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PRE FACE 

to the 

English Edition 

Jean Hyppolite 

In 1907 the Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce published an 
essay entitled "What Is Living and What Is Dead in the Philosophy 
of Hegel." The time had come, it seemed, to make a final reckon­
ing of Hegel'"s influence (which was considerable" everywhere in 
Europe except France) and what might survive of his legacy. 
Croce could not envisage a Hegelian renaissance; he was unable to 
foresee that by a strange paradox Hegel would become associated 
with the existentialist current whose pre<::ursors had been critics 
of the" Hegelian system. Kierkegaard and Marx had both taken 
their stand in opposition to Hegelianism. Hegel's absolute idealism 
transcended history, which it judged, and synthesized all past 
philosophies in a system which was equally vast and profound. 
But in that system the individual thinker and the historical indi­
vidual disappeared. They were vanishing moments in a monumen­
tal history which represented the progressive realization of the 
Absolute. The individual goals and concrete projects of man were 
not completely ignored; they were recognized as moments, judged 
and absorbed by a cunning of reason which made use of them in 
order to concretize its own reality. Man's liberty, its adventures, 
its risks, its failures or its partial successes, were all contributory 
to this theodicy. 

But there has appeared in France, iri Europe, and even in Amer­
ica a philosophical movement, often acknowledging its origins in 
Kierkegaard, and sometimes in Marx, which attempts to vinqicate 
the rights of existence, the freedom of man in situation, committed 
to -a history whose meaning is ambiguous and without any absolute 

v 
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guarantee however the risks are calculated. The names associated 
with this movement in France are those of Sartre and Merleau­
Ponty, the movement being no enemy of Marxism. What it kept 
from Marxism was only the analysis of concrete historical situa­
tions, reflection upon the economic bases of human existence, and 
especially the necessity of the liberation of mankind through the 
proletarian suppression of its own historical alienation. About this 
time the early works of Hegel and Marx were discovered. The 
genesis of the Hegelian system from the Theological Writings (a 
very questionable title) to The Phenomenology of Mind, 1807, 
and the origins of Marx and Engel's dialectical materialism from 
the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, through the Economic 
and Philosophical Manuscripts, 1844, to the Critique of Political 
Economy of 1859 (the germ of Capital) constituted a genuine 
revelation for an entire generation. Before developing his system 
Hegel had described an unhappy religious and historical con­
sciousness reminiscent of themes in Kierkegaard or Feuerbach. 

Jean Wahl published The Unhappy Consciousness in the Philos­
ophy of Hegel, 1929. The present author translated The Phe­
nomenology of Mind into French for the first time and attempted 
a historical commentaryl upon its puzzling description of the saga 
of the human mind as a terrestrial repetition of Dante's Divine 
Comedy. Even though this work culminates in an absolute knowl­
edge which seems to swallow existence, it remains of value for the 
concrete detail and diversions in the journey of consciousness. It 
reveals the relations between individual consciousness and nature 
and especially with other individual consciousnesses. It provides 
a description much more than a deduction of the concrete bases 
of a history constituted by the encounter of individuals in a 
struggle to the death for recognition, an absolute war which, as 
in Clausewitz, is conceived as the extreme limit. Indeed, such a 
struggle would bring human history to an impasse; the war would 
have to end for want of combatants. That is why at first recognition 
is not reciprocal; there are masters and slaves, but the slave 
who works ends by dominating the master because he actualizes 
his negativity in a product which subsists rather than through the 
nothingness of death. The product, instrument, tool, machine, in­
deed, every means becomes a substantial end. History is the work 
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of each and of all; it provides its own spectacle and representation 
in religion, in art, and finally one day in philosophy. But the ele­
ment of tragedy does not disappear; it survives in the relation 
between consciousness engaged in action and contemplative con­
sciousness. In this phenomenology, as Marx understood it, Hegel 
often described with great fidelity some of the fundamental char­
acteristics of the human condition, in particular, those of the 
alienation of man through his conditions of work and existence. 
Marx's Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts are nothing else 
than a commentary on The Phenomenology of Mind. 

A. Kojeve's Introduction to the Reading of Hegel,2 contains 
lectures, given in the 1930's, that were extremely influential at that 
time. Going beyond a literal reading, Kojeve spoke of Hegel's 
atheism and Hegel's interpretation of the Napoleonic Empire which 
at that time (1807) he saw as the fulfillment of the French Revo­
lution. 

The discovery of the early writings of Hegel and Marx has 
enabled West European thinkers to understand in terms other 
than those of the systematic Encyclopedia and the schematic dialectic 
of Engels what was the meaning of Hegel's Phenomenology and 
Marx's historical materialism. It has enabled us to raise in a fresh 
way the problem of the relation between Hegel and Marx. The 
much too simple idea of a dialectical reversal leading from the 
monism of the Hegelian Spirit to the materialist monism of Marx 
has perhaps been revised. It is the theme of alienation and the 
conquest of alienation which is now at the center of our attention. 
Actually it had been the inspiration of Marx's early works. But 
there is an ebb and flow, and the generation which is succeeding 
the existentialist generation is also taking notice of the great 
problems of structure that are dominant in Marx's Capital and 
Hegel's Logic. Moreover, on this issue, which is closer to the 
interest of East European commentators, it seems that recent 
analyses will allow us to pose the problem of the relationship 
between Hegel and Marx somewhat differently than hitherto. 

Having discovered the paths followed by the young Hegel and 
Marx, we are presently engaged in reflection upon the conse­
quences of these exploratory journeys and upon the great works of 
their maturity, namely, Hegel's Logic and Marx's Capital (with 
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its very important first phase in Critique of Political Economy, 
1859). The tide of existentialism now yields before the rise not 
of essentialism (displaced forever) but of structuralism. At the 
moment there are only a few instances of this approach to the 
structuralist features of Hegel's Logic and Marx's Capital; so that 
we shall draw upon two essays of Louis Althusser published in La 
Pensee,3 which in our opinion state the issue quite clearly. Marx's 
conception of the dialectic is not the same as Hegel's if we con­
sider its actual role in his analysis of human society and capital. 
It is not a case of the same method applied to a system which is 
just the reverse of the other. Hegel is indeed an idealist and a 
monist. For him there exists a single principle, an indivisible 
genetic totality which experiences self-division and self-opposition 
in order finally to be reintegrated with itself (a process which 
Lenin in his notes on Hegel rightly found very obscure). It involves 
an absolute subject that alienates itself and becomes its own phe­
nomenon in order to reconquer itself. The spirit loses itself and 
finds itself. The journey of absolute spirit is such that it has al­
ready returned at the time it starts out. What we have here is a 
theology, and when East European commentators substitute matter 
for Hegel's absolute spirit and retain the dialectic of the One which 
negates itself and recovers itself in the negation of the negation, 
like Hegel, they are also theologians. They preserve in Hegel what 
Marx felt obliged to reject. They entrench themselves in a dogma­
tism similar to theological metaphysics. 

What deserves admiration in Hegel and even in his Logic is 
his unfaithfulness to this monism, particularly in the doctrine on 
Essence. There he describes structures in which the essential and 
unessential are reflected.in one another, in which the existential 
conditions of a dominant contradiction are an element in the 
contradiction itself. In Marx there is never any question of an 
absolute subject, Matter or Spirit, which might follow a con­
tinuous dialectical development. There are never anything but 
concrete pre-existing structures. There is no indivisible genetic 
Totality, but many totalities; for example, human society in the 
capitalist phase. These totalities are not essences but structures 
in which, as L. Althusser has shown, the dominant contradiction, 
for example, between the relations and the forces of production is 
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reflected in its existential conditions, which are no longer con­
tingent superstructures arbitrarily tied to their infrastructure. The 
dominant contradiction can shift, can appear in various aspects 
(Marx was not insensible to these characteristic features of his­
tory, as can easily be seen from reading what he wrote on the 
class struggles in France and the emergence of Napoleon ill 
where the explanation is far from simplistic) . Structure is not the 
appearance of a unique subject but an original ensemble, a totality 
of a quite different type from Hegel's spiritual principle. It is 
within its totality that development takes place, whether in phases 
where antagonism is still only a difference or where it appears as 
an overt struggle or as an explosion which involves the Totality 
in a mutation. If one were to return to the often remarkable com­
menta.ry4 by Lenin on Hegel's Logic, one could rediscover con­
cepts of this order when, for example, he shows the relation be-/ 
tween a natural development and a spiritual development, or 
where, in a typical image, in connection with the logic of Essence 
he insists upon the importance of the position and movement of 
every drop in a river. 

On turning their attention to these studies of structure-and 
of strategy-Western students are perhaps in closer rapport with 
East European commentators on the Hegel-Marx filiation. On one 
point, however, .they keep their distance. They reject Engels' 
dialectical schematism, the monism and determinism that are 
more Hegelian than Marxian. We may add that these studies of 
structure-and strategy-which make a science of Marxism, and 
undoubtedly correspond to Marx's own thinking, seem to us to 
be lacking where they eliminate the youthful impulses and the 
existential reflection upon alienation. Indeed, what would be the 
meaning of history and the significance of the revolutionary move­
ment if it were not clarified in existence through the awareness 
of alienation and the resolves to surmount it? Jean-Paul Sartre 
might ask how the for-itself can emerge from the in-itself or from 
an existence antecedent to consciousness. Marx, who at the time 

. of the Paris Commune had thought the revolt premature and 
ineffectual, immediately took its part once it had broken out and 
he was able to see in it the basis of a new revolutionary tradition. 
There is a universal value for us in reflection upon the re-
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lationship between. Hegel· and Marx. It is not just a histo�ical 
legacy. It involves a problem that can always be re-examined 
and which can acquire fresh meaning at any given time in history. 

N O T E S 

1 Jean Hyppolite, Genese et structure de la phenomenologie de I'esprit de 
Hegel (Paris, 1946) .  

2 Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction t o  the Reading of Hegel, edited and with 
an introduction by Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1969). 

3 Louis Althusser, "Contradiction et surdetermination," La Pensee (De­
cember 1962), pp. 3-22; "Sur la dialectique materialiste (De l'inegalite 
des origines)," ibid. (August 1963),  pp. 5-46. 

4 V. I. Lenin, "Conspectus of Hegel's Science of Logic," Philosophical 
Notebooks, Collected Works, Vol. XXXVIII (Moscow: Foreign Lan­
guages Publishing House, 1961). 



INTRODUCTION 

Hegel and Marx on History 

as Human History 

John O'Neill 

The rediscovery of the concept of alienation by Marxists in search 
of a framework for the interpretation and critique of socialist 
reality h�s been challenged as an attempt to refurbish a speculative 
Hegelian notion which Marx abandoned for the more precise con­
cept of exploitation. The "historical Marx," that is to say, Marx of 
the. Communist Manifesto and Capital, whom Marxists themselves 
have given to history, is now to be forsaken for a history made out 
of the revolutionary event of Marx's discovery of alienation in the 

. property system and the utopian suggestion that the collectivization 
of property would end alienation and the prehistory of man.1 
These events might be taken to indicate that here at any rate Marx's 
critique of Hegel appears to have backfired and that Hegel's, original 
concept of alienation as an ontological experience is the more 
general concept that Marxists now need for the understanding of 
the unhappy socialist consciousness. 

I think it can be argued that what is usually set forth as Marx's 
redefinition of the Hegelian concept of alienation is nothing else 
than a progression to be found in The Phenomenology of Mind. 
If this is indeed so, then the "existentialist" version of Hegel's 
concept of alienation is not wholly true to Hegel's account of the 
relation between the individual and society and cannot be em-

A discussion paper for the Colloquium on Hegel, Marx and Contemporary 
Philosophy, XIVth International Congress of Philosophy, Vienna (Sep­
tember 2-9,1968) .  

xi 
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ployed to revise Marx. The attempt to correct late Marx with early 
Marx appears to be a correction in favor of lIegel only if Hegel 
himself is corrected in terms of a reading of the early phenomeno­
logical description of the "Unhappy Consciousness." But if this 
discussion is followed through to the historical description of self­
estrangement and culture th.en it becomes clear that in Hegel the 
experience of alienation is neither individual nor social in origin 
but the historical mediation of society and the individual through 
the process of work as self-expression or culture (Bildung) in 
which alienation is ultimately suspended. Now I admit that this 
more complete account of Hegel's concept of alienation is closer 
to that of Marx than perhaps Marx himself understood in the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts 1844. But if we must 
consider Marx's philosophical and economic thought as a unity,2 
as I think we must, then our Hegelian trends must do the same for 
Hegel. We may then proceed in agreement, as Marx was fond of 
saying to Engels. 

I am dealing with the convergence between Hegel and Marx 
and I want to show that the "existentialist" version of this phenom­
enon is not properly grounded in either Hegel or Marx. The con­
sequences of this may be seen in Sartre's struggle in the Critique 
de la raison dialectique to unite the ontological alienation involved 
in the dialectic of recognition of the other with a concept of 
intersubjectivity as the necessary ground of political action and 
organization. 

The ultimate goal of self-consciousness is to recover the unity 
of the self and the world which it discovers abstractly in the unity 
of the mind and its objects. The recovery of the world is mediated 
by desire which reveals the world as my praxis. But this is still only 
abstractly a world until my interests are recognized by the other. 
The dialectic of recognition appears as a life and death struggle 
because of desire which binds consciousness to the world of things 
and simultaneously reveals its transcendence as the negation of 
things and the Other. But the categories of subject and object, nega­
tion, self, other and recognition are not a priori categories of experi­
ence. They arise in the course of the self-interpretation by conscious­
ness of its modes of lived experience which involve consciousness in a 
dialectic between intentionality and an irreducible ontological dif-
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ference which generates the world and the recognition of the Other. 
For if consciousness did not encounter the resistance of things and 
others, it could only know things perceptually and others by 
analogy and it would have no organic or social life. But this means 
that consciousness can never be satisfied in a desire for objects and 
the Other. For in this it would only consume itself whereas it 
needs a common world in which things and others reflect conscious­
ness back upon itself. "Selfconsciousness, which is absolutely for 
itself, and characterizes its object directly as negative, or is pri­
marily desire, will really, therefore, find through experience this 
object's independence."3 Desire then is not the actuality of self­
consciousness but only its potentiality for actualizing itself in a 
common world and intersubjectivity. Hence the struggle to the 
death which originates in desire is exteriorized in the relation to 
objects established between the Master and the Slave which preserves 
their independence. in the form of a living. dependency. "In this 
experience self-consciousness becomes aware that life is as essen­
tial to it as pure self-consciousness."4 

With respect (fear) for life that is born from the struggle to the 
death there is initiated a further dialectic in which the Slave's 
apprenticeship to things makes possible the practical observation 
of the laws of their operation. Though he works for another, the 
Slave learns to work with objects whose independence now sub­
mits to his production though not to his consumption. By the same 
token. the Master's independence of things mediated by the Slave 
becomes his dependence upon the Slave's cultivation. 

Labour, on the other hand, is desire restrained and checked, 
evanescence delayed and postponed; in other words, labour shapes 
and fashions the thing. The negative relation to the object passes 
into the form of the object, into something that is permanent and 
remains; because it is just for the labourer that the object has 
independence.5 

Thus from the recognition of the value of life and the fear of 
death, expressed in submission to things for the sake of life, the 
experience of domination and servitude opens up the cycle of 
culture as the objective mediation of self-expression and the world. 
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It is through work that the world is revealed as conscious praxis, 
as a field of individual interests which are in tum opened to the 
interests of others and hence to a common measure of good and 
evil. As a field of practical intentions the world is the element of 
consciousness, its "original nature" which the activity of conscious­
ness molds to its purposes. Hegel is quite explicit that there is no 
room for the experience of estrangement in the act whereby the 
self externalizes itself in the world of objects. It is the very nature 
of consciousness to act to externalize itself in the deed, or work. 

The act is something simply determinate, universal, to be grasped as 
an abstract, distinctive whole; it is murder, theft, a benefit, a deed of 
bravery, and so on, and what it is can be said of it. It is such and such, 
and its being is not merely a symbol, it is the fact itself. It is this, and 
the individual human being is what the act is. In the simple fact that 
the act is, the individual is for others what he really is and with a 
certain general nature, and ceases to be merely something that is 
"meant" or "presumed" to be this or that. No doubt he is not put 
there in the form of mind; but when it is a question of his being qua 
being, and the twofold being of bodily shape and act are pitted against 
one another, each claiming to be his true reality, the deed alone is to 
be affirmed as his genuine being-not his figure or shape, which would 
express what he "means" to convey by his acts, or what any one might 
"conjecture" he merely could do. In the same way, on the other hand, 
when his performance and his inner possibility, capacity, or intention 
are opposed, the former alone is to be regarded as his true reality, 
even if he deceives himself on the point and, after he has turned from 
his action into himself, means to be something else in his "inner mind" 
than what he is in the act. Individuality, which commits itself to the 
objective element, when it passes over into a deed no doubt puts itself 
to the risk of being altered and perverted. But what settles the char­
acter of the act is just this-whether the deed is a real thing that holds 
together, or whether it is merely a· pretended or "supposed" per­
formance, which is in itself null and void and passes away. Objectifica­
tion does not alter the act itself; it merely shows what the deed is, 
i.e., whether it is or whether it is nothing.6 

Only if we abstract the moments of purpose, means, and object 
can we speak of the transcendence of consciousness over its ac­
complished deeds or works. But apart from the process of work, 
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consciousness would remain an empty project and its freedom a 
pure negativity without a wodd. It is in the process of work that 
consciousness experiences the identity of freedom and nature. The 
extemalization of consciousness is a natural experience through 
which an objective culture and history is created which in tum 
gives shape to the individual who acquires through it his essential 
or generic humanity� 

It is often remarked that Hegel spiritualized action where Marx 
materialized it. Marx himself believed this to be the substance of 
his critique of Hegel. But I think there is some evidence for the 
argument that Hegel and Marx are engaged in a similar critique of 
alienation as estrangement from' action as expression; and thus 
there is a continuity between Hegel's The Phenomenology of Mind 

. and Marx's Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. 
In his remarks on physiognomy Hegel argues that the .exter� 

nalization of consciousness is not contingently related to its pur� 
pose but is essential to consciousness as embodied being. Thus the 
human hand and human speech are essential organs of conscious 
expression and it is by means of them that we establish a common 
world of artifacts and meanings. It is through the body that we 
give to our immediate surroundings "a general human shape and 
form, or at least the general character of a climate, of a portion of 
the world," just as we find regions of the world characterized by 
different customs and culture. It is through the expressive organs 
of the' hand and speech that we realize a unity of purpose and 
object which conveys our presence in the world and to others.

' 
The 

human body is thus the expressive instrument of spirit and not its 
simple objective alienation; it is the instrument whereby there can 
be culture and history which in tum shape human. sensibility, 
thought, and perception. 

For if the organs in general proved to be incapable of being taken 
as expressions of the inner for the n�ason that in them the action 
is present as a process, while the action as a deed or (finished) 
act is merely external, and inner and outer in this way fall apart 
and are or can be alien to one another, the organ must, in view of 
the peculiarity now considered, be again taken as also a middle 
term for both . . . .  7 
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Thus self-consciousness is not estranged by its natural being, for 
the human body is an expressive organ through which meaning is 
embodied in speech and the work of human hands which together 
articulate the nature of man. 

That the hand, however, . must exhibit and reveal the inherent 
nature of individuality as regards its fate, is easily seen from the 
fact that after the organ of speech it is the hand most of all by 
which a man actualizes and maniJ;ests himself. It is the animated 
artificer of his fortune; we may say of the hand it is what a man 
does, for in it as the effective organ of his fulfillment he is there 
present as the animating soul; and since he is ultimately and 
originally his own fate, the hand will thus express this innate in­
herent nature.8 

The expression of the human spirit is not the abstract confronta­
tion of a pure interiority with a simple exteriority but the recipro­
cation of intentionality, gesture, and the deed through which joy, 
sorrow, and nobility delineate their own meaning in the eyes, the 
voice, and the hands of man. 

The growth of human culture is the growth of human sensibil­
ity. So long as culture is dependent upon the class domination of 
Resources or Wealth then the judgment of Good is identified with 
the Power to command wealth and Bad with the wealth that always 
threatens to be lacking but for power over it. But the universaliza­
tion of culture implicit in the expressive activity of work is pro­
gressively made explicit in the power of the spoken word to 
express the intellectual, political, and economic ideal of action as 
self-expression, of which the supreme prerevolutionary expression 
is Diderot's Neveu de Rameau. The liberal identification of self­
expression with the organization of society as a system of needs 
results in a hybrid political economy. And it is the critique of 
political economy begun in Hegel which provides the bridge to 
Marx. The nub of Hegel's critique of liberal society is that it rests 
upon a confusion of a law discovered in the workings of the pas­
sions, the invisible law of the market, with law in the ethical 
sense of a law embraced by rational self-consciousness. This 
distinction is the basis for Hegel's transition to his philosophy of 
the State which Karl Lowith, for example, considers as an apparent 
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dialectical transition within liberal society, or rather only its. "sus­
pension through the ideal of the pOliS."9 We might then understand 
Hegel's critique of liberal society not as a recommendation that the 
"State" supersede "Society," but that the liberal subordination of 
law to an empirical law of the passions as a criterion for the 
organization of society be superseded in favor of a society organ­
ized about a conception of law based on the sublime need of self­
consciousness to achieve self-expression in its objects and activities. 

Whatever the nature of the differences between The Phenome­
nology of Mind and the Philosophy of Right, it is perhaps fateful 
that Marx began his critique of Hegel with an attack on the 
Hegelian conception of the State. Marx attacks the Hegelian 
State as a cultural universal on the ground that it only abstractly 
mediates the separation between the private interests of the bour­
geoisie, summarized in the doctrine of Natural Rights, and the 
nature of Man supposedly outlined in the doctrine of Rights. "Here 
man. is far from being conceived as a member of a general class; 
rather the life of this class itself, society, is conceived as a frame­
work external to the individuals, a restriction upon their original 
independence. The only bond holding them together is . . . need 
and private intere.st. "10 Marx concludes that bourgeois society 
cannot be transcended politically, for the state rests upon and is 
nothing else than the legitimation of an individualistic society. The 
critique of bourgeois society can only be grounded in a re-examina­
tion of the process through whicn the totality of human life and 
expression is reduced to a set of needs defined by the impoverish­
ment of labor. 

It is not necessary to trace Marx's economic and historical 
analysis of the institutional preconditions of alienation.ll This is 
the aspect of Marx's work which, though not lacking in Hegel, 
separates Marx from Hegel. The differences, however, seem 
smaller once attention is given to Marx's conception of the univer­
sal nature of work and the human world and sensibility which is 
its product. I have tried to show earlier that Hegel did not regard 
man as pure self-consciousness. His treatment of consciousness 
as embodied being in which the organs of hand and speech are the 
naturally expressive and creative agencies of a human world should 
at least modify the criticism that Hegel's concept of alienation 
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confused the two processes of extemalization and estrangement. 
Insofar as Hegel's conception of Man is that of an embodied 
consciousness, then I think Hegel could well have concurred with 
the anthropological concept that Marx thought he was opposing 
to Hegel in the following remark. 

To say that man is a corporeal, living, real, sensuous, objective 
being full of natural vigour is to say that he has real, sensuous 
objects as the objects of his being or of his life, or that he can only 
express his life in real, sensuous objects. To be objective, natural, 
and sensuous, and at the same time to have object, nature, and 
sense outside oneself, or oneself to be object, nature, and sense for 
a third part, is one and the same thing.12 

Finally, there are several aspects of Marx's concept of aliena­
tion among which there is, I think, a central notion where again 
Marx and Hegel share a common conception of action as self­
expression. For Marx alienation is a fact of political economy not 
of phenomenology. That is to say, in the first place, under capital­
ism man is estranged from the product of hiS work which in tum 
estranges him from his own nature as a sensuous and social being. 
Under such conditions the meaning of work becomes merely a means 
of subsistence for the satisfaction of purely animal needs �d loses its 
nature as a human need which is to work creatively even in the 
absence of phYSical needs. Man and Nature are thus involved in a 
cultural matrix in which the natural history of man is interwoven 
with the humanization of natural history. 

Only through the objectively unfolded richness of man;s essential 
being is the richness of subjective human sensibility (a musical 
ear, an eye for beauty of form-in short, senses capable of human 
gratifications, senses confirming themselves as essential powers of 
man) either cultivated or brought into being. For not only the 
five senses but also the so-called mental senses-the practical 
senses (will, love, etc.)-in a word, human sense-the humanness of 
the senses-comes to be by virtue of its object, by virtue of 
humanized nature. The fomiing of the five senses is a labour of 
the entire history of the world down to the present.13 
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The evolution of human nature proceeds in terms of the interaction 
between man and nature and the technology and social relations 
of production which mediate that process. In this sense the poten­
tiality of human nature may be regarded as a function of the means 
and relations of production. 

Because of this simple fact that every succeeding generation finds 
itself in possession of the productive forces won by the previous 
generation which serve it as the raw material for new production, 
a connection arises in human history, a history ·of humanity takes 
shape which has become all the more a history of humanity since 
the productive forces of man and therefore his social relations 
have been extended. Hence it necessarily follows: the social history 
of men is never anything but the history of their individual de­
velopment, whether they are conscious of it or not.14 

Thus, I think, it is possible to conclude that neither Hegel nor 
Marx separated Nature from History and that both regarded world 
history as a history of culture in which human needs furnish a 
primary structure open to a multiplicity of cultural forms which in 
turn shape the existential character of need but directed toward 
the truly human needs of creativity and sociality. 

Toronto 
January 1969 
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1 
The Concept of Life 

and Consciousness of Life in 

Hegel's J ena Philoso:phy 

Consciousness and Life 

The chapter on "Self-consciousness" in The Phenomenology oj 
Mind constitutes one of the principal moments of the Hegelian 
dialectic. Consciousness comes to the discovery that its object 
is no longer alien to it. The "internal structure" or "essence of 
things" ceases to be an "object in-itself' apart from all relation 
to consciousness.1 In its immediate form self-consciousness is 
Desire and the object which it 'Confronts is nothing else than the 
object of its desire. Consciousness in this case is identical with 
life, and the creature moved by desire does not consider the object 
of its desire as something essentially alien. As a living creature 
he experiences the character of "being other" only as a moment 
within an encounter that is virtually resolved in satisfaction. The 
living creature appropriates the object and assimilates it with his 
own substance so that it becomes flesh and blood. In this way he 
affirms the identity in-itself of the object and - himself. In his 
writings at Jena, some years prior to the Phenomenology, Hegel 
repeatedly refers to this relation between the living creature and 
the inorganic environment: "The organic is unmediated power, 
the act which, so to speak, grounds the inorganic in an organic 
flu�."2 In another passage Hegel remarks that "Eating and drink­
ing make of inorganic things what they are in themselves or in 
truth ... it is their unconscious conception."3 Here we see how 
Hegel understood the act of conception, that is, as the penetra­
tion of the object through a mode of knowledge that coincides 
with the development of the object. This notion of a consciousness 

3 



4 The Concept of Life and Existence in Hegel 

identical with the living experiences of man leads us into Hegel's 
earliest meditations. While he was at Bern and at Frankfurt he 
was less interested in philosophical speculation than in a descrip­
tion of the human condition. Indeed, it is hardly possible without 
a knowledge of the early writings on Abraham or on Love to 
attempt an adequate interpretation of Hegel's more difficult re­
flections upon Consciousness and Life. 

There is, however, an important difference between Hegel's 
early works and the mst Jenenser System or the Phenomenology. 
In the latter works Hegel intends to conceptualize life whereas 
earlier he was content to describe it.4 Thought and life are no 
longer to be separate domains, where life always outstrips thought 
and thought never comprehends life. The two terms are to be 
identified so that life is conceptualized as life and thought breaks 
with its traditional forms in order to grasp and express life itself. 
This conception of life is, of course, a common theme throughout 
German romanticism. In Faust, Part One, Goethe contrasts living 
thought with moribund speculation: 

Instead of living nature. 
in which God created man, 
you're surrounded by smoke and rot, 
animals' skeletons and dead men's bones.5 

Schelling broke with the Critique of Judgment in order to conceive 
nature as a living whole. In his Jena writings Hegel, basing himself 
upon his friend's Philosophy of Nature, organized and systemized 
this conception of life. Nevertheless Hegel's speculations upon life 
differ from those of Schelling. Hegel is less concerned with life as 
a biological concept than as the life of mind and spirit. Hegel's 
concept is less an intuition of nature than of the development of 
human consciousness. He is more concerned with human desire 
than with biological drives. If one were to characterize Hegel's 
philosophy as a whole, to express its origin and basic intuition, one 
would have to say that it seeks to be the thought of human life. 
"To think life, that is the problem," Hegel remarks in an early 
fragment, adding that "the consciousness of life in itself would be 
the same thing as the consciousness of what is man."6 
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Schelling's philosophy of nature is absorbed into Hegel's system 
to the extent that it contributes to a better understanding of the 
spirit which is the "truth of nature" and which presupposes nature. 
In the earliest sections of the Metaphysik Hegel regards nature as 
an inferior moment of the Idea and not as a complete manifesta­
tion of the Absolute: The spirit of nature is a hidden spirit. "It 
does not develop itself in the same form as spirit; it is only spirit 
for the spirit who is conscious of it, it is spirit in-itself, but not 
for-itself."7 Moreover, "Hegel's philosophy of nature is in no way 
a metaphysics of nature but it is ceI.:tainly a metaphysics of natural 
science, that is to say, a metaphysics of the whole of man's knowl­
edge of nature."8 Hegel, then, owes to Schelling the conception of 
nature that he worked out in the writings at lena. But the basic 
experience upon which he reflects is human experience in all its 
ranges. Hegel lacks that "cosmic sympathy" which is the original 
characteristic of Schelling's thought. On the other hand, the un­
derstanding of spiritual relationships lacking in Schelling is present 
in Hegel. Numerous passages from The Phenomenology of Mind 
on infinity and self-consciousness illustrate the essential role of the 
development of the consciousness of life through thought and 
reflection. The development of consciousness has a creative and 
dynamic role in the Hegelian dialectic because, as he says in his 
Jena writings, spirit is "that which discovers itself,"9 and nature 
is only the scene of the self-discovery of spirit. 

Life, Infinity, Relation 

The object confronted by self-consciousness ceases to be an 
abstract being or the "thing" of perception viewed partes extra 
partes, but a living being considered from the standpoint of the 
totality of life, so that self-consciousness possesses in its object an 
image of itself. In Spinozan terms, self-consciousness discovers 
itself in the relationship between life and the living creature, the 
genus and the individual, substance and mode. This relationship 
forces the understanding to break with its categories. For the 
understanding always grasps parts in an external relationship to 
one another, and when it posits a totality it conceives it as an 
entity apart from multiplicity. Exteriority, spatiality, and mech-
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anism are the defining characters of the attitude of perception 
which is consequently a much more abstract attitude than it 
would pretend. "The omnipresence of the simple in a multiple 
extemality"IO is a mystery for the understanding. But it is just 

. this inseparability of the whole and its parts in a vital immanence 
which constitutes infinity. The concepts of Life and Infinity are 
identical. In the ] enenser Logik Hegel conceives infinity in terms 
of a dialectical relationship between the One and the Many, but 
within this dialectic one can discover the concept of Life. Re­
ciprocally, life is itself this dialectic and it is life which leads the 
spirit or mind to think dialectically. 

One should not, however, believe that it is this notion of lif�, 
considered as a totality, that is the source of what is original in 
Hegelian thought. In his volume on Hegel's Realphilosophie, J. 
Hoffmeister has shown clearly that this notion was common to all 
German romantic thought. In a famous monologue of Faust 
Goethe summons the source of life: 

Eternal nature, where shall I grasp you? 
Where are you, breasts, you springs of life 
on which hang heaven and earth, 
toward which the parched heart presses? 
You flow, you suckle-must I do without you?ll 

Herder, Goethe, and Schelling used Spinozan language to contrast 
natura naturans with natura naturata, and nature as "infinite pro­
ductivity" with nature as a "conditioned and limited product."12 
In romantic philosophy the concept of Ether is the counterpart 
of the world-soul in which spirit, force, and matter are reconciled. 
This is, in fact, the supra-sensible substratum of nature which 
Kant declared to be unknowable.I3 The concept of the world­
soul is the first form assumed by Schelling's concept of Identity, 
that is to say, "the highest unity from which everything comes 
and to which everything retums,"14 much like Spinoza's Substance. 

The originality of Hegel's thought, then, does not lie in its 
concept of Life but in the philosophical attempt to conceptualize 
life by means of a dialectic which permits "finite determinations" 
to be engulfed in "the indifferent." Thus, as early as 1802, in a 
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study of the category of Quantity, Hegel criticizes Schelling's 
"forces" for failing to discriminate the qualitative features of 
being. IS Schelling sees all finite reality as simply a deviation from 
the Absolute produced by a number of oscillations in the vicinity 
of "Identity." This mode of thought may very well be adequate 
for the intuition of nature, but it is deficient for conceiving spiritual 
life in which the oppositions are essential and qualitative. "Opposi­
tion is qualitative and since there is nothing outside of the Abso­
lute, opposition is itself absolute, and it is only because it is abso­
lute that it can transcend itself."16 Reflection and opposition should 
not be conceived outside of the Absolute but within the very 
heart of the Absolute. Unlike Fichte, Hegel does not conceive of 
the infinite as beyond knowledge. Nor does he think of reducing 
the world of oppositions to simple deviations so that differences 
become merely external effects, as in Schelling. Hegel's view is 
that quantitative differences reveal the very nature of the concrete 
thing (die Sache selbst) .  The infinite, affirnied as "productivity" 
but emptied of all concrete opposition, only offers an abyss in 
which all differences disappear. An intuition of development which 
remains a pure intuition and does not conceive of the obstacle in 
all its actuality and as something internal is not the intuition of 
"the spirit that never ceases to negate." H the Absolute is to be 
truly productive, it must be conceived as a negative power, an 
internal activity which posits division and opposition within itself 
in order to negate it. We have here the mystical image of an 
Absolute which divides and tears itself apart in order to be ab­
solute. But in Hegel this mystical notion is transformed through 
a dialectical philosophy which is validated by the intensity of the 
intellectual thrust that it brings into beingP Hegel's creativeness 
lies not in the mystical image but in the conceptual translation 
of it which he effects. What strikes one upon reading the Jenenser 
Logik is the interrelation between a mystical intuition and a sys­
tem of thought which grasps the livir:lg reality of logical relation-
ships. 

. 

The infinite does not lie beyond finite oppositions; on the con­
trary, the latter are conceived as infinite. In Hegel's conception 
the infinite is no less "restless" than the finite: "The disintegrative 
:flux of the infinite only actualizes itself through the existence 
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which it disintegrates. The transcended, for all that, remains an 
absolute. It engenders itself in the very process of disintegration, 
for the latter presupposes a being that destroys itself."18 Despite 
its apparent obscurity, there is an underlying thought in this 
passage which is clear enough. As he remarked in 1800, Hegel 
was to think through "the · bond between relation and non-rela­
tion." The key concept which enables him to think through the 
relation (Beziehung) and not simply to live it in an unreflected 
way is the concept of Infinity. It-is this concept which provides the 
foundation of the dialectical logic of 1802 in which we have the 
genetic framework of the Hegelian system. 

From Descartes to Kant the problem of relation had been · the 
central problem of the theory of knowledge. The Cartesian cogito 
represents an intuition which grasps in a pure act of mind the most 
profound unity of thought and being originally questioned by the 
Cartesian doubt. Kantian philosophy is a philosophy of law or of 
the relations between finite determinations. Hegel continues this 
reflection upon the nature of laws in his proof that all knowledge 
of astronomy presupposes a relation between time and space. He 
is not concerned simply to reflect upon the empirical relations 
between the two quantities but to show how the concept of time 
presupposes the concept of space and is in turn presupposed by the 
concept of space. But it is particularly in the conceptualization 
of life that the need appears for the categories of unity and divi­
sion. Infinity is the living principle of relation, that is, the dialectical 
principle by which the development of each term of a relation 
may be conceived. To take a finite determination as infinite is to 
grasp it according to its restless capacity for self-transcendence or 
"becoming other than itself" : "As such the determinate particular 
is essentially the absolute restlessness of not being what it is.''19 

Nevertheless it will not suffice to posit a transcendent entity 
which is forever beyond each particular determination. Each de­
termination negates itself through its correlative but at the same 
time discovers itself in the latter since its correlative negates itself 
through it. Consequently, the Infinite, or the totality of this two­
fold movement, should in no way be postulated as an unattainable 
transcendent. The unity expressed in a relation presupposes the 
distinction of the terms that it relates. For this unity is "the act of 
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transcendence and not a transcendental entity,"20 in which the dis­
tinction of terms disappears. Thus everything is life and movement 
through the relation insofar as it is infinite. 

The life of the relation is to be found in the Hegelian dialectic, 
which is not to be thought of as a formal technique which can 
be applied indifferently to any object. The dialectic is the life of 
the object and dialectical thought is in no way an abstract cate­
gorization. Every living relation has its own particular structure 
which must be conceptualized as such. To achieve this it is neces­
sary to grasp each of the terms and the relation itself under the 
category of infinity. Infinity is therefore the middle term which 
makes it possible to conceptualize life and the living relation and 
the means whereby the problem of knowledge and the problem 
of life are identifiable.21 Hegel's first treatise of logic is the reply 
to a question he had posed to himself as a young man: What are 
the intelligible conditions of human life? However, the dynamism 
of the relation only possesses its true significance once there ap­
pears an active consciousness of life. It is only the spiritual relation 
that is a dialectic "for-itself." That is why Hegel speaks of nature 
as "only a concept in-itself," so that biological life can only end 
in death or a radical dissolution of the universal and the par­
ticular. But in Hegel death is the beginning of the life of the 
spirit. 

The Dialectic of Life and the Living Agent 

How does this infinite life that is the mirror of itself appear 
to self-consciousness? In reflecting upon life one can equally 
well start from the unity of life (natura naturans) and proceed 
to the distinct individual, or one can begin with the separate indi­
vidual (natura naturata) for whom the whole is an external unity, 
and then discover that unity as the immanent nature of the indi­
vidual. The two pr9cedures may indeed be complementary in a 
cyclical fashion exemplary of a dialectical relation.22 

Let us start from the point of view of the separate individual, 
or what Hegel calls a living form or an individual structure. This 
entity detaches itself from the whole and declares itself to be 
independent. It is what Spinoza calls a mode. But whereas the 
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Spinozan mode is purely negative, the Hegelian mode is a nega­
tive force in itself or an activity like the Leibnitzian monad.23 It 
constitutes itself by separating from the universal and attaching 
itself to being as · a "being-for-itself." Hegel's philosophy of life 
of the Jena period is the description of this biological dialectic. 
The individual life posits itself as force over its "inorganic world" 
or "negation of itself." It is opposed to the whole external to 
itself inasmuch as it is a "synthesis of multiplicity" against which 
the individual is a "negative unity." The relation between the 
universe and the organism, the universal and the individual, is 
presented in the biological form of the relation between the 
environment and the organism. Here one can hardly suppress 
the comparison with Hegel's description, in his early works, of 
the experience of Abraham. 

