the foundation of the Ethical Order, Hegel 

offers us a vision of what it might mean for Ethical Life to be “actual Reason,” where 

“Reason” is cast as “Life” determining itself by “setting up oppositions” and 

reestablishing its unified self out of these: the experienced world is taken to be 

conceptually self-determining, but if the experienced world is to be conceptually self-

determining, then conceptual self-determination must occur as a concrete process in real-

time; a condition of the possibility of the whole’s self-determination occurring as a 

process in real-time (that is, a condition of possibility of determination actually 

occurring), now, is that “spaces” such as the ones described by the Ethical Order appear; 

through (and only through) its bifurcating into two levels, one of “the way things are” and 

one of “the way things should be,” can conceptual self-determination as a concrete 

process occur, as these two levels emerge as “separate,” and subsequently are realigned. 
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This idea of a whole’s self-determination occurring through its bifurcation into 

two levels (and subsequently realigning itself) – or, stated in the terms of the 

Differenzschrift, the process of “Life” “setting up oppositions” and “re-establishing” 

itself through the unification of these – is in fact a recurring theme of the Ethical Order, 

as can be seen in several prominent passages where Hegel describes Ethical Life. 

Consider how Hegel writes that “this resolving of the essence into individuals is precisely 

the moment of the action and the self of all; it is the movement and soul of substance and 

the resultant universal being” (PS 264). In order for a course of events to ensue (in order 

for “essence to be realized”), there must be a difference between “how things are” and 

“how they should be”; distinct obligations must be allotted to particular individuals, and a 

need for re-alignment posited, in order for there to be self-determination as a concrete 

process. Without this “resolving of the essence into individuals,” there would be only a 

single, static, monolithic state – certainly not what we call Life, not dynamic reality. But 

with such a vision, we also gain a view of what Hegel might mean by characterizing “the 

true” as “Subject… the spontaneous becoming of itself” (PS 11) in the language of the 

Preface to the Phenomenology, or “a producing,” in the language of the Differenzschrift. 

The totality, the ultimate truth of the situation, is not the world prior to human 

intervention, not some single picture of how things “really” are. Rather, the truth of the 

situation is “spiritual,” it is the “movement and soul of substance,” the “rending asunder” 

which is “resolved” into the “work” and activity that make up Life (PS 264). In other 

words, fundamental to Life itself is the fact that the world is not a monolithic state-of-

affairs or “way things are,” but exists as the ongoing dialectic between the way things are 

and the way they should be, a dialectical, dynamic process which unfolds in the activity 
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of individuals and their involvement with the things surrounding them. We should not 

forget that Hegel believes this dynamic, dialectical process is conceptually determined, 

which is to say that it is undergirded by a system of Speculative Logic; but, it is equally 

important, as Hegel emphasizes here, that we should not forget that this Speculative 

Logic must occur as the concrete process of the experienced world’s self-determination, 

that it must be a “vital” logic.  

Hegel illustrates the same principle of a bifurcation into two levels, of Life 

“setting up oppositions” and “re-establishing them,” again later, this time on a larger 

scale, in his conception of “Fate.”20 In Fate, what we find is an account of the way the 

action of an individual (an action that is demanded/elicited by individual’s Law) sets in 

motion a course of events that unsettles the status-quo, and thus elicits further actions and 

events in the need to reestablish balance.21 Hegel describes this process in the following 

terms. First, the individual, imbued with a sense of duty and obligation, feels the 

compulsion to make the world “match” (or align with) the individual’s Law.22 This leads 

the individual to naively believe that he/she knows how things “should be” – the 

                                                
20 Charles Taylor has also noted that the idea of Fate plays an important ontological role in Hegel’s 
understanding (or at least did so at one point of his philosophical development). According to Taylor, Fate 
was envisioned by the younger, pre-Phenomenology Hegel as a concept and a phenomenon in which we 
might overcome the alienation we experience by essentially absolving ourselves of our otherness to the 
world. See Taylor 1975, 61-65, 79-87.  

21 “The way in which the antithesis is constituted in this ethical realm [i.e. the first stage of the Ethical 
Order] is such that self-consciousness has not yet received its due as a particular individuality… This
particular individual counts only as a shadowy unreality. As yet, no deed has been committed; but the deed 
is the actual self. It disturbs the peaceful organization and movement of the ethical world. What there 
appears as order and harmony of its two essences, each of which authenticates and completes the other, 
becomes through the deed a transition of opposites in which each proves itself to be the non-reality, rather 
than the authentication, of itself and the other. It becomes the negative movement, or the eternal necessity, 
of a dreadful fate which engulf in the abyss of its single nature divine and human law alike, as well as the 
two self-consciousnesses in which these powers have their existence…” (PS 279). 

22 Again, PS 280: “The ethical consciousness is, qua self-consciousness, in this opposition [of its own law 
to the entire situation] and as such it at once proceeds to force into subjection to the law which it accepts, 
the reality which is opposed to it, or else to outwit it…”
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individual here asserts his/her own vision as truth, now denying the World of its “right.” 

Not surprisingly, against this attempt of the individual to impose her view on the World, 

the World counterthrusts: “against such one-sidedness, the actual world has a power of its 

own; it stands leagued with truth against consciousness, and itself shows the latter what 

truth is” (PS 281). Hegel’s primary illustration of this situation is Antigone: Antigone is 

faced with a situation in which she must fulfill her obligation to her dead brother, i.e. she 

must enact the Law with which she is charged, as this is what she knows to be “right.” 

Doing this, however, means disobeying Creon (or, to be more precise, disobeying the 

Law of which Creon is the representative), and thereby Antigone’s act is a violation of 

the state, one which leads to Creon ordering Antigone’s death. But, in Creon’s ordering 

Antigone’s death – a “Lawful” action of Creon’s which itself seems required, from his 

vantage point – Creon enacts a similarly “one-sided” imposition and assertion of his 

particular onto the world. Thus Creon too, in turn, is punished.23 The actions of both 

Creon and Antigone, along with the chain of events that is set in motion by these, then, 

concretely illustrate Hegel’s characterization of Fate as “the negative movement, or the 

eternal necessity… which engulf in the abyss of its single nature divine and human law 

alike…” (PS 279).

In this description, we see that Fate too illustrates “Life” in its concrete process of 

self-determination, just as we saw earlier with respect to Custom. An opening, a “space,” 

                                                
23 “Since it sees right only on one side and wrong on the other, that consciousness which belongs to the 
divine law sees in the other side only the violence of human caprice, while that which holds to human law 
sees in the other only the self-will and disobedience of the individual who insists on being his own 
authority. For the commands of government have a universal, public meaning open to the light of day; the 
will of the other law, however, is locked up in the darkness of the nether regions, and in its outer existence 
manifests as the will of an isolated individual which, as contradicting the first, is wanton outrage… But the 
two laws being linked in essence, the fulfillment of the one evokes the other and – the deed having made it 
so – calls it forth as a violated and now hostile entity demanding revenge…” (PS 280-3). 
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is created in the World by an event (in Antigone’s case, by the death of Polyneices; in 

Creon’s case, the violation of his edict). The gap thus opened will call for a resolution of 

some sort (the burial of Polyneices; ordering Antigone’s death). But the individual’s 

attempted resolution is not necessarily the end of the story – in fact, this action taken by 

the individual will itself cause a subsequent “opening” calling for reconciliation, and in 

this process, the individual finds herself enveloped in a greater whole unfolding in and 

around her. Thus, Antigone attempts to achieve reconciliation by burying Polyneices, but 

doing so is an imposition of her ethos onto the situation, and as such, is “one-sided”; we 

find this in the way that her action violates the civil Law and Creon’s authority, which 

causes Creon to imposes his own sense of the “way things should be” by ordering 

Antigone’s death (a similarly “one-sided” imposition of an ethos upon the World).  

Balance is not restored by Antigone’s act, but rather, Antigone’s act, as an event, creates 

a new opening, a new opposition in need of reconciliation. Balance is only restored at the 

end, once everyone has felt the consequences, and this includes the death of Antigone and 

the punishment of Creon.24 Hegel’s description of Fate is therefore (among other things) 

a grand demonstration of the way in which the experienced world itself exhibits two 

“levels,” their bifurcation, and their subsequent realignment – and Fate shows us that, for 

Hegel, this process is not a series of one-time events, but instead a complex whole of 

ongoing development and determination. Furthermore, in the case of Fate, these levels 

are shown to be aspects of the World itself; it is not the case that they could only be 

                                                
24 “The ethical consciousness must, on account of this actuality and on account of its deed, acknowledge its 
opposite as its own actuality, must acknowledge its guilt. ‘Because we suffer we acknowledge we have 
erred’ [quoting Antigone, 926]. With this acknowledgment there is no longer any conflict between ethical 
purpose and actuality; it signifies the return to an ethical frame of mind, which knows that nothing counts 
but right. But the doer thereby surrenders his own character and the reality of his self, and has been 
ruined…” (PS 284).
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aspects of an individual’s awareness of the World, as perhaps they were for Custom. The 

World alters and readjusts itself, so to speak; and this “readjustment” is a real, occurring 

process; it is a “movement” that is animated by individuals taking actions, thereby setting 

off and being swept up into the chain reactions that these actions cause. Once more, 

Hegel is presenting us with a view of Life, a “living world,” “eternally forming itself” in 

a way that involves the positing of “oppositions” and their subsequent reconciliation back 

into the whole, the “re-establishing” itself “out of its deepest fission.”

In connection with both Custom and Fate, Hegel’s account of Ethical Life as the 

concrete process of conceptual self-determination illustrates “Life,” as this is described in 

association with Reason in the Differenzschrift: in Ethical Life, the experienced world 

self-determines by bifurcating itself into two levels (“setting up oppositions”) only to 

then realign or “reestablish” itself as a unity out of these “fissions.” Ethical Life thus 

shows us how Reason might be thought of as “vital” logic: to put the point bluntly, what 

Ethical Life allows us to see is that the messy, concrete day-to-day of the experienced 

social world (Custom as enacting norms, Fate as the unfolding of events) is Reason as an 

ontologically operative principle. And, by the same token, we are shown that the process 

of the experienced world’s self-determination, this process of Reason as an ontologically 

operative principle associated with the way in which Life sets up oppositions and 

subsequently reunifies, etc., all of this is not as mysterious as it may initially sound: it is 

as mundane and as recognizable as the experience of being conditioned by one’s World 

to act in a certain way, a way which ensures the continued existence and stability of those 

same conditioning institutions and practices; it is no more obscure than the lives we lead 

and the lives of the institutions which surround us. In even more basic and colloquial 
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terms, it is our impulses, motivations, successes, and failures in our attempts to realize 

our projects, the logic of the lives we lead in our shared world. 

* * *

What I aim to describe in this section (above and below) is the way in which 

Hegel’s account of Ethical Life illustrates Reason in its capacity as an ontologically 

operative principle. To this point, I have discussed how Ethical Life could be understood 

as actual Reason in the way that it operates analogously to “Life,” that is, by setting up 

oppositions and reestablishing unity. But what about those features that Hegel would 

associate with Reason in his later writings, where Reason is identified with “Objective 

Thought”? Is it possible to draw out parallels between Objective Thought and Ethical 

Life as actual Reason? I argue that it is: the idea of Objective Thought indicates an 

intelligible framework which animates and structures the experienced world; Ethical Life, 

meanwhile, is as a moment of our immanent experiential contact with and access to this 

intelligible framework in the moment of its actually doing the work of structuring and 

animating. 