Abraham isolates himself as a stranger on the earth. He asserts 
himself and thereby conceives a totality outside of himself since 
he makes it the object of his satisfaction. But the negation is not 
effectively realized, the satisfaction remains in the future, and the 
individual lives in a present always directed to a future that is 
the negation of the present. This is the source of an internal contra­
diction which in the very heart of desire is experienced as sorrow. 
Sorrow is this contradiction as it is lived. It is the dialectic as a 
biological experience. Nevertheless, being-for-itself (Fursichsein) 
thrives upon the universal and dominates it . . . "by being in its 
own right, or by its being in its determinate shape an infinite sub-

. stance, it comes forward in opposition to the universal substance, 
disowns this fluent continuity with that substance, and insists 
that it is not dissolved in this universal element, but rather on 
the contrary preserves itself by and through its separation from 
this its inorganic nature, and by the fact that it consumes this 
inorganic nature."24 As such, being-for-itself identifies itself with 
the universal or genus. It is a purely negative force and in its 
absolute self-assertion it negates its very self. "It consumes itself 
. . .  transcends its own inorganic nature . . . feeds upon itself . . . 
organizes its own identity . . . .  It is the very process that occurs 
within it. "25 

The individual, as a living being, is himself that fluidity in which 
the moments are ceaselessly negated and transcended. His growth 
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is by means of his own negation and maturation. The individual 
is life and therefore identical with temporality which is a perpetual 
self-negation.26 The life of the individual belongs to the category 
of action and not of "thing." Through action the individual negates 
what is :fixed in himself (his internal inorganic nature) and trans­
cends himself. This inherent internal contradiction of life is ex­
ternalized in the development of the species and in the division of 
the sexes. The individual sees his opposite member outside of him­
self and identical with himself. Desire is no longer directed toward 
an object but upon another self. This description derives from 
Hegel's early reflections upon love in which "life senses life."27 But 
the relation between the sexes is still a relation of immediacy and 
it lacks the consciousness that would make of it an infinite "for­
itself." Actually, in the relation between the sexes the biological 
individual disappears as an individual. The individual dies and 
becomes another being through which the cycle of life is repeated. 
The life of the child is the death of the parent. Thus the cycle 
closes upon itself. The endless cycle of life, Hegel says, "is just as 
much a form'ation of independent individual shapes, as it is a way 
of cancelling a shape assumed. "28 The living being in positing 
himself negates himself. His development and fulfillment are im­
plicitly his death, or, considered more positively, the creation of 
a new individual. Life and death are two indissoluble aspects of 
the lived moment or time that shares in both being and non-being. 
The postulation of a universal consequently appears to the iso­
lated individual under two aspects, as a universe external to him­
self and as a totality immanent within himself: "We have, then, 
here a connected system, where one extreme is the universal life 
qua universal or genus, the other being the same life qua a single 
whole or universal individual."29 

In the cycle of life the universal and the individual interpenetrate 
one another and this phenomenon is translated into the logical 
notion of the power of the principle of negativity. As a totality 
life is identical with the activity of transcending its differentiations 
and thus its conceptualization presupposes structures that are 
separate and external. Conversely, each one of these structures is 
a living form and therefore contains the power of absolute nega­
tivity whereby it may negate itself as a subsistent form, effecting 
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a negation of the negation and a return to totality. Here we have 
an instance oj the concept oj infinity, though it is as yet not 
realized jor itselj in the living vortex and lacks the consciousness 
which alone is capable oj the effective realization oj infinity. The 
development of such a consciousness is the source of the dialectic 
of Absolute Spirit, which makes its first appearance in the 
Jenenser Metaphysik and is referred to in the following passage: 
"For the monad essential being exists only as a transcendental 
unity. In reality, for us (the philosopher who conceives of spirit 
as such) this transcendent is the immanent reality of the monad."30 

The Consciousness of Life and Spirit as History 

In the chapter on self-consciousness and life in the Phenom­
enology Hegel writes that "the former is the unity jor which the 
absolute unity of differences exists, the latter, however, is only this 
unity itself, so that unity is not at the same time for itselj."31 The 
process of life which scatters and disperses itself in the false 
infinity of the multitude of living beings fails to achieve con­
sciousness of its infinity, of the infinite relation as a "bond be­
tween the relation and the non-relation" except in the case of 
self-consciousness. "[Life] is neither what is expressed to begin 
with, the immediate continuity and concrete solidity of its essen­
tial nature; nor the stable, subsisting form, the discrete individual 
which exists on its own account; nor the bare process of this 
form; nor again is it the simple combination of these moments. It 
is none of these; it is the whole which develops itself, resolves its 
own development, and in this movement simply preserves itself."32 
However, life can only be a whole for the consciousness of life. 
In the case of biological life this simplicity is only realized through 
death. In a conscious being death is conceived as a positive phe­
nomenon. We may then understand Hegel's remarks on death in 
the Preface to the Phenomenology. Death is not something before 
which we should tremble or an idea that we should suppress. The 
true life of the spirit "endures death and in death maintains its 
being. . . . This dwelling beside it is the magic power that con­
verts the negative into being."33 These remarks perhaps illumi­
nate the famous dialectic of the Logik and remind us that the con-
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sciousness of life is quite different from life itself. It constitutes 
the truth of life, but a truth that can only be realized in human 
experience. The moments of life, when integrated in human con­
sciousness, develop in the form of History and human conscious­
ness is the Absolute Subject which discovers its identity in the 
course of time.34 

"Spirit is time,"35 Hegel had said in his Jena writings, and 
illustration of this enigmatic formula is to be found in the Phe­
nomenology. For it is only in the temporality of a consciousness 
that the whole which "develops itself, resolves its own develop­
ment, and in this movement simply preserves itself' can be present 
to itself. That is why only the spirit is history, a history, moreover, 
that is always oriented toward the future since the spirit is the 
absolute principle of negativity. 36 This is perhaps a clue to the 
general orientation of the Hegelian system. When reason observes 
nature it finds no real middle term between life as a totality 
and the living individual. Between the genus and the individual 
there is, of course, the articulation of the species. But the species 
is not for-itself, and the individual who embodies the species is 
modifiable by his relation to the universal individuality, the earth, 
the climate, and infinite variations of environment. By contrast, 
"consciousness takes as the middle term between universal spirit 
and its individuation or sense-consciousness, the system of shapes 
assumed by consciousness, as an orderly self-constituted whole of 
the life of spirit,-the system of forms of conscious life which 
is dealt with in this treatise [The Phenomenology oj Mind], and 
which finds its objective existential expression as the history of 
the world. But organic nature has no history."37 In the biological 
individual, as Hegel says, the totality is not truly present "and the 
whole -is not there because the whole is not as such here for 
itself."3B The true infinity is in the consciousness of the totality 
that is the heart of each individual moment. Now history is the 
concrete self-development of such cO)1sciousness and the realiza­
tion of the life of the spirit in a profound unity of the individual 
and the universal. This is a dynamic conception of unity, not an 
intuition, and a unity which expresses the dialectical conception of 
the infinite as set out in the Logik of 1802. 

The conception of the spirit as history, from the first drafts 



14 The Concept of Life and Existence in Hegel 

of the J ena period through a series of essays which play upon the 
contrast between concept and intuition, receives its. developed 
expression in Hegel's The Phenomenology of Mind. Through 
this contrast between concept and intuition Hegel expresses phil­
osophically the contrast between life and consciousness of life. 
For Hegel the concept is the very act of cognitiO?, inseparable 
from its content; it is the intuition which is an axiom of con­
sciousness. In the J ena period Hegel grew to a full awareness of 
his philosophical ideal. He began by opposing Fichte's idealism on 
the ground that it was incorrigibly abstract. Fichte's system con­
tains only the pure reflexive act of will. Consequently, the ideal 
remains forever unattainable and, for all purposes, in conflict 
with lived reality. Schelling, by contrast, co�pletely identified the 
concepts of life and knowledge. His system is grounded in the 
"identity" which it discovers at the core of all reality, that is, 
nature as spirit. The identity of knowledge and reality is achieved 
through intuition or "total indifference toward the subjective and 
objective."39 In his work on the DifJerenz des Fichteschen und 
Schellingschen Systems,40 Hegel appears to have adopted the 
position of his friend Schelling. However, we have seen that in the 
Logik of 1 802 he develops a dialectic of the infinite quite different 
from Schelling's conception. 

Nevertheless, the System der Sittlichkeit, Hegel's first draft 
of his Philosophie des Geistes, which is contemporary with the 
Logik, gives no indication of the dialectic of the infinite. The first 
philosophy of mind lags behind the Logik and Metaphysik, and 
this has struck the commentators all the more as the philosophy 
of mind is Hegel's own domain.41 However, there is an answer 
to this problem. In 1 802 Hegel was primarily absorbed in a con­
crete philosophy of spirit. He takes sides with Schelling against 
Fichte and thus he at first identifies the A bsolute with the life 
of a people.42 The various moments in the life of the spirit, such 
as labor, the machine, the family, language, and law, which 
Hegel studied in depth, constitute the determinate aspects of life 
in society. The ideal realm and the everyday world are not to be 
separated but are to be thought of together in the organic totality 
of the nation in which the concept is subsumed in the intuition. 
For "the intuition is the indifference of indeterminables" and dis-
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covers the totality as an objective reality. Thus we do not find in 
this work of Hegel's the realization of the "Absolute Spirit" which 
seemed to be the implication of his Metaphysik written about the 
same time. The life of a people does not achieve reflection by it­
self. Nor does the conscious life of the spirit transcend and modify 
its living reality. A true awakening of consciousness would intro­
duce anxiety and instability into the heart of this intuition. But 
the intuition tr;mscends the concept just as the organic reality of 
social life transcends individual consciousness. For in intuition the 
spirit becomes absorbed in its object. Consequently, intuition is 
not dynamic, even when it pretends to grasp life itself as such 
or as pure productivity. And as early as 1802 Hegel had under­
stood the powerlessness of intuition. The dialectic of the infinite 
in the Logik is a critique of Schelling's Absolute for the very 
reason that it locks within itself all oppositions and so fails to 
come into contact with real developments. 

But from 1802 to 1806 Hegel worked continuously upon the 
development of his philosophy of mind. The System der Sittlichkeit 
is followed by an essay on "Natural Law."43 Then we have the 
two drafts of The Philosophy of MindH which precede The Phe­
nomenology of Mind. Thus we are in a position to reconstruct 
the development of Hegel's thought or rather his own intellectual 
biography. We witness the subordination of intuition to the con­
cept, the development of a creative consciousness and the realiza­
tion of the spirit solely through the medium of its own history. 
Already, in the essay on ''Natural Law" Hegel shows that "the 
spirit is superior to nature"45 because it is capable of turning 
back upon itself to reflect upon itself. But in that essay Hegel 
has not yet conceived of the internal power of development in­
troduced by this conception of consciousness. He is obsessed by the 
Platonic vision of an organic city which is the immanent structure 
of every historical city. He seeks to translate Schelling's aesthetic 
intuition into moral and social life. By putting the concept before 
intuition, Hegel introduces historical development into the center 
of the life of the spirit. Thus it will be remarked in the Phenome­
nology that the spirit alone is history because the development of 
consciousness is at the same time a historical process. 

In The Philosophy of Mind (1803-1804) the development of 
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consciousness clearly has precedence over intuition. Hegel 
abandons the possibility of an objective, inimanent intuition that 
does not involve self-reflection. "Intuition is' now posited by con­
sciousness."46 It is possible to study subjective mind independently 
of the study of spirit as social reality. In the draft of 1 805-1 806 

Hegel has discovered himself once for all as the philosopher of 
the spirit. Spirit is historical and moves in a dialectical progression 
from the ancient city to modem forms of social organization� 
World history or the spirit of the world transcends the spirit of 
a people as its moments.47 The task of the philosophy of spirit 
as a concrete dialectic is to surpass intuition and to become a 
philosophical history of the spirit as a process of self-develop­
ment. 

In The Philosophy of Mind of 1 805-1806 Hegel has a full­
fledged conception of the Absolute Spirit, partially envisaged in 
the Metaphysik of 1 802. Spirit transcends both nature and the 
life of a people and grasps its universality in Art, Religion, and 
Philosophy. Christ's religion surpasses the religion of a people 
because it is in it that the spirit achieves self-consciousness.48 
From this point Hegel is in possession of his own creative philoso­
phy of the spirit, and in the Preface of the Phenomenology he will 
later confront Schelling's philosophy of intuition with his own 
philosophy of the concept, and to a philosophy of the Absolute 
as substance he will oppose a philosophy of the Absolute as 
subject. 

It is clear that Hegel's philosophy is a philosophy of human 
life, of the life of consciousness, and not a philosophy of nature like 
that of Schelling. On the one hand, the descriptions of life only be­
come intelligible through Hegel's early writings, for example, on 
Abraham or Love, and, on the other hand, the consciousness of life 
is the realization of infinity, having become truly "for-itself." The 
complementarity of these interpretations is borne out by the de­
velopment of Hegel's Jena philosophy of mind. We have already 
remarked that, after his arrival at Jena, Hegel wanted to develop 
a philosophical concept of life and that he identified the relation 
(Beziehung) and life. In tum, through the concept of infinity he 
transformed the relation into a dialectical relation, in other words 
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he conceived it  as a living relation. His use of every term involves 
a dynamic contrast and reconciliation. Thus synthesis and analysis 
are simply aspects of a relation which entertains division and 
reconciliation within itself. But, above all, a dynamic and living 
relation is a spiritual relation, that is to say, a relation lived by a 
consciousness. The dynamism of the elements within a totality 
is only possible in the instance of a consciousness which overcomes 
immediacy and brings about its mediation. 

From Hegel's early writings we have tried to show a remark­
ably creative attempt to give a philosophical account of spiritual 
relations and to describe the human situation, in the course of 
which we believe we have found the source of Hege1's dialecticaI 
thought.49 To Hegel what is fundamental in experience is the ex­
perience of spiritual relations and their development: the relation 
between man and man, between the individual and society, God 
and man, between master and slave. That is why, in the chapter of 
The Phenomenology 0/ Mind on "Self-consciousness" we find the 
immediate relation between living beings transformed by con­
sciousness into a spiritual relation between two self-conscious­
nesses. We refer to the well-known dialectic of the master and 
slave. 50 In the dialectic of recognition the immediate relation of 
domination and servitude is transformed, the master becoming the 
instrument of his own- enslavement, while the slave, as a producer 
of objects, shapes51 his own self and becomes master of the master. 
The enslaved consciousness "does in fact contain within itself 
this truth of pure negativity." It has known anxiety not for this 
or that moment of time but "for its entire being; it felt the fear of 
death, the sovereign master."52 The consciousness that comes to 
know fear and enforced service in this way moves from the state 
of immediacy to a mediated condition which is the foundation 
of a spiritual relationship. The awareness of such a relation on 
the part of a consciousness such as Epictetus is the foundation of 
the Stoic experience. In the course of its development the spiritual 
relationship becomes a "for-itself," that is to say, the apparently 
fixed and independent elements of the relationship are involved 
in a real movement in which life and the dialectic coincide. At 
this point we have entered human history, and it was for the 
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understanding of that history and of the life of man that Hegel 
constructed the dialectic. Finally, it is in the cultural sciences that 
the dialectic remains a fruitful method. 
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2 
The Concept of Existence 

- in the Hegelian 

Phenomenology 

The term "existence" was introduced into philosophy by Kierke­
gaard. Kierkegaard criticized Hegel on the ground that in his vast 
philosophical system he gave no place to existence. It was a sys­
tem that surveyed the various "world visions" but did not dwell 
upon any of them. Certainly, Hegel always gives the impression 
of introducing conflict into philosophy, but it is always in order 
to resolve it in a higher synthesis. Hegel deepens the various con­
flicts that are present in life and philosophy, for example, those of 
Art and Religion, of the external and the internal, of man and 
God, but he transcends the conflicts and reconciles the contrasts. 
It is possible to ask whether Hegel had not forgotten his own 
existential nature, for it disappears within his system. But the 
system also reflects the disappearance of the very notion of exist­
ence, whereas Kierkegaard spent his whole life in reflection upon 
existence and the paradoxes that it creates. Thus Kierkegaard 
does not construct a system that excludes existence. On the con­
trary, his thought is grounded jn existence and seeks only to 
illuminate its originality and irreducibility. Furthermore, a man's 
existence is unthinkable as the expression of an essence that is 
prior to it. Indeed, it is not thinkable as such but emerges 
gradually in thought through the insurmountable contradictions 
within thought itself. 

The contrast between Kierkegaard and Hegel is too well known 
for us to dwell upon it once more. Moreover, there is little doubt 
that in general Kierkegaard is right against Hegel, and it is not 
our purpose here to enter a defense of the Hegelian system 

22 
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against Kierkegaard's attack. What interests us is to reveal in 
Hegel, as we find him in his early works and in the Phenomenology, 
a philosopher much closer to Kierkegaard than might seem credible. 
The concrete and existential character of Hegel's early works 
has been admirably demonstrated by Jean Wahl in his work on 
The Unhappy Consciousness in Hegel's Philosophy.l The early 
works all lead up to the chapter of the Phenomenology on the 
"Unhappy Consciousness." Before discovering the reconciliation 
and synthesis that culminate in the place of ideas in the Encyclo­
pedia, Hegel was himself conscious of the tragic oppos.ition be­
tween the finite and infinite, of man and the absolute; in Judaism 
and romanticism he had studied existential forms of this conflict. 
The conclusions of these studies are to be found in the Phenome­
nology, which Hegel finished upon the eve of the battle at Jena. 
We shall ignore the fact that the Phenomenology, which describes 
the itinerary of consciousness, or the cultural adventure of human 
consciousness in search of a final concord and reconciliation, 
culminates in Absolute Knowledge, that is to say, in a system 
which transcends diverse world visions. Instead we shall inquire 
whether there is not in this work a conception of existence which is 
kin to certain contemporary existentialist notions. 

The Phenomenology is the history of human consciousness in 
its progression to Absolute Knowledge. This history is much more 
a description than a construction of the experiences ·of conscious­
ness. Moreover, by the term "experience" we must understand not 

. only theoreticai knowledge, but also human notions of Religion, 
Ethics, and Art. The philosopher in this instance describes the 
entire compass of human experience, and though he never loses 
sight of the goal of his work, which is to elaborate a system, he is 
nevertheless not afraid to stop at each stage of his experience and 
describe it for its own sake. At each stage of this voyage of 
discovery he seeks to grasp the essence of a particular world 
vision; occasionally this method of unfolding an essence suggests 
modem phenomenological descriptions of essence. When Hegel 
speaks of the Renaissance or of the Terror, when he evokes 
Antigone or Creon, one feels that his thought grasps their very 
nature and that he penetrates to the heart of experience as lived 
by man. It is impossible to analyze these experiences one by one. 



24 The Concept of Life and Existence in Hegel 

The Phenomenology possesses such a wealth, and often such an 
obscurity, that we must confine ourselves to choosing certain as­
pects which illustrate in a special way what one could already 
describe as a concept of existence. 

We shall therefore consider the chapter on self-consciousness 
and the conflict which Hegel found between self-consciousness­
or what we would call human existence-and life in general. It 
is in this conflict that the "unhappy consciousness" emerges, and 
it is the latter which best illustrates the conception which Hegel 
had of man's existence. 

In the final paragraph of his analysis of self-consciousness 
Hegel writes, "Consciousness of life, of its existence and action, 
is merely pain and sorrow over this existence and activity."2 The 
consciousness of himself that man realizes, and which, as we shall 
show, is consciousness of life too, results in the unhappy con­
sciousness. To become conscious of universal life is necessarily to 
oppose oneself to it and at the same time to rediscover oneself in it. 
In man life comes to the knowledge of itself, but this occurs pre­
cisely at the moment where man's existence emerges from life and 
seizes in itself the most tragic conflict. Consciousness of life is, of 
course, no longer a naIve life. It is the knowledge of t:he Whole of 
Life, as the negation of all its particular forms, the knowledge of 
true life, but it is simultaneously the knowledge of the absence of 
this "true life." Thus in becoming conscious of life man exists 
on the margin of naive and determined life. His desire aspires to 
a liberty that is not open to a particular modality; and all his 
efforts to conceive himself in Jiberty result only in failure. 

The emergence of self-consciousness is thus something other than 
life, pure and simple, and human existence, as knowledge of life, 
is a new mode of being that we are justified in calling "existence." 
Indeed, what characterizes man's self-consciousness is the break 
that it involves with naive and immediate life and its elevation above 
the static determinations of being. This existence emerges from 
the womb of the world as the perpetual negation of every par­
ticular modality of being. To become conscious of life in its to­
tality is to reflect upon death, to exist in the face of death, and 
that is how authentic self-consciousness � experienced by us. 

We shall perhaps improve our understanding of the conflict be-
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tween immediate life and consciousness of life if we look back 
into Hegel's works, for example, to his study of the Jewish people 
and their ancestor, Abraham. For Hegel the Jews are the unhappy 
people of history and are to be contrasted in this respect with the 
Greek people. Whereas the Greeks understood how to harmonize 
thought and finite life, Abraham strives for such a radical con­
ception-one might say, a total conception-that he alienates him­
self from all particular forms of life. He leaves the land of his 
fathers, he wanders in the desert and seeks to live by himself, but 
this thought drives him beyond immediate life : "Abraham no 
longer kp.ew how to love." He was incapable of an attachment to 
a finite and limited object. Life was reflected in him but as a . 
totality, the negation of all its determinate forms. This is why 
Abraham conceives God . beyond determinate living creatures, an 
infinite God who can find no expression in any concrete figure. The 
Jewish people made representations of their God (in the form ' of 
an absolute transcendence) ; they sought to devate themselves to 
his level, though this was an impossibility, since every determinate 
expression of such a God or Universal represents a form of 
idolatry. Here Hegel attaches upon a conflict between what we 
today would call vital values and intellectual or even spiritual 
values. In their reflections upon life the Jews only succeeded in 
opposing themselves to life as something naive and limited. They 
did not embrace that limited, though spontaneous, enthusiasm 
which leads historical peoples to attach themselves to a particular 
land and to lose themselves in a determinate enterprise. The Jew 
conceives the Universal, the whole of life, but at the same time 
this conception removes him from life. We have here a dislocation 
that Hegel chose to study in his early works, which he returned to 
in his ] enenser System, and to which he gave a philosophical for­
mulation in the chapter of the Phenomenology on "Self-Conscious­
ness." 

One might add that this self-consciousness of life is characterized 
in some way by the thought of death. Though this may seem a 
strange connection, it may easily be justified if one analyzes further 
Hegel's conception of life and of self-consciousness. We should not 
forget that each is simultaneously identical and absoiutely opposed 
to ·the other, as may be seen clearly from the following text: "the 
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former [Self-Consciousness], is the unity for which the abso�ute 
unity of differences exists, the latter [Life], however, is only 'this " 
unity itself, so that the unity is not at the same time for itself."3 

Hegelianism developed against the background of romanticism. 
Like Schelling or H6lderlin, Hegel wished to express in philo­
sophical' form the infinite life which expresses itself through a 
multitude of determinate living forms. Without doubt, this life is 
in sum a unity but its manifestations are diverse. Each particular 
living being is indeed within itself the expression of the totality of 
life, the Universal, just as the Spinozan mode is a modality of the 
infinite substance; but it is only a particular expression of that life, 
and that it is why it dies in giving birth to other living beings. The 
movement of universal life manifests itself in this ceaseless and 
monotonous "Death and Birth." But the particular living being 
when it dies is not yet conscious of this infinite life, of the Self, for 
it is only a partial realization of it. The organism is not aware that 
it dies, and yet death is the negation of the determination and the 
limitation of fleeting lives through which the absolute power of life 
achieves infinity and unity. The infinity of life is reflected both in 
death and reproduction, but this negation of the negation (the in­
finite negativity, the negation of the negation which truly announces 
the affirmative) is ignored by the living particular. Organic life is 
not existence because it is not consciousness of death. 

The situation is no longer the same when we advance toward 
self-consciousness or man. In the animal sickness is the visible 
trace of negativity, that is to say, it is the moment in which it 
negates itself insofar as it is a particular. As Hegel puts it in a 
passage from his J enenser System, man is the sick animal; he is 
aware of his death and to the degree that he is conscious of it he 
becomes for himself what life is unalterably in itself. We see now 
in what sense human existence rises above animal life. The animal 
is unconscious of !he infinite totality of life in its wholeness, ' 
whereas man becomes the for-itself of that totality and internalizes 
death. That is why the basic experience of human self-conscious­
ness is inseparable from the fundamental experience of death. 

Human self-consciousness is in the first place Desire, but this 
desire is never satisfied. What it aspires to through the destruction 
of every form of diremption is its own absolute self-command. 
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Man begins by desiring to live but life in him appears at once as 
something identical and alien to himself. He is alive but his own 
life is alien to him, and to the extent that he is conscious of it he 
continually estranges himself from it and in some sense negates it. 
The negation of every mode of diremption is always revived in the 
negative principle of desire. It is what moves desire, although 
desire has as its distant limit the state of absolute self-possession. 
The supreme end of desire is to rediscover itself in the heart of life, 
that is to say, to find itself as the unity of universal life or the 
being-for-itself of this life which scatters itself endlessly through 
particular living forms. 

This goal is only attainable on the condition that the life before 
the self confronts it as another self. The self only finds its expres­
sion in the heart of life where life appears outside of it in the form 
of a self. Thus self-consciousness, or man's existence, is possible 
only where two self-consciousnesses meet each other. In this 
encounter the self gains an objective knowledge of itself through 
the other self, while the other remains itself. In love, for example, the 
meaning of one's whole life appears in the other who is loved; the 
other is the self and the self outside itself. But Hegel does not 
idealize the dialectic of love; indeed, he writes in the Phenomenol­
ogy that "The life of God and divine intelligence, then, can, if we 
like, be spoken of as love disporting with itself; but this idea falls . 
into edification, and even sinks into insipidity, if it lacks the 
seriousness, the suffering, the patience, and the labour of the 
negative. "4 

That is why self-consciousness or desire of the self only emerges 
from universal life in the encounter with another self-consciousness. 
Life appears to it in the form of this other consciousness, yet to 
the extent that it is an external manifestation of itself it must negate 
his diremption. The concepts of being-for-itself and being-for-an­
other are current nowadays. It is in the conflict between these two 
that human self-consciousness arise�. On the one hand, it is re­
flected in the other in whom it nevertheless sees itself as an external 
and determined being, a being-for-another. On the other hand, that 
is how it appears to the Other, and this is why consciousness 
iptends the death of the Other, which means simply that it tends 
to suppress and negate the estranged mode of existence in which it 
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appears to itself as Other. What is insupportable is to be both one­
self or pure being-for-itself and at the same time an Other, a 
determinate form or a living object; and yet this is the circum­
stance in which self-consciousness emerges since it is a pure 
self-consciousness incarnate in a living form. Inasmuch as it is a 
living being, the self is unavoidably a determinate object for 
another in whom it is reflected as an object. This condition of 
being-for-another is unbearable and yet it is the condition of the 
selfs being-in-the-world at all. The conflict, which in the case of 
the animal's death occurs beneath · its awareness, is in man a 
negativity that pervades his existence inasmuch as he too dies but 
is at the same time his being-for-himself. The fundamental role of 
death in annihilating the particular forms of life becomes the prin­
ciple of self-consciousness that drives it to transcend every di­
remption and its characteristic being-in-the-world, once this being-
in-the-world is its own. 

. 

We may now understand how it is that human self-consciousness 
emerges in the struggle between self-consciousness. Each seeks the 
death of the other because each one wants to suppress his limited 
representation for the other and demands to be recognized by the 
other as pure being-for-itself. This struggle to the death is a condi­
tion of history, and though it appears to have its roots in contingent 
factors, its true source is the necessity of self-consciousness proving 
to the other and to itself that it is not �erely a living object, a 
simple organJsm. Thus being-for-itself, or what we would call 
simply existence, realizes itself through this struggle as pure being­
for-itself, as absolute negativity. The following passage from Hegel 
bears comparison with contemporary existentialist formulations: 
"And it is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained; only thus 
is it tried and proved that the essential nature of self-consciousness 
is not bare existence, is not the merely immediate form in which it 
at first makes its appearance, is not its mere absorption in the 
expanse of life. Rather it is thereby guaranteed that there is nothing 
present but what might be taken as a vanishing moment-that 
self-consciousness is merely pure self-existence, being-for-itself."5 

Man cannot exist except through the negativity of death which 
he takes upon himself in order to make of it an act of transcend:-
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ence or supersession of every limited situation. Yet he can never 
completely renounce his being-in-the-world, or the mode of di­
remption without which he would lack the power of negation in 
general and over himself. That is why the struggle to the death 
which is the source and permanent foundation of history can only 
result in an impasse. The renunciation of life in order to prove that 
one is a pure being-for-itself simply results in being removed from 
the scene like an animal. It is necessary at once to conserve life and 
its diremption and yet to negate the latter. Another death than 
biological death must be discovered through the internalization of 
death. It will be recalled how the dialectic of this struggle is trans­
formed into the famous dialectic of tbe master and slave that 
became the inspiration of Marxian philosophy. The slave is the 
one who saves himself by preferring life to liberty but finds another 
way to express himself as self-consciousness. He becomes the 
master of his master in knowing what it is to fear death, by render­
ing a practical service and shaping himself through labor. Through 
labor, in particular, he shapes being-as-other, or the objective " 
world, in the form of self-consciousness. He makes out of it a 
human world, his world, and, conversely, he gives the permanent 
negativity of his own being-for-itself the consistency and stability 
of being-in-itself. The conflict occasionally remarked between 
being-in-itself and being-for-itself is here resolved by an individu­
ality that assumes its being-as-other and reconstitutes it in the 
form of being-for-itself. 

We shall not indulge the reflections upon a theory of spiritual 
individuality that are suggested by this concrete unity of the for­
itself and the in-itself in the human product. We shall instead 
return to the theme of the sentiment of death that seizes the slave 
and offers him the possibility of becoming conscious of the infinite 
substance of life by detaching him from any tie to a particular 
being. It is through this very consciousness of death, through 
anxiety in the face of death, that human existence becomes its own 
origin. Let us take a few passages6 from Hegel himself: "For this 
consciousness (of the slave) was not in peril and fear for this 
element or that, nor for this or that moment of time, it was afraid 
for its entire being; it felt the fear of death, the sovereign master." 
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Death is indeed the principle of negativity-as such it is not present 
in animal life-that haunts man's being-for-himself and raises his 
limited being to the level of free being. The effect of this principle 
of negativity is to dissolve completely the bonds with animal life. 
''It has be�n in that experience melted to its inmost soul, has 
trembled throughout its every fibre, and all that was fixed and 
steadfast has quaked within it." The significance that death pos­
sesses for biological life has its counterpart in the meaning of 
being-far-itself in human life. "This complete perturbation of its 
entire substance, this absolute dissolution of all its stability into 
fluent continuity, is, however, the simple, ultimate nature of self­
consciousness, absolute negativity." 

This last text contains the notion of a freedom toward death 
which i� to be found throughout the Phenomenology. Thus it is 
through the Terror that a revolutionary populace reconstitutes 
itself and is, so to speak, reborn. It is in war, where their whole 
determinate life is at stake, that cities and nations rise to the level 

.of spiritual life, or what Hegel calls true Liberty, and thereby avoid 
wallowing in the unconscious beatitude of private economic and 
family life. In 1 807 Hegel wrote-as only a German could-"In 
order not to let them get rooted and settled in this isolation and 
thus break up the whole into fragments and let the common spirit 
evaporate, government has from time to time to shake them to the 
very centre by War. By this means it confourids the order that has 
been established and arranged, and isolates their right to inde­
pendence."7 Only in this manner can a nation resist the centrifugal 
forces that work to destroy it from within and aspire to Liberty. 

We have cited a suffiGient number of passages to show how, in 
becoming self-consciousness in man, universal life becomes a 
conscious principle of negativity. Insofar as man internalizes this 
negativity-which reveals itself in life through death-and negates 
every determination of being within himself and beyond himself, 
human existence is no longer a given, like animal life. However, we 
have seen that Hegel does not stop with this liberty toward death. 
Man struggles with himself to assume or take upon himself every 
determination, and although he negates them as death negates 
every living particular, he also conserves them and endows them 
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with a new meaning. Thus human existence generates a history, its 
own history, in which the partial moments are continually negated 
and at the same time always resumed in order to be surpassed. The 
true life of the spirit is not only in the one who recoils from death, 
or becomes conscious of it so as to confront it authentically, but in 
him who internalizes death "it is the magic power that converts the 
negative into being."8 

The latter power is identical with what Hegel calls the Subject; 
that is, the subject which contains human history in its develop­
ment and is not limited to the historicity of a particular being. 
Individual existences are interrelated in the history which they 
make and which as a concrete universality is what judges them and 
transcends them. When we consider this unity of transcendence 
and imnianence, this God that dies in man while man raises him­
self to the divine through a history that is his judge, this transcend­
ence of all existences that is the climax of the Phenomenology­
we may well ask whether it is not, as Kierkegaard thought, the 
very contrary of an existentialist philosophy. But that is not our 
task here. We have simply tried to show the relationShip between 
certain Hegelian themes and some contemporary theses by draw­
ing attention to Hege1's descriptions of the conflict between life and 
self-consciousness of life, in other words, the knowledge of death, 
and his study of being-for-itself as pure negativity and its conflict 
with being-for-another by whom it cannot but be affected. But 
this is only one aspect of the Phenomenology. Numerous other 
aspects of this marvelous work, which is the entrance to the nine­
teenth century, are even more likely to arouse the interest of con­
temporary philosophers. 

N O T E S  

1 Le Malheur de la conscience dans la philosophie de Hegel (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1951) .  [Trans.] 

2 The Phenomenology of Mind, p. 252. 
3 Ibid., p. 221. 
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The Significance of 

the French Revolution 

in Hegel's Phenomenology 

In the Preface to The Phenomenology of Mind Hegel charac­
terizes his age as a period of transition to a new age. As a supra­
individual reality, spirit is, of course, never in a state of rest; rather 
"it is here as in the case of the birth of a child; after a long period 
of nutrition in silence, the continuity of the gradual growth in 
size, of quantitative change, is suddenly cut short by the first breath 
drawn-there is a break in the process, a qualitative change-and 
the child is born. In like manner the spirit of the time, growing 
slowly and quietly ripe for the new form it is to assume, disin­
tegrates one fragment after another of the structure of its previous 
world. That it is tottering to its fall is indicated only by symptoms 
here and there. Frivolity and again ennui, which are spreading 
in the established order of things, the undefined foreboding of 
something unknown-all these betoken that there is something 
else approaching. This gradual crumbling to pieces, which did 
not alter the general look and aspect of the whole, is interrupted 
by the sunrise, which, in a flash and at a single stroke, brings to 
view the form and structure of the new world."l From Ttibingen 
Hegel had passionately followed the stages leading up to the 
French Revolution. Under the influence of the Platonic vision he 
thought he had seen the collapse of the ancient world and enter­
tained great hopes for the new spirit that was to emerge from the 
ruins. That is why he is fiercely critical in the Phenomenology of 
that individuality who "by his act . . .  takes his place in, or rather 
as, the general element of existent actuality; and his act is, even 
in his own regard, intended to have the value of a universal 
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ordinance."2 He himself had experienced both systematic dis­
paragement from his opponents (for example, from his father, 
who was a bureaucrat in the Ministry of Finance at Wiirttemberg) 

. and the naIve enthusiasm of the protagonists of change for the sake 
of change, those ultra�revolutionaries to whom he alludes in the 
Preface of the Phenomenology.3 

It will be no surprise, then, to find how much attention is given 
in the Phenomenology to the French Revolution and the profound 
transformations which it brought about. Indeed, in the Phe­
nomenology Hegel undertakes to investigate all the sources of the 
culture of his time and to conceptualize them in their original form. 
In general the ideas of an age are not consciously present to those 
who live by them; they are too familiar for anyone to take the 
trouble of analyzing them. Hegel saw the need for rediscovering 
the path by which the human spirit had reached its historical 
present and to explain the latter in terms of its earlier development. 
Spirit is what it is only through "what it has already come to be,"4 
in other words, through its own history 

However, it is by no means easy to interpret relevant passages 
in the Phenomenology, for they present an inextricable weaving 
of concrete and particular events along with general or universal 
notions. According to one's temperament, Hegel might be criticized 
equally for having constructed a logomachy in which every event 
of history is reduced to a play of logical opposites or for having 
contaminated his logic with the accidents of history.5 But either 
reproach implies a neglect of what is truly original in Hegel's 
work as one of the greatest attempts to relate the singular and 
the universal which in ordinary consciousness are juxtaposed 
without reconciliation. Before proceeding to a textual exegesis 
it may be advantageous to consider what we know directly of 
Hegel's attitudes toward the French Revolution. 

Hegel's views prior to the Phenomenology 

In a remark from his Jena writings Hegel speaks of the prac­
tice of reading the newspapers as "the morning prayer of the 
realist."6 It is from our information about the world situation at a 
specific moment that we adopt a given orientation toward reality. 
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Hegel's remark is far from being that of a mystic but reveals a 
mind deeply concerned with events and sensitive to every idea 
and process of change in which it finds itself.1 This is the great 
advantage of studying Hegel's early thought before entering into 
his vast philosophical system. We are acquainted with a Hegel 
who as yet makes no attempt to force reality to fit his own pre­
conceptions, whose ideas are experimental and do not presume to 
be more than tentative essays in their field. 

As a theology student at Tiibingen, Hegel came into contact 
with the religious mind of his age, with Schiller and Lessing, as 
well as with eighteenth-century French thought. He knew the 
"immortal"8 writings of Montesquieu. Along with his friend 
HOlderlin he drew inspiration from Rousseau who seemed to pro­
vide a source for understanding the passage of events in the French 
Revolution, which were followed with passionate interest by 
H6lderlin, Schelling, and himself. The history of the fount of 
liberty may have been a legend, but it captured the imagination 
of young German minds frustrated by the artificiality of politics and 
religion in their own society and who hoped to see the neighbor­
ing revolution promote the radical changes whl,ch they believed 
necessary in their own country.9 

These new ideas began to take root in the conservative city of 
Wiirttemberg. The journalist Schubart is a typical representative 
of the vague enthusiasm for freedom that was then current. He 
spoke of a reign of Liberty and announced the advent of "great 
events." He was also full of praise for the enlightened despotisms 
of Frederick the Great and Joseph II.lO Even with his s�d 
temperament, there is hardly any doubt that Hegel allowed himself 
to be caught up in the popular mood. In the margins of his note­
book one finds scribbled by his friends such expressions as In 
tyrannos--death to tyrants. A few years later, in a letter to 
Schelling, Hegel describes the ideal they shared as "Reason and 
Liberty." 