In Chapter Four, I noted the parallels between Hegel’s conception of Reason and 

his conception of Objective Thought. The notion of Reason indicates that the distinction 

between the subjective and the objective “vanishes” in the fundamental categories of the 

experienced world, or in the “vital” logic of the world’s conceptual self-determination, 

once it is recognized that intelligibility and experience are (ontologically and 

methodologically) inextricable, or that intelligibility is an ontologically basic or 

fundamental form; Objective Thought, now, expresses this conception in a novel way, 

identifying it as/with the framework of intelligibility which immanently structures, 
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animates, and stabilizes the experienced world.25 As such, we cannot take Objective 

Thought to be “representational” (in the way that thoughts in general are taken to be 

mental representations separate from their objects), for if we did – even if it were 

accepted that Objective Thought “matched” the essence of things, or even if the “content” 

of Objective Thought were recognized to be “True” – Objective Thought would then be 

at most something like a static essence “beneath” or somehow other than the immediate 

experienced world. One of the basic points of the notion of Objection Thought (and of 

Reason, in general) is that such thoughts are “true” because of the ideal (or intelligible) 

ontological structure of the objects and world these Objective Thoughts purportedly 

relate to. Reason and Objective Thought are ways of indicating that the “truth” of things 

is located within – or, more precisely, is identifiable with – the experienced world. Hegel 

writes: “If we identify the Idea with thought, thought must not be taken in the sense of a 

method or form, but in the sense of the self-developing totality of its laws and peculiar 

forms” (EL 25/§19, emphasis added).

It is with this recognition that it becomes clear that there is a connection to be 

made between the Ethical Order and the concept of Objective Thought. Hegel tells us that 

Thought must be understood as the “self-developing totality of its laws and peculiar 

forms,” and that it is only in this form that it is adequate to constituting the “essential 

reality of things.”26 We do not have to look deeply into the Ethical Order to see that it is a 

“self-developing totality” of laws and forms, and that the whole is cast such that it is 

                                                
25 See EL 37/§24-24z for Hegel’s account of Objective Thought vis-à-vis Reason; some of the relevant 
passages were cited in Chapter Four, Section 3c and fn. 44.  

26 “Logic therefore coincides with Metaphysics, the science of things set and held in thoughts – thoughts 
accredited able to express the essential reality of things” (EL 36/§24). The “it” in “the totality of its laws 
and peculiar forms” must therefore be taken to indicate Being as well as Thought, or “objectively” 
appearing reality in addition to the “subjective” forms of thought, while “its” “laws and particular forms” 
indicate the recognition of Being as having a “subjectively” intelligible form. 
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understood to be a living expression of these laws and forms. Consider how Hegel 

initially characterizes the Ethical Order in the following terms: “[The law] is grounded 

not in the will of a particular individual, but is valid in and for itself; it is the absolute 

pure will of all which has the form of immediate being. Also, it is not a commandment, 

which only ought to be: it is and is valid; it is the universal ‘I’ of the category, the ‘I’ 

which is immediately a reality, and the world is only this reality” (PS 261).27 Recall also 

another one of the passages quoted earlier, where Hegel claims that “Doing directly 

expresses the unity of actuality and substance; it declares that actuality is not an accident 

of essence, but that, in union with essence, it is not granted to any right that is not a true 

right” (PS 284). The Ethical Order is a picture of the world wherein the world is 

understood as laws made immediate reality, and thus a model of what “Objective 

Thoughts” would be. 

Ethical Life is thus actual Reason qua Objective Thought, in that the Ethical 

Order describes a vision of principles made concrete reality, thereby illustrating what it 

means for the opposition between subjective and objective to vanish, and what it means 

for “Reason to be the soul of the world it inhabits, its immanent principle” (EL 37/§24z). 

The notion of Objective Thought indicates a way to conceive of the conceptual self-

determination of the experienced world, namely, as a framework of intelligibility that is 

taken to structure, animate, and stabilize the experienced world, thereby allowing the 

experienced world to be self-supporting and self-determining; the Ethical Order, 

                                                
27 Cf. PR 21: “This treatise, therefore, in so far as it deals with political science, shall be nothing other than 
an attempt to comprehend and portray the state as an inherently rational entity. As a philosophical 
composition, it must distance itself as far as possible from the obligation to construct a state as it ought to 
be; such instruction as it may contain cannot be aimed at instructing the state on how it ought to be, but 
rather at showing how the state, as the ethical universe, should be recognized. Hic Rhodus, hic saltus. To 
comprehend what is is the task of philosophy, for what is is reason.”  
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meanwhile, is a snapshot picture of this process in the midst of its occurring, from the 

perspective of an individual embedded within it.

Recognizing that Ethical Life illustrates Objective Thought allows us to further 

recognize how Hegel hopes to fulfill the ambitions of his ontology and his method. First, 

we can see that the idea of Objective Thought is not as obscure as it might initially seem: 

the concept means to highlight the way in which the course of events occurs according to, 

or as determined by, principles. The notion of Objective Thought now asks us to view the 

idea of “events occurring according to principles” from the other side, thereby coming to 

see the experienced world as principles made reality, or as “ideal laws” “realized.” The 

Ethical Order, meanwhile, is just this: it is a world of principles made reality, a world to 

be understood by reference to, as Hegel puts it in the Encyclopedia Logic, “What a thing 

is: i.e. its content,” that which is “no more objective than subjective” because “the main 

point is not, that they [individual objects] are, but what they are…” (EL 70/§42z).28 The 

content of an Ethical Law determines the activity and character of individuals, and by 

extension the shape of the course of events. Here, the difference between objectivity and 

subjectivity is suspended because both are involved in (and required for) the unfolding of 

events: the whole is as much subjective, because it is based in ideal laws or principles, as 

it is objective, because these laws or principles are actualized, are determinative of 

concrete reality. The whole is this entire subjective-objective self-determining situation; 

Objective Thought and the experienced world as given in Ethical Life are the same, an 

identical item seen from two different sides. 

                                                
28 See also Chapter Four, fn. 47. 
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Second, we can note how the vantage point described in the Ethical Order –

namely, the presentation of the intelligible principles structuring the experienced world’s 

conceptual self-determination from the perspective of an individual embedded within this 

process – makes it clearer how a model based a conception of Objective Thought could 

allow for us to recognize our world as “ours.” The Ethical Order describes Ethical Life 

from the perspective of an adherent of a Law. The world of the Ethical Order, again, is 

not “alien” to Ethical Consciousness; Ethical Consciousness identifies itself with its Law, 

and is directly involved in its Law becoming actualized.29 When it is recognized that the 

Laws of the Ethical Order fulfill the same function as the “immanent principle” of 

Reason qua Objective Thought, suddenly, we become able to see how it might be that our 

“rational” ontological model might not just be intellectually identifiable with the 

experienced world.30 If we identify with our Ethical Laws and see ourselves participating 

in these Laws’ actualizations, and if these Laws are an instance of the immanent 

principles which the notion of Objective Thought describes, then we recognize – we see, 

we directly experience – that the experienced world is Objective Thought in the process 

of its operation. 

To appreciate in detail how the Ethical Order aims to realize this goal, we should 

recall the discussion of method in the first section of this chapter. In that earlier 

discussion, it was suggested that, on Hegel’s view, we reach the “end of inquiry” not just 

                                                
29 “Since this existent law is valid unconditionally, the obedience of self-consciousness is not the serving of 
a master whose commands were arbitrary, and in which it would not recognize itself. On the contrary, laws 
are the thoughts of its own absolute consciousness, thoughts which are immediately its own” (PS 261); 
“[Spirit] is the self of actual consciousness to which it stands opposed, or rather which it opposes to itself as 
an objective, actual world, but a world which has completely lost the meaning for the self of something 
alien to it, just as the self has completely lost the meaning of a being-for-self separated from the world, 
whether dependent on it or not” (PS 263-4).   

30 “Intellectually identifiable” meaning something like recognizing the identity between the model and the 
world in a distanced, reflective way only. See fn. 33 below. 
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when we discover some standing state-of-affairs, e.g. a set of universal laws that describe 

the behavior of objects, but only when this posited state-of-affairs is self-explanatory,31

that is, only when it is based on a notion of process such that these universal laws all fit 

together and render a picture of an integrated, internally consistent, self-supporting and 

self-determining, deeply rich and complex whole.32 A model that only tells us that such-

and-such is the case cannot ultimately satisfy our knowledge-demands, whereas a model 

that tells us both that such-and-such is the case and simultaneously (on the basis of the 

posited state-of-affairs alone) why this particular state-of-affair obtains and why it has the 

character it has, can potentially satisfy. Now, however, we can add an additional caveat to 

this methodological demand: the latter account (the process-oriented, not-only-“what”-

                                                
31 “Self-explanatory” in the literal, technical sense, i.e. that which discloses and justifies every part of itself 
with no needed reference outside of itself; this is to be distinguished from “self-explanatory” in the 
colloquial sense of (something like) “so clear, user-friendly, or intuitive that it requires no additional 
explanation.” 

32 There is a connection to be made here with Hegel’s identification of “knowing,” “truth,” and “certainty.” 
See, e.g., SL 49: “Absolute knowing is the truth of every mode of consciousness because, as the course of 
the Phenomenology showed, it is only in absolute knowing that the separation of the object from the 
certainty of itself is completely eliminated: truth is now equated with certainty and this certainty with 
truth.” There is no “bottom” to find when we conduct an ontological study; we will not come to the end of 
questioning “what things are” by finding the ultimate material constituent of reality. Again, the question is 
not ultimately so much “what exists” as it is “what is the nature of those things that exist” or “how did 
things come to be this way.” And the answer to these questions can only take the form of a coherent and 
internally-consistent (we ought even to say “self-explaining”) system. The end has been reached when we 
satisfy our (otherwise insatiable) desire to know – when we have reached “certainty.” See PS 263: “Reason 
is Spirit when its certainty of being all reality has been raised to truth, and it is conscious of itself as its own 
world, and of the world as itself.” Also, see PS 485: [The last shape of Spirit, Absolute Knowing] is Spirit 
that knows itself in the shape of Spirit, or a comprehensive knowing [in terms of the Notion (brackets in 
original)]. Truth is not only in itself completely identical with certainty, but it also has the shape of self-
certainty, or it is in its existence in the form of self-knowledge. Truth is the content, which in religion is 
still not identical with certainty. But this identity is now a fact, in that the content has received the shape of 
the Self. As a result, that which is the very essence, viz. the Notion, has become the element of existence, 
or has become the form of objectivity for consciousness. Spirit, manifesting or appearing in consciousness 
in this element, or what is the same thing, produced in it by consciousness, is Science.” As a number of 
scholars have noted, though, to speak of “certainty” is not to speak of satisfaction or resoluteness per se; 
“certainty” is something that must be honestly tested, reflected upon, and measured up against experience. 
Our conceptions will not be true because we are certain of them (in the sense that we have decided upon 
them and will not be dissuaded); rather, we are certain of them because they have been scrutinized and have 
shown themselves to be adequate, so much so that they have pacified our otherwise restless “thought.” See, 
e.g., Westphal 1988. 
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but-also-“why” account) cannot be offered as an “external” model of the system. 

Understanding cannot be exclusively intellectual if a genuine understanding is marked by 

a thoroughgoing reconciliation of Thought and Being. Rather, a genuinely fundamental 

(i.e. a “rational” or “scientific-philosophical”) understanding will affect a shift whereby 

we recognize intuitively the objects of our understanding within – or rather as – the 

experienced world itself.33

This is the challenging standard Hegel believes emerges in the wake of his 

critique of our commonsense ontological and methodological default assumptions: the 

achievement of having developed a totalistic, all-inclusive view of our world is our 

coming to identify the processes we have disclosed with the objects themselves, with the 

                                                
33 “Recognize intuitively,” as opposed to “intellectually identify, in a distanced, reflective way.” A 
metaphor might help to clarify the distinction. Imagine yourself a college student in biology, doing a lab 
dissection of a frog. With the aid of your textbook and lecture notes, you have identified each of the organs, 
mapped out the circulatory system, the respiratory system, the digestive system, etc. Now, the knowing of 
the various parts of the dissected frog in a situation like this is what I have in mind with the term 
“intellectual identification.” In some form, you understand that this is the heart, these are the lungs, those 
are the intestines, and so on. But this mode of understanding is somewhat tenuous, or anyway, it is 
mediated and conditioned (to a significant extant) by having a structure of information supplied, which is 
meant to be applied to the specimen. Perhaps you understand how the frog’s physiology is supposed to 
work, based on the diagrams and descriptions provided in your book and in class; perhaps you see, in the 
dissected frog, how each of the various internal systems are arranged. Still, your knowledge of the frog and 
its internal workings is “mapped onto” the specimen, more than it is deeply understood (or, at any rate, it is 
conceivable that it might be, for the purposes of describing the distinction here). But now, imagine yourself 
a senior biologist, one who has spent years, decades even, on the study of frogs (and other fresh-water 
amphibians, but mostly frogs; we all have to specialize, after all). Now, a radically new species of frog is 
discovered, or else perhaps an amphibian so remarkable that we are not even sure if we should classify it as 
a frog. As someone who has studied the ins and outs of frogs (pun intended) for a lifetime, you are called in 
to study the specimen. It is certainly unique; you’ve never seen one of these before. But it is not so 
extraordinary that you do not recognize the same basic patterns. The basic patterns are arranged in a way 
you are not sure you have ever seen before; but still, this here, you can clearly tell, is the heart, and look 
how interestingly it is situated with respect to the lungs (but those are clearly the lungs – see how they are 
linked up with both the esophagus and the abdominal muscle?). Oh, and these intestines seem much more 
robust than others you’ve seen – but that only makes sense, considering what the diet of this specimen must 
be. Now, such a mode of understanding is much more akin to what I want to call “recognizing intuitively.” 
In such a case as this, it is not simply the case that you “understand,” as our student above might, that, for 
example, this is a lung, and that the lung plays a certain role in respiration. Rather, you “see” this as the 
lung, you “see” how the respiratory system of this specimen, unique though it might be, would function. In 
this case, knowledge/information is not mapped on, externally, to the specimen before you; instead, the 
knowledge/information at your disposal allows you to understand and recognize in a deep, organized 
fashion what the nature of the specimen before you is.  
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world’s unfolding around us. Once it is recognized that Ethical Life describes a direct 

experiential access to the process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-

determination, we should, in principle, become able to identify this description with our 

own experience. Hegel’s account of Ethical Life is, among other things, a description of 

our experienced “ethical” lives, the shared normative social reality of which we all have 

lived experience. Now, to the extent that Hegel explicates this “ethical” experience as a 

situation of “principles made reality” or conceptual self-determination, we should be able 

to trace the same features and observations in our own lived reality, and to begin – in 

principle, at least – to see conceptual self-determination occurring within our experienced 

world. 

To put the point bluntly: part of what Hegel is doing by characterizing Ethical 

Life as actual Reason is pointing out to us where conceptual self-determination can be 

glimpsed or observed in our lived, normative, social experience. Now, once again, 

Ethical Life is not a comprehension (but an apprehension) of Absolute Spirit, and so 

Ethical Life does not affect the same kind of stable, enduring identification or 

reconciliation that Hegel believes Reason qua Objective Thought (as a developed system) 

is capable of providing. Nevertheless, Ethical Life is an “immediate” experience of Spirit, 

and as such, it shows us how such a identification might be possible: to the extent that 

Ethical Life is our moment of immanence with the Laws themselves, it is a crucial –

perhaps even the basic – entry point we have to this totalistic system.

At this point, however, we may face an objection: it may be true that Ethical Life 

is a moment of immanence to Laws, and it may also be true that these Laws share some 

sort of affinity with the notion of an “immanent principle” in Hegel’s conception of 
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Reason qua Objective Thought. But does it then follow that Ethical Life is an entry point 

into, and an intuition of, the totalistic system? Might it not be the case that Ethical 

Consciousness’s intuition of its Laws is simply a local phenomenon, rather than an access 

granted to the “Objective Thought” system of conceptual self-determination as a whole? 

Or, this objection might be put another way: have I not equivocated on two senses of the 

term “law,” namely, on “law” in the sense associated with the natural sciences, as 

something like observable, verifiable relationships holding between various entities 

(presumably what Hegel has in mind when Reason is cast as being “in the world”), and 

“law” in the sense used in the Ethical Order, meaning something like “ethos,” something 

between personality and social norms? The notion of Objective Thought supposedly 

indicates the way in which the entire experienced world is structured by intelligible 

principles; and the “entire experienced world” includes nature as much as society, after 

all. How, then, does the Ethical Order, as a model of Self-World mutual-constitution 

concerning primarily Law, Custom, and Fate, come to disclose the operations of 

Objective Thought, as the process by which the entire experienced world conceptually 

self-determines? 

My response to this objection begins by pointing out that, for Hegel, natural laws 

and social laws are more structurally similar than we might realize.34 For all of Hegel’s 

celebration of human thought and freedom, it is not the case, on his view, that natural 

laws are objective and ironclad, whereas social/human laws are subjective, soft, or 

mutable. In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel explicitly criticizes the view that would 

                                                
34 I call these “social laws” rather than “human laws” because of Hegel’s technical use of the term “human 
law”; but the idea is meant to denote the laws that determine human behavior (including human thought, 
human activity, etc.). 
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distinguish natural and social/human laws along these lines.35 Instead, Hegel argues, we 

must accept that both natural laws and social laws contain both subjective and objective 

elements. Natural laws are objective, in that they are determined independent of human 

thought and direct the course of “objective” nature, but they are nevertheless subjective, 

in that, as laws (and therefore as themselves not sensibly intuitable or not present as 

concrete determinate appearances), they are ideal, intelligible entities.36 Social laws, 

meanwhile, are subjective, in that they concern the ordering principles of human society 

and human behavior, and are open to our conscious awareness of them (as well as our 

being open to their influence, e.g., on our actions, our social institutions, and reasons for 

accepting these); but they are also nevertheless objective, in that they determine us in 

ways that are not at our whim. As Hegel writes: 

There are some who look upon laws as an evil and a profanity, and who 
regard governing and being governed from natural love, heredity 
divinity or nobility, by faith and trust, as the genuine order of life, 
while the reign of law is held an order of corruption and injustice. 
These people forget that the stars – and the cattle, too – are governed 
and well governed too by laws; – laws, however, which are only 
internally in these objects, not for them, not as laws set to them –
whereas it is man’s privilege to know his law. They forget therefore that 
he can truly obey only such known law – even as his law can only be a 
just law, as it is a known law… (EM 259-60/§529) 

Although Hegel is here concerned more properly with establishing the validity of Law 

(“Law” in the sense of established legal codes), his statements clearly demonstrate that he 

equates social laws and natural laws in a way that I believe most of us would readily 

accept: just like everything else in the universe, our activity is determined by and subject 

                                                
35 Cf. PR 12-15. Parts of Hegel’s critique here were cited in Chapter Four, Section Two. 

36 See, for example, EL 34/§21z: “This universal which cannot be apprehended by the senses counts as the 
true and essential… The universal does not exist externally to the outward eye as a universal. The kind as 
kind cannot be perceived: the laws of the celestial motions are not written on the sky. The universal is 
neither seen nor heard, its existence is only for the mind. Religion leads us to a universal, which embraces 
all else within itself, to an Absolute by which all else is brought into being: and this Absolute is an object 
not of the senses but of the mind and of thought.”
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to laws, laws that are not at our whim. But once again, we find Hegel turning an 

uncontroversial premise into a challenging ontological implication: Hegel reminds us that 

although we are unique in our ability to “know” our law, nevertheless, the fact that like 

all other existing entities we are determined and constrained by universal laws implies 

that it is a misnomer that there is an absolute difference in kind between natural and 

social laws (even while it may be true that there may still be significant differences 

between the two). It may be true that humans are unique in our ability to have awareness 

of, and thus to orient ourselves differently to, our laws; it may be true that social laws 

might become “for themselves,” in a way that natural laws cannot. Nevertheless, “in 

themselves,” natural laws and social laws are much more similar than we might realize. 

I do not wish to understate the differences between natural and social laws: the 

fact that we can come to know our laws, that these laws might become “for themselves,” 

makes it true that these laws are qualitatively distinct from natural laws. While our ability 

to think does not automatically allow us to buck the processes of natural, causal 

determination, as these determine even our activity, it is nevertheless true that we can 

subjectively “abstract” from the immediately given. As above with respect to the two 

ontological levels of Ethical Life, our ability to abstract opens up space for phenomena to 

determine differently. Thus, the course of human history has an evolution one does not 

find in the “natural” world; thus, human beings are able to install a “second nature” of 

culture and education over our natural constitution.37 Our ability to think and to make our 

                                                
37 See, for example, the opening of the Ethical Life section of the Philosophy of Right: “… it is in ethical 
being that self-consicousness has its motivating end and a foundation which has being in and for itself. 
Ethical life is accordingly the concept of freedom which has become the existing [vorhandenen] world and 
the nature of self-consciousness” (PR 189/§142, brackets in original)… “But if it is simply identical with 
the actuality of individuals, the ethical [das Sittliche], as their general mode of behavior, appears as custom
[Sitte]; and the habit of the ethical appears as a second nature which takes the place of the original and 
purely natural will and is the all-pervading soul, significance, and actuality of individual existence 
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situation “for ourselves” allows the possibility for freedom in a way that non-thinking 

items can never achieve. But for all the difference between conscious human beings and 

all other phenomena, and for all the attendant differences in the two kinds of law holding 

for each, it is nevertheless true that there is an important underlying structural identity 

between the two kinds of law as well.38 Social laws are beholden to the “objective” world 

and must determine themselves according to the constraints of actuality, even while they 

                                                                                                
[Dasein]. It is spirit living and present as a world, and only thus does the substance of spirit begin to exist 
as spirit” (PR 195/§151, emphasis and brackets in original). In close proximity to these passages, Hegel 
also speaks of the “evolution” of morality and states that, “if the theory [Lehre] of virtues is not just a
theory of duties and thus includes the particular aspects of character which are determined by nature, it will 
therefore be a natural history of spirit” (PR 194/§150, brackets in original). 

38 Hegel does not straightforwardly identify the operation of Reason in nature with the operation of Reason 
in social and human reality, but he does identify certain key commonalities between the two; a discussion 
elaborating on the similarities and differences between the two kinds of law can be found in an addition to
the text of the Preface to the Philosophy of Right. See PR 13-14a: “There are two kinds of laws, laws of 
nature and laws of right: the laws of nature are simply there and are valid as they stand: they suffer no 
diminution, although they may be infringed in individual cases. To know what the law of nature is, we must 
familiar ourselves with nature, for these laws are correct and it is only our notions concerning them which 
may be false. The measure of these laws is external to us, and our cognition adds nothing to them and does 
not advance them: it is only our cognition of them which can expand. Knowledge of right is in one respect 
similar to this and in another respect different. We get to know the laws of right in just the same way, 
simply as they are; the citizen knows them more or less in this way, and the positive jurist stops short at 
what is given. But the difference is that, with the laws of right, the spirit of reflection comes into play and 
their very diversity draws attention to the fact that they are not absolute. The laws of right are something 
laid down, something derived from human beings. It necessarily follows that our inner voice may either 
come into collision with them or concur with them. The human being does not stop short at the existent but 
claims to have within himself the measure of what is right; he may be subjected to the necessity and power 
of external authority, but never in the same way as to natural necessity, for his inner self always tells him 
how things ought to be, and he finds within himself the confirmation or repudiation of what is accepted as 
valid… In nature, the highest truth is that a law exists at all; in laws of right, however, the thing [Sache] is 
not valid because it exists; on the contrary, everyone demands that it should match his own criterion. Thus 
a conflict may arise between what is and what ought to be, between the right which has being in and for 
itself, which remains unaltered, and the arbitrary determination of what is supposed to be accepted as right. 
A disjunction and conflict of this kind is found only in the sphere of the spirit, and since the prerogative of 
the spirit thus seems to lead to discord and unhappiness, we often turn away from the arbitrariness of life to 
the contemplation of nature and are inclined to take the latter as a model. But these very discrepancies 
between that right which has being in and for itself and what arbitrariness proclaims as right make it 
imperative for us to learn to recognize precisely what right is. In right, the human being must encounter his 
own reason; he must therefore consider the rationality of right…” Even if Reason in nature and Reason in 
social and human reality are not entirely identical, still, they are parallel on the relevant point, that in the 
same way as natural events are law-ordered, so too there are law-like forces governing human life. The 
difference is that we form and institute various different expressions of these laws; as such, there is the 
possibility for conflict between the laws as we understand them (the laws “set down”) and the actual, 
rational laws themselves. But this difference does not imply, for Hegel, that Reason does not apply both to 
the natural and the social/Spiritual.
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are purposive, intelligible principles in their immediate form. Yet the same can be said of 

natural laws: while natural laws determine the “objective” objects and phenomena of the 

experienced world and do so according to the constraints of actuality, nevertheless, Hegel 

points out to us that it is purposive, intelligible principles that accomplish this 

determination.39 The distinction between natural laws and social laws (on the basis of 

which the initial objection that Ethical Life might not grant us access to the total system 

in its conceptual self-determination was made) therefore does not hold: both natural and 

social laws exhibit what we earlier identified as the basic notion of Objective Thought, 

namely, ideal principles made reality, or a framework or intelligibility which structures, 

animates, and stabilizes the experienced world. 