In Hegel's writings from the time when he was in Tiibingen 
and Bern we may distinguish two rather different conceptions of 
freedom. Nowadays, we speak of freedom within the State and 
freedom from the State. On the other hand, Hegel exalts the 
polis in which, as he believed, the citizen freely realized his 



38 The Concept of History in Hegel 

destiny without seeking beyond it. On the other hand, he saw 
in Christianity a private religion which offered the individual · the 
possibility of union with the Universal and of raising himself 
beyond the level of society. The contrast may be framed in terms 
of the problem of the relation between Church and State. ''Hegel 
fights the Church in the name of the State and the State in the 
name of the Church."11 But we should avoid any hasty formula­
tions, for when posed in terms of such antitheses the problem as­
sumes vast proportions. Indeed, in view of the indecision of the 
early Hegel and the ambiguity of some of his propositions, it is 
likely that we shall simply find two irreconcilable notions of 
liberty. According to one action, the individual is truly free when 
he realizes himself in a State which is his own State. In such a 
State there is no transcendental spirit but what is immanent in the 
earthly enterprise. The individual will is realized in the general 
will of the nation, and of a particular nation because the love 
which unites the citizens is incapable of infinitude without self­
destruction.12 Here man is uniquely a citizen. According to the 
other notion, the State is not the fullest expression of man and the 
individual must r,pserve for himself a private liberty outside of 
the State. In the first case, Religion tends to disappear in the 
earthly city that is the creation of men who are not "in flight 
from the world" arid do not seek to "save what is private to 
them." In the latter case, the State is only a means to the indi­
vidual's end and he alone is capable of attaining the Universal. 

These two conceptions of Liberty, the one communal, the other 
individualist, are not clearly distinguished in these early Hegelian 
writings, and it is possibl.e that we shall be open to the criticism 
of having read into them problems which belong properly to our 
own age. In a well-known passage from the period at Bern, when 
he was studying the transition from the ancient to the modern 
world, Hegel dwells upon the liberty of the ancient citizen as a 
liberty within the State. "Freedom to obey self-given laws, to 
follow self-chosen leaders, to carry out plans in whose formulation 
one had one's share."13 

Then, the Absolute for the citizen was his terrestrial city. By 
contrast, in the modern world the citizen has become a private 
individUal, his God is no longer within the polis, and he displaces 
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not only the ancient gods but the ancient State itself and the 
absolute ideal of a "free people."14 Yet from the same period at 
Bern, in the Life of Jesus, 15 although not a unique expression of 
Hegel's thought at this time, we find a quite different conception of 
liberty. Now it is man who is the measure of the State and who in 
his solitude finds within himself the Universal. Man's dignity-a 
word used by Schiller and Hegel to translate the French Rights 
of Man-consists in "refusing to revere the statutes of the Church 
or to obey the laws of ·the State." Man is "reason whose laws are 
internal laws and to whom no other authority on earth or in 
heaven can provide a more rational standard of Justice."16 Hegel's 
Christ says, "I do not call you pupils or disciples-the latter follow 
the will of their teacher often without understanding the reasons 
for their actions; you have raised yourselves to independence, to 
the freedom of Will."17 In these early writings the two conceptions 
of liberty are not clearly distinguished and this in part explains 
Hegel's ambivalent attitude toward religion. But the practical con­
sequences so far as the criticism of the contemporary situation 
were hardly affected. Hegel is a constant defender of the rights of 
man and the citizen.18 

Hegel is no revolutionary. By temperament he was primarily a 
reformer, though the reforms that he demanded under the in­
fluence of events in France were essentially radical. In a letter to 
his friend Schelling, dated April 16, 1795, Hegel denounces down 
to the last detail the failings of the small state of Bern where he 
was living.19 He goes behind its virtuous fa�ade and examines 
critically the social infra-structure and the injustices in it which 
should be swept away by the new ideas. Modern philosophy is a 
philosophy of · the idea, of what ought to be, by opposing what 
ought to be (sollen) to what is, it awakens those minds that have 
become trapped in the present: "by revealing how everything 
ought to be, it will sweep away the indolence of those who confer 
eternity upon everything as it is." ::£{:powing how fiercely Hegel 
will later criticize the notion of "sollen" and the ideas of the 
utopians in general, one cannot be anything but amazed at Hegel's 
radicalism at this earlier date. The same belief in the liberating 
power of ideas is evinced in a translation Hegel made of the letters 
of the French lawyer Cart.20 Cart was a Girondin who had been 
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forced to flee from his country after the victory of the Monta­
gnards. With great eloquence he denounced the exactions enforced 
by the unprincipled oligarchy of the Bernese patricians in the 
region of Vaud which they had conquered. He describes with what 
cruelty the patriots of Vaud are treated and how their most ele­
mentary freedoms are suppressed. In his passion for the ideal, 
Hegel puts at the head of his translation the phrase Disdte justiciam 
moniti.21 In addition, Hegel writes a commentary upon these 
letters in order to expose a situation the facts of which were so 
thoroughly familiar to him. As Vermeil has observed, "Here 
one sees the indignation of the poor theological student who sees 
around him young people, half-educated, acquiring . effortlessly 
what no effort of his can gain."22 Hegel's indictment of the 
Bernese oligarchy appeared too late. The intervention of the 
French troops put an end to these injustices and restored the 
liberty of the Vaudois. 

Certain of Hegel's general comments upon Cart's letters, which 
occasionally remind one of phrases from Montesquieu, are par­
ticularly revealing of Hegel'S political thought at this · period. He 
despises the citizens of Bern for preferring the loss of liberty to 
the payment of a tax, contrasting their civic sense with that of 
Englishmen. "The Englishman is free, he enjoys the natural rights 
of freedom, in short, he makes his own demands upon himself."23 
And in connection with the American Revolution he has the 
following profound comment: "The tax imposed by the English 
parliament upon tea imported into America was minimal, but 
the belief of the Americans that by accepting the payment of that 
sum, however insignificant in itself, they would be yielding at the 
same time their most precious right, made the American Revolu­
tion."24 

The same mood of protest is to be found in the pages left to 
us from Hegel's first study on Wiirttemberg.25 He denounces the 
oppression of existing positive law on the ground that its posi­
tivism is a dead thing within a living body. If a violent revolution 
of the French sort is to be avoided, then every basic reform must be 
instituted without delay. He sees the people of Wiirttemberg tom 
between fear and hope. "It is time to end this alternation between 
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expectancy and disillusionment," and to do this all the injustices 
of a worm-eaten constitution must be overthrown. Hegel's mood 
is that of Quo usque tandem.26 Men's patience must at last turn 
to courage and audacity in order to change their circumstance; 
otherwise they will take flight into dreams, the eternal solution 
of the German mind. 

The reflection that the reforms demanded in the name of reason 
were perhaps dreams after all seems to have concerned Hegel 
from the end of the Frankfurt period and throughout his stay at 
J ena. He no longer wants to reform existing conditions but pre­
fers to try to understand them and discover in them a necessary 
destiny. Later, in his lectures on the philosophy of history, he 
will remark that "Philosophy escapes from the weary strife of the 
passions that agitate the surface of society into the calm region 
of contemplation."27 From this rather general remark we may 
be permitted to disengage a more specific development whose 
historical causes we must examine. It is not a development peculiar 
to Hegel. Many German minds who at first welcomed with en­
thusiasm the French Revolution later failed to understand its 
course. By the end of 1794, Hegel had already expressed to 
Schelling his disgust with the bloody tyranny of Robespierre. The 
wars of the armies of the Republic, and later of the Empire, had 
caused second thoughts among the utopians. Hegel saw that 
war at close hand, villages half in ruins, churches demolished to 
the bare waIlS.28 New thoughts about the French Revolution began 
to appear. In 1793 Gentz translated into German Burke's con­
servative Reflections on the French Revolution, so important for 
its elaboration of the romantic and organic conception of the 
State. 

Like others Hegel experienced the wave of reaction, but in 
his own way and without changing his attitude to one of con­
servatism. His new position is best expressed in his essay On "The 
German Constitution. "29 There he no longer regards the State as 
the product of a contractual association. The State imposes itself 
upon individuals as their destiny. The unity of the State is the 
creation of force and great political geniuses-such as Richelieu 
in France--and not of ideologies. Hegel's penetrating and often 
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prophetic analysis of the condition of the German State, as a 
State in thought, incapable of undertaking a decisive war of the 
people, is well known. Hegel declares in this essay that "The 
thoughts expressed in this essay have no other purpose or aim 
than to understand what is."30 

Whereas a few years earlier Hegel had exalted the "sollen:' he 
proposes henceforth "to understand what is as it is" and to discover 
within it the necessary development of the Idea. However, one 
should not be misled. For there is in this formula an emphasis 
which already calls to mind the revolutionary realism of his future 
student, Karl Marx. 

As we see it, Hegel's development prior to the Phenomenology 
is marked by the shift from a reformist attitude to an attitude of 
contemplation, from the "sollen" to "the comprehension of what 
is." That is why in this work of his, which takes up all the themes 
of his early writings, Hegel undertakes to comprehend the process 
which led necessarily to the French Revolution and its conse­
quences, which were no less necessary, but which were hidden 
from those who engaged in it. 

The Background of the French Revolution 

In his essay on " The Positivity of Christian Religion," where 
he studies the transition from the ancient world to the modem 
era, Hegel conceives of "a still and secret revolution in the spirit 
of the age, a revolution not visible to every eye, especially im­
perceptible to contemporaries, and as hard to discern as to de­
scribe in words. "31 He himself had described the outcome of this 
profound transformation of the pagan world. The beauty of the 
Greek city-the ethical realm of the Phenomenology-survives 
only as a memory. Hegel's contemporaries sought in vain to bring 
back to life the Greek past. 

The land of Hellas seeking with my soul.32 

The collapse of the ancient world is the source of a permanent 
division in the modem world. Henceforth consciousness has a 
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double aim. It inhabits simultaneously "two worlds" which have 
become alien to one another. One of the two worlds is the realm 
of social and political reality in which the spirit alienates itself in 
order to constitute a concrete reality which confronts self-con­
sciousness. "The first world of spirit is the expanded realm of 
spirit's self-dispersing existence and of certainty of self in separate 
individual shapes and forms. . . . The second world contains the 
generic principle, and is the realm of the ultimate inherent nature 
(Ansichseins) or the essential truth, over against that individual 
certainty. "33 This reduplication is such that "presence" is hence­
forth lacking in "essence" and that essence becomes a transcendent 
entity beyond the present. The temporal and spiritual realms are 
divorced and thus the transcendental world is merely an "es­
cape," an asylum of the faithful consciousness that lifts itself 
outside the present. 34 

These two worlds, which exist only as correlatives, are subject 
to a "silent revolution" such as precedes great upheavals and the 
result of these parallel changes is the attempt at unification repre­
sented by the French Revolution. The world of presence is brought 
to its downfall and the transcendental world becomes the source 
of a dramatic conflict within pure consciousness. Under the pre­
text of combating superstition, the "Enlightenment," which is the 
eighteenth-century formulation of pure thought, in effect lays the 
ground for the "reconciliation" of these two worlds of man. By the 
end of these two movements, which we shall describe, "both 
worlds are reconciled and heaven is transplanted to earth below."3G 
Similarly, for the oppressed German peasants and the wretched 
town proletariat the Reformation, which Hegel calls the German 
Revolution, was not simply a question of justification by Faith, 
but the'  realization of Justice on earth according to the words 
of Christ and the Prophets. But Luther's view was rather different, 
as is well known; ''Neither injustice nor tyranny justify revolt. 
• . . Christ's spiritual kingdom cannot be transformed into an 
external and earthly kingdom." 

We may well wonder whether, mutatis mutandis, Hegel's own 
conclusion is not sufficiently like Luther's. 
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The evolution of the "noble consciousness" from Feudalism 
to the Revolution 

The world of presence is the world of concrete reality which 
consciousness forms in the process of cultivating itself. This 
cultural process (Bildung) must be understood in its most general 
sense. The individual renounces his natural liberty to become a 
man in a social and political world which is constituted by this 
very act of alienation. But in exchange for this surrender he ac­
quires the power of culture and gains the possibility of mastery 
over nature.36 The two elements of this world are the "State 
Power" and "Wealth."37 The State Power is at first essence, but 
in the process of its full realization it is transformed into its 
opposite, Wealth. The entire meaning of the world of culture 
is comprised in the evolution of these two elements considered as 
two types of self-consciousness-the noble consciousness and the 
base consciousness-which are the vehicle of this world and in 
bringing it to its full development contribute at the same time 
to its dissolution. 

The noble consciousness acquires its self-definition through 
proportioning itself to the social and political world and to the 
powers that dominate that world: the Power of the State and of 
Wealth. The base consciousness, on the contrary, is always in a 
state of inequality. It is the element of revolt and, so to speak, the 
revolutionary ferment of the whole development. The base con­
sciousness is, of course, obliged to obey the constituted authority. 
But if it yields, it is with a secret feeling of internal revolt. It, too, 
seekS the wealth which is the source of enjoyment, but it hates the 
benefactor. Furthermore, just as the 'slave is the truth of the master 
-or as the master is in fact a slave without knowing it�so the 
base consciousness is the truth of the noble consciousness. Here 
(as Marx observed) it is impossible to overlook the revolutionary 
character of the Hegelian dialectic.38 Whatever the conservative 
implications of his system, the consequences of the dialectic are 
revolutionary, whether or not intended by Hegel. 

Let us translate this dialectic into concrete terms : the nobility, 
which is the ethical ideal of the ancien regime, always becomes 
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something other than what it ought to be. The truth hidden within 
it is the base consciousness that is its antithesis and which it must 
end by discovering within itself. The noble consciousness exists at 
first in the form of the "loyal vassal." He has entirely renounced 
any private, particular will and is ready to die in the service of the 
State.39 Through this act of alienation he gives rise to the first 
form in which "State Power" exists. In exchange, he is held in re­
gard less for himself than for his courage and the nobility of his 
ideal. His renunciation is simultaneously the acquisition of a sense 
of personal worth. Hegel calls this the sentiment of honor, having 
in mind an essay of Montesquieu in which he considers honor the 
"essential principle" of monarchy. However, in renouncing his 
particular desires the "haughty vassal" does not surrender his 
"self." Though he is willing to sacrifice himself on behalf of the 
State, he is so only when the State is not embodied in a will that 
is a particular will: " . . .  he is active in the interests of the state­
power, so far as the latter is not a personal will [a monarch] but 
merely an essential will."40 This is why honor, or a personal sense 
of the Universal, is an ambiguous mixture of pride and virtue. 
Should the noble not die in battle, there is nothing to disprove the 
accusation that the truth of his nobility lies in that amour-propre 
of which La Rochefoucauld spoke in the early seventeenth century. 
"Individual self-existence, the possession of an individual will 
that is not yet qua will surrendered, is the inner secretly reserved 
principle of the various classes and stations, a spirit which keeps 
for its own behoof what suits itself best, in spite of its words 
about the universal best, and tends to make this clap-trap about 
what is universally the best a substitute for bringing it about."41 
Thus the noble consciousness does not differ from the base con­
sciousness which is "always on the point of revolt" and, as Hegel 
shows elsewhere,42 it was with justice that Richelieu reduced the 
claims of the nobility. 

-

However, there is a new development destined to result in 
an absolute monarchy. In the course ' of this process the State 
Power reaches its apex in the form of an individual above all 
individuals, a single and decisive Self. This happens because the 
noble consciousness forswears its honor and through courtly lan­
guage alienates its self-respect, exchanging the "heroism of 
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service" for the "heroism of flattery."43 Behind these dialectical 
formulas what appears is the reign of Louis XIV, and Hegel is 
here describing what Taine later called the classical spirit.44 
Through this development in which the noble becomes a courtier 
there occurs a profound transformation of the social structure. 
The structure of the State is overturned and the stage set for 
the coming of the French Revolution. "By its name, then, the 
monarch becomes absolutely detached from everyone, exclusive 
and solitary, and in virtue of it is unique as an atom that cannot 
communicate any part of its essential nature, and has no equal. 
. . . Conversely he, this particular individual, thereby knows him­
self, this individual self, to be the universal power, knows that the 
nobles not only are ready and prepared for the service of the 
state-authority, but are grouped as an ornamental setting around 
the throne, and that they are forever telling him who sits thereon 
what he is."45 

Once the rule of the Roi Solei! was established, the vitality of 
the feudal institutions was sapped so that they survived only as 
decor, as a motley of privileges all the more frivolous now that 
organic ties with the State had been uprooted. France is clearly 
the country in which this process was carried furthest, compared, 
for example, with the states of North Germany. Writing sometime 
after Hegel, de Tocqueville comments that "even after it had 
ceased to be a political institution, the feudal system remained 
basic to the economic organization of France."46 However, in 
alienating its honor, the nobility received in return pensions and 
material benefits. The King is the one individual who can allow 
himself to be seduced by flattery and when he says, "It is I who 
am the State," he remains unaware that in these words the State 
is dissolved and nothing more than an "empty name." The real 
power now lies in the hands of Wealth as a further manifestation 
of the decomposition of the State. And again the noble conscious­
ness allies itself with the base consciousness and "adjusts to its 
surroundings"47 in order to get out of the State the only thing it 
now considers real, namely, hard cash. Earlier, we alluded to La 
Rochefoucauld. Here, we may refer to La Bruyere who observed 
this process toward the end of the seventeenth century. "Such 
people are neither parents nor friends, neither citizens' nor Chris-
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tians, perhaps not even men; they have money." The practical 
effect of such a transformation of the social structure is the col­
lapse of the polarity between the noble consciousness and the 
base consciousness.48 With their disappearance, a culture has in 
fact passed away. "The base type has gained its end, that of sub­
ordinating universal power to self-centred isolation of self."49 

The mood of pre-revolutionary society: the disintegrated 
consciousness 

A living culture must have a recognized and stable system of 
values. The social order is dependent upon a nearly universal 
recognition of a well-defined conception of good and evil. But 
there are critical periods in history when the old order becomes 
a shadow and the new order has yet to appear. These periods 
of transition, which precede every revolution, are times of spiritual 
disintegration. At such times the dialectic appears to consciousness 
only in its negative form and the positive dialectic which under­
lies negativity is not perceived. Though others have since drawn 
attention to these crises in the social order, Hegel's early percep­
tion of these phenomena seems to us to have original merits. 

The ancien regime was founded upon the distinction between 
the noble consciousness and the base consciousness. But the 
nobility, which was once consecrated to the service of the State, 
alienated its honor in exchange for a more real power, money. 
The State Power, having assumed the form of an absolute 
monarchy, lost its universal character and survived only in appear­
ance. As a result, wealth became the only worthwhile pursuit, and 
thereby the distinction between the noble and base consciousness 
was reduced to a formal distinction, without any basis in truth, 
but providing a fac;ade behind which a new order might be pre­
pared. Even when wealth had become an essence there remained 
a vast number of differences in the social order, those between 
the privileged and the non-privileged, · between the arrogant rich 
and the ignoble flatterers. "The form of utterance which supplies 
wealth with the sense of its own essential significance, and thereby 
makes itself master of it, is likewise the language of flattery, but 
of ignoble flattery."5o Once wealth-the reference here is not 
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to work or production in general but to a condition of immediate 
satisfaction51-becomes the sole essence, a profound perversion 
of the social structure is involved for the reason that "what it im­
parts, what it gives to others, is self-existence. It does not hand 
itself over, however, as a natural self-less object, as the frankly 
and freely offered condition of unconscious life, but as self-con­
scious, as a reality keeping hold of itself."52 The result is thus 
widespread depravity in which the soul of the rich man is caught 
no less than that of his client. However, it is in the soul of the 
client, in the depths of his disintegration, that there awakens the 
most lucid awareness of the decomposition of society. 

To describe the disintegrated consciousness and the negation of 
the ancient world and its culture Hegel chose an essay from 
Diderot at that time unknown in France. It had been translated 
into German by Goethe and sent to Schiller, who wrote about it 
that "it is a dialogue which the (supposed) nephew of Rameau, 
the musician, has with Diderot. This nephew is the ideal of a 
Parasite (Schmarotzer) ,  but a hero of the class, and as he de­
scribes himself, he makes a biting satire on society and the world 
in which he lives and flourishes."53 Schiller's comment seizes 
upon what HegeL saw in the essay, namely, not simply the por­
trait of a unique individual, a fine character description, but the 
vision of a society of extremes and the moral disintegration which 
is its consequence. 

The dialogue, as Hegel points out, brings together two quite 
different personalities : the truth-seeking philosopher and the 
Bohemian. The philosopher seeks to support and preserve a 
certain number of fixed values. The philosopher is shocked by the 
dialectical shifts and constant changes of mood in his interlocutor 
and yet he is obliged to recognize the latter's absolute frankness 
and sincerity. "I was confused by such cleverness mixed with such 
baseness, by so many ideas at one moment so right and in the 
next so wrong, by the perversity in every one of his sentiments, 
his total depravity and his extraordinary candor."54 The philos­
opher is unable to adapt his conscience to such an upheaval in 
morals and Hegel himself often attempts to escape the conse­
quences of his own dialectical logic. But in this case truth is on 
the side of the Bohemian, for he describes everything in the social 
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world for what it is, that is to say, the opposite of what it appears 
to be: "Money is everything, but we should not say SO."55 The 
noble consciousness and the base consciousness are in reality the 
opposite of what they should be, the good is evil and the evil is 
good. 56 The Bohemian lays bare the comedy of a social order 
which has lost its foundations in any substantial reality. The 
awareness of such a loss transforms action into comedy and 
intentionality into hypocrisy. The sole truth in such a context is the 
desire and greed for money and the will to power. But at this 
point, having candidly exposed "what the world thinks but does 
not dare say," Rameau's nephew pulls himself up, proud of his 
unimpeachable candor, and raises his self above all this baseness 
by the very act of espousing it and thereby achieving identity with 
himself in the very depths of his disintegration. 57 At this point 
Hegel's analysis of the disintegrated consciousness brings to mind 
his earlier analysis of the skeptic consciousness or the unhappy 
consciousness. But what is original in his description of the dis­
integrated consciousness.,-apart from its dialectic of insult and 
humiliation which one finds later in Dostoievsk:y58-is that it re­
veals the mind of a society about to perish of an unhappy con­
sciousness from the pre-revolutionary period. Thus, by neglecting 
the fac;ade of appearances in such a world, Rameau's nephew can 
exclaim, "Vanity, there is no homeland, from one end to the 
other I see only tyrants and slaves."59 

The language of he who expresses the vanity of the social 
world is, as Hegel puts it, the madness of the musician who "piled 
and mixed up together some thirty airs, Italian, French, tragic, 
comic, of all sorts and kinds."60 By contrast, the honest soul of 
the philosopher struggles to keep within the harmony of Good 
and Evil. "The honest soul takes each moment as a permanent 
and essential fact, and is the uncultivated thoughtless condition 
that does not think and does not know that it is likewise doing 
the very inverse. The distraught and disintegrated soul is, however, 
aware of inversion; it is in fact a consCiousness of absolute inver­
sion; the conceptual principle predominates there; brings together 
into a single unity the thoughts that lie far apart in the case of 
the honest soul, and the language conveying its meaning is, there­
fore, full of esprit and wit (geistreich) ."61 
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The scintillating language employed by the wit is used not only 
by the tragi-comic Bohemian but is the language · of an entire 
society that only preserves any self-respect at all by being able 
to denounce forthrightly in chosen surroundings the vanity of its 
world. It enjoys the existing order but knows itself to be superior 
to it as the object upon which it exercises its "sparkling wit" and 
judgment. Yet as Diderot observes: "There is no one who does 
not think like you and indict the entire social order, only to find 
that he denounces his own very existence. "62 

The true expression of this cynical avowal of inversion would 
involve a return to the state of nature described by Rousseau.63 
But even Diogenes in his tub was conditioned by the world from 
which he sought to exclude himself. The return cannot assume 
the form of particularity: "It is a return of the whole unto itself that 
is needed." And thus Hegel is involved in his own interpretation of 
Rousseau's thesis. The return can only involve the spirit of culture 
itself "and can only mean that it must qua spirit return out of its 
confusion into itself, and win for itself a still higher level of con­
scious life."64 Torn from its transcendental world, consciousness 
leads us to absolute thought, or the identity of thought with 
itself in its disintegration. It remains to consider the inverse 
evolution, namely, that which proceeds from the transcendental 
world to the immanent world. The pivot, or middle term, in this 
twofold evolution is self-consciousness which, by comprehending 
everything within itself, becomes in its universality "Absolute 
Liberty." 

The struggle of the Enlightenment 

The conflict between Faith and Enlightenment, which dominated 
the eighteenth century, represents a struggle between self-con­
sciousness possessed of an objective knowledge of truth and pure 
thought whose claim to objectivity is grounded transcendentally. 
The two are indeed not dissimilar, but simply fail to recognize 
their identity and like brothers on opposite sides in a battle 
seem all the more bent upon each other's destruction, despite the 
fact that they share a common origin and spring from the same 
source of truth, the Absolute Spirit. The struggle nevertheless has 
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a necessary character, for the reason that it  prepares the way for 
the return of the transcendental realm to the level of self-con­
sciousness. We shall not pursue the analysis of the manner in 
which discursive thought deals with Faith, illuminating it from 
an objective standpoint, transforming it into a system of prejudice 
and superstition and thereby rendering it the very opposite of 
the claim to truth to which it pretends. The truth it reveals is in 
fact the real nature of human rationality. It uncovers in man a 
wholly irrational world, a tissue of unfounded absurdities, a savage 
nightmare which must be driven out of any truly human universe, 
if man is to be restored to himself and made the master of his 
own destiny.65 We shall limit our discussion to the development 
and social diffusion of the Enlightenment. This philosophical 
struggle is an essential stage in the development of the French 
Revolution, for, as Hegel remarks in his Philosophy of History, 
the French Revolution "resulted from philosophy." 

We have drawn attention to the similarities between the Hegelian 
dialectic (master and slave, noble and base consciousness) and 
the later Marxian dialectic without, however, wishing in any way 
to obscure the differences that have been observed between Hegel's 
idealism and his student's historical materialism. In Hegel's view, 
history is determined by Ideas which become incarnate in certain 
world-visions. These world-visions, such as the Enlightenment, 
Utilitarianism, Absolute Liberty, are developed in more or less 
abstract systems by philosophers. But they originate in the course 
of the historical development · of society. Strictly correlated with 
social reality, or culture, as Hegel defines it, these world-visions 
are.not supra-structures but living ideologies that must be grasped 
as such. They are not to be abstracted from the concrete situation 
-the mode of life and the social system corresponding to it-in 
which they arise. In pretending to stand Hegelian philosophy upon 
its feet, Marx in fact overturned the entire Hegelian system. In 
this reversal, the dialectic of the history of ideas-the most original 
element in Hegel's thought-for the most part disappears or loses 

. its meaning. What better example can one find of the activity of 
the Idea than the Revolution of 1793, the experience of the new 
mystique of a Social Contract within "a nation one and undivided"? 

The Enlightenment represents a philosophical struggle with the 
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kingdom of error which is founded upon three elements. The first 
element is the naive consciousness of an inexperienced mass. In 
such a consciousness error is simply the absence of any reflection 
directed toward the Self. It is expressed by Seide in Voltaire's 
Mahomet, which Lessing imitated in his Nathan der Weise. 

My soul is the willing slave to your command 
Enlighten only its obedient ignorance.66 

Opposed to such naive consciousness is the second element, 
namely, the evil purpose of the priests who wish to be "alone 
in possession of insight."61 Like Mahomet, they set themselves up 
as the sole representative of God. 

Through my voice listen to his supreme will.68 

The clergy "conspire, therefore, with despotism," which is the 
third element in this alienated world. In order to stabilize itself 
despotism manipulates the naivete of the mass and draws advan­
tage from the dupery of the priests. Such is the kingdom of dark­
ness excavated by the Enlightenment, which, indeed, as the re­
sult of a dialectical phenomenon in history justly emphasized by 
Hegel, is almost the creation of its explorers. When one side 
denounces the other, the effect is to develop in the opponent a 
bad consciousness, which, by lifting him out of his naive state, 
results in a cynical acceptance of his values.69 

Since the Enlightenment is unable to reform the perverted 
consciousness of the despot and the priests, it works directly upon 
the transformation of the mass. The mass in itself is what self­
consciousness is for itself and this explains why the Enlightenment 
spreads without resistance throughout society. "The communica­
tion of pure insight is on that account comparable to a silent ex­
tension, or the expansion say, of a scent in the unresisting atmos­
phere . . . .  Only when the infection has become widespread is that 
consciousness alive to it, which unconcernedly yielded to its inf'iu­
ence."10 In the same vein, Hegel quotes from a passage in Diderot: 
"The foreign God gains a humble place on the altar beside the local 
idol; gradually, he becomes more secure there; one fine day he gives 
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his neighbour a shove, and crash! bang! the idol finishes on the 
floor."71 Hegel continues with a remarkable description of this 
revolution in the spiritual climate of the age : "being now an in­
visible and unperceived spirit, it insinuates its way through and 
through the noble parts, and soon has got complete hold over all 
the vitals and members of the unconscious idol. "72 Hegel has in 
mind a bloodless revolution. "It is then the memory alone that 
still preserves the dead form of the spirit's previous state, as a 
vanished history, vanished men know not how."73 The new serpent 
of wisdom has thus painlessly sloughed off its shriveled skin. A 
conscious awareness of this revolution is not achieved until it 
is too late and the resistance which the powers that be attempt 
is vain. The harm has already been done and persecution serves 
only to strengthen the power of the new spirit. 

The struggle was won by the Enlightenment. But then the 
question arose: If every prejudice and superstition has been 
erased, what is the nature of the truth which the Enlightenment 
offers in their place?74 The truth which emerges from the struggle 
is the truth of ''utility,'' as developed in the philosophy of Hel­
vetius. Everything that was intrinsic has been destroyed, leaving 
. a vacuous, unordered world. "Since in this way it conceives in 
general every characteristic . . . to be a finite fact, to be a human 
entity and a mental presentation, Absolute Being on its view turns 
out to be a mere vacuum, to which can be attributed no character­
iStics, no predicates at all. "75 This spiritual vacuum is the counter­
part of the world of the "human herd" which only subsists as a 
herd or society for the reason that man is regarded as useful to 
man. "As everything is useful for man, man is likewise useful 
too, and his characteristic function consists in making himself a 
member of the human herd, of use for the common good, and 
serviceable to all. "76 In such a world there is no place for any 
absolute truth other than an absolute flux or utility oscillating 
between the in-itself and the for-itself. Utilitarianism is precisely 
the expression of a consciousness that has not yet integrated its 
own moments, but still has before it an objectivity, like a shallow 
image which it struggles to erase, only to see it reappear. "Utility 
is still a predicate of the object, not a subject."77 Consequently, 
the flux will yield to a new order that is to be proclaimed : "Man 
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is free will." Thus man is capable of raising himself above the 
drab world of social utility, and, as the truth at which the world 
aims, discovers the absolute in his own "universal self-conscious­
ness." This. spiritual revolution engages with the revolution in !be 
social realm and bursts forth in the new conception of conscious­
ness as Absolute Freedom, in which the two worlds hitherto 
separated are henceforth reconciled. 

Absolute Liberty 

In his eulogy of Rousseau, Lakanal remarks that: "In effect the 
Social Contract provides us with an explanation of the Revolu­
tion." Hegel had read Rousseau while at Tiibingen, and he ap­
proaches the interpretation of the Social Contract in the light of 
the events taking place in France in his own day. The standard of 
the new era is none other than the principle of Rousseau and 
Kant, namely, the principle of Absolute Liberty. Man's essence 
is defined by his will-not a particular will in pursuit of private 
ends, but a general will. "Rationality of will is nothing else than 
maintaining oneself in pure freedom, willing this and this alone."78 
Freedom involves that each individual citizen rediscover himself 
in an indivisible identity with the general will, that is to say, with 
the State. Man subordinates his impulses and appetites to his 
self-prescribed obedience to the Law. The people becomes God; 
it recognizes itself in the unmediated reflection of the Law. In 
the French Revolution, Absolute Liberty "puts itself on the throne 
of the world, without any power being able to offer effectual 
resistance. "79 

However, this unmediated encounter of the Universal and 
the individual rests upon an abstraction which considers man 
only as a citizen and not as a bourgeois, the essentially private 
individual. Now, ever since his early studies in Tiibingen, Hegel 
had been reflecting upon that organic society which necessarily 
mediates the State and the individual. Because it neglects this 
concrete world Rousseau's work is inadequate and results in an 
impasse. The postulation of an unmediated identity between the 
individual and the general will was possible, as Hegel thought, in 
the polis,80 but was no longer a modem possibility. The individual 
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has necessarily to alienate his will and, as Hegel says, "to ob­
jectify himself," or to become a particular moment within a To­
tality which infinitely transcends him. The general will can only 
be�ome a reality by means of this organized Totality divided into 
specific, concrete spheres. Self-consciousness has, however, an ab­
solute right to participate directly and purposefully in the general 
project. The glory of the French Revolution consists in its struggle 
against all alienation of the will, against every limitation of self­
consciousness. There, too, lies its failure. Saint-Just was led to 
declare that "the force of events has perhaps led us to conse­
quences that we had not imagined." The force of things, or as 
Hegel puts it, the cunning of reason, is the actual working of the 
Idea, and it is from this that the philosopher who studies the 
events of history can discover their significance. The French Revo':: 
lution is, as it were, a great metaphysical event.81 

With the Enlightenment self-consciousness appeared to have 
achieved a level of critical objectivity. There stilI remained social 
institutions but they could no longer claim to be self-subsistent. 
Their "being-in-itself" is directly their "being-for-another"; in 
other words, they serve a function. The constitutional monarch is 
no longer a king by the grace of God, a king in himself, but only 
as he serves the "body politic. However, this concept of social util­
ity is subsumed into its ultimate truth, namely, in the being-for­
itself of consciousness as absolute and universal human will. 
"There is here no more than an empty semblance of objectivity 
separating �elf-consciousness from actual possession." Thus utili­
tarianism yields to the general will, or to Absolute Liberty. The 
people unite in a single and undivided will within which each 
citizen desires only what is generally willed. For such a people, 
"the world is for it absolutely its own will,"82 and no longer a 
brute obstacle. There is no longer any transcendental entity, or, 
at least, there remains only "an exhalation of stale gas, of the 
empty etre supreme."83 The Revolution emerges, then, as a pro­
digious effort of Reason to actua.Uze itself in the world and to 
discover its reflection in this process without it resulting in an 
aberration of self-consciousness. As a result of its transformation 
by the Enlightenment, "consciousness qua pure insight is not an 
individual self, over against which the object, in the sense of hav-
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ing a self all its own, could stand, but the pure notion, the gazing 
of the self into self, the literal and absolute seeing itself doubled."84 

The people do not manifest their will "by giving a silent assent." 
Rather, what emerges as the operation of the Totality "is im­
mediately and consciously the deed of every single individual." 
That is why the democrats in the Commune and the J acobins 
protested the strict application of the precepts of the social con­
tract. They claimed for themselves the right to sanction the Con­
stitution and its laws. They demanded the referendum and an 
unlimited mandate: "For in the case where the self is merely 
represented and ideally presented (vorgestellt) ,  there it is not ac­
tual: where it is by proxy, it is not."B5 

Such unrestricted liberty was achieved from 1789 until 1794. 

But what became of it in the course of its enjoyment? It is to 
the dialectics of that experience that we must now tum. 

Its results were mainly negative. Rousseau had said: "If, then 
the general will is to be truly expressed; it is essential that there 
be no subsidiary groups within the State, and that each citizen 
voice his own opinion and nothing but his own opinion."BS 

That is why all the organic divisions within the social body 
gradually disappeared as the rotten elements in the old order of 
things were brought to ruin by earlier developments. What Hegel 
refers to as the "spiritual masses," the Nobility, the Third Estate, 
the Clergy, were dissolved into the mass of citizens. "Each indi­
vidual consciousness rises out of the sphere assigned to it, finds 
no longer its inmost nature and function in this isolated area, but 
grasps itself as the notion of will, grasps all the various spheres 
as the essential expression of this will, and is in consequence only 
able to realize itself in a work which is the work of the whole."B7 
By the same token, the single and undivided sovereignty no longer 
allowed itself to be split into executive, legislative, and judicial 
powers. The Committee of Public Safety concentrated all power 
within itself. How scornful is Rousseau of "the tricks performed 
by our modem men of politics. The body of the Commonwealth 
is first dismembered with an adroitness which would do credit to 
a country fair and then reassembled, no one knows how."BB All 
that remained was a multitude of disparate individuals, a shower 
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of atoms whose bond is the general will.89 Under such conditions 
there could be no question of a positive achievement. 

A more positive outcome could only be attained through a new 
form of alienation, that is, only if Absolute Liberty again objectified 
itself and "made itself an existing substance." But then "the ac­
tivity and being of personality would, however, find itself by this 
process confined to a branch of the whole, to one kind of action 
and existence; when placed in the element of existence, personality 
would bear the meaning of a determinate personality; it would cease 
to be in reality universal self-consciousness."9o The activity of this 
Totality, conceived as an individual, cannot operate in the same 
fashion. To be capable of action, a people must assemble as a 
single individual and "put an individual consciousness in the fore­
front."91 But the government, which is what is in question here, 
is an individual that excludes all other individuals from itself. 
Nothing guarantees that it will embody the general will. It is 
therefore a matter of principle to suspect it. It cannot act, since 
any positive action, inasmuch as it is its own work, excludes from 
itself the activity of others. Its very nature as a government renders 
it culpable. This same notion is expressed by Hegel, in a study 
he made of Fichte's Natural Law, prior to the Jena period. Follow­
ing Rousseau's comment, "We shall force it to be free," Fichte _ 
conceives of a system of constraints in order to guarantee the 
operation of the general will. As Hegel interprets it, the governed 
will be constrained by the governors and the governors by the 
governed. But ultimately this perpetuum mobile results in · a 
perpetuum quietum.92 But action is a necessity. "A Government 
of some kind, however, is always in existence. The question pre­
sents itself, then, whence did it emanate."93 

This is the reason why during the Convention the government 
existed as a "faction in power," which of its very nature was 
destined to fall. After the Girondin, Robespierre took power and 
with great violence "maintained the State" until "in tum necessity 
abandoned him."94 However, in this very process Absolute Liberty 
was actualized, though in reality it achieved the reverse of what 
it sought. Whereas it conceived itself to be a positive force, it was 
merely a negative principle which resulted in the destruction of 
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the individuals identified with it. "But just on that account this 
will is in unmediated oneness with self-consciousness, it is the pure 
positive because it is the pure negative; and that meaningless death, 
the unfilled, vacuous negativity of self, in its inner constitutive 
principle, turns round into absolute positivity."95 Just as the gov­
ernment is suspect in virtue of being in power, so individuals are 
suspect in the eyes of the government, not for their actions, but 
for their suspected intentions (the law of suspects) ,  their mistrust 
and reserve with respect to the power which claims to embody the 
general will. Vox populi vox Dei, but the people-in-itself and the 
general will are revealed to the initiate "in the silence of passion. "96 
Once the individual has merged himself with the citizen, there is 
no personal conduct which escapes the control of a police charged 
to enforce the reign of virtue on earth. 

Hegel had already perceived the extreme implications of Fichte's 
liberalism. It involves a police state in which practically every 
action of the bourgeois is watched.97 On the side of the sans­
culottes the struggle against the inequality of wealth is not mo­
tivated by envy and crude jealousy. It is motivated from the 
legitimate apprehension that the state, or the general will, might 
fail in its destiny, overwhelmed by the enjoyment of material 
goods and the concern for private interests over the common 
good.9s In brief, the great metaphysical event experienced during 
the year of 1794 was the complete realization of Absolute Liberty 
and the creation of a new relation between politics and death. A 
total democracy emerged, but as the very opposite of what it 
claimed to be. It became a manifestation · of the most literal 
totalitarianism, or anti-liberal democracy, because it completely 
absorbed the private individual in the citizen and reduced a tran­
scendental religion to the religion of the State. Robespierre re­
sorted to religion for a focus and support for the Republic.99 
"Robespierre," says Hegel, "set up the principle of virtue as 
supreme, and it may be said that he was serious about virtue. "100 

As to the outcome of this turmoil, Hegel'S reflections in the 
Phenomenology are hardly unambiguous. After Robespierre there 
follows a name unmentioned as such, but surely we are meant to 
read between the lines the name of Napoleon. For it is Napoleon 
who restored the State. He therefore prefigures a kind of restora-
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tion, though he is destined to disappear from the scene that he 
prepares. The great man, the tyrant or the dictator, preserves and 
reconstitutes the State. In opposition to the apparent will of each 
individual, the tyrant expresses the true and permanent will, the 
destiny of all.1Ol He subjugates them and disciplines them to 
obedience. Once this is accomplished, though unable to abdicate 
himself, the tyrant must leave the stage. "The people overthrow 
tyranny because to them it is an abomination and an infamy, but 
really because it has served its purpose. "102 In a letter to his friend 
Niethammer, written April 28, 1814, in which he comments upon 
the historical events taking place in Europe, particularly the de­
cline of Napoleon, Hegel, in the course of reflecting upon the 
historical scene in Europe and in particular the decline of Na­
poleon, boasts of · "having foreseen this reversal in the work which 
he had finished on the eve of the battle of Jena." 

Thus the result of the French Revolution is the Restoration. 
However, the Restoration is not simply the re-establishment of 
the old order. After having suffered the Terror and dictatorship, 
the formless multitude reorganizes itself once again. "These individ­
uals, who felt the fear of death, their absolute lord and master, 
submit to negation and distinction once more, arrange themselves 
under 'spheres,' and return to a restricted and apportioned task, 
but thereby to their substantial reality."l03 The new divisions or 
new spiritual masses which become the elements of the modern 
society are, however, quite different from the old ones. To grasp 
clearly the nature of the difference involved it is necessary to refer 
to Hegel's Philosophy oj Mind, 1805-1806, which precedes The 
Phenomenology oj Mind. Whereas in 1802 Hegel still conceived 
the organic divisions of society on the model of the aristocratic 
structure of northern Germany,104 he is now influenced by Na­
poleon's reconstruction. In the constitution which Napoleon made 
for Italy there was a college of "possidenti," of "merchanti," and 
of "dotti," in which "we have united the different constituent eie­
ments of a nation."l05 

These elements differ from those of the old order, the hereditary 
nobility, bourgeoisie, and peasantry, and this is the basis of the 
remarkably more concrete description of 1805-1806 in compari­
son with the sketch only a few years earlier in the System der 
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Sittlichkeit. The peasantry are still weighed down by a life of toil 
that binds them to nature but they have a collective strength which 
finds occasional expression in violence. The bourgeoisie, on the 
other hand, differentiates and organizes itse1f. Hegel draws a dis­
tinction between the petit bourgeois, who is characterized by the 
respect for his honor and the comfortable position he enjoys in the 
town, and the great merchant who lives in an abstract world and 
whose dealings are universal in space and time. lOS The merchant 
is accustomed to handle money-the abstract universal-rather 
than things. He espouses abstract law and the rigor of exchange, 
indifferent to their consequences for human beings : "Factories 
and mills base their existence upon the misery of a class."107 Of 
course, the State stands above this business world, which is like 
a "wild animal," and surveys it from a universal standpoint. But 
"its intervention must be hardly visible; one should not want to 
save what cannot be saved, but find other employment for the 
class that endures misery,"108 in seeking new markets. At the 
side of the nobility, which still retains its place, there appears the 
great administrator, whose model Hegel found in Napoleon as 
adviser to the State. These administrators are men with a sense 
of duty who, like the philosophers, give expression to "public 
opinion. "109 

We have stressed the treatment of historical events in Hegel, 
for the tendency is to overlook this aspect in comparison with the 
abstraction of the Phenomenology. The State, then, is restored after 
the Revolution, but it is "refreshed and rejuvenated."l1O The 
effect of any revolution, Hegel seems to think, is simply to 
strengthen the State. - But there remains a problem or, rather, a 
question which Hegel himse1f asked. It is the question whether the 
revolt against alienation which resulted in a new alienation of 
Liberty is to be repeated. In this case, the history of the spirit 
would be a cyclical history, each revolution resulting in the in­
stitution of a new social order. Thus, just as war "shakes to the 
very center"111 individuals who would otherwise sink into par­
ticularity, so it is the function of revolution to renew otherwise 
petrified social orders. From this point of view there might be 
some sort of progress involved in the conflict between the body 
politic and se1f-consciousness; In each revolution the body politic 
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would be increasingly permeated by the conscious subject. Ul­
timately perhaps, alienation, as a hitherto necessary phenomenon, 
would disappear and the realm of individual consciousness might 
expand to the point where it found its reflection in a COmmon 
social enterprise. It would then be "able to endure the objective 
reality of universal spirit, a reality, excluding self-consciousness 
qua particular."112 

Having raised the possibility, Hegel nevertheless seems un­
willing to pursue the history 6f the spirit to this conclusion. Much 
as Luther considered impossible the reign of God on earth, Hegel, 
too, at least in the Phenomenology, conceives of another solution 
than the unmediated reconciliation of the two worlds. He seems 
to have recorded the failure of the French Revolution as a neces­
sary event whereby Absolute Liberty "passes over into another 
land of self-conscious spirit,"113 namely, Germany, where, instead 
of being realized in deeds, it is internalized in the ethical and re­
ligious world of Kant, Fichte, and the romantics. As Hegel puts 
it: "Among the Germans this view assumed no other view than 
that of tranquil theory, but the French wished to give it practical 
effect. "114 

The events in France were passed in judgment by Burke in a 
work which became the Bible of all future conservatives. He con­
trasts English freedom with French liberties and foresees as a 
consequence of the latter the triumph of force and despotism. 
But he fails to rise to the grandeur and universal significance of 
the Revolution. He confines himself to the contrast between the 
French mode of reasoning by abstractions, which carefully -levels 
everything, "like their ornamental gardeners,"115 and the prejudice 
for prejudice, or untheoretical empiricism. Although Hegel may be 
compared to Burke, particularly in his criticisms of the abstract 
principles of 1789, the differences between them cannot be over­
looked. We have attempted to illustrate the effort which Hegel 
made to comprehend the necessary' development of the events 
which culminated in the French Revolution. Despite its partial 
failure, Hegel considers the Revolution an intellectual revolution 
of infinite consequence, as may be seen from the following passage 
written toward the end of his life: 
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The conception, the idea of Right asserted its authority all at once, 
and the old framework of injustice could offer no resistance to its 
onslaught. A constitution, therefore, was established in harmony 
with the conception of Right, and on this foundation all future 
legislation was to be based. Never since the sun had stood in the 
firmament and the planets revolved around him had it been per­
ceived that man's existence

' 
centres in his head, i.e., in Thought, 

inspired by which he builds up the world of reality. Anaxagoras 
had been the first to say that vOV\O governs the World; but not un­
til now had man advanced to the recognition of the principle that 
Thought ought to govern spiritual reality. This was accordingly 
a glorious mental dawn. All thinking beings shared in the jubilation 
of this epoch. Emotions of a lofty character stirred men's minds at 
that time; a spiritual enthusiasm thrilled through the world, as if the 
reconciliation between the Divine and the Secular was now first ac­
complished.116 
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4 
Alienation and Objectification: 

Commentary on G. Lukacs' 

The Young Hegel1 

G. Lukacs' work on Hegel's early studies, from his "republican 
period at Tiibingen and Bern" t6 the publication of The Phe­
nomenology of Mind in 1 807, is an essay in historical philosophy 
written in the spirit and method of Marxism. At the start, it should 
be said that any Marxian history of philosophy is doomed to 
failure if it rigidly insists upon reducing every philosophy to an 
ideology explicable in terms of social and economic factors. What 
was a defect of the Hegelian history of philosophy-its claim to 
arrange all of philosophy in a logical and chronological order 
so that every later philosophy is more ' progressive by reason of 
encompassing and transcending its antecedent-is all the more 
defective in a narrowly Marxian schema. With these reservations 
aSide, we are better able to concentrate upon Lukacs' extremely 
interesting thesis that the understanding of Hegel, and the variety 
of interpretations of his philosophy, force upon us a confrontation 
with Marxism. 

It has to be recognized that Marx is one of the best commenta­
tors upon Hegel; he completely digested The Phenomenology of 
Mind in his early work, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts; 
he borrowed the Hegelian method in the exposition of Capital, a 
work whose structure and plan is inconceivable apart from its 
relation to Hegelianism, even to the detail of particular chapters 
from the Phenomenology. But these reasons, though sufficient in 
themselves, and in any case often pointed to, are not the only 
grounds for a confrontation of Hegelianism and Marxism. One 
must go further and raise the question to what extent the entire 

70 
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Hegelian system more than any other philosophical system derives 
from the social and political events of the day. For the philosopher 
who wrote that "the reading of the daily newspaper is the morn­
ing-prayer of modem man" (it enables us to take a stand in the 
world and become conscious of the historical situation) is not 
as much of a theologian as one might be led to believe. Lukacs is 
perhaps not entirely wrong (though he tends to take the opposite 
extreme) in treating the theme of Hegel's theological period as a 
reactionary legend. Hegel may well use the language of theology. 
But it should not be overlooked that, from his earliest reflections, 
he considered religion as a representation of human life, individual 
life, but above all of collective life, a sort of projection on the 
symbolic level of concrete human problems. Hegel's occasionally 
mystical language should not obscure his early positive pre­
occupation and concern with political, social, and even economic 
problems. 

It is precisely in the analysis of Hegel's view of the economic 
problem that Lukacs makes an original contribution to the under­
standing of a philosopher to whom nothing human, no event in 
human history, was alien. 

The attempt to construct a Marxian explanation of Hegelianism 
may have outstanding value provided that, on the one hand, we 
remain aware of the importance Hegel attached, from his first 
reflections at Bern, Frankfurt, and J ena, to political economy, 
work, and the influence of wealth in the life of a people, and, on 
the other hand, if we see in Marxism a transposition of the Hegelian 
dialectic, which nevertheless has its basis in Hegel's own work and 
certain of its directions. Despite certain standard references to 
Lenin and even to Stalin (quite beside the point) ,  Lukacs' book 
shows a sympathetic unde.J;standing of Hegel. In particular, his 
account of the development of the bourgeoisie as described by 
Hegel and Goethe combines a fine sweep with delicate nuances. 
Consequently, Lukacs' work on the young Hegel escapes being 
a partisan work that forces into a rigid system a philosophy in­
compatible with such a fate. 

It is impossible for us to follow, as Lukacs does in detail, the 
evolution of Hegel's thought from the years in the seminary at ­
Tiibingen, his youthful republican enthusiasm, through to The 
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Phenomenology of Mind and the justification of Napoleon as the 
soul of the world. We shall direct our attention to the relations 
observed by Lukacs between Hegel's economic thought and his 
philosophical thought and to Lukacs' rather interesting defense 
of Marx's critique of Hegel which puts in doubt the entire Hegelian 
approach to the phenomena of "alienation and objectification." 

Philosophy and Political Economy 

The title of one of the earliest works of Marx, Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts, initiates a vast project. It contains the 
seed of the later thesis of historical materialism. Marx shows what 
progress has been made in economics from the Physiocrats to 
Adam Smith. The science of the wealth of nations, of the pro­
duction, exchange, and consumption of gOjJds, had gradually 
worked out the notion of the value of human labor. The Physio­
crats stilI attributed to nature what Adam Smith accorded to human 
labor alone, the status of being the sole source of value. This 
labor is social labor. It is what makes intelligible the transforma­
tions that man effects in nature and those that, by consequence, 
are produced in man himself and the organization of collective 
life. Adam Smith's An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 
Wealth of Nations, published in London in 1776, was translated 
into German by Garve between 1794 and 1796 and considerably 
influenced Hegel, who cites it on several occasions, particularly in 
the 1 enenser system2 which precedes The Phenomenology of Mind. 

In an extremely cogent manner, Marx shows the relation between 
the science of economics and idealist · philosophy from Kant to 
Hegel. The task is to integrate the human science of political 
economy with Hegel's Phenomenology, with its concept of nega­
tion, the transformation of nature by human labor that humanizes 
nature and as its counterpart raises the individual to the state of 
universal man with an understanding of the collective relations and 
objectivity of being. It is such a unity that Marx seeks for 
philosophy and economics-a unity that would lead to a new con­
ception of man and the human future, to a praxis that reconciles 
speculative knowledge and human life as a historical development. 
In Marx's opinion, philosophy reaches an impasse in the form of 
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speculative idealism. By restricting itself to the comprehension 
of what is, as Hegel did, philosophy ends in an insurmountable 
contradiction. However, the relation of the two disciplines allows 
political economy, on the one hand, to expand to include th!( 
entire problem of man and the relation of man to nature, and 
philosophy, on the other hand, to transcend itself as speculative 
knowledge and to realize itself in an action that is the effective 
emancipation of man rather than merely speculative wisdom. 

We reviewed briefly the significance of this early work of 
Marx in order to grasp more fully the import of Lukacs' work. For 
Lukacs' subject is the study of the relations between political 
economy and philosophy, and he draws insights from Marx's 
earlier study. More specifically, he compares three elements: the 
political, economic, and social background of the period; economic 
theory; and the Hegelian philosophy. His aim is to show that, in 
so far as it is a general interpretation of life and the human con­
dition, Hegelian philosophy always turns' upon a specific economic 
viewpoint, broadly conceived. Yet at the same time he attempts 
to show how the inadequate development of the productive forces 
in Hegel's Germany hindered him from achieving a philosophical 
solution to the problems he raised. Hegel was writing at a time 
when capitalism was in its early stages in England and France and 
feudalism, though still rooted everywhere in Germany, was col­
lapsing elsewhere as the bourgeoisie rose to power. It is, in fact, 
this world of the victorious, self-confident bourgeoisie and the 
world-vision characteristic of the rising bourgeoisie that Hegel 
describes, as Goethe was doing about the same time. However, 
with a penetration peculiar to his dialectical genius, Hegel also 
perceives all the contradictions of this world in its mature form, 
all the crises that it carries within it, .as the clouds carry a storm. 
Thus, as early as 1 807, Hegel raised himself above his time. 
Although unable to resolve the crises and transcend the limits 
of his period in his answers, as Marx was to later, Hegel neverthe­
less perceived the decline of the bourgeoisie in the very moment 
of its ascendance. For want of the corresponding development in 
the productive forces, there is no question of Hegel being a Marx­
ian. Yet his -extremely searching reading of Adam Smith leads him 
philosophically beyond Smith to foreshadow Ricardo. Transcend-
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ing the strict limits of liberal economics, Hegel elaborates a phi­
losophy of human life which, if it culminates in a tragic vision, offers 
nonetheless a positive and non-tragic solution to the problems it 
merely poses-a solution that finds its place in Marx, once the 
time is ripe for a genuine revolution. "Hegel begat Feuerbach, 
who begat Marx." Thus one may understand the meaning of 
Lukacs' study and his use of the Marxian method in tackling a 
problem in the history of philosophy. One need only add that he 
poses in a general way the problem of the relation between po­
litical economy and philosophy, developing an earlier study of 
Marx that we have mentioned and offering invaluable guidance 
in the direction of studies still to be undertaken. 

In the past there has been no lack of studies of the relation 
between philosophy and science. There is an abundance of works 
on the relations between the metaphysical Meditations and the 
mechanism of Cartesian science or on the relations between the 
Newtonian philosophy of nature and the philosophies of Kant 
and Hume. There are fewer works on the relations between biol­
ogy and philosophy from Aristotle to Bergson. But there is prac­
tically nothing on the relations between the economics and philoso­
phy of a given period. Yet if one wanted to understand, for 
example, Hume's ethics and his general views of human nature, 
it would surely be material to keep in mind the relations between 
Hume and Adam Smith and Hume's important essays on interest, 
commerce, and so on. Immediately, Hume's philosophy is related 
to a certain form of economy. Just as historians have attempted 
to analyze philosophical systems by relating them to the natural 
sciences of their age, so an attempt should be made to display 
the relation between philosophical theories and the science of 
political economy, the science of man in society working upon 
nature and consuming the products of his labor. Attention has been 
given to Aristotle's economic writings, but only to juxtapose his 
economic thought to his philosophical thought; similarly with 
Hobbes, Berkeley, Hume, and even Hegel. What is needed-and 
this should be an exercise for Marxians-is to comprehend the 
relation between the economic thought of a given period and its 
philosophical thought. This is the value of Lukacs' study of 
Hegel's early period. 
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Hegel always tried to understand human life as the life of a 
people and, in tum, the life of a people as a moment in the 
general history of peoples. From his earliest works, starting, as he 
says, from the lowliest exigencies of human consciousness, he 
sought a comprehensive vision that would integrate what in the 
life of a people we would call psychology, or the science of 
individual and collective needs, and the science of labor and tech­
nology. Hegel's first version of the philosophy of mind, the 
System der Sittlichkeit, was drafted in 1803 at Jena. It resembles 
very much what, since Auguste Comte, we call Sociology, and it 
combines in its vision of society both the most elementary forms 
of human behavior and the highest forms of speculative thought, 
Art, Religion, and Philosophy. 

These higher forms are the representations that a people 
creates out of its concrete life. These representations, however, 
are integral with the masses of society, the nobility, the bour­
geoisie, the peasantry, and each of these in its turn formulates a 
certain relation between man and nature. The elementary forms 
of human behavior, need, labor, the use of tools and the machine 
are moments within a totality, and the psychology of the individual 
man is in tum merely a category that fades into the compre­
hensive social category. The concept of the social system as a 
whole that dominates its parts has its origins in the great treatise 
of Adam Smith and in numerous other works of the age oil human 
nature, as well as, for example, Montesquieu and Rousseau. But 
the Hegelian notion of a totality that somehow pre-exists its parts 
as their soul and their meaning already surpasses the liberalism 
of Adam Smith and anticipates the viewpoint of Marx. 

Beyond what Lukacs himself has to say, it seems to us that 
the Hegelian dialectic has its origins in a different sense in the 
work of Adam Smith. This dialectic, which is so difficult to define, 
is not only a dialectic in the sense that philosophers have intended 
from Plato to Kant but a method for the comprehension of human 
life in its concrete aspects. The Hegelian dialectic aspires to be 
both a philosophical and a concrete dialectic, and in as much as 
it is a concrete dialectic, it is frequently inspired by Adam Smith's 
works. Adam Smith's liberalism assumes in practice that the free 
play of individual interests results in the optimal realization of 
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the collective interest. On this assumption, he never tires of show­
ing how individual projects are transformed in collective life, how 
they become something more in the very process of their realiza­
tion. "As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he 
can to employ his capital . . . that its produce may be of the 
greatest value; every individual necessarily labors to render the 
annual revenue of the society as great as he can . . . he intends 
only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by 
an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his 
intention. "3 

There are numerous passages similar to this one in Adam 
Smith. The division of labor and the play of exchange are at first 
individual aims that are realized through a group and become a 
new goal, full of significance, yet not wished for as such by an 
individual. It was this kind of finality that earlier led Hegel to the 
idea of the cunning of reason, a dialectic that opposes the aims 
that the individual sets for himself and the ends that he achieves. 
It was in the course of tracing this concrete dialectic through the 
whole of human life, and then translating it onto a logical plane, 
that Hegel struggled to reconstruct the very notion of dialectic, 
reconciling the life of thought and the thought of life. 

Hegel's use of this concrete dialectic appears to have led him 
to a thr�efold result, which Lukacs greatly clarifies. 

First,· there is Hegel's remarkable description of the rise of 
capitalist society. Drawing especially upon Adam Smith, he de­
scribes the social division of labor, the development of technology, 
the cooperation of individuals in the production, exchange, and 
consumption of wealth. 

Second, there is Hegel's prophetic vision of the contradictions 
in this society and of the fatal alienation of man in a society where 
production for production's sake-one might say power for the 
sake of power-has no reason for its moderation. 

Third, there is the impossibility, given Hegel's historical po­
sition, of resolving the contradictions in capitalist society which 
he perceived in such a profound manner. He could not resolve 
them because, as Lukacs points out, capitalist society was not ma­
ture enough, the forces of production-at this time in Germany 
less than elsewhere--were not yet developed enough. 
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A closer examination of these three points may permit a better 
understanding of the social and political aspects of Hegel's sys­
tem, as well as of Lukacs' book, which lays stress upon them. In 
connection with the first point (the description of the economy 
and society at that time) ,  there are numerous significant texts in 
Hegel, both in the Jenenser Realphilosophie and the Phenomenol­
ogy, of which we venture to cite a sample. In the Phenomenology 
Hegel describes the social life or the ethical world of a people and 
already distinguishes the two moments, power and wealth. His 
description of the dialectic of wealth reflects Adam Smith's liberal­
ism: 

In enjoyment each individuality no doubt becomes aware of self­
existence, aware of itself as single; but this enjoyment is itself the 
result of universal action, just as, reciprocally, wealth calls forth 
universal labor, and produces enjoyment for all. . . . :Each indi­
vidual doubtless thinks he is acting in his own interests. . . . Yet 
looked at even in external fashion, it becomes manifest that in his 
own enjoyment each gives enjoyment to all, in his own labor each 
works for all as well as for himself, and all for him.4 

This passage catches the essence of economic liberalism, of the 
harmony that establishes itself between individual needs and labor, 
between egoistic interests and the collective purpose manifest in 
the total life of society. But Hegel goes on to draw the conclu­
sions from what Adam Smith is content simply to describe. Egoism 
is a mere pretense and disinterested virtue (or what claims to be 
such) is merely impotence. The course of the world is the outcome 
of the interaction between individuals which constitutes a univer­
sal individuality. In his actions and practical conduct every 
individuality who believes himself to be an egoist in fact tran­
scends himself and refuses to recognize himself in this world of 
universal individuality. Nevertheless, it is the individuality who 
posits and realizes this world. "But the individual gains an aware­
ness of himself, he is enhanced as a universality and purges himself 
of singularity." This conduct, which is not only a moral purpose 
or intention but the stance of the individual within being, is the 
truth of the particular individuality, a truth which has a universal 
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character. Here one can see how Hegel's depth analysis of the 
modem economic world described by Adam Smith arrives at a 
philosophy of human conduct which surpasses both the con­
templative philosophers of nature and purely ethical philosophies 
of the spirit, such as Kant and Fichte's ethical vision of the world. 
Lukacs rightly draws attention to this transcendence of naturalism 
and ethical idealism in order to show how the evolution of philo so-

_ phy from Kant to Hegel is continued in Marx. 
After the insipid rationalism of the Enlightenment, Hegel calls 

for the dissolution of ethical-merely ethical-idealism in a great 
article on the philosophy of his day, "Glauben und Wissen," which 
he wrote at Jena. However, to grasp the relation between this 
critical article and its economic and social background, one must 
read with it the writings from the same . period on natural law 
and the system of social morality, which, as we have said, con­
stitute within the first draft of the Philosophy of Mind5 a veritable 
sociology. 

However, Hegel is not content to reproduce the economic world 
of Adam Smith by enriching it with a philosophy of practical 
conduct. He reflects upon the alienation of the singular individual 
who becomes a universal in the course of this world's frenzied 
dialectic : "Consciousness becomes an enigma to itself, the con­
sequences of its behavior no longer appear to be its own actio.n." 
By externalizing itself, as Hegel says, and becoming an object in 
the world-the world of the Other and of others, the sole means 
of reaching nature, for the least material instrument implies the 
other, as is doubtless suggested by the notion of nature in itself 
-the singular consciousness alienates itself, makes itself Other; 
objectification in the world and alienation of the self, these are 
the two great moments of the Hegelian dialectic. 

This alienation-which on the logical plane becomes the con­
tradiction of the self with itself-in the modem world assumes 
the form of economic contradictions that clearly contrast with the 
harmonies of liberalism. Hegel's vision is all the more astonishing 
when one remembers that German society as he observed it 
around 1800 did not yet foreshadow the contradictions of the 
modem world. It is true that Adam Smith laid the foundations 
of this analysis. Yet it should be remarked that Hegel does not 
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follow the reactionary romantics, preaching the return to a new 
medieval age; he rather anticipates the analysis of the economists 
and socialists to appear in the future. 

The result of the division of labor is that, while the individual 
no longer depends on nature, he becomes dependent, by contrast, 
on society, which acts upon him like a blind force. The social 
environment takes the place of the natural environment. This 
notion is one of the basic themes of Hegelian thought and is de­
veloped later by Auguste Comte, who assigns primacy to sociology 
over psychology. "To the individual society is his nature, upon 
whose blind and elementary development he is dependent for 
both the maintenance and the suppression or his physical and 
spiritual growth." This society is� however, a communal effort, a 
transaction of each and all, the object itself; but in this object the 
individual becomes alien to himself. This alienation, which Hegel 
identifies with objectification or the externalization of man through 
his labor, is a new concept which, when substituted for the notions 
of positivity (in the period at Bern) and destiny (in the period at 
Frankfurt) , enables Hegel to . raise the human problem in all its 
complexity. The term . alienation is also employed by Marx to 
advance the Hegelian dialectic. 

The individual "can work more," but, as Hegel notes, "the 
value of his work begins to diminish." Nevertheless he is pushed 
to lengthen his hours of work, or to increase the intensity of his 
labor, in order to produce more, to be able to produce the means 
of subsistence. After a variable lapse of time, this progress is 
canceled and the individual is thrown back to his previous level 
of life. "Labor is then a commodity .that is worth less." Here one 
sees how Hegel goes beyond Adam Smith, announcing the iron 
law of wages and in a sense anticipating Marx's analysis. He per­
ceives all the consequences of the division of labor. "Because of 
the abstract nature of labor, it becomes more and more mechani­
cal, more and more absurd." Of course, the stick is replaced by the 
tool and the tool yields to the machine, which is man's craft over 
nature, bending its blind forces to human purposes. It reveals 
the in-itself of nature through the for-itself of man. In his study 
of work and the machine, Hegel develops a new conception of 
finality and of theology in general. But man's cleverness with 



80 The Concept of History in Hegel 

regard to nature has repercussions for the individual man: in 
practice, it transforms intelligent and integral labor into a stupefy­
ing and partial labor, "formal and inhuman." The humanization 
of nature results in the dehumanization of the laborer. Finally, 
the movement of production and distribution as a system leads to 
"the restless search for machines and new markets, without any 
limit." We may say that as early as 1803 Hegel had envisaged the 
process of production for production's sake of which Ricardo 
spoke and which Marx described as the expansion of value that 
animates the entire system of capitalist production. Although 
Marx had no kno�ledge of these writings that we present from 
the J ena period, they nevertheless foreshadow him. "In society 
the individual's skill is the means by which he keeps himself in 
existence. The latter is entirely exposed to the confusion of the 
contingent nature of the whole. There is thus an ever increasing 
mass of men who are condemned to unhealthy labor, without 
security, to the "absurd labor of the factories and the mine . . .  " 
and Hegel adds: "This entire mass is condemned to irremediable 
poverty . . . .  It is then that the conflict between great wealth and great 
poverty emerges on the world scene--auffritt."6 By formulating 
in a vague way what was later called the law of concentration, 
Hegel undertook to show that the conflict between rich and poor, 
which replaces that between the noble and the villein, is the result 
of an inevitable social dialectic. Wealth attracts everything to itself, 
and in virtue of an immanent necessity develops itself onesidely, 
while poverty increases on its side. He adds that "To him who 
hath shall it be given." 

The State, as universal providence, can only intervene at a dis­
tance. Although it is in the State rather than through money, the 
objectification of the universal collective, that the citizen is able 
to conceive of his generic and free nature, the State is suspended 
above the play of his freedoms maintained by bourgeois society. 
"The liberty of bourgeois society is unique, but it merely buries 
the individual in individualism; he can only save himself through 
the State and Religion." The individual is left to live in two worlds, 
each alien to the other, each a reflection of the other. His fate is 
like that of the man who lives by the law of the heart which when 
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acted upon produces a split between the way of the world and the 
heart whose life was in the law: 

A man should be sincere; and in all honor 
He shouldn't say a word his heart disclaims. . . .7 

Unfortunately, its actions alienate the heart from its deeds. 
Similarly with language, as well as work and money, man is always 
alienated. The nature of this alienation, its source and resolution 
define the problem of the future Phenomenology. 

Alienation, Externalization, and Objectification 

Lukacs demonstrates the influence of social and economic con­
cepts upon Hegel's thought and rightly draws attention to a 
feature neglected by previous historians. However, his remarks on 
the influence of Napoleon and the French Revolution are better 
known. He focuses the theme of energy and heroism in Hegel 
and notes its lack of harmony with certain bourgeois conceptions. 
Nevertheless this is an important theme in the "Hegelian world­
view," at any rate, in his period at Frankfurt and in the Phe­
nomenology. We may recall the element of pantragedy in Hegel, 
according to which "the tragic expresses the absolute state," 
whereas the comic merely announces the collapse of forms for 
the individual alone and only finds its true significance in a new 
tragedy, that of modem man who believes in the permanence of 
finite things, money, health, contracts, and sees them gradually 
disappear, without understanding the reasons for their disappear­
ance. 

But the most interesting part of Lukacs' work is where he ana­
lyzes in detail Marx's early critique of Hegel. It is here that the 
heart of the discussion lies. According to Marx, Hegel confused 
objet:tification (or the extemalization of man in nature and soci:­
ety) and alienation. This confusion serves to explain both the in­
adequacy of Hegel's social analysis, its inability to solve the 
problems it raises, or at least to do so effectively, and the mysti­
fication of his philosophical thought, Which, instead of resulting in 
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positive action, fulfills itself in a speculative idealism that fails to 
keep its own promises. As Kierkegaard said later, Hegel lifts us 
up to a speculative heaven but leaves us to live in the hovels of 
reality. Hegel's celebrated notion, the Idea, is nothing but mysti­
fication when it pretends to overcome all alienation through the 
philosopher's Absolute Knowledge. Marx's critical analysis of the 
concepts of objectification and alienation is so important and sug­
gestive that it must be treated further and in more detail. 

Marx's view, then, is that Hegel confounded objectification, or 
the process by which man makes himself an object and expresses 
or externalizes himself in nature through labor and work, and 
alienation, or the process in which man, once he has externalized 
himself, finds himself alien to himself, and sees himself in · his 
work as "other than himself," or, rather, fails to find himself or 
recognize himself. This lost recognition or loss of self-identity in 
the externalization of the self is the great misfortune of man, both 
on the level of objects and the social or ·intersubjective level. The 
individual is unable to recognize himself in either his work or 
another person. Man is overwhelmed by his product, thus he is 
unable to see himself reflected in another's soul; he cannot con­
ceive of himself as a generic element in the collective enterprise, 
but only as a lost individual crushed by what he has built with 
his own hands. Such is the experience of the unhappy conscious­
ness for which Hegel merely offers the prescription of philosophy 
-a poor remedy, in Marx's opinion. 

Marx's own view is that objectification is not in itself an evil. 
On the contrary, it is the sole means of integrating man and 
nature. Man transforms nature and makes of it an expression of 
his humanity, and in the course of this transformation, natural 
man, confirmed by the particularity of biological need, becomes 
more universal in outlook; he educates himself and cultivates his 
true generic nature (as Hegel saw in part) . Every need that he 
has, from the need for food to the need for sex, ceases to be a 
particular need and becomes a human need, mediated through the 
natural recognition of his fellow men and the intersubjectivity that 
is necessary for him to become a man through whom reason has 
its existence. This process constitutes the foundation of what has 
justly been called socialist humanism. 
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Why, therefore, is man, once externalized, still an unhappy 
consciousness, a consciousness lost and alien to its work? Why 
does society appear not as the very expression of- his will but as 
an alien will? It is on this question that Marx and Hegel differ. 
Hegel's philosophical answer is unlike the practical and historical 
response from Marx. Marx explains this calamity in terms of his­
tory. He denounces the process of production and believes that it 
is possible to show that objectification only becomes alienation as 
a result of certain historical circumstances that have a historical 
origin and are destined to disappear in history. Objectification, 
though not in itself a form of alienation, becomes such in fact. 
The description of capitalism-as Marx later presents it in Capital 
-is the monumental description of the total alienation of human 
labor necessitated at a certain moment of history in order to raise 
the total productive forces of man to the highest level. 

The consequences of Marx's distinction between objectification 
and alienation are evident, as are the reasons why Hegel; who was 
trapped in a particular moment of history that he could not truly 
transcend, confounded the two phenomena essentially, whereas 
they were only indistinguishable in virtue of a particular historical 
contingency. The result is that, despite its claim to dominate his­
tory, Hegelian philosophy falls back into history and is itself 
explained historically. Hegelian Idealism is simply the elaboration 
of this basic confusion. In his early Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts, Marx develops Hegel by revealing the true character 
of man's objectification in labor. "It is just in his work upon the . 
objective world that man really proves himself as a species-being. 
This production is his active species-life. By means of it nature 
appears as his work and his reality. The object of labor is, there­
fore, the objectification of man's species-life; for he no longer 
reproduces himself merely intellectually, as in consciousness, but 
actively and in a real sense, and he sees his own reflection in a 
world which he has constructed."8 However, he is not a happy 
consciousness, but an unhappy consciousness, not, as Hegel 
thought, because consciousness has not yet been conceived in the 
true philosophy, but because it is alienated from its labor in the 
capitalist system which is a phase of history. 

"The alienation of the worker in his product means not only 



84 The Concept of History in Hegel 

that his labor becomes an object, assumes an external existence, 
but that it exists independently, outside himself, and alien to him, 

and that it stands opposed to him as an autonomous power."9 
In the capitalist system the worker is frustrated by his product, 

he is dispossessed and alienated. Thus objectification appears in 
reality. as the loss of self, ' as servitude to the object, and the 
appropriation of the object is manifested as alienation and dis­
possession. The realization of labor becomes a non-realization to 
the point where the laborer is robbed of his own reality in the 
way of being starved to death. Objectification becomes the loss 
of the object to a degree that the laborer is deprived both of the 
necessary things of life and of the means of labor. Moreover, work 
itself becomes an object which the worker can only get hold of 
with great effort and with very irregular stoppages. It is a crush­
ing system that dominates both the capitalist, who is caught in 
his own chains, and the proletarian, whom it reduces to a new 
kind of slavery. It is a system made by man to crush man. Thus 
frustration is experienced not only in relation to the object but 
within the self: "Just as in religion the spontaneous activity of 
human fantasy, of the human brain and heart, reacts independ­
ently as an alien activity of gods or devils upon the individual, so 
the activity ' of the worker is not his own spontaneous activity. It 
is another's activity and a loss of his own spontaneity."lo 

Despite his ability to perceive the tragic character of human 
existence and the rise of the bourgeois economy, Hegel was un­
able to explain them in terms of a historical alienation, the con­
sequence of private property and capitalism . .  This is why he 
interprets every objectification of man as alienation and every 
alienation as objectification, a confusion which pervades his entire 
philosophical system. 

In the first place, Hegel fails to provide a practical solution for 
alienation. The Phenomenology is only a caricature of what is 
offered by communism. Each confronts the same task of overcom­
ing the alienation that is the misfortune of man. But what is the 
prescription in the Phenomenology? Absolute Knowledge, that is, 
the triumph of intellectual self-consciousness. Alienation is over­
come in thought but not in deed. Religion and the beyond that it 
proposes are conquered by the philosophical conception of man 
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reflecting upon himself and the alienation of his being, but in 
practice nothing is changed. Pure speculation is unable to resolve 
a particular historical problem which requires nothing else than 
a historical revolution. The same is not true of communism, for it 
alone can lead to an end of history. 

Communism is the positive abolition of private property, of 
human self-alienation, and thus the real appropriation of human 
nature through and for man. It is, therefore, the return of man 
himself as a social, i.e., really human, being, a complete and con­
scious return which assimilates all the wealth of previous develop­
ment. Communism as a fully developed naturalism is humanism. 
It is the definitive resolution of the antagonism between man and 
nature, and between man and man. It is the true solution of the 
conflict between existence and essence, between objectification and 
self-affirmation, between freedom and necessity, between individual 
and species. It is the solution of the riddle of history and knows 
itself to be this solution.ll 

From the preceding remark there arises a second question. 
Apart from the identification of alienation and objectification and 
his belief that alienation could be overcome philosophically, Hegel 
also believed that it was possible to transcend nature. Hegelian 
Idealism adopts the strange position that "nature is only the al­
ienation of the spirit." It is here, according to Marx, that Hegel is 
amiss; he stands the universe on its head, and for this is rightly 
attacked by Feuerbach's materialism, or, rather, naturalism. Hegel's 
basic confusion leads him to consider every objectification-in par­
ticular, brute nature and the world of objects, man's external world 
-as a species of alienation. One may recall the passage in the Phe­
nomenology where self-consciousness contemplates itself in a bare 
object, a Sku1l.12 It may well be true that money is an alienation of 
man's productive labor, but it is surely a verbal argument to make 
of nature, while untouched by man, .an alienation of the spirit. 
This is a prime example of Idealist mystification. Hegel does not 
succeed in . transcending historical alienation through philosophy 
(though he might have by transcending philosophy in a historical 
act ) .  Far less is he able to transcend philosophically an insur­
mountable objectivity, namely, nature from which man originates 
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and to which he must return. The whole of Hegelian Idealism rests 
upon this mystification of an Absolute Spirit whose objective na­
ture constitutes alienation. 