Once this structural identity between natural laws and social laws is recognized, 

we become able to see how it might be that Ethical Life, in the way it portrays an 

immanent experience of the laws structuring, animating, and stabilizing social life, grants 

the possibility of identifying one’s world with Reason qua Objective Thought more 

generally. I have described above how the Ethical Order illustrates this model of ideal 

principles made reality. But we are now in a position to note two further points. First, the 

model of ideal principles made reality is the basic notion for Objective Thought 

generally, whether applied to social or natural phenomena (or to any further sphere, for 

that matter). The Ethical Order, meanwhile, demonstrates a moment of direct access to 

the process of “ideal principles made reality” in operation. We therefore have both direct, 

                                                
39 Hegel suggests this point in the Philosophy of Nature: “What is now called physics was formerly called 
natural philosophy, and it is also a theoretical, and indeed a thinking consideration of nature… it is directed 
to a knowledge of forces, laws and genera, whose content must not be a simple aggregate, but arranged in 
orders and classes, must present itself as an organism. As the Philosophy of Nature is a comprehending
treatment, it has as its object the same universal, but explicitly, and it considers this universal in its own 
immanent necessity in accordance with the self-determination of the Notion” (EN 6/§246). 
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experiential evidence of the process of “principles made reality” in operation, and a 

conception which would make the premise of “principles made reality” the basic model 

for the conceptual self-determination of all aspects of the experienced world. We have a 

proposed account that would make “immanent principles” the basis for the natural and 

social world alike, alongside a moment where we witness immanent principles in 

operation; so even if we cannot directly experience the conceptual self-determination of 

the sphere of natural laws, we have the means by which to infer it. Furthermore – and this 

is the second point – we experience these “immanent principles” immanently, directly 

and from within the system of their conceptual self-determination. We take part in these 

principles determining us and our world. Through this participation, it is not only the case 

that we understand the world to be the product of intelligible principles; rather, we 

ourselves have borne witness to this “producing,” and therefore are able to “see” the 

world as the realization of these principles (or, at least, we are able to see our little corner 

of the world as such).40

At the level of Ethical Life, then, the seeds of a genuine, thoroughgoing 

reconciliation of Thought and Being, or of ourselves and our world, can be found. In the 

Ethical Order, we directly experience, we intuit, the unity of Thought and Being, and 

have direct experiential access to the operation of Reason. We have here both an actual 

world (object, Being) and an overarching framework of intelligibility wherein every part 

of the whole fits in (subject, Thought). But notice just how extensive this reconciliation 

                                                
40 “[The law] is grounded not in the will of a particular individual, but is valid in and for itself; it is the 
absolute pure will of all which has the form of immediate being. Also, it is not a commandment, which only 
ought to be: it is and is valid; it is the universal ‘I’ of the category, the ‘I’ which is immediately a reality, 
and the world is only this reality. But since this existent law is valid unconditionally, the obedience of self-
consciousness is not the serving of a master whose commands were arbitrary, and in which it would not 
recognize itself. On the contrary, laws are the thoughts of its own absolute consciousness, thoughts which 
are immediate its own” (PS 260-1).
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is. On the side of Being, the actual is realized according to intelligibility; on the side of 

the subject, the Self realizes itself through activity by which “essence” is made actual (in 

other words, by actualizing itself). Each element, character, or moment is given its due, 

yet the story of each and the complete account of the whole can only be given through the 

dynamic interplay and commerce between them. What we are left with is one, all-

encompassing, holistic system, one wherein all complexity and difference is explained 

from within the one system as a self-sufficient and self-supporting whole. The system is 

reducible neither to Thought not Being, but requires both for its articulation (and 

actualization). Nor is this whole something that we are “looking upon,” so much as it is a 

system that we are becoming aware of from “within.” Not only, therefore, does the 

Ethical Order illustrate Reason in a variety of ways (from Life to Purposive Activity to 

Objective Thought) in that it models a process of bifurcation and unification, and a 

framework of intelligibility which structures, animates, and stabilizes the experienced 

world; in addition it shows us (through the eyes of Ethical Consciousness) Reason as the 

“immanent principle” of its world in the midst of Reason’s operating thus, so that we 

might identify and recognize this system as our experienced world and find ourselves 

within it.

  

Section Three: The Intuitions Supporting Hegel’s Account

To this point, I have presented my account of what it means for Hegel to claim that 

Ethical Life is actual Reason: Ethical Life, I argue, illustrates those features Hegel 

associates with Reason as an ontologically operative principle, both as a form of Life 

which bifurcates and reunifies itself in a concrete process of self-determination, and as 
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Objective Thought, a conception whereby “immanent principles” are taken to structure 

and animate the experienced world. Here, however, one might ask what the utility of the 

interpretation I am proposing is. It might be the case that I have advanced a strong textual 

argument for my understanding, and it might be accepted that the account given of 

Hegel’s methodological impulse for his concept of Reason and its actuality in Ethical 

Life is convincing. Still, why should we be attracted to this interpretation? Why is it not 

the case that, like certain other more ambitious aspects of Hegel’s philosophy, this aspect 

of his view is too speculative (in the contemporary pejorative sense) or too metaphysical 

for it to be workable? The language in which Hegel advances his claims is certainly 

suggestive; is Hegel not asking us to step inappropriately outside of the bounds of what is 

generally accepted as ontologically plausible? Or, to look at the issue in a different way: 

as noted in Chapter Four, non-metaphysical readers of Hegel’s social philosophy like 

Wood, Neuhouser, and Hardimon are aware of these dimensions to Hegel’s concept of 

Reason (or, at least, they describe concepts that are, if not identical to those developed 

above, sufficiently similar to them), but have elected not to make them the focus of their 

respective readings, for presumably good reasons. As readers who approach Hegel 

through the non-metaphysical lens, they would presumably claim that, while we try to 

remain as faithful as we can to Hegel’s original understanding, it cannot be denied that 

Hegel’s original understanding is at points too dysfunctional. Now, I have claimed that 

Hegel’s concept of Reason includes a vision wherein the experienced world is taken to be 

conceptually self-determining, or taken to be a world of “principles made reality”; in 

addition, I have claimed that Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason 

indicates that Ethical Life illustrates Hegel’s “rational” vision, and, in addition, that it 
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illustrates the immanent experiential access we have to this system and its envisioned 

process by its finding us ourselves in the midst of this process’s operation. Why should 

these claims be taken seriously, and not grouped in with those parts of Hegel’s thought 

that we jettison in order to salvage what continues to offer philosophically relevant

worth?

Let me start by acknowledging that I take Hegel to be offering a genuinely 

challenging ontological thesis. But, as I understand Hegel, this ontological thesis is 

backed by plausible, intuitive convictions many of us already hold; if it is true that, on the 

one hand, Hegel gives his conclusions an ambitious expression, it is also true that, on the 

other hand, these conclusions can be argumentatively cast such that they are seen to 

follow from seemingly self-evident, unobjectionable, and experientially validated posits. 

Earlier in this dissertation, in Chapter One, I suggested that Hegel’s claim of the 

ontological primacy of the intelligible could be borne out in a similar fashion. There, I 

argued that Hegel is asking us to take seriously the adequacy of Thought to its object 

(especially given the fact that many of us proceed in a way that implicitly assumes this 

adequacy, and that practical science seems premised on accepting this adequacy), and 

basing the conclusion that intelligibility is ontologically irreducible on this seemingly 

plausible intuition. Here, in the context of Hegel’s account of Ethical Life as actual 

Reason, I argue that we can proceed in a similar way, by noting how Hegel’s seemingly 

speculative ontological claims emerge as the implications of what are otherwise fairly 

unexceptional or uncontroversial premises. 

What are the intuitions upon which Hegel’s account of Ethical Life as actual 

Reason might base itself on? Admittedly, what I have in mind here are certain practical 
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truisms which may seem more trivial than philosophically rigorous. Nevertheless, they 

are truisms that, when taken seriously, do tend to support the kind of vision Hegel offers. 

Two, in particular, offer themselves. First, we tend to believe that we are directly in touch 

with the world and can (to some extent) involve ourselves in the course of events through 

our actions. Closely related to this, second, we believe that certain things are not “set in 

stone,” that certain outcomes are not predestined, in other words, that certain states of 

affairs are not fully determined independent of us and in advance. These two intuitions 

(one might even call them practical convictions) can be given discrete, formal 

expressions: (1) we believe ourselves to be in touch with the world, and able (to some 

extent) to affect the events that occur within it, and (2) we believe that certain 

eventualities are not “set in stone” and that certain outcomes are not inevitable, but 

instead that (for a period of time) what occurs is open to influence.41

                                                
41 What kinds of events do we believe this of? Games, especially sporting events, are one strong example. 
Consider the philosophically proverbial billiard balls. We might believe that one billiard ball hit with a 
certain amount of force at a certain angle will cause another billiard ball to move in a specifiable direction 
with a specifiable velocity. But if you and I are playing Pool, each of us will do what we can to win the 
game; we exert our will to influence the course of events (though this is a clunky and inelegant way of 
putting the point). In the same way, a hockey puck’s behavior can be determined given the forces acting 
upon it; but two teams of players will bitterly contest who gets to exert what force at what time. For the 
sixty minutes over which the game is played, we find precisely a case of two groups of individuals 
contesting an outcome, and doing what they can to secure the outcome they desire. This need not deny a 
certain form of determinism, but only that which would issue in a practical resignation since “all that is 
going to happen, will happen.” It is simply not the case that, practically speaking, determinism can allow 
one to validly conclude that they can withdraw from the activities of life. A political election illustrates the 
same principle: for a period of time, namely the campaign through the election, groups supportive of their 
chosen candidates (and here the “group” in question includes everyone from the candidate herself, down 
through the election staff, the activists and volunteers drumming up support and keeping the campaign 
wheels turning, finally down through the voters themselves) do whatever they can, in an organized fashion, 
to assert their preferences and secure the election-outcome they want to see (not to mention, hopefully, the 
ensuing political reality). This kind of organized activity points directly to the phenomenon I take the 
intuition under discussion to track: we believe not only that we can have an effect on the course of events, 
but that if we do not act to achieve our desired end, a less desirable outcome will come to pass. Other, more 
morbid examples include armed conflicts, wars or insurgencies; a more uplifting example is a civil rights 
revolution. But even on a smaller, more personal scale, we could point to courting/dating to illustrate this 
principle. We will recognize that all of these examples come from social life, the sphere that Hegel has in 
mind when he discusses Ethical Life. What I hope these examples all point to, though, is the way in which 
it is a fundamental conviction we have that this social sphere and the reality it encloses is very much open 
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What is potentially appealing about Hegel’s conception can be seen in connection 

with these two intuitions; what Hegel attempts to do, with his model of Ethical Life as 

actual Reason, is reconcile these intuitions with our erstwhile acceptance of the truth of 

determinism. There is a tension between determinism and these intuitions: determinism 

posits that that which happens is caused to happen in the way that it does, while our 

intuitions posit that we can affect the course of events and that certain outcomes, for 

certain periods of time, are not entirely causally “closed” in the determinist’s sense. 