Finally, Hegel retains the notion of alienation even within his 
conception of the Absolute. It is only in appearance that the Ab­
solute transcends contradiction, that is, the movement of alienation. 
There is no synthesis for the Absolute apart from the presence 
of a permanent internal antithesis. Indeed, it is natural to think 
that Absolute Knowledge still contains alienation, along with a 
movement to transcend it. This contradiction is revealed in the 
three moments of the system: Logos, Nature, Spirit. The Spirit is 
the identity of Logos and Nature, though the opposition between 
these two moments is always present within it, even if continuously 
transcended. In Language, the expression of this notion of the 
Absolute is the Hegelian Aufhebung. For Marx, on the other 
hand, there is in history a definitive synthesis that excludes the 
permanence of the antithesis : "Communism solves the mystery of 
history." 

. 

Lukacs' critical analysis is entirely devoted to the confrontation 
of Hegel and Marx without perhaps grasping all its implications 
(in particular, the rather troublesome notion of an end of his­
tory ) .  But while he employs Marx to refute Hegel, his argument 
yields a historical justification of Hegel, inasmuch as it explains 
why he could only eternalize a contradiction, the alienation that 
he found in his own age, without at the same time discovering the 
technical and historical conditions for the resolution of that con­
tradiction. Thus the Hegelian system remains an expression of its 
age, and its defects come from the impossibility of entirely tran­
scending one's historical horizon. 

Alienation and the End of History 

To close this critical study, we should perhaps raise the question 
whether Lukacs has not deliberately oversimplified the problem 
that occupied Hegel. The author of the Phenomenology, the En­
cyclopaedia, and the Philosophy of History cannot have confused 
the historical alienation of the human spirit with objectification 
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without some valid reasons, other than those one might find in 
the economic structure of the period and the stage reached by the 
capitalist system. By objectifying himself in culture, the State, and 
human labor in general, man at the same time alienates himself, 
becomes other than himself, and discovers in this objectification 
an insurmountable degeneration which he must nevertheless try to 
overcome. This is a tension inseparable from existence, and it is 
Hegel's merit to have drawn attention to it and to have preserved 
it in the very center of human self-consciousness. On the other 
hand, one of the great difficulties of Marxism is its claim to over­
come this tension in the more or less near future and hastily to 
attribute it to a particular phase of history. It is surely an over­
simplification to imagine that this tension can be reduced to a 
super-structure of the economic world. It is undeniable that the 
capitalist system represents a form of human alienation, but it can 
hardly be the only one. Is there not in love, in human relations, 
in the mutual recognition of men, in technology by means of 
which man creates and builds his world, and in the political ad­
ministration of the State, even where socialist, a representation of 
the self external to itself, a recognition of the self through the 
Other which presupposes a kind of separation or alienation which 
one may continually seek to displace but which forever subsists 
and is consequently part of the very notion of the Absolute that 
is open to man? 

. 

This does not mean that the proletarian ·struggle for its liberty 
is a useless fight. It is never useless to struggle to overcome an 
alienation that is insupportable once one is conscious of it, and, 
indeed, this very rise of consciousness is a fundamental condition 
of a new order. Hegel opens up a problem which Marx for his 
own purposes narrowed to precise limits. That is why Hegel can­
not distinguish the notions of objectification and alienation. Be­
tween nature and human self-consciousness there is a basic tension 
observed by Rousseau. Man is no longer a living creature like 
others; ill reflecting upon his life he immediately finds himself on 
the margin of this life, he grasps it as a risk, as the necessity of 
death. He confounds himself with nature from which he emerged 
and yet from which he is separate; the life instinct and the death 
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instinct are, as it were, the poles of an irresolvable dualism. This 
is the source of alienation and the origin of the problem of human 

destiny. 
The limits of an essay demand a rather general criticism of 

Lukacs' in,terpretation of Hegelian philosophy. Our primary in­
tention was to emphasize the significance of the concept of aliena­
tion which follows upon the concepts of positivity and destiny and 
occupies a central place in Hegel's system. As such, this notion 
does not seem to be reducible solely to the concept of the aliena­
tion of man under capitalism, as Marx understands it. The latter 
is only a particular case of a more universal problem of human 
self-consciousness which, being unable to conceive itself as an 
isolated cogito, can only recognize itself in a world which it con­
structs, in the other selves which it recognizes and by whom it is 
occasiqnally disowned. But this manner of self-discovery through 
the Other, this objectification, is always more or less an alienation, 
a loss of self and a simultaneous self-discovery. Thus objectifica­
tion and alienation are inseparable, and their union is simply the 
expression of a dialectical tension observed in the very movement 
of history. 

This is by no means to say that Hegel ignores in history the 
monumental objectification and alienation of man. It was Hegel 
who before Marx · said that "the history of the world is the 
world."13 It was he who sought in objective success the guarantee 
of success and in man the only worthwhile success. His entire 
system is an effort to reconcile alienated man with his destiny 
which is history. No one more than Hegel insisted upon an in­
ternal life that remained such without externalization, upon a 
law of the heart that would remain a law of the heart without the 
necessity of translation into an objective social law. Nevertheless 
all these moments of the Hegelian dialectic are tantamount to his­
tory inside out, a negative liberty that is a philosophy of failure 
by the standard of epic victory. But this failure is not the symbol 
of another world consecrated by theology; it is only the dissolu­
tion and nothingness that are a permanent possibility. Thus the 
noble soul who, at the end of the Phenomenology, refusing to for­
give the man of action and to make peace with him, can only 
fade away "like a shapeless vapour dissolving into thin air." The 
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human self is obliged by an ineluctable necessity to externalize 
itself, to engage in action in the world, without which self-con­
sciousness would be an impossibility, because for man reflection 
can only be reflection upon the self in the world, upon another 
self whom he loves or hates (Love 'or Self-Hatred) ,  before it can 
exist as the isolated reflection in the metaphysical meditations of a 
Descartes. Objectification and, with it, alienation are, therefore, 
a matter of necessity. What is lacking in the noble consciousness 
that from a desire to preserve its innocence rejects the impurity 
of action? "It lacks force to externalize itself, the power to make 
itself a thing, and endure existence."14 What becomes of it as a 
consequence of this refusal which can be nothing else than the 
refusal of communication and the flight into an inner silence? 
"Its activity consists in yearning, which merely loses itself in 
becoming an unsubstantial shadowy object . . . it becomes a 
sorrow-laden 'beautiful soul,' as it is called : its light dims and 
dies within it, and it vanishes as a shapeless vapour dissolving 
into thin air."lfi 

Hegel never tires of stressing the necessity of man's externaliza­
tion. Yet in the reconciliation he always finds an inevitable species 
of alienation, a destiny to be borne and confronted by man. Thus 
the Hegelian conception of alienation, unlike the Marxian, is not 
confounded with a complete loss of the self in a new nature. There 
is a philosophical problem of alienation, inseparable from the 
problem of human alienation, which is not resolved with a certain 
transformation of history. Hegel's analysis in the Phenomenology 
of Le Neveu de Rameau offers an example of the extent to which the 
dialectic of offense and humiliation, of man's revolt against a 
culture in which he feels at a loss, is indebted to a certain social 
period, to a prerevolutionary mentality, and how fat it is an ex­
pression valid beyond this historical period as a more profound 
problem without limits in a particular moment of history. Conse­
quently, the strict Marxian account of Hegel's confusion of 
objectification, as the glory and final end of man in a rediscovered 
nature, with self-alienation, as merely a development within a 
particular phase of history, in our opinion fails to do justice to 
Hegel's philosophical analysis and interpretation of these notions. 
Perhaps this analysis dangerously oversimplifies a system ,in a 
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way quite compatible with action but in other respects unresolved 
concerning certain philosophical problems arising out of action 
which it could only touch upon. At the same time, the Marxian 

. account assumes a certain rigidity that makes it philosophically 
unacceptable, whatever the validity of other aspects of its analysis. 
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5 Marx and Philosophy 

On November 10, 1 837, Karl Marx, at that time a student in 
Berlin, wrote to his father to bring him up to date on his intel­
lectual development and to tell him of his study plans. From the 
style of the letter and certain of Marx's phrases, one readily 
recognizes the influence of his recent reading of Hegel. Quite 
naturally, one is reminded of the Preface which Hegel added to 
his masterwork, The Phenomenology oj Mind, completed in 1 807, 

about the time of the battle of J ena. At this time, perhaps not 
yet having altogether forsaken his early ambition and desire to 
act directly upon events, Hegel still considered that the world 
spirit" was bringing about a revolution. There was to be the 
birth of a new world, the seeds of which lay in the French Revolu­
tion, German philosophy, and romanticism, beginnings which the 
deeds of Napoleon were bringing to maturity. In 1 837 Marx 
wrote to his father in phrases reminiscent of Hegel : "There are 
moments in life which like a frontier mark off a period passed 
through but at the same time clearly point out a new direction . . . .  
All the more does universal history love to survey the past and 
the present with the eagle-eye of thought to attain an awareness 
of our actual position." 

This letter from Marx is a philosophical act oj conscience, and 
like every such instance with Marx, It has a creative significance. 
Already, Marx partially envisages his task in the years to follow: 
to bring down the Hegelian Idea to the level oj things, in other 
words, to replace speculative idealism with a philosophy of action 
which reconciles life and philosophy in an authentic way-the 
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desire of thinkers in every age, but one generally never satisfied­
and to employ for this purpose the dialectic, a marvelous tool 
forged by Hegel, who did not, however, understand its full import. 

In the same letter Marx comments that "Above all, the char­
. acteristic idealist contrast between reality and what ought to be 
proves extremely limiting."! Here in the conflict between the ideal 
and the actual we have the subject of Marx's early philosophical 
meditations between 1 840 and 1 848, from his first works on 
Hegel's Philosophy of Right to the publication of the Communist 
Manifesto, which, after a period during which his philosophical 
thought matured, opens the way for an authentic intervention 
in universal history. We shall have to discover the scope and 
meaning of these writings as well as their significance not only 
for the understanding of the Communist Manifesto, and what is 
called historical materialism, but also for the derivation of the 
theme and structure of the major work, Capital. 

But Marx's letter to his father gives a more detailed description 
of the philosophical tool which he intends to use, namely, the 
Hegelian dialectic. The allusion to Hegel's Phenomenology is 
clear. In the Preface to the Phenomenology Hegel contrasts the 
mathematician's method with the philosopher's dialectic.2 The 
mathematician reflects upon his object, and the steps in his 
demonstration are distinct from the object itself. The philosophical 
dialectic, by contrast, is not a method of reasoning external to 
its object, namely, history. It expresses the very development of 
its subject. The task of the philosopher is to trace a historical 
development, to display its internal movement, exposing the con­
tradictions which appear in it and showing how these tend to be 
resolved. Hegel says, "Truth is the whole. The whole, however, 
is merely the essential nature reaching its completeness through 
the process of its own deveJopment,"3 and Marx takes this up, 
citing the same illustrations : 

The triangle permits the mathematician his constructions and 
demonstrations but for all that remains a spatial image and does 
not become something more than that . . . but in the concrete ex­
pression of the everyday ideal world, in the Law, the State, the 
science of Nature and all of Philosophy, it is necessary by contrast 
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to intercept the object in the process of development: it will not do 
t o  introduce into it arbitrary distinctions; the demonstration of the 
object should, insofar as it is contradictory in itself, establish the 
principle of its development and discover its unity within itself.4 

It is very difficult within the short space of an essay to show 
how Marx fulfilled the program he had outlined in this first letter. 
The essence of it, however, is his creative transformation of the 
problem of the contrast between the ideal and the actual, which 
he early interpreted in terms of the contrast between philosophy 
and the human condition, thereby making novel use of the Hegelian 
dialectic. Thus we shall confine ourself to examining how young 
Marx viewed the contrast between philosophy and reality as he 
found it in the speculative system of Hegel and in what manner 
the solution which Marx attempts constitutes an improvement 
upon Hegel. It is hoped that the brief observations which follow 
will throw light upon the real significance of the problem of the 
relation between philosophy and the human condition as Ma..-x 
saw it. 

The Importance of Marx's Early Development for 
the Understanding of His Later System 

The evolution or structure of Marx's thought between 1 840 and 
1 847 may be approached in two different ways. In one case we 
might take the view that, after having been more or less a 
Hegelian, having played a part in the left wing of Hegelianism, 
Marx completely abandoned his youthful escapades. Thus his 
development culminates in historical materialism, and the formula­
tion of this doctrine is to be considered quite independently of his 
early works. There is indeed a body of doctrine which stands by 
itself and reqUires no interpretation in terms of the development 
of the earlier studies. On this view, the economic basis of Society, 
or the forces of production and the' economic structure, consti­
tutes an infra-structure, while the super-structures are the product 
of objective developments in the economic basis. There is more 
or less explicit recognition . of the reaction of the secondary struc­
tures upon their foundation, but the part played in the social 
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dialectic by the rise of consciousness, which we consider essential, 
is not sufficiently understood. illtimately, on this view one can 
hardly avoid interpreting dialectical materialism-an expression 
of Marx and Engels which seems to us quite obscure and in a 
sense even self-contradictory--on the model of an unqualified 
materialism or scientific objectivism. But Marx would have re­
garded such an objectivist interpretation as one of the most ex­
treme forms of the alienation of man as a living and active being. 

In our own opinion, the current debate over Marx's concep­
tion of materialism would be clarified if one were to return to 
the philosophical writings prior to the Communist Manifesto and 
Capital. Indeed, it might b e  granted-and this is the alternative 
approach to Marx-that he cannot be understood unless one 
starts from his philosophical works.5 In particular, to read Capital, 
without previously having read -the Contribution to the Critique of 
Hegel's Philosophy of Right and the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts, indeed, without having read through Hegel's Phe­
nomenology, inevitably leads to a series of misinterpretations. 
Neither the economist who ignores the dialectic of alienation, de­
veloped by Hegel and Feuerbach, nor the philosopher who over­
looks the economic studies of Engels, which had such considerable 
influence on Marx, can understand either the dynamic or the 
dialectic which is the heart of Capital or the notion of value as 
socially necessary work which can have no meaning for either the 
economist or philosopher who remains within the limits of his 
discipline. The exploration of the conjunction of the two disciplines 
is characteristic of Marx and is admirably expressed in the study 
mentioned above, whose title, Economic and Philosophical Manu­
scripts, formulates a whole program of future investigations. 

The Problem of the Alienation of Man 

In the following, we shall assume a knowledge of Cornu's in­
dispensable work on Marx's early period.6 Not that we are en­
tirely in agreement with the particular philosophical interpretation 
that Cornu advances. For his thesis seems to us to border on a 
view that we have rejected, namely, that Marx progressively re-
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nounced the earlier stages in his development. However, Cornu's 
work has the indisputable merit of a complete historical descrip­
tion of Marx's development prior to the publication of the Com­
munist Manifesto, with a summation of its principal elements. It 
is, therefore, an essential tool for any serious study of Marxian 
thought. 

What was Marx's view of philosophy? This question un­
avoidably turns into the question: What did Marx think of 
Hegelianism? For Marx, as, indeed, for Kierkegaard, with whom 
comparison is not really so strange as it might seem at first, 
philosophy was identified first and foremost with Hegel, whose 
system is to us what Aristotle's was to the ancients. Hegel had 
given philosophical thought its final form. He is "the last of the 
philosophers" whose speculative thought distills the very essence 
of philosophy. After Hegel, it is no longer possible to do phi­
losophy in earnest. To refute Hegel is, therefore, to refute all phi­
losophy. The Crisis of Hegelianism is the turning-point of philoso­
phy. Thus the thoroughly detailed criticism which Marx makes of 
Hegel's philosophy, particularly his Philosophy of Right, has far-

. reaching consequences. Taking up the work of Feuerbach, who 
had from Hegel's own suggestions elaborated the Hegelian critique 
of religion, Marx poses the problem of philosophy in terms of the 
negation or suppression of philosophy. He attempts to demonstrate 
the inadequacies of a philosophical system which continually affirms 
the necessity of reintegrating Life without ever effectively doing so 
and which sets out to overcome every alienation of "self-conscious­
ness," but only achieves it in idea, leaving a yawning abyss between 
the idea and reality. 

Marx was completely abreast of the full sweep of Hegelian 
philosophy. He addressed himself directly to the fundamental work 
.on the Phenomenology, in which Hegel shows that Self-Conscious­
ness of Man, but man still conceived abstractly as the bare thought 
of himself, alienates himself in things. Though strange at first sight, 
this text shows how self-consciousness according to objective knowl­
edge can discover itself as a mere thing, as in the most abstract 
materialism. Thus, in his observation of the physical world, man 
can perceive himself as a part of matter, a skull, for example, or, 



98 Marxism and Philosophy 

in the social world, see himself in terms of money-the abstract 
universal. Money is not self-consciousness in it� humanized form 
but the alienation of self-consciousness in an objective form. 

Hegel had developed this conception of the alienation of man 
through the medium of money in the course of the Phenome­
nology, and Marx, drawing upon the introduction to economics 
which he received from Engels, took over Hegel's entire analysis 
and even his terminology. This appears clearly if one compares 
Hegel's chapter inspired by Le Neveu de Rameau, entitled "Spirit 
in Self-Estrangement-The Discipline of Culture," with the chap­
ter of Marx on the alienation of man by wealth,7 where he says: 
"Money, in virtue of its power to buy everything and to appropri­
ate every object, is thus the object par excellence." 

Inasmuch as Marx criticizes the alienation of man's vital and 
creative qualities through money, he is equally opposed to the 
alienation of man through an objectivist scientism which fails to 
perceive science as the creation of man who, as he says, "produces 
man and makes himself." Whereas scientism explains man in 
terms of nature, Marx, following Feuerbach, argues that nature 
insofar as it is for man cannot be detached from its human sig­
nificance. There does not exist a nature, without human signifi­
cance, and then man. There is only nature at the human level, 
neither objective nor subjective-nature produced by man, that is 
to say, seen, touched, tasted, worked upon, and transformed by a 
living being. 

Evidently, from the observations left in the Manuscripts and 
his study on the German Ideology, Marx did not have time to de­
velop this theme. These are nonetheless invaluable sources. Marx 
says expressly that it is essentially a question of the reconciliation 
of "idealism and materialism in a higher synthesis" which would 
no longer be philosophy but action and, insofar as it is a critique 
of reality, be simultaneously the realization of the critique and of 
reason. Thus a (subjective) critique is no longer the vain irony 
of a self-consciousness superficially confronting every obstacle, 
but the creative engagement of consciousness with a reality which 
in this very process discloses its contradictions and furnishes the 
real basis of its owil transformation. 

In the Phenomenology Hegel had also shown that self-con� 
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sciousness was no less alienated in the bourgeois society which 
took root in the eighteenth century and expressed itself through 
the notion of utility. Man's nature, which is essentially generic or 
social, is externalized through the system of economic relations 
and is lost in this externalization which transcends man. The blind 
development, as Hegel puts it, of wealth, which becomes increas­
ingly concentrated, ends by dominating all humanized self-con­
sciousness. The whole of this dialectical analysis is later discov­
ered by Marx. For he had no knowledge of the unpublished works 
of Hegel's J ena periodS in which the philosopher had perceived 
with extreme accuracy the world of economic alienation produced 
by the social division of labor and had foreseen what Marx later 
called the law of concentration and the increasing proletarianiza­
tion of society. Finally, Hegel in these same works had shown, in 
connection with Kant's moral vision of the world, that self­
consciousness was alienated in a God beyond man yet posited 
by man. 

It was to this latter phenomenon that the first Hegelians 
turned their attention. They began with a critique of man's al­
ienation through religion, broached by Hegel and completed by 
Feuerbach. In actual fact, this critique has its origins in the vital 
Christian doctrine according to which God the Father, or the 
transcend�ntal in-itself, is made flesh, and man as the mystical 
body of Christ, as Humanity-Church, becomes divine. One may 
see in Christianity, as it is interpreted in Hegelian philosophy, the 
source of everything in Marxian humanism. 

We must, however, return to what we referred to as Marx's 
critique of philosophy, a critique which is simultaneously the au­
thentic realization of philosophy in human praxis. The entire He­
gelian system may be seen as an endeavor to overcome the 
alienation of (human?) self-consciousness. Hegel undertook to 
show how in the object, in social relations, in the State as ob­
jective will, and in the God of religion, the inalienable self-con­
sciousness of man is externalized and finally estranged. It might 
appear that we are using contradictory notions in speaking of an 
inalienable self-consciousness and of the alienation of that con­
sciousness. But it is precisely this contradiction which is the dy­
namic principle of the entire Hegelian system, certainly, of the 
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Phenomenology, and it is this in turn which provides the impulse 
of Marx's revolutionary dialectic. The difference is that Marx, like 
Kierkegaard, contends that Hegel only suppresses alienation in 
thought while the contradiction reappears between man's actual 
state and philosophy as a system of ideas. Kierkegaard writes that 
"the philosopher has built out of ideas a palace but he lives in a 
hovel." Marx comments that "Certainly, it was Hegel who revealed 
the nature of labour as the activity through which man produces 
himself," but "as he only grasped this labour in idea, in abstract 
thought, he could only suppress alienation in thought." Hegel had 
thus, so to speak, reduced the world to a world philosophy, and 
though he had succeeded in showing that in his own speculative 
system of the Idea the world might be constructed as a palace of 
ideas, he had left standing the hovels of the everyday world. The 
new dialectic which was to replace Hegel's speculative version is 
formulated rather cryptically in the following phrase of Marx: 
"The future-philosophy of the world must immediately become 
the world-future of philosophy." What Marx is saying is that, hav­
ing raised itself through Hegel to a world conception, Germany 
should become the battlefield of the proletariat through whom the 
idea of the inalienable social nature of man might become a re­
ality, the constitutive principle of its own world. The realization 
of this conception of man as a social being-as the generic con­
sciousness of the unity of man in a union with all men-is the 
task not only of a philosophical consciousness, which in embrac­
ing this task denies itself as philosophy and becomes absorbed into 
a thought which is simultaneously action; it is also the task of 
actual history which, inasmuch as it is the outcome of the aliena­
tion of man, must for that reason culminate in the conquest of 
that alienation. The instrument or lever employed by history to ac­
complish its task is, according to Marx, the proletariat, or, rather, 
the self-consciousness gained by the proletariat. For the prole­
tariat is the last of the revolutionary classes-the one in which 
alienation, being at its very worst, must bring about its own 
dialectical alienation, in view of the fact that revolutionary en­
thusiasm does not exceed the bounds of class interest; witness the 
revolutionary bourgeoisie of France. Thus history, considered as 
the progressive realization of human development through a con-
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tinuous alienation of man's social being, contains within it the 
Idea or the power to make the Idea an actuality; the Idea, on 
the other hand, finds this agency of its actualization in the prole­
tariat insofar as it becomes conscious of its fundamental need or 
absolute want by the standard of authentic man.9 Critical activity 
or subjectivity, in a word, the act of consciousness, is never lost, 
off in the clouds. It is an awareness that is at the same time the 
realization of the truly authentic man. Starting from the Christian 
teaching which gathers Humanity in the living God, Hegel had 
sketched a philosophy which in effect finally reduced nature, re­
ligion, and the State, respectively, to the philosophy of nature, 
the philosophy of religion, and the philosophy of Right. Kierke­
gaard and Marx, each in his own way, showed the existential 
emptiness of this contemplative reduction. But where the one went 
back upon philosophy to religion, to an existential concept of re­
ligious man, the other pushed the critique of religion on into the 
critique of the social foundations of religion and of philosophy 
itself, which Marx called a "spoof of idealism." Elsewhere, Marx 
adds, "Every form and creation of consciousness may be reduced 
not only in the way that spiritual criticism reduces everything to 
self-consciousness or transforms them into phantoms and visions 
but in a unique way through the practical reversal of the actual 
social situation in which these idealist spoofs originate." Again, 
however, the sense of this practical reversal or revolution must be 
correctly understood: it is by no means a theoretical revolution. 
It is only possible through a profound consciousness of the human 
condition, an act of consciousness which is open only to 'the pro­
letariat. The transition from the critique of religion to the critique 
of law and thence to the social revolution is well described in the 
following remark: "This state, this society, produce religion, an 
inverted world consciousness, because they are an inv-erted world 
. . . the struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly a struggle 
against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion."l0 Whenever 
man, alienates himself, he projects his own reality beyond himself, 
and reducing himself to nothing, he becomes unto himself the 
creature of his own projection. Thus man recognizes his maker in 
the transcendental God of religion by the same act in which he 
nullifies himself. Similarly, though the State is his own work, man 



102 Marxism and Philosophy 

is unable to recognize himself in it. Thus the discovery of this 
alienation and contradiction, once it becomes self-conscious, should 
become the same thing as working to end it once for all. 

The Social and Economic Alienation of Man in the State 

There is in the Hegelian State, as Marx showed at length, a 
mystery which is in fact a mystification. 

The Idea which becomes concrete in Hegel's State is actually 
juxtaposed to an empirical reality easily recognized as the Prussian 
bureaucratic regime. Marx revealed how, in the name of the Idea, 
Hegel had deduced the experience of his own age, just as Hegel 
himself had demonstrated' that the Platonic Republic was really 
the fulfillment of the polis at the moment of its demise. Moreover, 
it is not unlikely that Hegel was sufficiently aware of this mystifica­
tion, the philosopher beirig unable, as he would say, to transcend 
his age, to bridge heaven and earth. Pushing further his own line 
of criticism, Marx saw in Hegel's conception of the organismic 
State the formal expression of bourgeois or civil society, the kind 
of society which Hegel in his youth had considered an obstacle 
to democracy.ll Marx concluded that the alienation of man's 
generic nature in God has its counterpart in his alienation in a 
State which proclaims the rights of man, these being merely 
formal rights, since they overlook the actual condition of man as 
it develops through labor and the production of wealth. That is 
why Marx sought in the study of political economy and the ex­
perience of conditions in England, which he drew from Engels, 
a more profound grasp of man in his everyday life', in the indivisible 
union of his body and soul. It is man so conceived who is alienated 
bodily and spiritually in history, whose alienation is the drama 
of all history. Political struggle no less than the philosophical 
struggle against the gods merely shifts onto another plane the 
movement of social classes and the development of the awakening 
of human consciousness. Perhaps it is at this point that Marx's 
otherwise extremely penetrating insight has led his critical facility 
to overstep itself. Is it at all possible that politics, or the State, can 
be completely absorbed into the category of the social; can the 
antagonism between men, which Hegel had stressed so, no less 
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than conflict between nations, be resolved completely by the 
resolution of economic conflict? This question remains a funda­
mental one to our mind, although we do not intend to develop 
it further. 

However, if our interpretation of the philosophical writings of 
Marx is at all correct, we should find support for it in the monu­
mental structure of Marx's master work Capital. 

Clearly, the latter work cannot be thoroughly understood by 
anyone ignorant of Hegel's Phenomenology, for it is the living 
image of it. Whereas, in the Phenomenology, it is the absolute 
spirit, once it has become its own object, that raises itself to self­
consciousness, in Capital, it is man's alienated social being, the 
gross product or, rather, the communal labor of men, namely, 
Capital, which, so to speak, objectifies itself and confronts the 
consciousness of the proletariat. In his earlier works, particularly 
on political economy, Marx had shown how man's social nature 
is alienated through history and finally takes the form of Capital. 
In Capital, however, this development is looked at from the other 
side; the product, which is the result of the alienation of man's 
social nature, itself results in the production of man. As a pro­
letarian, man becomes the product of his own product; he is re­
duced to the status of a cog in a huge machine which overwhelms 
him and whose function Marx struggled to grasp in all its aspects. 
Capital is self-productive, or rather reproduces itself and accumu­
lates. It is capital which determines the conditions under which 
men reproduce, what they eat, and their mode of group life. 
However, ·there comes a time when this alienation becomes a liv­
ing contradiction. This is the time of the proletariat. In the prole­
tariat, and above all in the general proletarianization of society, 
man is nothing more than the inert product of his own product. 
However, man's consciousness is, in Hegel's phrase, "elasticity 
absolute." It cannot be reconciled to accepting itself as a mere 
object. Thus its lowest point of inertia is the very condition of its 
recovery. That is the reason why human consciousness is restored 
in the proletariat and in a society which is proletarianized. This 
class-consciousness is simultaneously consciousness of humanity, 
a consciousness creative of a new order. Here, as Marx conceives 
it, cominunism is simply a stage which will be superseded. It is 
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the active negation of its own negation, capitalism, yet this nega­
tion of the negation is authentically positive. It is the Idea in 
actuality, the divinization of man, authentic man, fully aware that 
he is the one who makes his own history. There is here a concrete 
humanism in which philosophy as merely speculative thought 
disappears. We may wonder what are the implicit philosophical 
assl;lmptions which make this accomplishment possible and to 
what extent the vagaries of history support Marx. These are 
questions which we shall not pose. It has merely been our in­
tention to initiate once again a discussion of Marx's philosophical 
position which at the present time may have fruitful conse­
quences.12 
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in a different sense, Marx was to be concerned with the same develop­
ment. 

12 Of course, the systematic functioning of this process of alienation­
capital-contains multiple internal contradictions not analyzed here. 
Our intention was solely to emphasize one fundamental , point: the 
proletariat which is unavoidably created by capital is the focus of an 
untenable contradiction, the existence of a consciousness which is 
human yet completely alienated from its humanity. 



6 
Marx's Critique of 

the Hegelian Concept 

of the State 

In the years 1 842 and 1843, Marx studied Hegel's Philosophy of 
Right. In Marx's lifetime only the introduction to this study was pub­
lished in the Franco-German Annals. However, this introduction 
reveals a major development in Marx's thought. It constitutes an 
early "Communist Manifesto," making explicit what is still only 
implicit in the rest of the critique of the Hegelian State.1 All the 
same, it is interesting to look into Marx's more detailed study of 
the Hegelian conception of the State. In this way we may elaborate 
upon Marx's own thinking and at the same time clarify the re­
lation between Marxism and Hegelianism. 

In his long, paragraph-by-paragraph analysis of the Hegelian 
philosophy of the State, Marx not only seeks to reveal the 
philosophical presuppositions of Hegelian politics, but also aims 
at bringing out the historical content to which Hegel perhaps 
arbitrarily bound his philosophical system. What relation is there 
between the form of this system and the content which may be 
deduced from it? The solution of this problem determines the 
attitude which Marx adopts toward Hegelianism. It can then be 
understood how Marx is led both to a critique of Hegel's philosoph­
ical idealism, for its failure to legitimate its particular historical 
content, and to a historical critique of the inadequacy of its con­
tent in relation to the Idea. It is tills disequilibrium between the 
Idea and historical reality which emerges as the first result of 
Marx's study. Clearly set forth in the article in the Franco­
German Annals, this concept of disequilibrium leads Marx in turn 
to seek for the root of the Idea in a historical reality-the pro-

106 
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letariat-whose dynamic content Hegel had tried arbitrarily to 
limit and fixate, although its origins in a revolutionary dialectic 
might well be attributed to Hegel's conception of the original 
movement of the rise oj consciousness, which is the soul of the 
whole Hegelian Phenomenology. 

Marx's study is extremely noteworthy, both for its philosophical 
interest and its historical value. Marx did not have knowledge of 
the early works of Hegel, made familiar to us thanks to Herman 
Nohl, Johannes Hoffmeister, and others. Presently, the course of 
Hegel's development is being reconstructed more accurately. 
One sees behind the crabbed formulas of the Berlin professor 
a system of thought which demanded a continuous elaboration 
that is no mer� dialetical play but has its source in Hegel's 
empirically gro@ded reflections upon the great events of his 
age, the French:Revolution, the Terror, Napoleon's reforms and 

. Ylaf���the Restoration, and so on.2 Indeed, one cannot over­
.t ��phasize Hegel's realism. To read the newspaper is, he says, 

the modem man's morning-prayer: it enables us to find our bear­
ings in the historical world. 

In his J ena writings Hegel thought that the great man of action 
was more capable of catching the significance of a historical 
development than the pale theorist of reason or the routine 
empiricist. He is able to rise above contradictions through . a 
global intuition, surpassing them like a speculative philosopher 
whose dialectical thought cuts through the formalism and rigid 
distinctions of discursive reason. But what the man of action 
grasps in an intuition which surpasses more limited perspectives 
the speculative philosopher should, according to Hegel, conceive 
as an Idea. Hegel expresses this notion in his Philosophy oj 
R�ght in the following words: "The rational consideration of a 
topic, the consciousness of the Idea, is concrete, and to that ex­
tent coincides with a genuine practical sense. Such a sense is itself 
nothing but the sense of'ratidhality or the Idea, though it is not 
to be confused with mere business routine or the horizon of a 
restricted sphere."3 

Hegel considered that in The Republic Plato had not con­
structed a utopian city. He had only elaborated upon the reality 
of the ancient city, seized its Idea, in the very moment it was 
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about to decline and disappear. He had attempted to eliminate 
from the ancient city the unrest of individualism which destroyed 
it from within and which could not fail to bring about its down­
fall. No philosophy can transcend its own age, or jump over 
Rhodes, as Hegel puts it. When, in turn, Marx criticizes Hegel 
for having opposed bourg(;!ois or civil society4 to the State, for 
having arrived by deduction at the constitutional monarchy and 
Prussian bureaucracy, giving them an aspect of the eternal, he is 
simply revealing an essential tendency of Hegelian thought, which 
is to legitimate existing reality by conceiving it philosophically. 
Despite this, Hegelian thought is also dialectical and its move­
ment is opposed to this kind of fixation. In his early work-where 
he uses the term Life in place of the term. Idea.,,-Hegel always 

, .<; contrasts the deadly positivism of religion or la�:;;with the move-
ment of life which continually negates such pgsitivism. This ex­
plains why Marx exposes the conflict between the Heg�1.i,lffi 
method, which he himself adopted, and the inadequate resUltS ' 
which Hegel achieved with his own method. 

Nevertheless, Marx's criticism is not limited to this very general 
exposure. It enters deeply into the form and content of Hegelian 
thought and is valuable for its detailed critical analysis, all the 
more suggestive because the antagonists, Hegel and Marx, are 
both first-rate philosophers and historians who conceive history 
as genesis. This is why Marx has no difficulty in refuting Hegel 
with the help of Hegel, using actual remarks of Hegel. It explains 
why we ourselves, either in the light of contemporary events or 
through the knowledge of Hegel's historical reflections with which 
Marx was unacquainted, are able to do justice to Hegel and oc­
casionally understand how he might be defended against Marx. 

The Hegelian State 

Before proceeding to the details 'of',Marx's' critique, it may be 
worthwhile to take an overall view of the Hegelian philosophy of 
the State as developed in the Philosophy of Right, 1 821.  Hegel 
distinguishes three elements in a concrete and objective ethical 
system or State : the Family, which is the State in its unmediated 
form; Bourgeois Society, which is the State created by necessity 
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and discursive reason, in other words, the State of liberal economic 
theory, in which life is private and the State is still no more than 
a means to individuaI ends pursued in isolation; and finally the 
State, properly speaking, which represents the organic unity of 
political life. Hegel conceives the�� three. el�ments such that the 
third, �e. State, _,�p�e,��e!��'))�J{Ji�i3Jljf!����WC:li. �onstitut:s 
the prmclple . ��}��� ;fe�el�g::�""�����'b�����tcorne_ ?f this very process. �ourge01s soclety:ls thus me):,ely the "Phenomenon" 
of the State. It appears to preCede the Idea,. but is actually only 
the mediated appearance which the Idea takes on before it posits 
itself in independence beyond the appearance, which is left as a 
subsistent mOIpent of the Idea that must always be surpassed. In 
bourgeois society, tlfiJ,Idea is not yet an actuality, for itself. It is 
not a self-conscious unity but an unconscious unity that is realized 
in the interaction of individuals through a kind of trickery. Thus 
Hegel gives liberalism its place-in bourgeojs society-but he is 
convinced that "the Whole is prior to its Parts," that the parts 
only exist so that the whole may posit itself as such. The truly 
political State is an emergent over and above the everyday life of 
individuals; it is their unity, their rationale; within this unity alone 
are they what they ought to be, namely, conscious of themselves 
as the general will which has precedence in law over all particular 
desires, just as the principle of unity in an organism is prior to the 
organs in which it is embodied and through which it maintains 
itself . 
. .  The opposition between bourgeois or civil society and political 

life has a long history in Hegelianism. It is the expression of a 
dtfalism that Hegel longed to overcome, but the exigency of which 
he was obliged to recognize in the light of the historical events 
to which he was witness,"JJ:t§imBl�J�rms, .it is the . dualism between ���;1''':"�J!�/"",};,;"",,":\, ":�:,"'�'"h " ;,rA' 4/,', ' A/,' _' '- _ ' _ _  the bourgeois private individual�sunk in the Earncularity ·of his 
���!:��e ,rii�J!?���r2i���y!!��f�f�t�rn� �pect 
of hinlseY:-fiP:)l}�c c!tx -and who_�(}Vil!J§ ic:I�ntified \Vitllthe cOrn-

, - 'A� __ ---A __ >J<!--�A"";W��?!P1iC("'_;- -; '_�;;'_�-�._�'I"<,":-� __ �_A<:< _''-�>_�/A/ ""A . .  - - ',-" mon will� It was iii the polis-=:iIfleasf as Hegel imd his contempo-
raHes p1illosophized upon it-that man lived as a citizen. His life 
was in harmony with the life of the city, his will was directly a 
general will. But such inlmediate identification is unknown to 
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modem man. Thus the French Revolution failed because it was 
unable either to suppress the bourgeois and the private individual, 
or to absorb them completely into a truly political state . 