Presumably, the naturalistic42 response to this tension would be to marginalize 

these intuitions while affirming determinism. Naturalistic models, after all, work by (a) 

abstracting from the human contribution to a given situation, and (b) articulating the 

structures or processes that are naturally determined to occur; these two methodological 

imperatives, (a) and (b), conflict (prima facie, at least) with (1) and (2) above, 

respectively. If (1a) the preferable form that truth takes is a distanced, third-person 

account, then the suggestion that we take greater stock of our direct experiential contact 

with the world becomes suspect, and if the “proper” way to understand a situation is to 

abstract the human contribution from it, then turning to the ways in which we affect the 

course of events invites obscurity; meanwhile, if (2b) the adequate expression of the truth 

of a situation is one which articulates the structures or processes which are naturally 

determined to occur, then the suggestion of a period in the course of events in which 

certain outcomes are not predetermined is at best problematic and at worst illusory. The 

relative dominance of the naturalistic mindset and the way in which it conflicts with our 

                                                                                                
to contestation and ongoing determination. To deny this conviction would be a performative contradiction 
at best, and perhaps a pathology at worst.  

42 “Naturalism” in the sense described in this dissertation’s Introduction. 
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erstwhile intuitions is evidenced by, e.g., this problem’s appearance as Kant’s third 

antinomy, and by the continued prevalence of the debate over determinism and free-will.

Hegel will not be satisfied with this approach, particularly not with its ready 

willingness to sacrifice our practical convictions, which here are essentially experiential 

truths. Yet Hegel will also not want to deny what is presumably the impulse behind the 

naturalistic move, namely, the recognition that the experienced world is a site of 

determination. He will respond, therefore, by attempting to affirm some form of 

determination while simultaneously affirming our two practical convictions. To begin, we 

can note how Hegel’s conception of Ethical Life as actual Reason first seeks to 

accommodate the two intuitions above. If we consider (1), we find that Hegel argues that 

the shift from Reason to Spirit involves a turn away from abstract modeling exercises and 

toward a model premised on our immanent contact with the surrounding world. Hegel 

describes the final two stages of Reason as “the process of placing immediate 

determinatenesses in the ethical substance, and then getting to know whether they are 

laws… these moments, appearing each by itself immediately as a reality, express in the 

one case an invalid establishing and existence of actual laws, and in the other case an 

equally invalid immunity from them… in both forms, these moments are a negative 

relation to substance or real spiritual being…” (PS 259-60). In contrast to this, we have 

seen above all the ways in which Hegel seeks to articulate our embeddedness within –

and even our complicity with and participation in – the process of the experienced 

world’s conceptual self-determination (our “acknowledging the absoluteness of the 

right,” and thus being “within the ethical substance” (PS 262)). With respect to (2), we 

have seen above how Hegel, through the Ethical Order, offers an account of self-
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determination that does not conceive of determination in terms of outcomes already 

accomplished and completed. Consider again how Hegel describes Ethical 

Consciousness’s role in the self-determination of the whole as that which “unites the 

universal essence and its individualized reality” by “acting ethically,” whereby it “brings 

into existence the unity of its self and substance as its own work, and thus as an actual 

existence” (PS 266), or else the discussion of the two levels into which the experienced 

world bifurcates and out of which it emerges as reintegrated. Conceptual self-

determination, again, is not to be taken as the already-completed “truth” or “essence” 

behind the experienced world, but rather as the concrete process recognizable in and as 

the ongoing constitution of the experienced world. Hegel’s idea of determination includes 

a notion of an act yet-to-be-done, or a space which is “open” (in the language used in the 

previous section) and which only subsequently solicits a resolution. Hegel’s account of 

Ethical Life as actual Reason, then, accommodates determination without reverting to a 

conception of rigidly predetermined outcomes.

Notice, though, that Hegel does not abandon determination in the attempt to 

accommodate our intuitions. We have just seen that Hegel’s response to our practical 

conviction that certain eventualities are not “set in stone” is not to deny determinacy and 

affirm indeterminacy, but rather, to develop a model of determination which does not 

include rigid predetermination. His response to our practical conviction that we are “in 

touch with” the world and able (to some extent) to affect the course of events, is not to 

claim that we can somehow buck determination, but instead to claim that we are 

immanently involved in the process of the experienced world’s self-determination. To say 

that Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason means to indicate (among 
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other things) the way in which Ethical Life illustrates the “vital logic” of the experienced 

world, then, is to suggest that Hegel’s account attempts to forge a new conceptual 

apparatus, one that accommodates both our involvement in the processes making up the 

experienced world (and our intuitive practical convictions stemming from this experience 

of involvement), as well as well-established philosophical insights such as our 

recognition that the experienced world is a site of determination. 

The way in which Hegel attempts to integrate these two seemingly competing 

claims – the one for our recognition of the determinism of the experienced world, the 

other for our seeming ability to influence the course of events – is typical of Hegel’s 

methodology. In my view, this is one of the most appealing aspects of Hegel’s 

philosophical approach in general, and here in the Ethical Order, it is uniquely on display. 

What the Ethical Order, and the conceptual apparatus it represents, stands testament to, is 

Hegel’s attempt to be faithful to the nuance and complexity of the experienced world (his 

attempt to accommodate all supportable claims and plausible intuitions in an all-

encompassing, stable and systematic whole, no matter how conflicting these claims and 

intuitions may appear to be with respect to one another), rather than reduce this nuance 

and complexity to something else and explain it away (as, Hegel would argue, naturalistic 

models do). Now, we must keep in mind that Hegel’s account of Ethical Life is not the 

final statement of his ontological model; in particular, at the level of Ethical Life, we are 

presented with a description of actual Reason as a concrete process of self-determination, 

but it has not yet been discerned how this process of self-determination is logically, 

conceptually mediated.  If Hegel’s developed, “rational” explication of the Absolute – i.e. 

his system – aims to be philosophically rigorous, self-enclosed, all-inclusive and all-
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encompassing account of reality, then his account of Ethical Life as actual Reason can 

only be taken as a step towards this goal or a partial component of the final outlook 

(crucial though this “step” or this “component” may be). And, of course, whether or not 

Hegel is always successful in his ambitions is another matter, especially when we 

consider how the demands of such a project ultimately lead to the kind provocative 

formulations one finds in the Ethical Order and everywhere else in Hegel’s writings. But 

here, in his account of Ethical Life as actual Reason in connection with his notion of 

Reason as an ontologically operative principle, we can at least see what kind of intuitions 

(or what claims, convictions, sentiments, etc.) Hegel’s ontological model is designed to 

include, and why it might be more attractive in certain respects than other more common 

ontological models. If we take the intuitions or practical convictions above seriously, then 

Hegel would argue that we have at least some prima facie reason to consider his view 

seriously. 

Section Four: An Objection: Ethical Life in the Phenomenology and the Philosophy 

of Right

Before I conclude this chapter, there is one further issue to address, a potential objection 

that Hegel scholars might raise. The issue has to do with my choice of texts in support of 

my arguments. Why, if I claim to be presenting an account of Ethical Life, do I appeal to 

the account Hegel gives in the Phenomenology of Spirit, rather than what seems like a 

more appropriate choice, that provided in the Philosophy of Right? After all, 

methodologically, the Phenomenology is a problematic choice of text since each position 

canvassed – including the Ethical Order – is part of a shifting conceptual framework 
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which does not stabilize until the conclusion of the work, in the claim that Absolute 

Knowing indicates the unity of Being and Thought. The Philosophy of Right, meanwhile, 

is the work Hegel devotes specifically to social and political philosophy.

There are two reasons why building my arguments out of the Phenomenology’s 

treatment of Ethical Life is not problematic. First, this choice makes strategic sense 

within the scope of this dissertation project. A number of the claims made in the present 

chapter, claims I have made about the themes explored in the Phenomenology’s account 

of Ethical Life, are tied specifically to the Phenomenology in the way that they build off 

and refer to conclusions advanced in earlier chapters. Thus, regardless of what Hegel 

might have to say in the Philosophy of Right, the arguments here about his understanding 

of Ethical Life in the Phenomenology are supported independently. Furthermore, that the 

Phenomenology’s account of Ethical Life is a reliable indication of Hegel’s 

understanding of Ethical Life is evidenced by the fact that this treatment reflects a 

number of Hegel’s earlier works on the topic, including the Natural Law essay, as well as 

his later (if briefer) discussion of Ethical Life in the third part of the Encyclopedia, the 

Philosophy of Spirit.43

                                                
43 The parallels between Hegel’s account of Ethical Life in the Phenomenology and in the Natural Law 
essay have been discussed in Chapter Four. For Hegel’s discussion of Ethical Life in the Natural Law 
essay, see especially NL 139-63, 172-7. Hegel’s discussion of Sittlichkeit in the Encyclopedia’s Philosophy 
of Spirit is structured in a way that mirrors the Philosophy of Right, yet throughout, it reaffirms the social-
ontological claims advanced in the Phenomenology. So, for example, one will find passages like the 
following: “The ethical life is the divine spirit as indwelling in self-consciousness, as it is actually present 
in a nation and its individual members” (EM 283/§552); “The essence of the state is the universal, self-
originated, and self-developed – the reasonable spirit of the will; but, as self-knowing and self-actualizing, 
sheer subjectivity, and – as an actuality – one individual. Its work generally – in relation to the extreme of 
individuality as the multitude of individuals – consists in a double function. First it maintains them as 
persons, thus making right a necessary actuality, then it promotes their welfare, which each originally takes 
care of for himself, but which has a thoroughly general side; it protects the family and guides civil society. 
Secondly, it carries back both, and the whole disposition and action of the individual – whose tendency is 
to become a centre of his own – into the life of the universal substance; and, in this direction, as a free 
power it interferes with those subordinate spheres and maintains them in substantial immanence” (EM 
564/§537); and “The consciously free substance [of Sittlichkeit], in which the absolute ‘ought’ is no less an 



280

Besides the reliability of the Phenomenology’s treatment of Ethical Life, there is 

also a reason why I have not relied as extensively on the Philosophy of Right’s treatment 

of Ethical Life as one might expect. The focus and structure of the Philosophy of Right is 

such that it does not highlight the themes I have been discussing. After all, the stated 

purpose of the Philosophy of Right is to offer a philosophical account of right and a 

rational comprehension of the state. As such, the focus of that work is the existing 

institutions and their conceptual make-up at the time of the work’s composition (or some 

sufficiently idealized philosophical vision of these) – in other words, the question of what 

Ethical Life “represents” beyond questions of Right, or what its ontological implications 

are, are not directly relevant, or at least not a topic that occupies a position of primary 

importance. Yet even so, there are traces of the claims I have been making to be found in 

the Philosophy of Right. Some of these I discussed above, in Chapter Four.44 But there 

are others to note, as well. For example, when Hegel introduces Ethical Life in the 

Philosophy of Right, he describes it as “the Idea of freedom as the living [emphasis 

added] good,” and goes on to claim that “Ethical Life is accordingly the concept of 

freedom which has become the existing world and the nature of self-consciousness” (PR 

189/§142). Soon after, he declares, “The objective sphere of ethics, which takes the place 

of the abstract good, is substance made concrete by subjectivity as infinite form. It 

therefore posits distinctions within itself which are thus determined by the concept. These 

distinctions give the ethical a fixed content which is necessary for itself, and whose 

existence is exalted above subjective opinions and preferences: they are laws and 

                                                                                                
‘is’, has actuality as the spirit of a nation. The abstract disruption of this spirit singles it out into persons 
whose independence it, however, controls and entirely dominates from within…” (EM 254/§514). 

44 See Chapter Four, Section Two.
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institutions which have being in and for themselves” (PR 189/§144). Passages such as 

these repeat a number of the themes on which I have based my arguments, such as the 

Phenomenology Ethical Order’s character as a dynamic, process-oriented ontology (“The 

idea of freedom as the living good… which has become the existing world and the nature 

of self-consciousness”), with an emphasis on its ability to conceptually self-determine 

(“substance made concrete… posits distinctions within itself which are determined by the 

concept”). Hegel will go on in the Philosophy of Right by writing in terms of “the ethical 

powers which govern the lives of individuals” (PR 190/§145) and claim that “the ethical 

is the actual living principle of self-consciousness” (PR 191/§147), claims which echo the 

characterization of Ethical Life as an illustration of a “vital” logic or Reason in its 

capacity as an ontologically operative principle, along with our embeddedness within it.45

In addition to these individual comments, there is also a structural feature of the 

Philosophy of Right which, one could argue, supports my contentions. It is true that a 

substantial percentage of the work – almost the entire third and final part of it – is 

devoted to explicating the character and rationality of the institutions making up the 

Ethical Life of modern society.  Nevertheless, it is also true that this explication 

culminates in “World History.” In just the same way that Right has its “truth” in Ethical 

Life, and the initial spheres of Ethical Life have their “truth” in the state and modern 

society as a whole, the “truth” of modern society is its place in a processional of “world 

spirits.” This processional of World Spirits is, once again, a process-based model that 

                                                
45 In this last passage cited, the Philosophy of Right also confirms one of the recurring points of this 
chapter, namely, that Ethical Life is the intuition of process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-
determination, but not the comprehension of this process. Hegel expands on his claim that the Ethical is the 
“actual living principle of self-consciousness,” by writing, “That relationship [of the Ethical to self-
consciousness] – or rather, that relationless identity… may indeed turn into a relationship of faith and 
conviction or a relationship mediated by further reflection… but adequate cognition of this identity belongs 
to conceptual thought” (PR 191/§147). 
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falls back on organic metaphors of Life in the attempt to provide a description of the 

ontological basis of the self-determination of the state (PR 372-80/§341-60). Hegel’s 

claims in the Philosophy of Right can therefore be read as confirming my interpretations, 

rather than as making them problematic.   

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that a central aspect of Hegel’s characterization of Ethical 

Life as actual Reason is the implicit suggestion that Ethical Life illustrates Reason in its 

capacity as an ontologically operative principle. I began this chapter by reviewing a 

methodological demand of Hegel’s, associated with his conception of Reason, namely, 

the demand that our philosophical ontological models be process-oriented. Hegel makes 

this methodological demand for two reasons. First, process-oriented ontological models 

are able to not only describe how things are, but additionally explain why they are the 

way they are on the basis of the content of the system; in other words, process-oriented 

models are more capable of being self-enclosed and self-explanatory than are object-

oriented models. Second, a process-oriented account holds out the promise of allowing us 

to integrate our model with the experienced world in a more fundamental manner. I then 

described how Hegel’s account of Ethical Life, as found in the Ethical Order of the 

Phenomenology, illustrates Reason as a concrete process of conceptual self-

determination, and attempts to meet these two methodological demands. In addition to 

whatever claims Hegel might make about the rational justifiability of the institutions of 

modern society, I have sought to show that Ethical life is actual Reason in a complex 

ontological sense as well: speaking generally, (a) Ethical Life is a dynamic, process-
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oriented model of a self-contained, self-supporting, and self-determining whole; and 

more specifically, (b) Ethical Life, as the experienced world, has demonstrated itself to be 

“Life”-like in the way it conceptually self-determines by “setting up oppositions” and 

“reestablishing its unity” out of these “fissions,” while (c) Ethical Life is also cast as a 

world of principles made reality, where we find a framework of intelligibility structuring, 

animating, and stabilizing the experienced world. In these ways, Hegel has hoped that, 

through his philosophic description of our own experienced ethical lives, we will come to 

see, to experience, our embeddedness within Reason, and come to intuitively recognize 

Reason in and as our experienced world. I rounded this account out by discussing how 

the account Hegel offers attempts to faithfully integrate a number of practical convictions 

and basic experiential intuitions with well-established intellectual truths which may 

initially seem to be competing or at odds, in an effort to highlight what is potentially 

appealing about Hegel’s model. I concluded by addressing a potential interpretative 

objection stemming from my choice to support my arguments with Hegel’s account of 

Ethical Life in the Phenomenology rather his account in the Philosophy of Right, and 

arguing that the Philosophy of Right can be seen to lend support to my interpretation as 

readily as it can be seen to problematize it.  

I would like to conclude by noting that, while I take Hegel’s account of Ethical 

Life as actual Reason to make an important contribution in its own right, my intention has 

not been to present this account only for its own sake. As I mentioned in Section Three, 

in my view, the Ethical Order exemplifies some of the best features of Hegel’s 

philosophic project more generally (especially in its methodological impulses). I hope 

that this has been conveyed effectively. What Hegel advances in his treatment of Ethical 
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Life as actual Reason is an account that elevates human experience and activity by 

attempting to explicitly philosophically describe it without thereby reducing it to a series 

of abstractions; he does this by placing human activity and experience firmly within the 

process of the experienced world’s concrete conceptual self-determination; in doing so, 

he additionally offers a portrait of a “vital” logic (which he will elsewhere attempt to 

show is determined by a rational Speculative Logic) which portrays this logic and its 

process of conceptual self-determination to be more concrete and more intuitive (more 

“down to earth,” to speak metaphorically) than we might otherwise expect. What makes 

the Ethical Order so philosophically interesting is that directly illustrates what Hegel 

believes he is capable of. Its merit lies not only in the way in which it offers a subtle and 

original philosophical position on the topics of, e.g., normativity, the social and 

conceptual mediation of experience, and our modern conceptions of freedom and 

subjectivity, and not only in its philosophically imaginative account of what a self-

determining system would have to look like; just as much, its merit lies in the way Hegel 

makes earnest, responsible, and thoughtful attempt to grasp and to express the 

intelligibility of human experience in a concrete yet conceptually precise and consistent 

vision of the world as a self-contained, self-supporting, all-encompassing, and self-

determining whole. 
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CONCLUSION

In this dissertation, my goal has been to spotlight the role of Hegel’s account of 

Sittlichkeit in his ontology, and specifically, to describe how Ethical Life stands as a 

unique vantage point upon Hegel’s ontology in the way that it illustrates a number of his 

key ontological convictions. For a variety of philosophic reasons (many of them 

methodological), Hegel believes that our ultimate ontological model must take the form 

of an all-inclusive, wholly self-contained and self-explanatory, self-supporting and self-

determining, intelligibility- and process-oriented, totalistic whole. Sittlichkeit, now, offers 

a picture of what such a totalistic whole might look like, in the moment of the concrete 

process of its supporting and determining itself. Ethical Life can thus be recognized as a 

point of contact of sorts, where the totalistic, conceptually self-determining (and self-

supporting, self-contained, self-explanatory, etc.) system emerges in and as lived 

experience; in Ethical Life, as the vital logic of the experienced world, we intuit and 

“immediately” apprehend Spirit and Reason, even while we might not explicitly 

comprehend that this what we are experiencing. 

It is my sincere hope that, in demonstrating the significance of Ethical Life for 

Hegel’s ontology, I have accomplished a two-part goal. On the one hand, I hope that this 

study has helped to bring Hegel’s ontology down to earth, by showing how seemingly 

abstract and unfamiliar notions such as the unity of the subject and object, the ontological 

primacy of the intelligible, and the experienced world as a “rationally,” conceptually self-

determined/determining totality, can be made more concrete and more intuitive, more 
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recognizable in (or as) our experience of the surrounding world.1 On the other hand, I 

also hope that this study has helped us recognize the extent to which Hegel wants to 

challenge us to reconsider many of our uncritically held assumptions about ourselves, 

objects, and the nature and character of the experienced world.2

In the introduction, I stated my overall thesis thus: in his account of Sittlichkeit, 

Hegel presents us with a picture of what an immediate, concrete experience of the 

ontological operations of Spirit and of Reason would be, both from a philosophically 

“external” perspective and from the perspective of someone embedded within these 

operations, and Hegel’s account of these experiences and these perspectives is 

philosophically interesting in its own right. We are now in a position to see how each of 

the preceding chapters has contributed to substantiating this thesis. 

Chapter One, though it did not directly discuss Ethical Life, examined an 

important dimension of Hegel’s ontology. This dimension I entitled Hegel’s thesis of the 

ontological primacy of the intelligible, a thesis which essentially states that the object qua

intelligible (that is, the object conceived of in terms of both its actual presence and its 

meaningfulness to consciousness) is the object’s primary ontological form. Hegel 

believes that this thesis follows from our faith in the adequacy of thought to being, and 

                                                
1 To cite only two examples: Self-World mutual-constitution, a key premise conditioning Hegel’s ontology 
of intelligibility, is witnessed and observable in the everyday give-and-take by which the world we are born 
into shapes us, while we in turn preserve and take part in the ongoing reality of this world; and Hegel’s 
notion of Reason as “Life” in its activity of setting up oppositions and restoring itself out of these reflects a 
number of readily recognizable ideas, such as (a) that a basic condition of our taking action is that the “way 
things are” and “the way things should be” are different (and hence we move to “close this gap”); and (b) 
that events follow a course set according to their own (self-)determining. In other words, there is a certain 
logic to experienced life. 

2 Again, to cite only two examples: Hegel asks us to recognize that the intelligible, meaningful character we 
experience objects to have is not a subjective construct (in the contemporary sense of “subjective”), but 
rather reflects these objects’ more fundamental ontological form; and Hegel argues that we can retain our 
sense of the significance and efficacy of our actions, even in the face of the determinism of the experienced 
world, once we recognize the direct experiential access we have to Reason in the concrete process of its 
ontological operation.  
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that, so long as we embrace, e.g., a notion of truth and a practical faith in the sciences, we 

implicitly assume this adequacy and hence are bound to this ontological thesis. 

Discussing this ontological thesis was an opportunity to describe the role of intelligibility 

in Hegel, and thereby to advance an account of Spirit as the intelligible world. Hegel’s 

characterization of Spirit in this form is, once again, simultaneously intuitive on one side 

and philosophically challenging on the other. We experience the world to be 

multilayered, complex, richly meaningful; it strikes us as uncontroversial, even trivial, to 

describe the experience of reality in these terms. But Hegel tries to leverage this intuition 

for a substantive ontological claim, asking us to understand reality itself as irreducibly 

exhibiting all of these features. We are not to explain away the multilayered complexity 

and richly meaningful dynamic character of the experienced world by appealing to 

something else (say, to a stripped down materialistic account); if Thought is adequate to 

Being, then the being of the world is every bit as complex, dynamic, and subtle as the 

thought of it is. 

If we are to take the experienced world on these terms, however, we will need to 

say a little more about how such a world maintains itself in its complexity and in its 

dynamic character. It is in connection with this need that the discussion of Ethical Life 

began. In Chapter Two, attention was turned to the transition from Reason to Spirit in the 

Phenomenology, and to the centrality of the Ethical Order in this turn. Chapter Two was 

motivated by a perceived shortcoming of the prevalent readings of this section (which I 

termed the turn to history interpretation), which reads the turn from Reason to Spirit as 

Hegel’s acknowledgment of the need to incorporate an attentiveness to history into his 

story of Spirit and the development of consciousness, in an attempt to philosophically 
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explain the current situation of our normative and rational standards. The concern that 

was raised about this interpretive approach was that it was unable to accommodate the 

extremely strong, suggestive language by which Hegel characterizes the turn to Spirit –

and the Ethical Order as the hinge of that turn. Hegel states that it is only here for the first 

time that we encounter “actual” Spirit, and that the Ethical is an “immediate” experience 

of Spirit and an appearance of Spiritual “essence.” In light of these characterizations, I 

suggested that we ought to reconsider the significance of this juncture in the 

Phenomenology, and offered an explanation for what it is that Hegel might here be taking 

to be significant: in the Ethical Order and the turn from Reason to Spirit, Hegel enacts a 

shift in the premises of his ontological model, abandoning a premise which would take 

Self and World to be separable and independent, set over and against one another, to a 

premise of Self-World mutual-constitution, whereby Self and World are seen to be 

interdependent, the character of each explicable only on the basis of its relation to its 

other. 