. In a passage from his early period Hegel describes a basic 
form of the " unhappy ���s�io��ness" . in this very image of the 
separation of' the twO . .  splie!e� pof.priv�te . life . and civic life, of 
"concern for the particiilar�·ancf"d)ncern for what is "general." 
In the last days <Wlli(t':RCfmlin'jfc1Hnpfre>the individual separated 
himself from the city and withdrew into himself, >tO· his private 
property, his private labor, his own finite and limited domain. He 
came to consider the State as an external force-a fonn of 
alienation, as .Hegel and Marx later eXPfe,s,sed it. T.he counterpart 
to this experience of political aUenCltiOI!';"� one of religious 
alienation because the private mdividual, haVing lost the meaning 
of life in the polis, could only flee from his own limited concep­
tion of life to take refuge in an eternal nature projected beyond 
himself. Political and religious alienation are twin developments, 
both of which the French Revolution, as Hegel sees it, had, at­
tempted to remove by thoroughly reforming the private individual 
in the name of the citizen, and announcing heaven on earth.5 But 
this removal proved impossible and the modem State must conse­
quently show itself strong enough to allow its own "phenomenon," 
namely, liberalism appearing as a moment of the Idea, to subsist 
within it. On the other hand, as self-consciousness, the Idea must 
posit itself for itself as a particular reality in the Constitution and 
the Monarch. In the phenomenal world, these two moments are 
separate; in true Reality it is the Idea itself which separates itself 
and offers itself to itself in order to reconcile itself unto itself i in aD. eternal mediation. In the Hegelian philosophy of the Stat�, 

1 however, this mediation is extremely obscure; it is expressed 
through publip 9£�?I1!. ��!��J;���ntatip� of civil associations in 
the state; llirougli Dureaucraci��orth; as such it comes 

" " / : '" ', ' '<d " �'
,' ;::-�>:,>" � ,  i," ":-,',:;':;',r ' :� <, ,_,F "{'�/, AJ7..,?£,?��:Cr�§��.�:,�/" .,:-,�: ' / "  ' , - ,  • under heavy attack from Marx. !3�SJJ!l'TI1�,' one IIlight put it that, 

• " " ' . ' " ' , ," b " " ,/, ,' </ "",,",,, . ,/,, , ":s:s;0'���j"�,,,", , , . , . , , " , 7" 

in contrast to the anc!�nt CitY-State! the mOdettl �tat�. after Hegel 
is powerful enough -" to pen::lli.fllie piiiiciprt'�f1lllijectivity to wprk 
itself out to the limit of autonomous individual personality · while 
at the same time bringing the latter within a substantial unity and 
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thereby to establish that unity within the very principle of sub­
jectivity."6 . 

To put it simply, Hegel offers here what he considers a solutio� 
to a problem which all of us continue to ponder, namely, the . 
reconciliation of liberalism and socialism, of individual liberty 
and the unity of the general will. But, as Marx shows beyond 
doubt, Hegel does not really resolve the problem through . the 
mediations which he constructs Qut of the historical eventS cof 
his day. Is Marx's solution any better? We may wonder whether 
Marx succeeds in resolving the problem as such by locating itS 
source in an internal conflict of bourgeois society, namely, the class 

�!��a}����p:��
n the dffi���fi;J(jilt��9I���3���ilP�:�� 

will be an end to � u. sm tf(2tH€?pli�attnnc:liViciual can�Lthe 
citizen, each suffused in the other, at first under communism and 
later in anarchy? At least, it should not be forgotten that at one 
point Hegel was almost a Marxian before ' Marx and that he 
abandoned the possibility of a complete conquest of alienation, 
not only because he was or became more conservative, but for 
reasons inspired by events which he witnessed and others more 
profound which are integral to his system. Though we cannot 
discuss these features here, they concern Hegel's conception of the 
relations between men and nations which cannot be reduced to 
.th�j�!�1H����RR!�.wuctures of their economic life. 

The Marxian Critique 

We have seen that Hegel's conception of the State had pre­
supposed the distinction between the State and bourgeois society. 
Marx now proposes to .resolve this dualistic contradictioii-one 
which is not merely a featui:'e . of Hegel's thought but also the 
effective expression 6f a moment of histol]���8J!ga;0!Re �bsorp­
tion .. of the �t�te, ; ir!!90�?1?£Ei,etyijxlV�1?:i}�9WSr1:>�?1:f��f<inIled so 
that it never ·agl1in l�p§�s in!�Lir!dividualiiEi;::tfo�§m. The reality 
of man's life and ' wor1CSliouici�aIIDct""its..</pf6per ;expression in the 
State so that the latter loses its character as a transcendental 
entity. The real nature of man should have an effective political 
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expression, no longer purely formal or in the mode of self-aliena­
tion. Later, Marx formulates this criticism in more specific eco­
nomic terms by demonstrating that in bourgeois society the alien­
ated State is in reality the instrument of the domination of one 
class over the other class in that society. By employing this in­
strument on its own behalf the other class will eventually succeed 
in a thorough conquest of alienation. But in 1 842 and 1843, Marx 
does not quite see so far; he claims only to stand Hegel on his feet 
by explaining the Idea of the State through bourgeois society-the 
only concrete term-instead of reading the latter as Hegel did, 
as a "Phenomenon of the Idea." 

Marx's entire critique of Hegelian idealism is contained in . the '" ' �', ' ,' >. " :;' '� " " ,' <�- " " ' , ' ," , '" . �_" '�'
." "  .. ,:;f;;., ><,��, " :T'/"'<'::" fl  , ";>. 

reve.rs. al of its inverted-concepfron ofllie �tate. The truly concrete 
> . . _  . . ' .' c' f· . •  • ·  

.
-< •• <y< .•• -".�� 

subject, the bearer of predicates, is man as/social being, who be-
longs to what Hegel called bourgeois society, and the State, which 
Hegel mistakenly took for the Subject, as Idea, is in fact a predi­
cate of man's social nature. The Idea-in reality, the product of 
man's social activity-appears in Hegel as the authentic subject 
which results in "a mystery which degenerates into mystification," 
as Marx puts it. This Idea-Subject which posits itself and becomes 
the "phenomenon" within bourgeois society, in the constitutional .  
monarchy, the bureaucracy, and the two chambers, is substituted 
for the activity of men in making history. Reduced to its own 
level, as the Idea in logic, it can only . expl�.jl£��-.?\£i�!9:IT.: !:>y 
mystifying it . .  The result is that there is in the Hegelian philosophy 
of the State a juxtaposition of pure logic with empirical observation 
which Marx rightly rejects by pointing out the transitions in 
Hegel's thought from the development of the pure Idea, a concept 
valid in his Logic, to an existing entity which might equally well 
be taken for a purely biological organism as for the constitutional 
organ of the body politic. 

. 

At most' IIegel e9mvs that the State shoUld have organic fea­
tures . .  But when li(proceeds to .s.hO\v "\V�at sort of organism it is 
or what specific form the State should have, he intrOduces a con­
tent foreign to its cOricept; he then -fails 1:0' conceptualize it ade­
quately and instead merely juxtaposes to it his logical notion 
whose schema he reproduces with endless monotony. In Marx's 
excellent phrase, Hegel substitutes "the object of logic for the 
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logic of object." Instead of allowing himself to be  guided, as he 
often does in the Phenomenology, by the dialectic of experience, 
which embraces the contours of reality and follows its actual move­
ments, Hegel in this case falls victim to the formalization of his 
speculative thought. By an irony of fate, Hegel makes the very 
mistake for which he reproached Schelling in the Preface of the 
Phenomenology: he did not adequately conceptualize his material, 
but borrowed it and forced it into a ready-made framework. 

It is im not to misund�rstand tlle �significance of Manr'.s 
�� �'''''$ftC��I@'�£�:rr�f��!t91i�t�d � t() " H�g�l 

liiillSe .  arx IS o the"non5fi'0"of,"1{1ffiiaIIstate oUife 
<%7;Z:;"����sf:@L. • " '"  + �" '"- -- , . '  ... m wlli(Th th"�J7al subj�t o! hk§:tory-and the whole problem lies in 
knowing just: what is' tlle ·real subject-transcends itself im­
manently. Mah at first conceives this notion of an existential 
transcendence that is the authe:ntic fulfillment of generic man 
(like Feuerbach, this is Marx's description for the real subject of 
history) as a real democ:racy, in contrast to a purely formal 

"''%i� n$ . "� democracy which !i.Ke speculativ� igealism . only results in the 
alienation of man in real life by a heavenly politics as far removed 
from man as the heaven of metaphysics or religion. 

However, from a knowledge of Hegel's earlier works, we know 
that as a philosopher in Berlin he started from a romantic vitalism, 
that, in his own words, he set out from "the lowliest exigencies of 
human Life." It is in terms of the concept of Life that he first 
described the general constitution of the city. He uses the vocabu­
lary of Life to contrast the condition of the happy city with the 
sicknesses of the social body that continually threaten to destroy 
the unity of the city or to reduce it to a moribund form that must 
be sloughed off, though it inevitably involves a series of crises. 
All the same, it cannot be denied that while the Hegelian Idea 
may still bear within itthe memory, as it were, of the drama of 
this dialectic, it nevertheless leaves itself open, in the Philosophy 
of Right, to all Marx's criticisms. Marx rightly pours scorn upon 
Hegel's deductions, exposing how little the empirical content of 
those deductions is implied by the logical form used to arrive · at 
them. Even though Hegel brings an empirical material, and a rich 
one at that, to the "idea mill," one has to admit that he finds in 
it what suits his deductions, constricting empirical events in the 
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formulas of the dialectic. Yet, as Marx admits, this combination is 
not entirely illegitimate:  it is just that when an actual situation 
attempts to legitimize itself it becomes evident that it fails, what­
ever its claim to be the consequence of an Idea that is more than 
a notion of logic. 

The mystery of the Idea· is, therefore, an outright mystification 
-one that is transparent, for example, in the deduction of the 
constitutional sovereign, the bureaucracy, the two chambers, and 
the rest. Indeed, wh�n he destroys the monarchy, Heg�l avoicis the 
real issue : " Tlie so-$e:reigntfof thec moiiatc1i::61;:iif���2ver�lgiity of 

,� ' _�,:, ' , > "  ":' " _ ': '_,/';-: � _/� */ ': _" " ,\'_'_;:: ,-;:,:;t;d_':00;;;:�<;;f�d:;!{r$:t"fn ,''T"_,'" '' �+£'�_-____ _  ,---�-:: ''' the people, thaf'is 'the true question:'" By apJiealing to the Idea, 
Hegel evades' confronting .. the issue;, sq¥8Je1y.- C�J1�y, '�1ie -gees 
that to some extent sovereignty belongs td'the nation as a whole 
-to the people-but having made the people mefely a mediated 
appearance of the Idea, he is obliged to introduce the Idea in its 
own right as the negation of this first appearance; thus he comes 
to a strange conclusion, namely, that .!{ie Idea should be present 
as an individual, hence the monarch. ·The -fdea should be realized 
without mediation as a fact of na�re, for in the mass of individuals 
it has omy a mediated presence, hence hereditary monarchy. 
Finally, the monarch should be the living law since each of the 
moments of the Idea should contain within it the other moments, 
the singular, the universal, and so on. 

We do not wish to spend, too long on the details of Marx's 
criticisms, though they are often biting. Let us keep to the essence 
of what Marx has to say, taking first the subject of Democracy. 
In his review of the famous three forms of government Hegel 
observes that though democracy may have been compatible with 
the ancient city, it is no longer suited to the modem world, where 
the privacy of the individual has so large a place and where the 
unity of the State must be embodied confronting this private life. 
The monarchy is intended to be "the constitution of reason 
fulfilled." But, says Marx, if the people, as Hegel has it, being 
generally isolated from the monarch and sovereign, is only a form-

- less mass (Hegel's actual words are: "The Many, as units-a 
congenial interpretation of 'people,' are of course something con­
nected, but they are connected only as an aggregate, a formless 
mass whose commotion and activity �ould therefore omy be 
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elementary, irrational, barbarous and frightful") ,  7 this is only true 
to the degree that one presupposes, in the first place, the existence 
of monarchy. The question, otherwise, is precisely whether the 
people need necessarily be conceived as a formless mass. Marx 
goes on to say: "Democracy is the truth of monarchy, but mon­
archy is not the truth of democracy. Democracy, unlike monarchy, 
is intelligible in itself. Democracy is the genus of the constitution, 
whereas monarchy is a species, a degenerate species. Democracy 
is the foundation and the form. Monarchy should only be a form 

alters the foundation."B '.� " 

Marx's com arison is a significant one and important ' for ilie �de� 

at 
�'"H�ili:::;;��!i!i,£E tianity is the religion Ka;'€gom�, the di��t!?�ofII1ag�in thef()rm 

of,, ��Rarti,cuI� ,religi()n. In-'ili����Y;�'��mocracy ' is ' the es­seii�e' Of�"c"bImttutiJris .' the 'truth of ;arr�(ffrilienl;iffiitsoti�a1ion 
or:m:�;:Jlr�����N1.fJl�!i��iu_ �()��jitUti�!1� But 
there is a difference, and it is orie' whic1i ' constitutes the great 
advance of Marxism over the purely political theories of the 
State: as the Christian religion can only be a formal affirmation 
not pervading the entire life of men, so political democracy can 
still only be one emergent among other possible forms. Marx says 
that it could happen, as in America, for example, that "the re­
public would not be a mere political form like our own mon-

:!!chy."9 The problem is that the form may not be adequate to the 
i';fj)undation or that the foundation-society's actual mode of life­
�;it[lOt identical with the form which fails to give it real expression. 
·'"'rWtherto the political constitution has been a religious realm, the 

religion of popular life, the heaven of its universality in contrast 
with the reality of its earthly ,exj,�i�nge."10 Just as the Christian 
religion posits the truth of man beyond man, ,so the State in the 
abstract form of the Republic posits, the truly socialized man be­
yond real man. 

Hegel was profoundly aware of this dissociation and Marx . praises him for it because it is 1;he presentiment of a defiriite his­
torical situation. But if Hegel escapes criticis.m, "because he 
describes the nature of the modern State as it is," he must be 
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censured when he proposes "as the essence of the State what it 
is." To say that the rational is what is actual "is precisely in con­
tradiction with the irrational actuality which is everywhere the 
contrary of what it expresses and expresses the opposite of what 
it is."ll Herein lies the mystification of Hegelianism both as to its 
form (speculative idealism) and its content (a  specific and fixated 
historical situation grasped apart from its fundamental dis­
equilibrium) . 

We can now see the presuppositions of Marxian thought iIl� 
contrast with those of the Hegelian system. Marx conceives tJi� 

' possibility of an authentic existence of man, comEatible with hiS 

��:;enj;U��an:'Jf�i�if�fl�e�� 
queiLces foithe' fug:if€)'�:�sutrl1)]g':S¥� ,-If' possibili i" ltremams 
to understand whyJt� .. tnfenatur� of man has not been realized 
existentiaIiy. Marx ·dl��.ov�r§�llistofit;at causes fo -it in the �,t!Uggle 
betWeeif social';'bll&sC!g¥�But on ' . ' �,,, e"solved 
withln the beart 'of bourgeofs' soCI . , 

• � . .. � " " '  .0<?:v�;;:,,;;"},_.:/,c.,,J�\_;;,���_ �f;::;?Jf7':/ 7' the social nature of ' man and -his' existential co 
resolved; it should disappear in reality and not merely in idea, 
as in religion or the philosophical mediations of Hegel, which are 

, simply intellectual acrobatics.12 The Hegelian dialectic still pre­
serves the tension of conflict at the very core of the mediation, 
whereas Marx's real dialectic works for the complete suppression 
of that tension. It aims at achieving this within reality itself. 

Were one to imagine Hegel's objection to this criticism, one c� hardly believe that he would assent to the possibility that thg,£ 
might be an end to "the drama of the human situation." T�" 
drama is not only a matter of economic conflicts which :riliflli 
some day or other be resolved. It .concerns the very development 
of Life or of the Idea )n,. ,h!�J.9ry� �y . .  som� . curious reversal of 
perspective, which becomes. intelligible if one grants that at a 
given moment in his development Hegel, like Marx, imagined 

.�effective end to the alienation of man but dropped the thought 
1.lp()D. reflection over certain historical events, it is Hegel who in 
thiS case seems to be involved in an endless dialectical develop,:, 
·ment in which the Idea would be reflected, whereas Marx looked 
forward to an end of history. 
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On one point in particular the two approaches that we have 
distinguished emerge clearly. Hegel remarks that the unity that 
is the supreme principle of the State is only truly realized in 
moments of "int�1:Ilal stress or external danger." It is then that 
the Idea, as the-negation of the?negati6i:i, emerges, when history 
authent1cfafIf:feve�ls the Idea. Thus terror, revolutions, and wars 
between nations are inevitable moments of world history, - .arid 
these moments are always returning because in these phenomena 
of the "disappearance of the disappearance" is manifest absolute 
Life or, as Hegel calis it, the Idea. Marx comments on this in 

j an ironic remark about Hegelian Idealism: "This Idealism only 
finds its true jreality in the event of distress or war, so that its 
nature is expressed 'ls the state of war or distress of the Sta!e �� 

-its peaceful state is simply the struggle and distress of tIi-e /Or­
ganism."13 In other words, Hegel located the Idea in an existent!'!l 
drama of history, whereas Marx, finds the real counterpart of the 
Hegelian Idea in the end of this historical drama, in its effective 
reconciliation or positive synthesis. 

But this is much'-too important a problem for us to take up 
en passant. It would lead us into the contrast between two differ­
ent "world-views" and send us back to the original source of 
their divergence, namely, in the struggle for life and death, which 
to Hegel is the very root of history, and the exploitation of man 
by man, which Marx took as his starting point, each considering 
the position of the other a secondary consequence of his own. Per­
haps the contemporary conflict between existentialist philosophy 
and Marxism would become more tractable if the problem which 
we have merely touched upoll here were tackled directly. Never­
theless it should 1?e noted that H�gel moves away from an ex­
ist�D.ti�}fJ.?psition to adopt a Jar �06 conservative attitude to the 
(��r�{*y�ry��r¥_J���31��!,n������exc:.:�1,rlch " es�apes 
fr:()Ul. th� we� strif.eJjf llie"EassI6�Jl:lat-agitate -the ' surface of 
so�i{ttf·info'·llie�"Cafiri�egf6ii?-(}11.ffntrHipfllfitfff:,ji�· Here . Marx is 
at his best in opposing "the -li6�eri�'"�{�ea1.iiY · t� the' philosopher's 
palace of ideas." 

Marx, of course, rejects the Hegelian mediations which do not 
in reality resolve the contradictions within any historical situation. 
The 5���J!�jState �!",��JB��: §t�� which answers. to the �..t:� 



1 1 8  Marxism and Philosophy 

velopment of bourgeois society in its latest form. This society is 
individualist. Once the old medieval estates (Stiinde) broke up, 
there emerged the industrial world characterized by the conflict of 
private interests, the struggle of each again�t a1!,� and at the same 
time there appears <llie modem · St.ate aS '='t1i€ f6!nJ.al £I:!!lcip!e of 
unity in lliis society of private men. It is in this"f8rmar"""Uffit:y that 
llie real essence of man is self-alienated. 

We have previously observed lliis alienation in llie monarch, 
and we shall encounter it more explicitly in what Hegel calIs the 
"governing power" manifest in an overexpanded bureaucracy lliat� 
Marx subjects to a penetrating attack, more devastating, perhaps/ 
than he in fact intended. In his works of the J ena', period, Hegel 

,hag sought to define a social state lliat woulcfii'be bolli a�particular 
State and one which might embody arid reflect the general interest:: 
He first lliought lliat this was what he had found in llie ancient 
hereditary nobility which laid down its life for llie good of llie 
State. But under llie influence of Napoleon and later of Prussian 
reformists, he gave the role of the ancient nobility in llie State 
to llie modem bureaucracy: a corps of �high-level functionaries, 
recruited from the middle class, often by means of examination, 
and charged willi the conception of llie unity of llie State and llie 
execution of its common interest. This bureaucracy is effectively 
th� soul of the State, its functional guarantee. Its order and hier­
archy pervade the social body from top to bottom; it is to llie 
State what the universal knowledge of the philosopher is to knowl­
edge. 

However, Marx once again reverses the Hegelian dialectic. 
These functionaries, v.:hose. �"partic:tllar function is a universal 
function," reach a state w�e:r:e they �make. their universal function 
into "their particular business," llieir private property'kif)J:l!§" cg:r:ps 
of .. �ure,auc;��.�, ... ':Y£i���J}i���%%�£g���f:�!�tt?:��l��ai knowled�e c0illt.�Ilts �gPtg��l�:��S��!X���"Jc�1¥�ffiS:�L:k.Il��!����, 
is the reaIizatioiC<?f� coi�tradi�tiQJ1o� 1VIarx haS no trouble showing 
that Hegel in this case submits as a'moment of the Idea "an em­
pirical description of bureaucracy, in part as it actually is and in 
part as it sees itself."15 Hegel always starts from the assumption 
of a separation between llie State and bourgeois society, between 
particular interests and llie Univer��, .wmcQ..shoU!.d existill its own 

. "  " " " " d, '� . c, 'd,�'-: :" �/' 



Marx's Critique of the Hegelian Concept of the State 1 1 9  

right, in and for itself; and it  is indeed upon this separation that 
the bureaucracy rests. 

The bureaucracy contributed to the formation of the modem 
State by fighting on the side of the rising monarchy against the 
separatism of the corporations and estates. But it continues to rely 
upon this separation for its own perpetuation, thus creating what 
it destroys. If the corporations represented the materialism of 
society, bureaucracy embodies its spiritualism. These contraries, 
however, presuppose each other dialectically and each reverts 

�)o the other. "The spirit of bureaucracy is the formal spirit of the 

I
�;�tate. Thus it constructs out of the formal spirit of the State or 
� the lack of spirit in the State a categorical imperative."16 In other 
;, words, bureaucracy simply turns in a void; it is self-perpetuating 

w I:!lld becomes a social tumor; instituted to solve problems, it in­
�stead creates problems in order to solve them. In a bureaucracy, 
fthe goals of the State become opposed to any definite content. 

Hence its formal treatment of particular affairs, its hierarchy, its 
atmosphere of mystery, its inevitable tendency to make "the 
empty purpose of bureaucracy the purpose of the State , its�lf.,�'� 
Such abstract spiritualism ends by having a single content, namelY, 
the tendency of bureaucracy toward self-maintenance. "Thus its 
spiritualism becomes a sordid materialism, the mechanism of a 
fixated formalism, of rigid principles, ideas, and traditions. As for 
the bureaucrats taken individually, they make the purpose of the 
State their own private end, the race for promotion and getting 
ahead."17 

Unfortunately, Marx's �xttepl��y Eerceptive criticism does not 
induae ·annefillitM�lmIon4�m-tllt??'c·roblem :it'riUses. It is a 
,1fii�J£:cii:iiiJ£i;;;::Jp�4it;{f1SZ;�lZ����&�ttfrz�� '  aruJ , the 
citizen, reconstitutirig' the real ' nature of man ' which is, essentially 
_"',.::;�Zi.'�4�"h ">-",,,,,;�����K..b'4'�J����;'ft'\'�}�::s.�»"<;;:*z;-0-�Z'::J',<'i* ," " '/< ,' " " ,*,<;"",::,r�' '" w ' ;  ,, ' 
sc:)BI�L�"Jiist , as  Luther,'" says · Maii',� t'pfoclaimea an end to the 
distinction between the layman and the priest," so the new social 
order transcends the distinction be�een the State functionary 
and the private man. Of course, every layman might become a 
priest, and thus in the new society e"ery private man might be­
come a functionary of the State by means of an examination or 
competition, in other words, through a kind of baptism or initia­
tion into the religion of politics, but the separation between the 
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sacred and the profane corps would only be deepened. We may very 
well wonder to what extent a generalized' statism or a society fully 
equated with the State could dissolve such a bureaucracy. Indeed, 
does it not create it, if not intentionally, then ,in practice? The 
question remains: can the political and social dualism which Hegel 
failed to resolve be resolved once for all, as Marx believed? 

On the subject of the legislative power and Hegel's "deduction" 
of the two chambers, each charged by various titles with the 
establishment of a mediation between the unorganized mass and 
the government power, Marx demonstrates that, in the first place,;;!: 
Hegel is describing an archaic historical situation characteristic! 
of a Germany that had not yet been through its political revolu-I 
tion like France, and that, secondly, his views borrow from theft 
ideals of the French Revolution. Hence a basic contradictionl 
in the Hegelian system which derives from the lag between the� 
Idea and the actual condition of Germany at this time. But there :f 
arises a more profound contradiction which derives from Ger­
many's advanced ideological state in contrast to its historical 
. b.l:ickwardness. "The Germans have in mind what other peoples 
h�LVe accomplished," and they surpass them only in thought. This 
is why, a year later, Marx reaches the conclusion that a radical 
revolution can only be really brought about in Germany, once the 
proletariat absorbs the Idea instead of leaving it to ferment in 
the solipsistic mind of philosophers. 

The juxtaposition of ideology and an archaic situation is clearly 
present in the existence of the chamber that represents�the estates 
(Stiinde) of bourgeois society, despite the fact that these estates 
have ceased to 'exist as sucll B � Virtlle3..:?o:r:tl1e·vef ·aevel0 " ment . 

/" . " C " "  " ,/" "y.'� '"" •• ·�v#."M"" .!"';?�k.c.,�" " Y." '':2'.'" '' )� ' '' , 
of bourgeois society� !fi� a11 f!1�>Wg.E;���;y!sI�����"f!!igl}.s::J?WEg�:r, 
made up of 'heredit�ri .E����', �I����l������� .;.�!J:!1 . .J:!1�� P� alienable holdings bourid' to ' pass oil' their property to th� .�!aest 
son ( a  system in which man, instead of owning the land, is owned 
by the land) . Such a scaffold of mediations from the bottom to the 
top of the pyramid is a vain attempt to create the illusion of a 
relatively stable equilibration of the Idea, but is in fact merely 
the expression of the unstable equilibrium of a transitory moment . 
of history. The State which Hegel tries to eternalize and grasp 
through his Idea is only a fleeting state, an internally contradictory 
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moment, which in reality must pass away undermined from withiri. 
Marx, on the other hand, catches the real nature of legislative 

power when he writes:  "Legislative power is the contradiction 
��!>etween ��<abstractpgyticalState and its HF ·existence." Legis­
:lative pD*er Itrifup6rtiiit· to the' people because, there in the very 
heart Df pDlitics, it is "the revolt in making." In" calling for uni­
versal suffrage, the private man of bDurgeDis or civil society means 
to reconquer the State ' and to reappropriate it. Basically, Hegel 
only CDnstructs alI that intricate scaffDlding of mediations that 
Marx makes a pJay of to aVDid the latent inevitable conflict between 
abstract pDwer and CDncrete society, though he dDes nDt succeed. 
One might even go further and see in Hege1's defiance with regard 
to the legislature and his confidence in respect of government the 
peculiarly conservative nature of Hege1's self, the pDor representa­
tive of the pure

. 
Idea.,M�rx analy�es Hege1's psyche thus: "�egel 

has Dnly to Dblige the representatives Df the estates to subrrut to' 
examination before the honorable government. Here Hegel reaches 
the limit of servility. One can see that he is thoroughly CDn­
taminated with the wretched arrogance of Prussian officialism 
which in its iuirrow bureaucra,tic spirit deprecates the self-confi­
dence Df (subjective)J?l:!blic opiniDn. In every case for Hegel the 

�§tate is identical with the 'gDvernment.' "18 . 
Marx's analysis is 4JcDmplete. All the same, it remains stimu­

lating to anyone nowadays who' reads it withDut prejudice. One 
can hardly disagree with Marx when he unCDvers the precise his­
tDriCal situation behind the. Hegelian Idea. Yet at the same time 
this tacti.c is . to" some ex . e,g�l,}or it reveals his 
s... ..• •. 

eve e ess, It is" dear that Hegel's 
mediatiDns. )] )1Dt completely resDlve t1!e�p:h�nDmenal .tensiDn 
that emerges with &e ldea. As, a PJDfessorc/iIC'1821 he may very 
well have imagmed fuaJ:Jus medi.atiqns accDmmDdated this tension. 
If war, for example, is the dramatic manifestation of the Idea, 
then any professor Df philosophy who manages to transpose that 
drama mtD his lectures ' may speak abDut it comfortably. He is 
capable Df writing that "War has the higher significance that by 
its agency . . . the ethical health of peDples is preserved . . . just 
as the blowing of the winds preserves the sea frDm the foulness 
which wDuld be the result of a prolonged calm . . .  "; or again, 
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,,� . . peoples unwilling or afraid to tolerate sovereignty at home 
have been subjugated from abroad . . . their freedom has died 
from the fear of dying."19 These opinions, which are still to be 
found' in the Philosophy of Right, derive .fr()m li coDlbination of;,c 
Hegel's youthful rOInantic vitalism, his mature ' rellectlons upotil:­
the events of the Terror in 1793, and the wars· of the Revolution. 
Marx is hostile to an idealism that becomes contemplative. He 
believes in a practical solution of these contradictions, in an ef­
fective synthesis of Idea and reality in the here and now. 

For Marx, Hegelian Idealism is simply a mystification. In setting 
Hegel's inverted system upon its feet, Marx intended to ground 
the Idea deep in reality and to make of it a permanent reality. 
The difference between the two thinkers strikes one immediately. 
Hegel, for his part, remarks that "a people has the constitution 
which corresponds to the consciousness. which the world spirit . . " ' 
realizes in that people." But such a consciousness may be tran-
scended, "so that," as Marx says, "the Revolution is necessary 
and it must be made." Again, according to Hegel, the legislative 
power does nothing but apply the constitution; yet th�t application 
results in a modification of the very constitution. Why, then, not 
say clearly that this power is noJ1� other: .��p. that of man as a 
social agent "who gives rise to the constitution"? Th� legislative; . 
power is itself a part of the constitution. But the constitution it­
self is not made in a vacuum. The laws which according to Hegel 
demand a transcendent development must nevertheless be worked 
out . . .  the conjunction is clear: the legislative power is both . a 
constitutional power:.cand�a ._constitutive Bower. There is indeed a 
contradiction here, ii '6·��'��hlf€tt(r�diqjr�i�:�::��:l:iality.the 
people-:-and not all. �bstract Idea-that is th� living source of 
any real constitution: '· .,- . _ .  _ 

. 

From his intensive study <?� _ tpe I!�geliaJ1; .philosophy of the 
State, Marx constructs a first revolutionary manifesto which forms 
the Introduction to the 1844 Critique and is in tum the germ of 
the Communist Manifesto. Having perceived the contradictions 
native to Germany, namely, its backwardness relative to Western 
Europe, combined with a philosophical development beyond the 
level of German politics, indeed, even of the general European 
political situation, Marx proceeds to show that this conflict be-
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tween philosophy (or the Idea) and the actual situation necessi­
tates a radical revolution and cannot be contained within the 
sophisms of Hegel's logic. The Idea must become completely in­
carnate, which it can only achieve if bourgeois society in turn 
emancipates itself completely and appropriates the abstract State 
that Hegel ,constructs over and beyond it. However, the contra­
diction between the State and bourgeois society is itself simply 
the expression of contradictions within bourgeois society-the 
contradictions between social classes (a new concept which re­
places that of states) . 

In the countries surrounding Germany each of these social 
classes had managed at least for a moment to take upon itself 
the emancipation of the whole society and this was the making 
of reY£'l!!�:, .,':It is only in the name of the universal rights of 
society that a��cular,�������:�IRz�)��p�ral �upremacy; thus 
it falls to another class fo represent the state'of bondage and the 
perversion of society." In France, the bourgeoisie, precisely speak­
ing, was in 1789 identified with the idea of the complete emanci-

'. pago.n,pf" ,2B,Wl��l;1ereas the nobility embodied the crimes of so­
ciety. Bu�,"in,�GePn���h:,Jg�L�tgr�E::2;�,'b�giIls �0 , �ssume a 
self,::c::pnscl:QJl�ne§$�Wl<r�l$'*..,9m;?;!!tlf,A�s�,,_not when, It ,encounters 
oppression,,:b,llt;,,;W�;�,,��1i\W§t�E:CEf�,�1(r�J:rlch .  th� ?ro�p , bas 
made no contri�l!�tJl,�R����q�1�,gr:9J1p over which It may 
in turn exercise its oppression. " The resultis an impossibly one-
sided developme Germany and an archaic situation which 
o����2'�i,f]��!�; · racgc::.<illYii,e:yery,,:��� pt the mediations 
thaJ If�g . , " , ;i,!g� State and 
the'3nass�of 

, . ' •. . .. ' . '.' �lieves that the 

�:�r�f�f��::;�{SI;:�c�:igi:�1i���ir
,it��h

cl
:� 

_ complete breakdoW1l?'RI����4���-,:q£: BB&:ge()i�,. s()ciety. Only 
such a decompo:>itio�£�.:tllak�"P9s�iQl�&{gellw�� ,reyolution" one 
that will end o:vce., ll!!q.Jgr �l tb� .. du!!11s:tll.pfSociety and the State, 
of Reality and the Idea. ' 

What, then, is to be the instrument of the realization of this 
conception-the social man whom Marx, to repeat, does not fully 
describe-that is finally to end human alienation? Marx gives this 
instrument a distinct name, that of the proletariat. The proletariat 
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is not a particular class among the other classes of bourgeois 
society. It is the class which arises from the decomposition of 
bourgeois society. It is the product of its deepest contradictions, 
"a sphere of society which has a universal character because its 
sufferings are universal, and which does not claim a particular re­
dress because the wrong which is done to it is not a particular 
wrong, but wrong in general . . . a sphere of society which claims 
no traditional status but only a human status . . . a sphere, fi­
nally, which cannot emancipate itself from all the other spheres 
of society, without, therefore, emancipating all these other spheres. ;;: 
. . .  " Marx discovers the instrument necessary for the "non-) 
alienation" of man in the proletariat whose conflict expresses the 
contradiction of all bourgeois society. Thus it is by means of the 
proletariat that the Idea becomes an actuality. Marx, th:L�f()re, 

::�v�:: :�;:�s�cu��atffuW8�iriff*�1t����s::�!��ri: �� 
human subject. In place of Hegel's transcendent Idea, Marx sub­
stitutes the revolutionary dialectic of the proletariat. There is a 
further feature for which Marx appears to us (��i�!>J�(Lt() .. 
Hegel, �.�ely, tha�,g!Jll�t!i�g����finxci�lles�", . . The notion of· the a�I£l(!!mgi1iW��f:l�L(sJ1es&"I>wJ!!9,hh!sAf?".p:n-
,P()rt<tD;t ;� . . !h.e dial�9�£ .. s()L!i�&�t�hh���'M?��1l��8M{�.S?-I*-i'''�.� 
the drivmg force behin�}h� t?ffi�P£!£�ll?m,6f m� The awakenmg 
of consciousness is notUie'� passive reflection of some state of 
affairs. It is that which alone can erp.body • dialectical contra-
diction and at . the same timep·deman its ct .in 

� ' , ' ,>,/",:;y;:.-<:;,�/:'> '" ,  ' ";-;<i':."'"";:;%�e'*,<;;i?'X::� 
which the prolet . '  . '  . . . , -
signifies a C6n .. .. > '." "  

a real one and demandsva. sq . em 

���s
a:�n

on��ifjli��::�:'�i:�jr����i���' 
Je<:t-and· the.l!rgati'()ll . .ot;:!!!��.z"§�t1,latlOl!:.��ffi@'�i anc:malienable 
subject for whom:it is impO§�iJ:>I!;L.:!O .. £S!.s�g!lk� lJimself as a mere .' 
object. For Marx the proletariat is the subject that experiences to 
the extreme the contradiction of the human condition and is 
thereby capable of resolving it forever. But is such a resolution 
of all transcendence possible on the historical plane and not just 
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at the level of thought? Does the human condition as a problem 
carry within it the solution to its problem? 
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First of all, in order to understand Capital it is absolutely neces­
sary to consult Marx's philosophical works prior to his economic 
studies. Marx's work presupposes an underlying philosophy whose 
various elements are not easily ' reconstrUcted. There is the pro­
found influence of Hegel, whom Marx studied in great depth 
(particularly the Phenomenology and the Logic) .  There is also 
the influence of Darwin and a biological philosophy which occa­
sionally modifies the Hegelian philosophy in an interesting way. 

Second, there is the idea of alienation, which, thliPllgh Hegel and 
Feuerbach, provides the source of ,Marx's philosophical thought. 
In the Phenomenology Hegel preseiIts 'the'life of the individual in 
a process that estranges him from life. This concept of . Life, how­
ever, is not simply biological; it is human life as history. The 
implication of this thesis in Hegel and :Marx is that the struggle 
against such alienation defines th� liberation oj man. But absolute 
knowledge and philosophy can:rtbf briDg:���t �s emancipation. 
They constitute a new form of alienation,' namely, speculative al­
ienation. Marx's attitude toward philosophy has certain prophetic 
elements. In place of nations, which in Hegel are the incarnate 
moments of the Idea, Marx puts social classes, and the latter role 
devolves upon the proletariat. In Marx, attention must be given 
to the idea or practical history of the awakening of consciousness. 
Finally, it is impossible to interpret Marxism in terms of a simple 
objectivism. 

Third, we must examine the structure' of Capital aside from its 
philosophical basis. Its foundation is the theory of value, or so-

126 



On the Structure and Presuppositions of Marx's Capital 127 
cially necessary work. This theory is as much a philosophical and 
sociological theory as it is economic in the strict sense. Man pro­
duces, reproduces, and enlarges his own life and the conditions 
of such a life through the collective labor of humanity. This labor 
is the manifest value of its phenomenal forms (merchandise, ex­
change, money) . It is necessary to discover, behind these gener­
ally quantitative phenomenal appearances, the Essence (labor­
value) of the Phenomenon (market) .  This involves a comparison 
with the Hegelian Logic and Phenomenology. 

Fourth, Marx raises the question of what made possible the 
complete alienation of man manifest in the condition of the 
nineteenth-century English proletariat. If one combines the theory 
of value with the theory of surplus-value (the misbegotten exploi­
tation of man by man) , one can then understand the dialectical 
and historical genesis of capital, which is the greatest alienation 
of man in history. Capital, which is man's product, in turn pro­
duces man. Marx studies the workings of this system, unveiling 
its essence in the three major parts of his work (capital produc­
tion, circulation, production and circulation as a whole) .  Starting 
from the essence, Marx tries to rejoin the appearance and histori­
cal phenomenon which; if viewed in isolation from their essence, 
appear as a mystification. Marx shows how capital functions so as 
to involve its own breakdown. 