The introduction of this Self-World mutual-constitution thesis accomplished two 

goals, one related to the concerns of the chapter itself, the other related to the dissertation 

project. On the level of the chapter itself, the introduction of the Self-World mutual-

constitution thesis allowed me to explicate Hegel’s strong characterization of the Ethical 

Order, and to do so in a way that readily supplements the turn to history approach. It is 

clear that there is a strong historical component to the Spirit chapter, but what Chapter 

Two hopefully showed was that Self-World mutual-constitution is an ontological premise 

of and condition for this historical story. To paraphrase a point in Chapter Two, what 

better place to see mutual-constitution in action than in historical development, and how 
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would we make rational historical development comprehensible if Self and World were 

not seen to stand in such a relation of unity? Demonstrating how Self-World mutual-

constitution might be seen to be a condition for Ethical Life in addition to its conditioning 

history, meanwhile, also served to demonstrate how Ethical Life might be seen as a 

condition for Spirit more generally. After all, (a) the turn to history interpretation 

discloses the importance of historical development for the character of Spirit. In Chapter 

Two, however, (b) Self-World mutual-constitution is seen to be a precondition for 

historical development, and (c) Self-World mutual-constitution, in its most basic form, 

receives expression in (i.e., is realized as) the Ethical Order and its account of Ethical 

Life. Bringing these three points together, one finds that Ethical Life is a precondition of 

the development of Spirit’s character. Although further details of this point would not 

emerge until Chapter Five, the implicit claim was already clear at the end of Chapter 

Two: what Ethical Life, as Self-World mutual-constitution, provides for, is a medium in 

which Spirit as a primarily intelligible reality (what we would later also identify as 

Reason in its various expressions) can emerge, develop, and sustain itself. To put the 

point bluntly: Ethical Life is the ground of Spirit, that in which and out of which Spirit 

can (self-)determine. 

In Chapter Three, I returned to a direct consideration of Hegel’s ontology, now

drawing from Hegel’s critique of Kant. In connection with his critique of Kant, further 

important premises of Hegel’s ontology become observable. Hegel attempts to affirm a 

number of intuitions, such as the autonomy of the world confronting us, our capability to 

develop a priori knowledge, and the finitude and ephemerality of appearances (and the 

need to ground appearances in something else); and he attempts to affirm all these while 
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denying the need to posit a world “in-itself” in addition to our experienced world. We can 

retain the advances of Kant’s Critical turn while jettisoning its problematic features, 

Hegel argues, if we follow Kant’s insight into the identity of Subject and Object all the 

way through, by entirely abandoning “pure” forms of subjectivity (e.g., the Categories as 

Pure Concepts of the Understanding) and of objectivity (e.g., the uncognizable Thing-in-

itself). What we would then be left with is not appearances determined according to 

schematized concepts, but instead a free-standing system of conceptually-determined 

(and self-determining)  appearances. Phenomena are fleeting and finite not because they 

are cognized according to concepts properly applicable only to possible experience, or 

because phenomena necessarily imply an uncognizable Thing-in-itself; rather, 

phenomena are finite because, when thus artificially isolated and taken abstractly, they 

become inadequate to the “Concept” of which each one is a determination, while the 

Concept is only adequately realized and given in the “Life of the Whole” (which is that in 

which phenomena are found to be grounded). 

Although it might seem, on the surface, that this chapter was not explicitly 

connected with the discussions composing the other chapters, this is not the case: 

thematically, this chapter connects with each of the others, both those before it and after 

it. In an implicit but thinly veiled way, it should be clear that Hegel’s critique of Kant’s 

retention of pure forms of subjectivity and objectivity parallels his critique of the premise 

of Self-World separability from Chapter Two; and the self-supporting, conceptually-

determined-appearances or “Life of the Whole” model which he offers as an alternative 

reflects the model of Self-World mutual-constitution, and the notion of objects as
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intelligible wholes, as developed in Chapter One.3 But if Chapter Three refines and 

reinforces the themes of earlier chapters, it also sets the stage for the later ones: in 

Chapter Three, we learn what standards Hegel will set for an ontological model, if this 

model aspires to be philosophically satisfactory and comprehensive.4 Our ontological 

model must articulate the ways in which the experienced world can demonstrate itself to 

be self-supporting and self-determining, and it must do this without recourse to anything 

beyond the system of the experienced world itself (in the language of Chapter Three, 

Hegel articulated this demand with a renewed emphasis on the notion of process). Now, 

Chapters Four and Five follow up on these philosophical and methodological claims, and 

explicate the significant ways in which Hegel’s account of Ethical Life contributes to 

meeting them. 

Chapters Four and Five speak directly and explicitly about the connection 

between Ethical Life and ontology in Hegel’s thought and what I believe is 

philosophically noteworthy about it: in these chapters, I advance an interpretation of 

Hegel’s characterization of Ethical Life as actual Reason. In Chapter Four, I considered 

the currently prevalent interpretations of this claim, those that would understand it as a 

statement regarding the “objective” ability of modern-day social institutions to win 

rational endorsement from a critically-reflective evaluation. I argued that this kind of 

                                                
3 It also reflects the notion of Reason in its capacity as an ontologically operative principle in connection 
with the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination, as this notion is developed in Chapter Five.

4 I might also take a moment to note, in passing, a task that I hoped I would accomplish, but did not. As 
originally envisioned, Chapters Four and Five, in their treatment of Ethical Life as actual Reason, were 
intended to be reconnected with Hegel’s ontological critique of Kant, to demonstrate how Ethical Life 
serves not only as a response to the shortcomings Hegel perceives in Kant’s practical philosophy, but in 
addition to the shortcomings he identifies in Kant’s theoretical philosophy as well. As the dissertation 
project continued, it became clear how involved such a demonstration would be and how it stood the 
chance of detracting focus from the Ethical Life-ontology connection and placing it instead on the Hegel-
Kant connection. Disappointed though I am that this discussion was not included above, I hope to 
undertake this as a future research project.



292

interpretation is incomplete, in the way it is unable to accommodate an understanding of 

Ethical Life in connection with Reason as an ontologically operative principle, an aspect 

of Reason which Hegel seems to directly signal in his treatments of Ethical Life in a 

number of different works (among these the Philosophy of Right), as well as in his 

independent treatments of Reason. Emphasizing this aspect of Hegel’s concept of Reason 

is important, in large part because of its methodological ramifications: Hegel suggests 

that any ontological model that would decouple knowledge from experience, or sacrifice 

the experienced integrity of phenomena in their dynamic “life” and “movement,” in its 

pursuit of knowledge, would end only in self-defeat. A philosophic account that aspires 

to completion and satisfactoriness must therefore be made in the image of Reason as 

“purposive activity,” or as “Objective Thought,” as the intelligible framework of 

principles structuring, animating, and stabilizing the experienced world.5

In Chapter Five, I argued that Hegel’s account of Ethical Life contributes 

significantly to meeting these demands, in that Ethical Life as actual Reason portrays the 

concrete process of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination in the moment 

of its operation, from the perspective of someone embedded within this process.6 Ethical 

                                                
5 In the last few chapters, I have repeatedly used the phrase “the intelligible framework which structures, 
animates, and stabilizes the experienced world.” I hope that it has been clear, however, that this framework 
is not to be understood as “other than” the experienced world. Hegel hopes to convince us that this 
intelligible framework is the experienced world, and that the experienced world is this framework. The 
experienced world is unified, stable, self-supporting, self-determining. These are properties we do not 
ordinarily associate with phenomena as objects; for this reason, Hegel argues that we must reconsider our 
presumption that the foundation of the experienced world is purely objective, and accept instead that reality 
itself is “ideal,” “intelligible,” or “Spiritual.” Reason, then, does not just explain the world by appeal to the 
Absolute; rather, the world itself is revealed as the rational reality of the Absolute. At least, this is Hegel’s 
hope.   

6 In the statement of my thesis above, I claimed that Ethical Life offers us an experiential access to Spirit 
and to Reason in their ontological operation, both from an “external” and an “internal” perspective. The 
“external” perspective we have seen above: Hegel and his imagined readers, being philosophically 
comprehending and having attained a level of complete Self-Consciousness, are able to see Ethical Life as 
Spirit in its operation as Self-World mutual-constitution, and Ethical Life as actual Reason. The “internal” 
perspective has also been described. In Ethical Life as actual Reason, our placement in the midst of Reason 



293

Life therefore provides an ontological account of the experienced world’s conceptual 

(self-)determination, such that it is demonstrated how experienced reality itself can be 

self-supporting and self-determining, and such that the integrity of phenomena in their 

“life” and “movement” are maintained. Meanwhile, Hegel’s account of Ethical Life also 

portrays our experiential access to the process and system of “rational” conceptual self-

determination, such that knowledge and experience can be reunified, and such that we 

can have direct experiential evidence of Reason in its ontologically operative capacity. 

To summarize: Ethical Life portrays a concrete experience of Spirit and Reason in 

their ontological operation, in that Spirit is (among other things) an account of the 

intelligible world, and Reason takes (among other forms) the form of an ontologically 

operative principle of conceptual self-determination, while Ethical Life is a moment of 

both Spirit and Reason that offers insight into the basic mechanisms and processes 

according to which the two concretely function. Ethical Life is not simply just a moment 

of Spirit and of Reason, but a crucially important one: Ethical Life is the moment where 

we see Spirit and Reason as “actual” in their concrete, ongoing, everyday operation. 

Ethical Life is the ground on and out of which Spirit as the intelligible world develops 

and supports itself, and it is the site of Reason concretely self-determining, where the 

immanent principles structuring and animating social life can be actually seen (first-hand, 

as it were) to structure and animate it. Sittlichkeit is an illustration of how the experienced 

                                                                                                
(or in the midst of the experienced world’s conceptual self-determination) is explored, and the direct 
experiential access we have to this process in its operation examined; this is thus also an account of how 
Spirit and Reason in their operation are experienced “from the inside.” But there are further ways in which 
this internal perspective is developed, as well: for example, Spirit and Reason appear variously as Custom 
and Fate in the Ethical Order precisely because Ethical Life is only an “immediate” experience of Spirit and 
only an intuition of Reason. The limited extent of our self-conscious awareness of what it is we immanently 
experience in Ethical Life is part and parcel of the “internal” perspective we have of Spirit and Reason in 
their operation that Hegel describes. 
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world and our ontological model of it can be all of those things that Hegel says they must 

be: self-supporting, self-determining, all-inclusive and requiring nothing external, etc.; 

and by granting Ethical Life such a central role, Hegel furthermore ties down a good part 

of what might otherwise be abstract, unfamiliar, and philosophically intimidating of his 

ontological and methodological claims, connecting these with experienced life in such a 

way that we become able to intuitively recognize Hegel’s philosophic vision in and as the 

experienced world. Yet when we have thus identified Hegel’s philosophy in the 

experienced world – when we come to identify Spirit and Reason with the vital logic of 

the experienced world – then Hegel believes he has made us complicit in his vision, and 

believes we must follow him in accepting many of the “idealist” and “Spiritual” 

conceptual and philosophical reconfigurations he traces.   

* * *

I would like to end by considering what directions for further thought are 

suggested by the conclusions of this dissertation. I have two specific points in mind: (1) 

how Ethical Life makes Hegel’s philosophical project more generally (as opposed to his 

ontology more specifically) more intuitive and more concrete, especially in its Logical 

aspect, by showing its point of contact with lived experience, and (2) how, by recasting 

lived experience as a vital logic, Hegel suggests a further, existential way in which we 

might overcome modern alienation. I bring these points up in order to mention the larger 

future research projects to which this dissertation points, as well as to acknowledge what 

I have not done in the preceding pages and what I hope to be able to do as I further 

develop and extend the lines of reasoning begun here.
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As this dissertation’s arguments culminated in Chapter Five, I offered a statement 

of what I take to be one of the strongest and clearest connections between Hegel’s 

account of Sittlichkeit and his ontology: Ethical Life is actual Reason, in large part, 

because Ethical Life portrays the process of conceptual self-determination in the moment 

of its concrete operation. I said above that I hoped my exposition would illustrate the way 

in which Hegel’s ontology is more concrete and more intuitive than we might otherwise 

expect, more potentially recognizable in and as experienced life. Indeed, as much 

attention as Sittlichkeit has recently received, I do not believe that its centrality in Hegel’s 

philosophical project as a whole is sufficiently appreciated. As I understand it, Ethical 

Life is absolutely crucial to Hegel, in the way that it marks our experiential access to the 

system, and in so far as Ethical Life brings the system down to us.7 Again, this is not to 

say that Ethical Life represents the fully developed vision of Hegel’s philosophic system. 