Fifth, the question arises whether Marx's explanation involves 
the intervention of factors that are not purely economic, in par­
ticular, a certain will to power, which one can hardly imagine will 
disappear with the dis,�ppearance of capital. There is a contrast 
here between Hegel and Marx. However, it is possible that from 
an objective study of Marx himself one might go beyond his own 
conclusions. 
. Today, an .objective study and detailed commentary on Marx's 

Capital would seem indispensable to .the philosopher who is to 
understand contemporary history and to define the role of phi­
losophy in it. Possibly, it would contribute beneficially to framing 
the problem of our time-that of the philosophy of history: What 
are the conditions of such a philosophy? What would be the 
significance of such a philosophy of history today? 
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Early Philosophical InHuences: Hegel and Darwin 

The first question concerning the early influences upon Marx, 
particularly that of Hegel, may be dealt with briefly here, since 
it will be taken up later in the chapter. Hegel's influence was 
considerable and it is not possible to understand Marx's basic 
work, Capital, without a knowledge of the principal works which 
contributed to the formation and development of his thought, The 
Phenomenology of Mind, the Logic, and the Philosophy of Right. 
It is quite certain that Marx read these works closely and devel­
oped his thought from them, at times inspired by idealism and at 
others rejecting it. Contrary to what others have claimed, Marx 
in fact had a detailed knowledge of The Phenomenology of Mind. 
No other commentator upon this difficult work was at that time 
as sufficiently removed from it as Marx to penetrate its meaning 
and discover its overall significance. To be convinced of this one 
has only to look at Marx's study, Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts, which was to have appeared in the Franco-German 
Annals. This study is one of the most remarkable works of Marx. 
It perhaps contains the meaning and foundation of his entire phi­
losophy, revealing the double influence of the classical economists 
and Hegelian philosophy. For it resumes and rethinks the entire 
Hegelian Phenomenology, from sensible consciousness through to 
Absolute Knowledge. In it are reproduced the most obscure pas­
sages from Hegel, with an attempt to determine their exact sig­
nificance. If attempts to demonstrate the originality and value of 
the Hegelian system. It proposes an end t(), the alienation of man 
in history and examines the reasous for Hegel's inadequate solu­
tion, its inability to resolve a problem that it had set itself merely 
in thought. Hegel's Phenomenology is no less basic to the founda­
tions of Marx's great synthesis, Capital, than are the theoretical 
economists and Engel's empirical studies. Marx's thorough knowl­
edge of the Phenomenology is evident from the allusions to a 
section of it on asceticism and the unhappy consciousness in his 
German Ideology.l Any reading of Capital is sufficient to con­
vince one of the influence of Hegel's Logic. One realizes-as 
Lenin observed-that one must master the Logic to follow Marx's 
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exposition and arguments (his use of the categories of quality, 
quantity, and measure is well known).  As for Hegel's Philosophy 
of Right (and the possible transcendence of its philosophy) , Marx 
left a masterful critique of it in his Contribution to the Critique 
of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, which we have discussed in the 
previous chapter. 

Unquestionably, Marx worked out his own system against the 
background of Hegel's speculative philosophy. This is very well 
shown by Cornu in his indispensable work on Mflrx's Early Pe­
riod. However, it is our view that Cornu goes too far in thinking 
that Marx progressively abandoned his original theses and finally 
developed a historical materialism quite unassociated with his 
early thought. On the contrary, we believe that Marx's original 
theses are to be found in Capital and provide the best means of 
understanding the full significance of the theory of value. 

Of course, Hegel was not the only one to . influence Marx. In 
reading Capital, one finds an astonishing wealth of economic, his­
torical, and philosophical documentation. Marx is as likely to 
refer to Aristotle's Economics, on which he is an excellent com­
mentator, as to the English and French economists of his day. It 
would be necessary to make an exhaustive study of these sources 
if one were to comment upon and interpret Capital. It is.possible 
that one would discover that its sources are not always compatible 
and that, as a result, there is in Marx's thought, as it comes 
through Hegel and Darwin, a certain ambiguity. If this is indeed 
so, then perhaps the clarification and resolution of these contra­
dictions may well help to illuminate contemporary historical prob­
lems. Marx, for example, thinks like a Hegelian and yet he adopts 
from Darwin a quite different philosophy of life and nature than 
Hegel's own. In the section of Capital where he deals with tech­
nology and the transformation of man's forces and relations of 
production, he speaks about the invention of tools, machinery, and 
machine-tools like a Darwinian. He considers these inventions an 
extrapolation of a natural technology. However, he thinks less in 
terms of adaptation than of man's . domination of nature, and the 
ambiguous concept of the will to live or the will to power-al­
though these are not explicitly Marxian concepts-is mixed with 
concepts of a quite different nature. It was remarked that Marx 
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does "not, to our knowledge, use the expression "will to power." 
But he certainly has in mind a will to power when he describes 
the historical role of capitalist society, its need to dominate, ex­
pressed in the value set on value that inspires the capitalist and 
without which progress is inconceivable. One merely wonders 
whether this will to power will cease with the class struggle. These 
and other problems arise from a close reading of Capital with 
attention to the heterogeneity and wealth of influences that Marx 
experienced (not to mention literary influences such as Balzac, for 
example, whose social dialectic he found in The Peasants) . More-

" over, we should not overlook the influence of the economists and 
social reformers. But our primary task is to think through the 
origins of the Marxian synthesis in Hegelian philosophy, as a 
fundamental approach to the understanding of its structure. 

The Concept of Alienation 

We tum now to the second question which we outlined at the 
beginning of the chapter. The original idea, and, as it were, the 
seed of all Marx's thought, is the idea of alienation, which he took 
from Hegel and Feuerbach. II one takes this notion as the starting 
point, defining human emancipation as man's active historical 
struggle against every mode of alienation of his nature, one is then 
best equipped to set out the Marxian philosophical system and to 
achieve a structural understanding of Marx's major work, Capital. 
To determine the meaning or various meanings of the term al­
ienation and what is understood by its correlative term, human 
emancipation, one must, like Marx himself in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts 1844, go back to Hegel's Phenome­
nology and to Feuerbach's interpretations of alienation. 

In the chapter of the Phenomenology entitled "Self-Conscious­
ness" (consciousness of self and of life, the struggle to the death 
for man's recognition of man, domination and servitude) ,  Hegel 
describes our life as a phenomenon estranged from us. Self-con­
sciousness is a human consciousness of life. What I am most 
profoundly and intimately, my self, and my life, appears to me as 
other than myself. I see myself, so to speak, outside of my self, 
and it is this externality of the self with respect to itself that 
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constitutes the movement of seIf-consciousness. The first moment 
of this seIf-consciousness is Desire, the desire to live, in contra­
diction with itseIf, since I am that life. But this life is not only 
mine as a particular individual. It is life in general, life as the 
genus (genos) . It is universal life, and its development, at first 
in nature then in history, confronts (human) seIf-consciousness as 
something external. It is, as Hegel puts it, "the universal power, 
or objective essence as a totality," the struggle of the individual 
for recognition and domination in the face of the particularity of 
the phenomenon of death. 

Marx comments several times on this passage from Hegel, the 
first time in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts and a 
second time in The German Ideology.2 For example, he says of 
death: "Death seems to be a harsh victory of the species over 
the individual and to contradict their unity; but the particular 
individual is only a determinate generic being and as such is mor­
tal."3 Consciousness in man cannot be anything else than this 
apprehension of the species which implies the death of particular 
individuality. Finally, in The German Ideology, where he argues 
with Max Stirner, Marx shows that the general conditions of life, 
in the biological sense of the term, have become foreign to us. We 
find them crystallized outside ourselves in harsh objective forms. 
The seIf-alienation that is the essence of the individual is not sim­
ply an externalization of the seIf; it reveals itseIf with a certain 

. hostile character since it is the particular individual who experi­
ences death and who, though he cannot be anything other than 
subjective, finds himseIf under the sway of a harsh objective re­
ality. However, in Hegel life has a certain physiognomy (Gestalt) : 
it is first of all the other ego who, as a loved one, is both myseIf 
and alter; it is then the other fellow in general who appears to me 
simultaneously as myseIf and as other than myseIf; from this 
there ensues the struggle to the death for recognition of the self 
and the relation of domination and servitude which results from 
it. It is not necessary to pursue this dialectic any further since 
it is well known how it inspired Marx. The outcome is that (hu­
man) seIf-consciousness can only be consciousness of the other 
man, of my human environment, as Marx says, . or again, con­
sciousness no longer of nature, but of history. It is in the history 
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of society that the individual acquires consciousness of himself as 
generic man. The interdependence of individuals, the domination 
of nature and its humanization through labor and the struggle of 
individuals for recognition and domination provide the field of 
contemplation for self-consciousness. But self-consciousness does 
more than contemplate these phenomena since, in virtue of its 
active nature, its basic project is to overcome this alienation 
through an object which is contradictory with the very (subjec­
tive) nature of self-consciousness. 

It is in history that man produces his life; he produces it by 
reproducing it on an ever larger scale, in a form which continually 
approximates a generic universality. This self-production of the 
self, which as a philosophy of man replaces the perpetual creation 
of classical philosophy, results, nonetheless, in an alienation. For 
the self-production of the self, which Marx also traces in the 
theories of political economy, extracting from them the notion of 
abstract labor, appears-from the individual standpoint of the self 
looking upon it as a macro-process-to be a harsh objective 
reality, a strange and even hostile power to which the self is sub­
mitted: 

In the same way [Marx writes] as society itself produces man as 
man, so it is produced by him. Activity and mind are social in 
their content as well as in their origin; they are social activity and 
social mind. The human significance of nature only exists for socia� 
man, because only in this case is nature a bond with other men, the 
basis of his existence for others and of their existence for him. Only 
then is nature the basis of his own human experience and a vital ele­
ment of human reality. The natural existence of man has here be­
come his human existence and nature itself has become human for 
him. Thus society is the accomplished union of man with nature, 
the veritable resurrection of nature, the realized naturalism of 
man and the realized humanism of nature.4 

We could dwell on this text and show from its construction that 
it expresses a secularized version of the Christian notion of the 
mystical body. Marx presents a substitute kingdom of God on 
earth which is the complete reconciliation of man and nature 
emancipated from every form of alienation, a state where man as 
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the effective producer of his own life has appropriated his universal 
nature which in the early history of society appeared alien to him. 
We shall avoid the difficult problem of the end of history and 
instead call attention to other forms of alienation which result 
from the basic experience and, so to speak, translate onto another 
plane the real absence of any reconciliation between man and him­
self in history. Such, for example, is the alienation in Religion, in 
the beyond, that Feuerbach attacked, clearly, under the inspira­
tion of Hegel (in particular, Hegel's chapter on the "Unhappy 
Consciousness," or the one on "The Struggle of the Enlightenment 
with Superstition") .  

Man expresses the self-alienation that we have spoken of 
through the notion of transcendence. God is the master and man 
is the slave. A form of alienation that reduces man to an existential 
nothingness results in a humiliation of man which, as Feuerbach 
noted, might have serious moral consequences. But Feuerbach 
believed that this form of alienation demanded a speculative crit­
icism that would reveal that it is generic man whom man perceives 
in the transcendent which he has mistakenly projected beyond 
himself. Marx, however, considered such speculative criticism 
totally inadequate and quite incapable of suppressing alienation. 
Without realizing that he was harking back to an idea previously 
developed in Hegel's early writings, Marx sought the origin of 
religious alienation in man's social and political alienation. 

The basis of irreligious criticism is this: man makes religion,· 
religion does not make man. Religion is indeed man's self-con­
sciousness and self-awareness so long as he has not found himself 
or has lost himself again. But man is not an abstract being, squatting 
outside the world. Man is the human world, the state, society. 
This state, this society, produce religion which is an inverted world 
consciousness, because they are an inverted world. Religion is the 
general theory of this world, its encyclopedic compendium, its 
logic in popular form, its spiritual point d'honneur, its enthusiasm, 
its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its general basis of 
consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realization of the 
human being inasmuch as the human being possesses no true reality. 
The struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly a struggle 
against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion.5 
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The preceding passage contains the essential departure of Marx­
ian thought and its method. The conquest of human alienation is 
not achieved solely by denouncing it, or analyzing it speculatively. 
It is necessary to go further and to fight against the circumstances 
that make it possible and perpetuate it. Philosophy does not re­
solve religious alienation, · for it only substitutes a speculative 
heaven for the heaven of religion. Such is Marx's opinion of 
Hegelian idealism. In the Economic a1ul Philosophical Manuscripts 
he shows at length what he takes to be at fault in Hegel and why 
it is necessary to reverse his idealism and put in its place the active 
struggle of man against the specific causes of alienation. Hegel's 
own speculative method merely substitutes for religion, experi­
enced naIvely by consciousness, the Idea of religion, in the form 
of the philosophy of religion; art, too, is replaced by the philos­
ophy of art, and there are similar substitutions : " . . .  self-conscious­
ness thus becomes conscious of itself through its object and pre­
tends that in this way it has reduced the object to itself." But this 
is a speculative illusion. In reality, the object is always there, 
untranscended, and it is only the philosopher who imagines that 
by thinking the object he dominates it. "The hovels of the real 
world," as Kierkegaard says, "continue to exist despite the spec­
ulative palace built by the philosopher." The negation which 
remains speculative does not lead to any real transformation of 
the object. Hegel's Philosophy of Right is consequently an accept­
ance and even a justification of the political world and the con­
temporary state; that it is a retrospective justification of Napoleon 
or of the Prussian state makes little difference. The comprehension 
of the actual as rational and the discovery of "the rose in the Cross 
of the present" are certainly more valid than the purely subjective 
criticisms of B. Bauer and M. Stimer, which merely result in a 
comedy of liberation and necessarily encounter the tragic fate of 
(subjective) comedy, as Hegel already observed. But Hegel's 
thoughts nevertheless constitute another form of alienation, spec­
ulative alienation. Such is the source of the transcendence of the 
Idea and the fatalism in Hegel, criticized by Marx. Thus it is 
necessary to transcend philosophy as well as religion. But the 
transcendence of philosophy is not its negation. On the contrary, 
it is the effective realization of philosophy, assuming that philos-
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ophy is assimilated with the Idea. It is both the future-world of 
philosophy and the future-philosophy of the world. The Idea of 
liberation dominates all of human history; it is contained in what 
Marx called the enthusiasm of every social class that undertakes a 
revolution, but due to the presence of another class does not 
exceed the bounds of its own limited class interest. Hegel re­
nounces any personal intervention in history when he writes: 
"Philosophy escapes from the weary strife of passions that agitate 
the surface of society into the calm region of contemplation; that 
which interests it is the recognition of the process of development 
which the Idea has passed through in realizing itself-i.e., the Idea 
of Freedom, whose reality is the consciousness of Freedom and 
nothing short of it."6 Marx, on the contrary, is incapable of adopt­
ing a position outside of a history that is to be made at the same time 
as it is to be thought. "Until now the philosophers have only inter­
preted the world; now it must be changed." In a letter to his 
father, written in 1 837, Marx sets out his lifetime program, the 
reconciliation of life and speculation, of action and knowledge, a 
unity of which Hegel in his youth may have dreamed but which 
he was to abandon for the sake of reflections upon history which 
remain reflections. In 1 844 Marx believed that he had at last 
found a solution to his problem, in his thesis of the unity in his­
tory of the idea and the proletariat and his notion of the awaken­
ing of a truly authentic consciousness of history and the human 
situation achieved by the proletariat. This is an indispensable 
awakening of consciousness, arising in a universal proletariat, 
guided in its struggle, of course, by its most conscious elements, 
but as a universal class forever re-creating its own foundations. 
This awakening of consciousness differs from all others because 
for historical reasons it can no longer be limited and thus illusory. 
Thus man becomes capable of thinking and realizing the absolute 
truth of his being. Today it is well worthwhile to recall that love 
of truth, that universalism-rooted in the historical conditions of 
its realization-which animate all Marx's thought and which he 
demands that history make possible. 

It is evident that one can discover a certain idealism in Marx­
ian thought. Certainly, we regard the theory of labor value as a 
fundamental ethical testament. Such an ethical testament is con-
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ceivable only if it finds in the actual events of history both the 
source of its expression and the means of its realization, and this 
is the source of the synthesis of idealism and realism that charac­
terizes the Marxian dialectic. Marx believed that by substituting 
social class tor the Hegelian nation he had discovered the synthesis 
in the proletariat. The proletariat is not a chosen race, an elect 
people destined to dominate other races and peoples. It is the last 
product of human alienation and as such it alone is capable of 
completely realizing the Idea, since man cannot be reduced to the . 
status of a mere object, to a bone or skull, as Hegel puts it in the 
Phenomenology, but possesses that reflexiveness of self-conscious­
ness which enables him to recoil from the most extreme state of 
alienation. Hitherto the realization of the Idea was impeded by the 
limited circumstances of social classes that were mutually opposed 
and had always to defend themselves against others. "This is our 
reply," says Marx posing the question of human emancipation, 

A class must be formed which has radical chains, a class in civil 
society which is not a class of civil society, a sphere of society 
which has a universal character because its sufferings are universal, 
and which does not claim a particular redress because the wrong 
which is done to it is not a particular wrong but wrong in general. 
There must be formed a sphere of society which claims no tradi­
tional status but only a human status . . . a sphere, finally, which 
cannot emancipate itself from all the other spheres of society, 
without, therefore, emancipating all these other spheres, which is, 
in short, a total loss of humanity and which can only redeem itself 
by a total redemption of humanity.7 

It is easy to see what we have in mind when we remark upon a 
certain prophetic element in Marx. His conception of science is 
not only of a science of social reality, but one that contributes, as 
it becomes conscious of it, to the realization of that very social 
reality, or at least modifies it profoundly. It is this attitude which 
is reminiscent of the prophets. Finally, one can see that we must 
dispense with any purely objectivist interpretation of Marx. Cer­
tainly, it is reality that provides the opportunity for a liberating 
s<1t:ial class. But the latter must become conscious of itself and its 
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universal role in the course of its struggle. Without this creative 
awakening of consciousness the historical emancipation of man 
would not be possible. 

In view of the changes that have occurred in the conditions of 
production that Marx was unaware of, and that have led to a 
specialization and diversification of the so-called universal class, 
it is questionable to what extent the proletariat has or will 
accomplish the mission assigned to it by Marx. Finally, one 
wonders whether that phenomenon of a will to power that Marx 
perceived in the origins of capitalism and generally in the struggle 
between classes would disappear with the proletariat. To our mind 
these are essential questions and it seems likely that a commentary 
on Marx's work, along with an analysis of events posterior to it­
in particular, a certain persistence of the phenomenon of national­
ism in a strange combination with the class struggle-would help 
us frame questions more adequately, if not to solve them. 

The Philosophical and Sociological Nature of the 
Labor Theory of Value 

On the basis of the preceding philosophical and historical 
presuppositions we may now attempt to elicit the structure of 
Marx's work on capital, as well as its logic and phenomenology, 
in the Hegelian sense. Whereas Hegel starts from Phenomenology 
-a theory of appearances-and leads us up to his Logic-a theory 
of the universal nature of all appearances-Marx proceeds in the 
opposite manner in Capital. Marx claims to capture the historical 
phenomenon, of which Engels and himself were the informed 
witnesses, by proceeding, as he says, from the abstract to the 
concrete, from the underlying essence (labor-value) to the appear­
ance, which without knowledge of the essence is merely a delusion, 
a mystification with which the bourgeois economist fools himself, 
clinging to it out of a certain bad faith. If one does not start from 
the essence, but like the bourgeois 'economist deals with the 
phenomenon, one is unable to understand the veritable origin ( at 
once dialectical and genetic) of capitalism viewed as a system. It 
may ' be possible to formulate empirical generalizations, but one 
will misunderstand its total working. It will not be understood as 
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a totality (one of Marx's own discoveries) .  Thus the confusion, 
handed down from Adam Smith, between the pairs, Constant­
capital/Variable-capital, and Fixed-capital/Circulating-capital, may 
at first sight appear insignificant, but it contributes to misun­
derstanding and eventually to an almost willful obscuring of 
the origin of surplus-value. The distinction between Constant­
capital and Variable-capital presupposes the entire thesis of 
labor-value. It is based upon the empirical postulate underlying 
the whole Marxian edifice, namely, the conception of man's 
production of his own life through the process of labor. On the 
other hand, the distinction between Fixed-capital and Circulating­
capital is based solely on the process of circulation which, relative 
to the field of production, is merely the field of appearance. 

Marx starts with the description of the � essence of his subject, 
drawing upon Hegel and even referring to Aristotle's analysis. He 
tries to reveal those truly qualitative distinctions that are hidden 
by the homogeneity of quantitative formulations (often leaving 
the reader of Capital with a feeling of useless, overdrawn se­
quences) .  As a matter of fact, the empirical documentation of the 
qualitative essences that underlie the homogeneous quantitative 
formulae, the compilation of historical examples corresponding to 
these essential moments, make one of the most attractive features 
of the first volume of Capital (the only one to which Marx put 
his finishing touch ) .  Unlike those of Aristotle, these studies are 
not static. They possess a dialectical sweep which strips away the 
quantitative inadequacy formulae and relocates the data in a 
totality that transcends them. Thus we approach the concrete 
historical phenomenon (the market and the proletariat in the 
England of Marx's day, described in the third part of Capital) . 

Perhaps the best way to illustrate Marx's procedure is to do so 
in his own words: 

In the first volume we analyzed the phenomena presented by the 
process of capitalist production, considered by itself as a mere 
productive process without regard to any · secondary influences of 
conditions outside of it. But this process of production, in the 
strict meaning of the term, does not exhaust the life cycle of capital. 
It is supplemented in the actual world by the process of circulation, 
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which was the object of analysis in our second volume. We found 
in the course of this last-named analysis, especially in part III, in 
which we studied the intervention in the process of social repro­
duction, that the capitalist process of production, considered as a 
whole, is a combination of the processes of production and circu­
lation. It cannot be the object of this third volume to indulge in 
general reflections relative to this combination. We are rather in­
terested in locating the concrete forms growing out of the move­
ments of capitalist production as a whole and setting them forth. 
In actual reality the capitals move and meet in such concrete forms 
that the form of the capital in the process of production and that of 
the capital in the process of circulation impress one only as special 
aspects of those concrete forms. The conformation of the capitals 
evolved in this third volume approach step by step that form which 
they assume on the surface of society, in their mutual interactions, 
in competition, and in the ordinary consciousness of the human 
agencies in this process.8 

Here Marx provides us with a remarkable exposition of his method 
and the structure of his work (what earlier we called the move­
ment from the essence to the appearance, the distribution of the 
gross product which constitutes a mystification in which everyone 
is deceived) and the appearances that are to be saved; What we 
call the essence is labor-value, the origin of surplus-value, the 
process of production itself; the appearance is the market, the law 
of supply and demand, the competition of capital and revenues 
(ill) .  The intermediary is the process of circulation, the turnover 
of individual and social capital, and the function of the time factor 
(ll) . It seems to us that it is the failure to understand this philo­
sophical, genetic method that has led a number of economists to 
the belief that there is a contradiction between the first and third 
volumes of Capital. There may well be other contradictions in 
Marx's economic philosophy, but this is certainly not one that 
survives a consideration of Marx's genetic and dialectical exposi­
tion whose aim is not simply to enunciate a law but to comprehend 
(in the most profound sense of the term, i.e., as only a conscious 
proletariat can comprehend it) the origin of the entire capitalist 
system and the mystery of its working. Vico, whom Marx loved 
to quote, says that the difference between human history and 
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natural history is that we have not made the latter but the former 
we have made. As early as 1 837; in the letter to his father 
previously referred to, Marx reveals his method, taking up a 
passage from the Preface of Hegel's Phenomenology: It differs 
from the mathematician's method which is external to its object. 

In the concrete expression of the living ideal world, in Law, the 
State, Nature and all of philosophy, it is necessary, by contrast, 
to intercept the object in its development and one cannot introduce 
into it arbitrary distinctions; the demonstration of the object should 
inasmuch as it embodies a contradiction, develop its movement and 
find its principle of unity within itself. Truth, as Hegel said, is the 
vehicle of its own realization. 

The first part of Capital contains the basic principles ( an 
empirical and ethical postulate reminiscent of Fichte's thetic 
principle) of the Marxian system, namely, the labor theory of 
value which the classical economists had slowly worked out. We 
have established (as a philosophical postulate at the start of this 
essay) that man produces, reproduces, and reproduces on an 
ever-expanding scale his own life and the conditions of life in 
general. Value in the absolute sense is constituted by this collective 
labor (viewed as a totality) of humanity producing and reproducing 
its collective livelihood. The notion of value, which Marx, refer­
ring to Hegel (particularly the section on "Culture" in the 
Phenomenology) ,  also calls substance, must be distinguished from 
the forms that it assumes when divided in the .exchange of com­
modities, in the equivalence ratios through which a partiCUlar 
commodity finds its value reflected in another, and, finally, in the 
objective realization of its value in the form of a universal equiv­
alent, money, that is no longer a commodity but a hypostatization 
of exchange-value in the form of an object, an objective alienation, 
as it were, of absolute value. Such a realization of substance 
makes possible the man's alienation in the course of making 
himself in history. It enables the creative power of human labor 
to become incarnate in an object which is the Thing itself (die 
Sache selbst) .  It allows the human will to power, which always 
encounters a limit in the quantitative order, since a given quantity 
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can always be exceeded by another quantitv, to exercise itself 
even before the capitalist form of production emerges in history. 

In its qualitative aspect, or formally considered, money has no 
bounds to its efficacy, i.e., it is the universal representative of ma­
terial wealth, because it is directly convertible into any other com­
modity. But, at the same time, every actual sum of money is limited 
in amount, and therefore, as a means of purchasing, has only a 
limited efficacy. This antagonism between the quantitative limits of 
money and its qualitative boundlessness, continually acts as a spur 
to the hoarder in his Sisyphus-like labor of accumulating.9 

For historical reasons the hoarder and the usurer precede the true 
capitalist, whom they make possible and whom in some sense they 
foreshadow in history. This anticipation has a-significance. He 
who exchanges for money solely in terms of the formula "M-C-M" 
and not to gain a living through the exchange "'C-M-C-" is seeking 
power. But this will to power, the value set on value, that is the 
source of the unbridled exploitation of man by man throughout 
history, is simply posited by Marx without any indication whether 
it will still be found at the end of history in forms that he had 
denounced earlier as a young man (for example, in his critique of 
the governing bureaucracy in Hegel's philosophy of the Prussian 
State) . In the section on "Culture" in the Phenomenology, which 
it would be interesting to compare with Capital, Hegel defines the 
social substance in terms of two components, the Power of the 
State and Wealth, and shows how the will to power in the individ­
ual is determined by his ambition and avarice and how the two 
element� combine to produce a social cleavage. Marx retains only 
one of the movements, namely, "the value set on value" and 
considers the first merely a sort of epiphenomenon; though con­
temporary historical events perhaps justify Hegel's view. 

But we shall leave such considerati.ons aside and return to the 
structure of Capital. In a process similar to that in Hegel's Phe­
nomenology, the producer is alienated through the commodity and . 
money, and this monumental alienation is the foundation of 
capital, which, as virtually the principal agent in Marx's work, 
although produced by .man, eventually comes to dominate man in 
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history, and to reduce him to a simple factor in its working. 
Certainly, behind the capitalist formula "M-C-M" there is hidden 
the exploitation of one class by another and the whole source of 
the surplus-value that makes it possible for Ml to be greater than 
M; but this is nothing else than the alienation of the proletariat. 
In the end, the capitalist in his own way is as alienated as the 
proletarian. 

Except as personified capital, the capitalist has no historical value, 
and no right to that historical existence, which, to use an expression 
of the witty Lichnowsky "hasn't got no date." And so far only is the 
necessity for his own transitory existence implied in the transitory 
necessity for the capitalist mode of production. But, so far as he 
is personified capital, it is not values in use and the enjoyment 
of them, but exchange-value and its augmentation, that spur him into 
action. [Were we not correct in speaking of a primordial will to 
power in Marx?] Fantastically bent on making value expand itself, 
he ruthlessly forces the human race to produce for production's 
sake; he thus forces the development of the productive powers of 
society, and creates those material conditions, which alone can 
form the real basis of a higher form of society, a society in which 
the full and free development of every individual forms the ruling 
principle. [It is worthwhile emphasizing this ethical formula.] Only 
as personified capital is the capitalist respectable. As such, he 
shares with the miser the passion for wealth as wealth. But that 
which in the miser is a mere idiosyncrasy, is, in the capitalist, the 
effect of the social mechanism of which he is but one of the 
wheels.lo 

In a short study we can hardly think of examining the whole 
intent of Marx's theory of value-the creative substance hypos­
tasized in money. All we can do is to emphasize its philosophical 
and sociological character in addition to its economic aspect. The 
notion of value, taken from the philosophy of Hegel as much as 
from the classical economists, is interpreted as socially necessary 
labor. Through this concept Marx wishes to convey, in the first 
place, that the products of this labor constitute, as it were, a vast 
collective product in relation to which, though unconsciously, all 
individual producers have a certain solidarity; what counts is not 
their individual working time but their social working time. Sec-
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ondly, Marx wants to say that this labor should correspond to the 
social needs of a period, to a social distribution of those needs. 

Every commodity must contain the necessary quantity of labor, 
and at the same time only the proportional quantity of the total 
social labor time must have been spent on the various groups. For 
the use-value of a thing remainS the prerequisite. The use-value of 
the individual commodities depends on the particular need which 
each satisfies. But the use-value of the social mass of products de­
pends on the extent to which it satisfies in quantity a definite social 
need for every particular kind of product in an adequate manner, 
so that labor is proportionately distributed among the different 
spheres in keeping with these social needs, which are definite in 
quantity. (This point is to be noted in the distribution of capital 
to the various spheres of production.) The social need, that is the 
use-value on a social scale, appears here as a determining factor for 
the amount of social labor which is to be supplied by the various 
particular spheres. 

With the crises of capitalism in mind and his theory of the 
breakdown of the system, Marx adds: "This point has any bearing 
upon the proportion between necessary and suiplus-Iabor only in 
so far as a violation of this proportion makes it impoSSible to 
realize the value of the commodities and the surplus-value con­
tained in it. "11 Without surplus-value the entire system collapses. 
The social character of this theory of value and its implications 
are evident. It appears both in its essential form expressed in the 
solidarity of the productive laborers and in the specific form of the 
social needs of a given historical period. 

The important thing is to be sure to distinguish absolute value 
(man's self-production and reproduction) from the particular 
form which it must assume under capitalism, where production is 
not in principle regulated by use but . by the race for profit and 
the "expansion of value" that is rooted in the exploitation of man 
by man. In the society of the future, the classless society, to which 
Marx · rarely alludes in Capital, a kind of immanent plan will 
regulate and harmori.ize production and consumption with a view 
to the liberty of man now the master of his fate. 
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In fact, the realm of freedom does not commence until the point 
is passed where labor under the compulsion of necessity and of 
external utility is required. In the very nature of things it lies be­
yond the sphere of material production in the strict meaning of the 
term. Just as the savage must wrestle with nature, in order to 
satisfy his wailts, in order to maintain his life and reproduce it, so 
civilized man has to do it, and he must do it in all forms of society 
and under all possible modes of production. With his development 
the realm of natural necessity expands, because his wants increase; 
but at the same time the forces of production increase, by which 
these wants are satisfied. The freedom in this field cannot consist 
of anything else but of the fact that socialized man, the associated 
producers, regulate their interchange with nature rationally, bring 
it under their common control, instead of being ruled by it as by 
some blind power; that they accomplish their task with the least 
expenditure of energy and under conditions most adequate to their 
human nature and most worthy of it. But it always remains a realm 
of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of human power, 
which is its own end, the true realm of freedom, which, however, 
can flourish only upon that realm of necessity as its basis. The 
shortening of the working day is its fundamental premise.12 

Finally, we wish to return to the basic features of the Marxian 
method: the progression from the concept of essence, or produc­
tion, to the appearance, or the market, and the conflict between 
essence and appearance in the capitalist system. The distribution 
of income-interest, entrepreneurial profits, rent, wages-ulti­
mately conceals from the bourgeois economist the great human 
and philosophical problem that Marx posed. The essential nature 
of the distribution problem in terms of human labor disappears 
when treated by means of homogeneous quantitative formulae. 
Herein lies the deepest form of human alienation. Capitalism is a 
mindless machine that runs by itself and in which men are merely 
cogs. It is the task of the proletariat, a universal class, according to 
Marx, to think out the true source of the machine's energy, and 
by getting at the roots of the matter through a radical revolution, 
to comprehend the essence of the phenomenon and to equate it to 
its essence. 
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The Historical Nature of the Theory of Surplus-Value 

So far we have not dwelt particularly upon the Marxian theory 
of surplus-value, partly because it is well known and so it may 
suffice simply to call it to mind, and partly because by reserving 
any mention of it until this point we may be in a position to cl� 
the essential historical character of the Marxian dialectic which 
so far we have not sufficiently emphasized. Capitalism and the 
proletariat which it engenders as its destroyer are each categories 
(whose logical development we have examined) , but they are 
historical categories. 

The outlines of the theory of surplus-value are well known. The 
possession of money, or of the means of production, enables the 
capitalist to purchase labor-power, which should not be confused 
with the productive power of labor and the social productive 
capacity. As we have seen, this labor-power is the only source of 
value. It is the subject that is alienated in the entire process. This 
process of the objectification of the creative subject, as Marx says 
explicitly, is the key to the system. 

The way in which surplus-value is transformed into profit via the 
rate of profit is but a continued development of the perversion 

'
of 

subject and object taking place in the process of production. We 
have already seen that all subjective forces of labor in that process 
appeared as productive forces of capital. On the one hand, the 
value of past labor, which dominates living labor, is incarnated in 
the capitalist. On the other hand, the laborer appears as materialized 
labor-power, as a commodity.13 

But this mode of alienation obscures the theory of surplus-value. 
In practice, the capitalist only succeeds in increasing his capital 
according to the formula "M-C-Ml" (Ml > M) because he has 
the luck to find in the market "a .commodity whose use-value 
possesses the peculiar property of being a source of value, whose 
actual consumption, therefore, is itself an embodiment of labor, 
and, consequently, a creation of value. The possessor of money 
does find on the market such a special commodity in capacity for 
labor or labor-power."14 In a society which is apparently free, he 
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obtains this power through an exchange which resembles every 
other commodity exchange. But what is the standard of this ex­
change, what is the labor-value of this labor-power? This human 
labor-power is reproduced and expanded as a product of certain 
amount of the means of subsistence. Consequently, the law of 
wages determines the price of labot in terms of the subsistence 
necessary for the maintenance and preservation of labor-power. 
There is a certain ambiguity here as to whether the quantity and 
quality of the necessary subsistence is determined once for all, or 
whether it is a variable function of the historical change in social 
needs. We should not forget that Marx argued from the condition 
of a particular proletariat, that he generalized from the case of the 
English proletariat of the nineteenth century. 

This exchange between wages and labor-power has an appear­
ance of legality; in fact, it is the locus of the sharpest exploitation 
of man by man, since this labor-power actually produces more 
than it costs and the conditions of the exchange inevitably re­
produce a state of affairs in which the worker is condemned to 
work and the capitalist is committed to maintain and increase his 
domination (the individual worker and capitalist are thus elements 
of social classes that as a whole can only be opposed) .  

But if "the capitalist is a shrewd fellow compared to the miser," 
if he finds a way of getting more for his money than he puts in, 
it is because certain historical conditions have been created and 
developed to make possible the sale of labor; and this labor 
market is a fact of the same order as the existence of slavery in 
antiquity. Here Marx's logic impregnates the history which it 
clarifies. The basic question which Marx raises is : What made 
possible the English proletariat, the type of all future of pro­
letariats? (De te fabula narratur.) Kant had posed the question: 
How is experience possible? And he answered it by means of the 
eternal categories. Marx asks : What has made possible the event 
or historical phenomenon of capitalism and the proletariat? And 
he replies with a logic which in tum can only be solidary with 
history, a history already made and a history yet to make. How­
ever, from a similar perspective, an absolute transcendence is an 
impossibility, and today revisions might be made that Marx never 
conceived. 
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Marx proceeds from this historical experience, the phenomenon, 
to the essence of the phenomenon (production) :  

Accompanied by Mr. Moneybags and by the possessor of labour­
power, we therefore take leave for a time of this noisy sphere, 
where everything takes place on the surface and in view of all 
men, and follow them both into the hidden abode of production, 
on whose threshold there stares us in the face "No admittance 
except on business." Here we shall see, not only how capital pro­
duces, but how capital is produced. We shall at last force the 
secret of profit making. 
This sphere that we are deserting, within whose boundaries the sale 
and purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of 
the innate rights of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, 
Property and Bentham. Freedom, because both buyer and seller 
of a commodity, say of labour-power, are constrained only by their 
own free will. They contract as free agents, and the agreement 
they come to is but the form in which they give legal expression 
to their common will. Equality, because each enters into relation 
with the other, as with a simple owner of commodities, and they 
exchange equivalent for equivalent. Property, because each dis­
poses only of what is his own. And Bentham, because each looks 
only to himself. The only force that brings them together and 
puts them in relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain 
and the private interests of each. Each looks to himself only, and 
no one troubles himself about the rest, and just because they do 
so, do they all, in accordance with the pre-established harmony of 
things, or under the auspices of an all-shrewd providence, work 
together to their mutual advantage, for the common weal and in the 
interest of all. 
On leaving this sphere of simple circulation or of exchange of 
commodities, which furnishes the "Free-trader Vulgaris" with his 
views and ideas, and with the standard by which he judges a so­
ciety based on capital and wages, we think we can perceive a 
change in the physiognomy of our dramatis personae. He, who 
before was the money owner, now strides, in front as capitalist; 
the possessor of labour-power follows as his labourer. The one with 
an air of importance, smirking, intent on business; the other, timid 
and holding back, like one who is bringing his own hide to market 
and has nothing to expect but-a hiding.15 
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Such a particular analysis of the essence of the production of 
surplus-value in no way conceals the universal character of the 
whole process. In practice, the capitalist class as a whole is united 
in the distribution of surplus-value and the tendency to a falling 
rate of profit which results from the increase in the ratio of con­
stant-capital to variable-capital. It is the capitalist class that 
becomes conscious of itself as a class under the pressure to defend 
itself against the proletariat, once the operation of the system 
becomes historically impoSSible (the theory of crises and break­
down) . 

But it is the proletariat, in a condition of extreme alienation 
produced by the capitalist system, that embodies as a universal 
class the idea of human emancipation and through this act of 
consciousness is able to negate its alienation and create a new 
history. Thus we return full circle to our starting point in Marx's 
philosophical studies of alienation and the historical role of the 
proletariat. Unfortunately, Capital ends at this very point where 
Marx intended a deeper analysis of social class as a result of his 
foregoing study of the capitalist system. 