Just the opposite: insofar as Ethical Life is Spirit, it is “immediate” Spirit and Spiritual 

“essence,” but not Spirit in its Notion; insofar as Ethical Life is Reason, it is Reason 

intuited, not Reason comprehended. Nevertheless, Ethical Life remains both “actual” 

                                                
7 The notion of “Ethical Life” here must be taken in a sufficiently broad sense: “Ethical Life” would signify 
the lived cultural (especially intellectual and ideological) realities of individuals. Yet Ethical Life in this 
sense, I believe, is very important to Hegel. As we saw in Chapter One, Hegel identifies consciousness with 
the “immediate existence of Spirit”; yet consciousness is not the individual mental lives of independent 
thinking human beings, but rather a shared, intersubjective understanding of the world. Now, Ethical Life, I 
would argue, is this very same shared intersubjective world. And, furthermore, I believe that this 
understanding gets expressed in various ways at various different stages of Hegel’s system. For example, 
what has been called Ethical Life, and a shared intersubjective world, I believe is also indicated with 
Hegel’s references to “community” in the context of his religious thought: “This Notion of the transcended 
individual self that is absolute Being immediately expresses, therefore, the establishment of a 
community…” (PS 471), I believe that it also surfaces in some of Hegel’s references to the state in his 
historical writings (and, of course, to similar statements about the state in the Philosophy of Right): “The 
spiritual individual, the people, insofar as it is organized in itself, an organic whole, is what we call the 
State… We mean its [a people’s] consciousness of itself, of its own truth… All the value man has, all 
spiritual reality, he has only through the state. For his spiritual reality is the knowing presence to him of his 
own essence, of rationality, of its objective, immediate actuality present in and for him. Only thus is he 
truly a consciousness…” (RH 52-3). To put the point in slightly different terms:  I believe that Ethical Life 
is the first form of a community of subjects able to uphold a world; what Consciousness is to an individual 
who has reached the stage of the Absolute, I take Ethical Life to be for Absolute Spirit. 
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Spirit and “actual” Reason, which is to say, I would argue, that Ethical Life is the site 

where Spirit and Reason are tangibly, palpably manifest for us. I hope that I have gone 

some way towards showing this in the preceding chapters. But I can only have gone a 

little ways towards this goal, especially if the goal is to show that Ethical Life is central to 

Hegel’s philosophy in general: I have perhaps shown that Ethical Life is an important 

moment for Hegel in one connection, but not that it is an essential moment of his system 

as a whole. It might be the case that Ethical Life is an instructive vantage point from 

which to view Hegel’s notion of Spirit and his notion of Reason in their operation, but 

not the only such vantage point, or perhaps not even the best one. Or else perhaps 

Sittlichkeit is a good entry point into the system, but an entry point which is reconfigured 

and rendered unrecognizable as it is sublated in the whole, rather than one whose basic 

role and function remains clearly visible (like, e.g., Self-Consciousness or Being). These 

are possibilities that I would need to address if I were to press the case for the centrality 

of Ethical Life in Hegel’s overall philosophy further. 

Pressing this case further, meanwhile, would require engaging a further topic: the 

role of conceptual mediation in Hegel’s ontology of intelligibility and in his conception 

of Reason as an ontologically operative principle, and the relation between conceptual 

mediation and the experience of Ethical Life. This was a topic I left untouched in the first 

half of the dissertation, and which I was repeatedly forced to bracket in Chapters Four 

and Five. I have strived to clarify the deep ties between Hegel’s ontological (and 

methodological) convictions and his account of Ethical Life, especially as this account is 

presented in the Ethical Order of the Phenomenology. But what I have not treated 

sufficiently in the foregoing is how the concrete process of the unfolding of the object’s 
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intelligible whole (the “Life of the Whole,” in the terms of Chapter Three), or Reason as 

self-determination, is a conceptually mediated, logically determined process. Above, I 

have shown that Ethical Life illustrates a number of Hegel’s ontological and 

methodological convictions; yet we know that Hegel holds further ontological and 

methodological convictions regarding the way in which the experienced world is 

underpinned by a system of Speculative Logic; were I to pursue my project further, 

therefore, I would need to treat in detail the conceptuality of the concrete process of self-

determination, as well as the further concrete reality of Speculative Logic in its various 

Concepts. If I am able to accomplish this task as part of a future research project, 

however, I believe it would further help realize my two-part goal with respect to Hegel’s 

thought mentioned above, namely, to bring its abstract claims down to earth and make 

them more intuitive and recognizable, and simultaneously to demonstrate (on the basis of 

the now intuitive and recognizable philosophic premises) the extent to which Hegel 

demands we reconsider our fundamental philosophical beliefs.  

Like the non-metaphysical readers of Hegel, however, my intentions are not 

simply to clarify Hegel’s arguments for their own sake, but to clarify them towards the 

end of demonstrating their enduring relevance and philosophically useful character. This 

brings me to point (2) above. One of the ambitions of Hegel’s conception of Ethical Life 

is to present a philosophical vision that might help us overcome our modern sense of 

alienation. To say this is not to say anything new: Hardimon explicitly argues that this is 

a basic goal of Hegel’s social philosophy and his account of Sittlichkeit in particular, and 
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Forster argues that alienation is a pervasive concern for Hegel in the Phenomenology.8 So 

others have already discussed how Hegel’s philosophy and his account of Ethical Life 

specifically are focused on the goal of overcoming alienation. But what I would draw our 

attention to here is not just that Ethical Life seeks to help us overcome alienation, but 

rather how Hegel hopes it might do this. Hardimon and others examine Hegel’s attempt 

at achieving reconciliation through Ethical Life via a more philosophic route9; as we saw 

in Chapter Four, such accounts generally argue that, on Hegel’s view, the social order can 

be recognized to be rationally justifiable, and when this is seen, many of our 

dissatisfactions with modern social life give way (or should give way) to a recognition of 

the substantial benefits modern social life offers. Yet as we also saw in Chapters Four and 

Five, purely intellectually oriented philosophical arguments, for Hegel, remain 

incomplete in an important way. Now, I suggest that Hegel’s account of Ethical Life – in 

the way that it attempts to reconcile our acceptance of determinism with our practical 

conviction in the efficacy of our actions, and in the way that it describes our direct 

involvement in the process of the world’s self-determination – stands to offer the 

possibility not only of an intellectual or philosophical therapeutic in the face of 

alienation, but also, just as significantly, the possibility of an existential or experiential 

reconciliation. Hegel hopes not only to show us that our social order is inherently, 

objectively good, not just that it is rationally justifiable; he hopes further, through an 

understanding of Ethical Life, to help us recover our sense of the importance, power, and 

                                                
8 See Hardimon 1994, 3, 95; and Forster 1998, 61-83.

9 “Philosophical” here in the sense of intellectually rigorous reasoning, that is, oriented towards reflective 
thought. This is in contrast to what I will term Hegel’s “existential” attempt to overcome alienation, which 
is oriented more towards our experiential, intuitive engagement with the surrounding world. The 
“existential” attempt at overcoming alienation has more to do with how we concretely perceive and 
experience ourselves and our world, over and above whatever intellectual or reflective conclusions we 
might reach. 
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value of our activity, and to help us see (that is, to experientially see as much as to 

understand) ourselves as part of the world; if this were accomplished, we would cease 

viewing our world (social and otherwise) as an external and predetermined (which is to 

say, alien) landscape. 

Another way to put this point is the following: Ethical Life, as Hegel presents it, 

has the potential not only to undermine our sense of alienation, but additionally to 

undermine our sense of apathy, as well. After all, we saw in Chapter Five that Hegel aims 

to accommodate both our acceptance of determinism, and our practical conviction that 

we can affect change in the world. Hegel, then, implicitly offers us a choice: we might 

either embrace our active role in the constitution of our world, or else remain passively 

swept up in it. In the face of our sense that we have no control over our world and that we 

as individuals can make no lasting impact (a sense that is bound to grow as our modern 

world gets increasingly complex, fast-paced, and globalized), Hegel advances a powerful 

counterproposal, placing us as conscious agents in the very midst of the experienced 

world’s self-determination. We are actively involved in the constitution of our world, 

even if the process by which the world self-determines and self-constitutes is greater than 

us ourselves (Hegel’s description of Law in Ethical Life can be readily seen to echo this 

point). Hegel acknowledges that the world maintains its “right,” that the world is 

autonomous and that we do not have the final say over what occurs; nevertheless, he 

affirms that our world and our contributions to our world are nevertheless “ours,” and 

nevertheless are not insignificant. Again, the notion that it is a central concern of Ethical 
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Life how our actions might be said to be “our own” is not a new one.10 But whereas 

previous treatments have treated this topic in a more “philosophical” and reflective way, 

once more, I would suggest that there is a distinct existential dimension to this notion of 

Hegel’s, in that Hegel aims to disarm our creeping suspicions that our actions are 

meaningless, out of our hands, and so on. 

Finally, it is not just apathy with respect to human activity that I believe Hegel 

sets himself the task of combating, but even a more general sense of the meaninglessness 

of the modern experience of human life.11 In Chapter Five, I showed how Hegel hopes to 

relocate meaningful, intentional human activity within the concrete “rational” process of 

the experienced world’s self-determination; in Chapter One, I discussed how Hegel 

affirms the character of human experience, by suggesting that our experience of the 

intelligibility of objects is not a byproduct of our encountering a properly purely 

objective world, but is instead a disclosure of the object itself in an ontologically more 

fundamental form. And we have seen throughout this dissertation how Hegel hopes to 

reconcile what might otherwise be taken to be conflicting intuitions (for example, 

determinism and self-determination, or the object as concretely actual and the object’s 

                                                
10 Pippin 2008, for example, argues that a key philosophic observation of Hegel’s practical philosophy is 
that I can only legitimately identify an action as “my own” if a certain set of normative conditions 
associated with the identity from which I act are already socially established. 

11 This point should be qualified, as it is apt to mislead as presented above. The problem of disenchantment 
and alienation (as meaninglessness) was present in a wholly different form for Hegel than that in which we 
recognize these problems. Today, intellectual sentiments like scienticism on the one side and post-
modernism on the other motivate a creeping skepticism with respect to stable meaning and to our role as 
individuals in modern life. For Hegel the problem of alienation was motivated by a wholly other set of 
sentiments: on one side by lingering philosophical challenges posed by, e.g., Hume’s empiricism, on 
another side by what Hegel perceived as a general waning interest in philosophy, on yet another by the 
growing sense (associated with Romanticism and also figures like Jacobi) that, at best, reality in its truth 
can be intuited, but never explicitly known or understood. There are thus substantial intellectual-historical 
differences between the circumstances in which Hegel faced the problem of disenchantment and alienation, 
and those in which we face this problem. That said, I am optimistic that a case could be made that Hegel’s 
response to this problem (as with so much else of his thought) might remain instructive to today’s context. 
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meaningfulness to consciousness) and how he hopes to motivate his arguments on the 

basis of (and how he hopes to back his arguments by) intuitions many of hold as practical 

convictions, or as basic and undeniable truths of everyday experience. Expanding on 

these themes, I would suggest that Hegel’s philosophic project aims to include and 

reconcile all of our modern intuitions with respect to the experienced world – especially 

those intuitions associated with the intellectual advances of modernity which have the 

tendency to disenchant the world, on the one hand, and those other intuitions associated 

with the self-proclaiming validity of experience itself, on the other. This is not to say that 

Hegel aims to re-enchant the world, especially not in a mystical or metaphysical (in a 

more contemporary, colloquial sense of “metaphysical,” as an appeal to entities beyond 

experience) way – his critique of Romanticism demonstrates as much. But just as Hegel 

hopes to salvage the efficacy of human activity in the face of the truth of determinism as 

we saw in Chapter Five, so too I would suggest that he hopes to reinvest experience with 

meaning and validity in the face of the continuing disenchantment of the modern world. 

Showing that Hegel harbors all of these aspirations – of (1) describing the 

conceptually mediated character of experienced reality as well as complimentarily 

describing the intuitive, concretely experienced reality of Concepts, and of (2) 

overcoming alienation, apathy, and the disenchantment of the world – would, of course, 

require an entirely new (and entirely expansive) research project. In fact, it would 

probably require two of them. But hopefully, in this dissertation, what I have put forward 

might serve or be seen as the first few steps towards this more ambitious philosophic 

vision, and might be suggestive of how pursing such an interpretation of Hegel and his 

potential contribution to our current philosophic situation might be a promising venture.   
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