Capital and the Philosophy of History 

In the last part of this essay we intended to show how the 
structure of Capital was rooted in historical phenomena (the crises 
of capitalism, the historical origins of capitalism, the nineteenth­
century English proletariat) . In the earlier section, however, we 
drew attention to certain philosophical presuppositions of Marxian 
thought (the theory of man's alienation in history, the will to 
power expressed in man's drive to expand value, the notion of a 
universal class necessary to embody and realize the idea of human 
emancipation) . Marx's philosophy of history cannot be under­
stood apart from the Hegelian philosophy which so strongly influ­
enced it. Whereas Hegel's reflections upon history had culminated 
in completely transcending it, Marx remains within history, seek­
ing to transform it; the result is the ambiguity of a philosophy of 
history that is simultaneously a historical event and the present 
necessity, in view of events succeeding Capital, of a fresh analysis 
of Marx's achievement. 
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There is need for research into all the sources and the entire 
philosophical background of Marx's work, and for an extremely 
detailed commentary upon Capital followed by an analysis in the 
light of such a commentary of events that have followed. Our own 
essay is intended to invite such a serious study. We believe that 
there is a contemporary need for a reckoning with Marxism and 
that there is in Marx's intentions and his work a model for a 
philosophy of history that we must attempt to realize. At all 
events, it will not be possible to supersede Marxism until there 
has been a serious examination of the philosophical presuppositions 
and structure of the Marxian edifice. 
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Action and the Rationality of the Act 

Haym, one of the principal commentators on Hegel's Phe­
nomenology, remarks that: "It is a history distorted by tran­
scendental psychology and a transcendental psychology distorted by 
history." An uninformed reader might well be puzzled by the nature 
of its development. He is likely to wonder why self-consciousness 
emerges against the background of universal life and what par­
ticular relation constitutes the foundation of life and self-con­
sciousness. The conjuncture between life and self-consciousness 
invites questions about the role of the struggle for life and death 
in which each consciousness seeks the death of the other and 
risks his own life in the course of forcing others into the same 
conflict. Have we here an event of human history that must be 
given a historical location, or a myth for the interpretation of 
a quasi-permanent relation between self-conscious individuals? 
Readers interested in Hegel's frequently dramatic presentation, 
affecting a certain naivete, occasionally ask what becomes of the 
master, once the slave becomes master of his master, or what be­
comes of the slave, once he is in tum master. Hegel's account 
breaks off at this point and passes on without any clear transition 
to the Stoic who preserves his liberty . "on the throne as when in 
chains." The images of Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius are evoked 
summarily, and the reader over-fond of novels is left languishing 
for the final outcome of the adventure of master and slave. 

The problem of the logical connections between the transitions 
and the symphonic development of themes in the Phenomenology 

1 53 
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immediately confronts anyone who attempts to grasp the signifi­
cance of this work, unique in the whole of philosophical literature. 
It is a philosophical novel, and, if so, is it still philosophy, or is it 
a serious philosophical work in which each element is logically 
tied to the other? Lucien Herr has remarked: "In Hegel the transi­
tions are always guided by sentiment." However, we can hardly 
accept this judgment, if we are to understand the allegation of 
sentiment in its usual sense. Lucien Herr was right to insist upon 
the creative power of the Hegelian dialectic at a time when too 
many Hegelians interpreted Hegelian philosophy simply as a 
panlogic. But this is no longer the case, and we must now attempt 
to understand what were in fact Hegel's intentions. We shall limit 
our endeavor to a study of the chapter on "Self-Consciousness"­
the most profound and significant chapter of the entire Phe­
nomerwlogy of Mind-in the hope that we may show that it has 
nothing to do with either a history or a transcendental psychology, 
and still less with an analysis of essence. Briefly, Hegel wanted 
to analyze the very foundations of historical action. He inquired 
into the general conditions of human existence that constitute the 
possibility of the human act as such. As we now understand it, 
man is always in a specific historical situation that nevertheless 
presupposes certain general conditions which it is important to 
distinguish since they are more or less constant for every human 
situation as such. The question arises as to the nature of the 
method of abstracting these conditions. We remarked above that 
the expression, "analysis of essence," will not serve to describe 
what we have in mind. It would leave the impression that there 
exists a human nature or an essence of man, such as Spinoza and 
even Hume supposed. But Hegel has no intention of discovering 
such an essence in which he seems to have no belief and whose 
conception he criticizes in his early works. For Hegel man is 
spirit, that is to say, history and collective development; the truth 
to which he may aspire appears in and through that history. The 
question which Hegel set himself, we believe, is the problem of how 
to ground human history and a possible truth, or reason, within 
the development of history so conceived. To grasp the originality 
of Hegel's starting point it may suffice to compare him with either 
his predecessors or successors. Kant, for example, raised a ques-
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tion which appears similar to that of Hegel. He asked what were 
the conditions of human knowledge in so far as it is empirical 
knowledge. But he confined himself to the problem of knowledge 
and did not consider, at least in his main work, the question of 
the historical condition of man seeking knowledge. This is perhaps 
why he failed to solve his problem. Because reason itself has 
historical preconditions, the human act possibly precedes, de jure 
and de facto, the notion of reason; ·  It is no accident that, in the 
development of the Phenomenology, reason appears in a new 
chapter, following the one which deals with the recognition which 
one self-consciousness demands from another. 

We turn now to one of Hegel's great successors, namely, Marx. 
Quite rightly, Marx comments that in the Phenomenology Hegel 
occasionally describes "the true features of the human condition." 
But Marx himself did not understand the necessity of penetrating 
to the ground of the historical event and of the human act itself. 
He was so steeped in Hegel-in his doctoral dissertation he had 
interpreted the relations between the atoms of Democritus and 
Epicurus in terms of the Hegelian dialectic of self-consciousness­
that he neglected to deal with the problem at its very source. The 
result is that he seems to start from certain facts which, however 
fruitful they may be, are nonetheless merely facts to which others 
might be opposed. He takes up the class struggle in history as an 
essential phenomenon; of course, he relates it to the notion of 
labor, and labor itself to a primary relation between man and 
nature, but he does not offer any explicit treatment of this basis 
of his dialectic. Contrary to Kant, Marx: offers facts where there 
was reason. From this there results an ambiguity in his thought 
which can only be clarified by resorting to the Hegelian Phe­
nomenology from which he clearly drew inspiration. Since his­
tory pervades the entire realm of thought and human action, one 
must penetrate to the root of history, and ask, as Hegel did in 
the Phenomenology, what are the conditions of self-consciousness 
or of the very existence of man. Of course, as is in fact clearly 
indicated by the term self-consciousness, which only Hegel uses, 
we are not here concerned with an anthropological analysis in the 
strict sense. It is not a question of man considered as a biOlogical 
species, but of the emergence in the very heart of life of a being 
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who becomes conscious of this life as the condition of his exist­
ence and through this rise of consciousness creates almost a new 
dimension of being, generating a history in which conscious being 
makes and reveals a rational truth. 

The Homan Situation in Relation to Nature 

"The desert," says Balzac, "is God without man"; Hegel took 
a similar view of pure nature, while it remains an in-itself not 
having found in man that whereby it may be given a meaning. 
''Nature is a hidden spirit." Universal life, which is the true ob­
ject, the condition of self-consciousness, does not exist as such 
in the indefinite multiplicity of living individuals; "it is the whole 
which develops itself, resolves its own development, and in this 
movement simply preserves itself," yet does not exist as such, as 
a possible totality, except for (human) self-consciousness which 
reflects on life. "It is the simple genus, which in the movement 
of life itself does not exist in this simplicity for itself; but in this 
result points life towards what is other than itself, namely, towards 
Consciousness for which life exists as this unity or as genus."l 

These remarks drawn from Hegel summarize the relations be­
tween self-consciousness and life. They show how self-conscious­
ness emerges as the necessary rise of the consciousness of universal 
life, of "the soul of the world, the universal life-blood, which courses 
everywhere, and whose flow is neither disturbed nor .checked by 
any obstructing distinction."2 This Absolute of the romantics, 
whose inhumanity reminds one of the God of Spinoza, is also 
the "universal ineradicable substance, the fluent self-identical 
essential reality"3 upon which are exerted man's desire and labor, 
"labor and the patience of the negation," in order to dominate it. 
Admittedly, this principle of negation is already present in the 
living forms which succeed each other in cosmic time, or are 
juxtaposed in space. But this is simply a particular manifestation, 
a finite modality which within the process of life suppresses itself 
and dies in giving birth to a new living form. This death is not yet 
internalized and surpassed; it remains external to the particular 
creature which it nevertheless animates. This "dying and becom­
ing" is without an echo in that silent nature which waits for its 
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expression in the "logos of man." But self-consciousness must 
emerge against the background of this universal life because the 
latter is already in itself what self-consciousness must become for 
itself; and this reduplication of the "self same" is here a dialectical 
necessity which all the preceding chapters of The Phenomenology 
of Mind have prepared. The object which at first confronts con­
sciousness is now determined as being universal life; what self­
consciousness finds confronting it as a totality is the life that is 
its own life which it discovers as something at once identical with 
itself and other than itself. Consciousness observes itself outside 
of itself in this living universe to which it belongs because it is 
also "a particular living form," a determinate organic body. In 
so far as it is self-consciousness of life it is the contradiction of 
being the universal genus, "which does not exist as such in animal 
life," and a particular, determinate existent. This contradiction lies 
at the heart of the unhappy consciousness, but its resolution con­
stitutes the reason and truth of human history . .  

In his early works Hegel had conceived this dualism necessary 
to consciousness in the form of love; but love is only a "return to 
the original and sombre innocence." He had completely ignored 
any philosophy of nature. However, from the Jena period he begins 
to follow his former student friend, Schelling, and reflects upon 
organic life and the general dialectic of living creatures. He then 
comes to understand how self-consciousness of organic life can 
raise itself above life and, while reflecting . it, yet oppose itself to 
life. This reflection, which is simultaneously an act of negation, or 
a creative awakening of consciousness that "raises the omnipotence 
of Non-Being to the level of Being," generates a new dimension of 
being. Self-consciousness of life becomes something other than 
life in the course of displaying its truth, by becoming capable of 
being the trutF! of life. The difficulty is in understanding how self­
consciousness of life is able, precisely through this act of reflec­
tion, to negate the life of which it is only a reflection, or how it 
can generate a new form of being while not confining itself to being 
solely the contemplation of what already exists. To repeat within 
itself the cosmic process of life which makes it possible, and to 
create through this repetition a history distinct from this life-history 
-because spirit is higher than nature since it is the reflection of 
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it-such is the enigma of the ep:1ergence of consciousness as an 
authentic creation. But this enigma is nothing else than the exist­
ence of man, or rather of men. For in repeating the cosmic move­
ment of life Hegel brings to light the conditions of self -conscious­
ness and, within the latter, the mutual relations between one 
self-consciousness and another in the process of recognition. We 
must follow this essential development from the moment where 
self-consciousness defines · itself as desire (of life) through to the 
moment where it posits itself as the need for a recognition that, 
in creating the element of universality, and consequently of reason, 
makes possible history, an "Ego that is 'we,' a plurality of Egos, 
and 'we' that is a single Ego." 

Desire: Spinozism and Hegelianism 

In giving an account of the philosophy of life from which 
Hegel started it may be useful to employ Spinoza's vocabulary 
and to follow Hegel in comparing his philosophy of life with that 
of Spinoza. Universal life is a substance that is considered the 
infinite source of all particular living beings, each of which is a 
finite mode, a singular individuality, which emerges from this 
universal life. Each one expresses substance in a vital process of 
dying and coming into being. Life works itself out in some way 
through each and without any of them; it appears as something 
beyond, an external accident that is alien to . their characteristic 
"positive particular essence." For its own part, individuality can 
only persevere in its mode of being; it does not contain within it­
self the conflict essential to life. Every essence is positive. Propo­
sition V in Book ill of the Ethics excludes the possibility of con­
flict within the same individuality. "In so far as one thing is able 
to destroy another are they of contrary natures, that is to say, they 
cannot exist in the same subject." Spinoza, according to Hegel, 
failed to understand the nature of individuality in itself which en­
ables it to express authentically the infinity of substance; he did 
not conceive negation as something determined by the operation 
of negativity. His (inhuman) philosophy may very well account 
for the life of nature (Deus sive natura) which never surpasses 
itself. But it does not hold for human existence which, in so far 
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as it is consciousness of life, reveals the for-itself of this in-itself. 
We may consider what the individual perceives in the in-itself 

of this nature. Each living agent is alive only through coming into 
being; at a particular moment, when he arrives on the world scene, 
he confronts universal life, and in this process of opposition to 
what is other (Spinoza here makes an unwarranted transition 
from the standpoint of essence to the opposition of exteriority) ,  
he determines himself completely and fulfills himself in the course 
of negating himself as a partiqular existent. This negation of the 
negation is the movement of the genus. Thus it appears as death 
and reproduction in such a way that we see the living succeed 
each other like waves "in a silent flood." Each particular only 
realizes the universal in so far as it dies and its death is the cor­
relative of the birth of another particular being which is iri tum 
quite distinct from that which engendered it. But the distinctiveness 
or separation which characterizes positive being, or nature diffused 
through space and time, is such that the process of universal life 
never succeeds in coming to itself but falls short just when it might 
discover itself. Not even for itself is it "that pure restlessness of the 
concept," as is the flow of time for self-consciousness. It can only 
be this for man who becomes conscious of death in order to sur­
pass it. Thus the slave · who has known the fear of death, the 
absolute master, raises himself above the master, who has only 
known, as master, what it is to risk his physical life. But immediate 
risk amounts to less than the effort .of the slave who, having 
experienced the fear of death, knows how to free himself from it 
within his life. 

Even at the level of living nature, individuality is always haunted 
by a latent conflict; it needs to complement itself in another 
individuality. "The idea of organic individuality is in itself a genus, 
universality," . . . "Individuality by itself is infinite, it is thus 
other than itself, appears outside itself in 'its other.' ''4 It exists 
in the separation of sexes in which each contains the idea of the 
whole but "in relating to itself as to an other, recognizes its 
being-other as itself and consequently suppresses this opposition." 
But the suppression of this diremption at the level of animal life 
does not result in the explicit emergence of the Idea as such, 
but only in another individuality which in tum repeats this process. 
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Nevertheless, in itself "the individual is the Idea, and it exists 
only as Idea. Therefore there exists within the individual the con­
tradiction between being the Idea and being other than the Idea." 
This is why the individual is the "absolute impulse," rather than 
merely the tendency of being to remain in a given state, and it is 
this in virtue of an internal contradiction. The Spinozan philosophy 
of nature is displaced by a dialectical philosophy in which the 
dialectic is only for itself in the case of man, for "organic nature 
has no history."5 

It was seen that in nature the cycle of the Idea is only closed 
through a repetition of the same process. The child is indeed the 
quest for unity, but he in tum is a particular existent "who de­
prives those who are opposed of their essence from becoming 
Idea." The growth of children is the death of parents. "The savages 
in North America kill their parents and we do the same." How­
ever, even at the animal level there is a moment which fore­
shadows consciousness, namely, in sickness. In sickness the or­
ganism is divided against itself internally. Life which becomes 
lodged in a particular being is in conflict with life in general. 
This conflict between the moment of particularity in relation to 
universal life constitutes, as in a sick organism, the positivity and 
destiny of history. Hegel had studied this schism within man and 
human history in his early works. By perceiving in organic illness 
a prefiguration of the consciousness which is always internally 
divided within itself, and is an unhappy consciousness in so far 
as it is the consciousness of "the positivity of life as the unhappi­
ness of life," Hegel alters the meaning of his comparison. Human 
self-consciousness is able to triumph just where the organism 
fails. It is quite true that "the sickness of the animal is the origin 
of spirit" and that there is some truth, though not the whole 
truth, in Nietzsche's theme of man the sick animal.6 But man is 
essentially the being who can transgress the limit by internalizing 
it and who can bestow a spiritual meaning upon death by means 
of his yntire history, thus making something positive out of a 
negative. "It is life which bears death and preserves itself through 
death that is the life of the spirit." Again, the master who risks 
his life, but without a thought for death, because he never for a 
moment flinches before it, does not bring himself to the level of 
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the slave who has "trembled to the very roots of his being." If he 
were not to rise above this anxiety over death, the slave would 
indeed be merely a sick animal, having really internalized a sick­
ness. But by transcending it, once he has recognized it, he opens 
up new perspectives and makes the life of spirit a creative life 
which continually surpasses its destiny. 

We have dwelt at some length on Hegel's account of universal 
life because it seemed necessary for an understanding of man's 
situation at the center of this life. It is a description of the signifi­
cance that life has for us, although this significance is profoundly 
hidden from individuals by themselves. It is (human) self-con­
sciousness to which organic life must. refer for clarification. 

In The Phenomenology of Mind, Hegel presents self-conscious­
ness as generalized desire. As such it is simply the tautology, "I 
am 1,"7 or the movement which produces this unity, and which 
must reproduce for itself the process we have discovered in uni­
versal life. In Hegel's language, self-consciousness is mediation, 
and it is this which expresses the relation between desire and its 
object. The latter is at first the world around it, just as the world 
of the particular living creature is its "Umwelt." In the next state, 
it is life itself, envisaged as a totality, and desire is directed essen­
tially "towards life itself." To desire and to desire life are at first 
one and the same thing; except that life then appears as something 
external to the self and alien to it. The life of the self becomes an 
object to it, spread before it  in the external world. Desire, or the 
absolute impulse that we recognized in the life of an individuality, 
can only be for itself by discovering itself in an external world. 

Hegel's analysis of this phenomenon is much too brief to allow 
us to extrapolate its sense so far as to see in it a phenomeno­
logical description comparable to what it is usual to find in modem 
philosophers. Strictly speaking, there is no object which is simply 
an object, nor any subject that is only a subject, one without 
and the other within. My internal life does not exist as such; 
rather it exists through my exchange with the world, or in my 
projects which alone confer a meaning upon what is outside. 
Hegel returns to this point in connection with the nature of 
human individuality, of its own body, the world which is its world 
and is such that one cannot be understood apart from the other. 
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"Probably the chief gain from phenomenology8 is to have united 
extreme subjectivism and extreme objectivism in its notion of the 
world or of rationality." 

. In relating to this world, desire must rediscover itself, but 
it is unable to recognize itself without passing through the media­
tion of this world. Thus the self appears to itself as an immediate 
datum of the external world, even at the bare level of life. Similarly, 
my organic life forms the object of the self's desire, and through 
the resistance which it offers or opposes to its negation the self 
learns the meaning of its independence. However, self-conscious­
ness must find its satisfaction and fulfill itself in this diremption. 
But it can only achieve this if it appears in the form of an other 
Self, another living self-consciousness. "Self-consciousness attains 
its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness."9 The existence 
of the Other is an ontological condition of my own existence. 

Just as the life of an individuality can only be fulfilled by finding 
itself in another individuality, so the desire that constitutes the 
self can only exist if it is for itself an object of another desire. 
Thus the desire of life becomes the desire of another desire, or 
rather, in view of the necessary reciprocity of the phenomenon, 
human desire is always desire of the desire of another. Thus, in 
human love, desire appears to the self as the desire of the desire 
of another. The self needs to be beheld by the Other. For the self 
is essentially desire. Thus what the self expects to find in the Other 
is desire of its desire. It is only the animal that satiates itself in 
abstract negation or an indulgence that is a kind of death. But the 
self's desire must perpetuate itself and this it can only accomplish 
if its object is also desire, a desire at once identical with its own 
desire and alien to it. Thus the self appears in the Other and the 
Other appears as the self. Each exists only through this reciprocal 
recognition: "they recognize themselves as mutually recognizing 
one another."lO 

However, the recognition which appears to be immediately 
forthcoming in love is open to the danger of foundering again 
upon the lifeless in-itself. This is why Hegel gives a somewhat 
different account of the process of mutual recognition between 
one self-consciousness and another. In order to exist, each self­
consciousness must be recognized by another; consequently each 
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demands from the other the recognition without which it could 
not exist, except perhaps as a living thing, but not as consciousness 
of universal life, or absolute desire. The consequence is the fa­
miliar struggle for life and death, a struggle for prestige in which 
man confronts man to gain recognition as a man. For without 
this recognition in successful struggle each would be unable to 
"prove themselves and each other." 

But the consequences of this strife are deceiving and lead to 
an impasse. The truth which should result from it disappears 
into pure nature with the death of the combatants. The moment 
of nature is always present, forever intimately interwoven with 
the reciprocity between one self-consciousness and another; it is 
the source of their diremption and it remains essential. The role 
of this moment of nature is even more evident in the unilateral 
recognition of the master by the slave. The slave is only truly 
a slave of universal life from which he has recoiled through the 
fear of death. But through the fundamental process of labor he 
becomes capable of subjugating this "indestructible substance" 
more effectively than was ever possible for the master. We shall 
see later how labor in general, together with the effective recog­
nition of work by the other, is able to lead human existence to its 
truth. For the moment, it is important to notice that Hegel poses 
this struggle to the death and the phenomenon of labor and uni­
lateral recognition, not as the basic facts of history, but as the very 
conditions of self-consciousness; they ground history while making 
it possible. Similarly, the Stoic's abstract recognition that makes 
it possible to transcend slavery, although already contained in 
the pure reciprocity of self-consciousness, is nevertheless insuffi­
cient, for it results in a merely abstract freedom, a formal equality 
of the very kind that Marx later denounces in the fiction of 
equality of rights which suppresses slavery but countenances the 
proletariat. 

All the conditions of human existence or, as Hegel puts it, of 
self-consciousness of life, are contained in the need of desire for 
recognition in another desire, or in intersubjectivity which is the 
sole means by which consciousness of life may become something 
other than a reflection of this life. It is through this necessary 
intersubjectivity and the relation with nature or universal life 
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that Humanity and History, or, in Hegel's terminology, Spirit, 
are founded; "What consciousness has further to become aware of, 
is the experience of what mind is-this absolute substance, which 
is the unity of the different self-related and self-existent self-con­
sciousnesses in the perfect freedom and independence of their op­
position as component elements of that substance: Ego that is 'we,' 
a plurality of Egos, and 'we' that is a single Ego."ll 

Truth and Existence 

What Hegel calls Necessity is a necessity of meaning which 
progressively unfolds itself; "it is hidden in the events that happen 
and only appears in the end." Thus universal life refers back to 
consciousness of life, for only the latter is capable of clarifying 
the blind necessity in which it is grounded. Similarly, self-con­
sciousness of life repeats the movement of living creatures. But 
here meaning already exists as such in the interweaving of desires 
which are expressed by the mediating action of recognition which 
grounds the universality of self-consciousness. This universality is 
essential to the absolute impulse and must be realized through the 
mediating progression of the spirit. Perhaps it is possible to see a 
way of getting the better of Lucien Herr's comment that "the 
transition is always guided by sentiment" without, however, falling 
into the errors of a panlogical interpretation, by avoiding alto­
gether the use of the term deduction which is ill suited because the 
dialectic has both creative and descriptive features and is at the 
same time conceptual (in Hegel's sense of the term) . It is the 
Concept itself which becomes explicit through the three essential 
moments which are at the root of human history, namely, self­
consciousness, the other self-consciousness, and universal life, or 
nature as an independent subsistence. For the rest, Hegel was per­
fectly clear about the concrete character of this necessity; he 
does not contrast it to description or to the a posteriori: "It is the 
concept which alienates itself and is the development of necessity 
as a datum of intuition, yet at the same time, through this neces­
sary intuition, it is self-subsistent and knows it conceptually." To 
find its counterpart, we should have to approach the Hegelian 
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concept of necessity in terms of the contemporary method of 
intentional analysis. 

Perhaps we should have given more attention to the role played 
by "the subsistence of nature" in the process of recognition. Without 
it the struggle between self-consciousnesses would result in their 
pure and simple dissolution. Death and Pleasure are uniquely 
"states of dissolution," for they lack an objective aspect or sub­
sistence. "Labor, on the other hand, is desire restrained and 
checked, evanescence delayed and postponed; in other words, 
labor shapes and fashions the thing. The negative relation to the 
object passes into the form of the object, into something that is 
permanent and remains; because it is just for the laborer that the 
object has independence."12 This quotation contains the essence 
of what we wish to demonstrate. If we add that thought is in turn 
defined by Hegel as the labor which extracts the form of nature, 
and is as such the truth of labor which reveals that "by the fact 
that the form is objectified, it does not become something other 
than the consciousness moulding the thing through work, for just 
that form is his pure self-existence, which therein becomes truly 
realized,"13 we may begin to understand how a rationality or a 
truth may be generated at this level by the dialectic. What we are 
dealing with here are the very conditions of reason, provided 
that it is true that the necessity of its emergence is identical with 
its content. Thus reason is itself grounded as a human event, and so, 
too, spirit, which is the history of that event. 

Labor has a double function. First of all, labor humanizes 
nature, giving it the form of self-consciousness. It manifests ex­
ternally what it is in itself, appearing thus as a work, a human 
Object (die Sache selbst) and no longer a mere thing (Ding) as it 
was at the level of perception. Nature ceases to be a power over 
which man has no control and before which he trembles (God 
without man) . In-itself, in its cosmic significance, nature was 
already self-consciousness; it now becomes such for-itself. Man 
discovers himself through this labor and is reconciled to nature. 
The slave does not yet understand that he liberates himself through 
labor no less than the warrior who transcends life by risking it. 
The slave does not realize it, but the Stoic achieves this on his be-
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half. He understands the freedom of man and this first truth will 
come to light when all men are free and recognized in themselves 
and for themselves in an immediate truth that was once merely 
formal. 

Secondly, labor conveys a real coherence and universality upon 
human existence. This second feature is no less important than 
the first because it alone authenticates, although the slave is still 
ignorant of it, that necessary recognition or universality which 
the slave appeared to have forsaken when he recognized the master 
without demanding recognition for himself. But recognition from 
someone whom one does not oneself recognize, or to recognize 
without recognition in tum, are both false mediations which 
reverse themselves. It thus becomes necessary for work to be 
recognized for itself. It is in work-independent and nevertheless 
a reflection of being-for-itself-that self-consciousness becomes 
recognizable by others. Furthermore, it must be recognized in 
practice and this is the source of a new struggle between men. It 
is not any longer the struggle to the death which initiated the first 
movement of recognition, but it is still a conflict, because work 
has no meaning except as collective work. Ultimately, it is the 
entire human species in the full range of its internal conflict and 
unity which must find expression and make itself in this work 
which, consequently, is no longer a particular task but anticipates 
the fullness of its significance. 

In the Phenomenology, Hegel returns to the theme of human 
work as the activity of each and all and the foundation of history 
to the extent that it is at all open to rational interpretation. In 
this connection it is essential to read the important chapter on the 
"Thing"14 (die Sache selbst) which is the foundation of the general 
conditions of human history and of a living truth which finds ex­
pression or, should we say, creates itself in the course of that 
history.15 Of course, the particular effort, inasmuch as it is par­
ticular, disappears, but what does not disappear, but is finally 
acknowledged, is the disappearance of the disappearance, which 
is nothing else than "the Object itself." It is simultaneously the 
product of each and of all. It is both for-the-others, in so far as it 
is objectified, and for-the-self, as its alienated meaning but never­
theless its own meaning. At this level a meaning of human history 
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becomes a possibility, as a kind of true value; this meaning appears 
to be at once the projection of the nature of human self-conscious­
ness and something open to rationalization and justification through 
mutual recognition at the level of created being. We shall under­
stand that the Hegelian problem, which is our own, concerns the 
relation between Truth and Existence if we add the observation 
that the human object from which The Phenomenology of Mind 
develops as a history senso strictu is what Hegel calls the Truth, 
"the essential spiritual substance . . . in which the certainty con­
sciousness has regarding itself is a 'fact'-a real object before 
consciousness, an object born of self-consciousness as its own, 
without ceasing to be a free independent object in the proper 
sense";16 for the truth of the universal predicate becomes the 
subject, the living truth which creates itself and is its own guaran­
tee. We may ask how a truth can be the work of men, raised at 
the very heart of existence through the mediation of existence

. 
which it simultaneously transcends: the humanity-god simul­
taneously vindicated by the God-man. Hegel does not resolve this 
problem in a clear fashion; but is that possible? It is the same 
problem that today faces existentialism, Marxism, and Chris­
tianity. At all events, the merit of the Phenomenology is to have 
raised the foundations of the human task and its possible ration­
ality, to have offered a means of access to these foundations at a 
time when the classical dogma of eternal truth and the notion ·of 
transcendental consciousness were tottering under the events of 
history. 
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9 On the Logic of Hegel 

The General Conception of the Logic . 

"What I call art," writes Andre Malraux, "is the expression of 
hitherto unknown yet evident relationships between creatures or 
between creatures and objects." Everything transpires as though 
there were an immediate lived-experience that must be given ex­
pression, an expression which would be a discovery both in the 
sense of a revelation and an invention. The most general form of 
expression, which alone deserves the description since all others 
refer to it in some way, is human language, which might be called 
the logos of lived-experience or the logos of Being, its universal 
revelation. To express Being would seem to be the proper enter­
prise of man. It is the true significance of the consciousness which 
in this manner becomes a universal self-consciousness of Being, 
or logos of Being, and constitutes the very essence of the Hegelian 
Logic. In the strict sense of the term, the Logic is a rigorous 
poetic of Being which unfolds through the agency and mediation 
of man. It is the manifestation of a universal self-consciousness 
in the singular consciousness of the philosopher. It is the Idea 
which is manifest in human judginent and is not simply its arbitrary 
or subjective creation. 

A description of philosophy conceived as a logic in the sense 
above seems paradoxical and immediately invites a variety of 
objections. Indeed, Hegel was so conscious of the paradox of the 
concept of Absolute Knowledge, in which Being is immediately 
reflected and in which thought is immediately Being, that he found 
it necessary to write a weighty introduction to his Logic, namely, 

169 



170 The Problem of the Relation between Truth and Existence 

The Phenomenology of Mind. The latter answers to the con­
viction of consciousness as thought that "being is other than 
itself," and that its subjective certainty is distinct from the ob­
jective truth to which it aspires. 

It is not easy to abandon the representation of experience as 
a milieu through which truth is offered to us or as an instrument 
by means of which we grasp truth.1 But the instrument and milieu 
alike separate us permanently from the Absolute or from the 
Being that we wish to reflect upon. The result produced by this 
conception is inevitably and ineradicable skepticism, or a critical 
philosophy which distinguishes on the one hand an objective truth 
relative to human understanding and on the other an absolute, 
inaccessible in-itself which can only be the object of faith, or a 
radical transcendentalism. Hegelian philosophy rejects any notion 
of transcendence; it is a rigorous philosophical attempt to remain 
on the ground of immanence and not leave it. There is no question 
of another world; there is no thing-in-itself, no transcendence. 
And yet finite human thought is not trapped in its own finitude; it 
surpasses itself and what it reveals or manifests is Being itself. Thus 
it is not a case of man expressing Being more or less adequately; 
it is Being itself which finds expression and testament in man. 
Philosophy, as Absolute Knowledge, is this very expression, and 
the philosophy of philosophy is simply the consciousness of the 
function of philosophy to express Being. 

In The Phenomenology of Mind Hegel starts from the concep­
tion of naIve consciousness which from the beginning draws a 
distinction between the subjective and the objective, certainty 
and truth, but against the background of a primordial unity. This 
distinction presupposes an original identity, a neutral experience, 
which is neither that of a subject nor that of an object. But 
consciousness develOps only to the extent that it introduces such 
a distinction and reflects upon lived-experience through the schema 
of subject-object, certainty-truth. The Phenomenology is the de­
scription of the itinerary of finite or human consciousness in the 
course of transcending the distinction from which it arises and 
which is the source of its development and, as it were, its modus 
operandi. As a finite and singular consciousness I experience 
Being, I see it, I posit it as truth to be attained, and I seek to 



On the Logic of Hegel 171 

know it, that is to say, to give an exact formulation of what is 
given to me in immediacy. But this determination implies meaning 
or the foundation of some such congruency. 

What can be the nature of the relationShip between the Concept 
which is the logos of Being and Being as it is experienced by the 
ego? Subjective certainty and objective truth are mutual opposites 
in so far as one is the Concept (inseparable from language) and 
the other the Object. Or rather, as Hegel observes, it makes no 
difference to call either one Concept or Object. For it is a question 
of the one providing the measure of the other, a phenomenon which 
constitutes the foundation of all human experience in so far as 
it develops through ups and downs in the course of which what 
was at first posited as an Absolute independent of the ego even­
tually appears relative and provisional. This distinction always 
reproduces itself at the very moment where consciousness tran­
scends itself through reunion with its point of origin in the dis­
covery (a  historical discovery, the revelation of Absolute Knowl­
edge itself) that the object is itself a concept and the concept an 
object, or that Being itself is Meaning as Meaning is Being. It is 
in the moment where humanity achieves consciousness that the 
Hegelian Logic becomes possible and the distinction between 
certainty and truth, subject and object, is validated against the 
background of a more profound unity, namely, that of a 
thoroughly naive knowledge, which presupposes a primary iden­
tity, and most profound Absolute Knowledge which, as the tran­
scendence of distinctions, reunites with and validates the original 
starting-point. 

Being enters thought and finds expression, which is to say that 
it is thought and expressed through man who is its interpreter, 
although man is unaware of himself as the interpreter of Being 
until he has transcended in the course of his history (a practical 
history) the stages in the alienation of consciousness. Indeed, 
finite consciousness posits (this is the meaning of the Phenome­
nology) an absolute truth which transcends it, as it also posits the 
interpretation of Being, prior to Being itself, as a divine under­
standing from which human understanding can only be ' a fall. 
Consequently, certainty is always somewhere below the level 
of truth, which is at a level beyond, and in order to ground 
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certainty, truth is necessarily also a concept, logos, but a divine, 
transcendent logos which as such always escapes when one is about 
to seize it. Finite consciousness which believes that it can grasp 
truth through its lived-experience always sees it recede, or with­
draw into itself into a truth for-itself but not for consciousness. 
It is thus fundamentally an unhappy consciousness which projects 
onto a transcendental and always distant God the fundamental 
identity of certainty and truth, of the Concept and Being. 

The Phenomenology of Mind, which, as its title indicates, con­
siders only the phenomenal aspect of consciousness, describes the 
historical transcendence of the unhappy consciousness. Man has 
come to the knowledge that the distant and transcendental God . 
is effectively dead. There is a history of the mind in the sense 
that human consciousness overcomes its alienation and compre­
hends the significance of that separation which results in the con­
frontation of consciousness with immediate Being which it must 
reveal and express. At the beginning, as at the end of this history, 
one still finds in the immediate the identity of Being and Meaning. 
Naive consciousness is itself the Being from which it begins by 
distinguishing itself in order to express Being. Universal self­
consciousness, Absolute Knowledge, is the very Being which 
achieves expression and is endowed with meaning, because the 
knowledge which appears in consciousness as the duality of sub­
ject-object appears in Being itself as an immanent knowledge of 
Being itself, of Being which becomes appearance and takes on 
Meaning and becomes intelligible to itself as it makes itself. That 
is why The Phenomenology of Mind and Hegel's Logic are each 
the whole of philosophy, but from two different aspects. 

In the Phenomenology Hegel traces human experience in so far 
as that experience develops by means of its own relativity and, 
as it were, in the dimension of subjectivity. There is an immediacy, 
a primary original identity which separates because "in the dis­
tinction that it implies [it] is the certainty of what is immediate or 
is sense-consciousness-the beginning from which we started."2 
But it is the achievement of the consciousness of this identity 
through the reflexive differentiation of experience that constitutes 
the goal of the Phenomenology. Thus what sense-awareness could 
only envisage is now achieved. The immense richness which is 
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given in immediacy is now revealed and given expression; those 
relationships or essences of experience, unknown yet evident, 
are now discovered and have become appearances in the develop­
ment of human experience. But they have appeared in the mode of 
subjectivity, as moments of particularity, without anyone grasping 
their relationship to the totality of Being. They have appeared 
in a phenomenology, that is to say, as phenomena more or less 
tom out of Being. Undoubtedly, they were at first taken as ab­
solutes by the consciousness that discovered them, but it afterwards 
relativized and transcended them and failed to see the truth which 
inhabited them. It ignored the truth in them both because the 
peculiar character of phenomenological analysis-which is com­
parable to a kind of critical philosophy-is precisely the distinc­
tion between the in-itself and the for-us, between an absolute 
objective and a subjective, and because this distinction necessarily 
relativizes all experience. But at the same time that these rela­
tionships reveal themselves, human consciousness is in the process 
of transcending the latter distinction, which ultimately becomes a 
distinction between a transcendental God and a finite conscious­
ness eternally subordinate to Him. Consciousness discovers that 
the transcendent is nothing else than the original unity, or primary 
immediacy. Thus it rethinks this primacy immediacy, as it were, 
to the second power which through consciousness then becomes 
Absolute Knowledge, the postulated identity of certainty and truth, 
of the Concept and Being. The entire process has the form of a 
cycle-a cycle that is essential to the Hegelian system inasmuch as 
it is a philosophy of integral immanence-in which, once the goal 
of Absolute Knowledge is achieved, it validates the point of depar­
ture independently of the mediations of critical reflection. The 
latter, however, far from being superfluous, is in fact essential 
because it reveals that the immediacy which was only envisaged, 
or proposed for knowledge, is implicitly knowledge, self-interpre­
tation, and mediation. Henceforth, Absolute Knowledge is no 
longer the knowledge of consciousness, but the knowledge of im­
mediacy itself, its internal interpretation, and its mediation through 
human thought (the Being which is knowledge of itself) .3 Mean­
ing is no longer subjective · meaning opposed to objective Being, 
but the very meaning of Being. If it is possible any more to speak 
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of subjectivity, it must be to refer to a subjectivity which is Be­
ing itself, or what Hegel has in mind when he says that the whole 
of his philosophy "depends on grasping and expressing the ulti­
mate truth not as Substance but as Subject as well."4 

Hegel's presentation is extremely rigorous and difficult and it 
might be well to express its intention in a more simple statement. 
In the Phenomenology Hegel presents both a revelation (which 
through expression is also a creative discovery) of what today we 
call essences, in the Husserlian sense, and an itinerary for man 
whereby he may transcend the relativity of human knowledge 
which derives either from an ineffable substance or from a tran­
scendental God. In the Phenomenology, we have a study in the 
unveiling of these essences which has been the aim of artiSts and 
philosophers. But these interpretations are distinguished from Be­
ing itself and remain human, or more or less evident or subjective 
interpretations that are not grounded ontologically and claim no 
intrinsic necessity. The result of a phenomenology that refuses to 
become Absolute Knowledge after the logic of Hegel is something 
like a philosophy of culture which, indeed, constructs an inven­
tory of the whole wealth of experience and its modes of expres­
sion, but does not go beyond humanism or man's interpretation 
of Being. 

In such an endeavor, the phantom of the thing-in-itself never 
fails to arise and to send humanism back to a faith beyond all 
knowledge. In an important essay from the Jena period on "Faith 
and Knowledge,"ll Hegel in fact argues that Humanism and Faith 
depend upon an inaccessible transcendence. Now contemporary 
philosophy is most often to be found oscillating between these 
two poles always trying to come to rest at one or the other. All the 
same, it remains a philosophy of consciousness, but one which 
develops much further the task undertaken by Hegel in the Phe­
nomenology. Contemporary phenomenology aims at the descrip­
tion, by abstraction from the lived-experience of a particular con­
sciousness, of the structural essences of all human experience 
which, in so far as they are given expression and enter the domain 
of logos, translate the Singular into the Universal. However, the ' 
translation of the lived-singular into the universal must be in ac­
cordance with its own possibility, just as the essences must be 
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shown to be truly the essential structures of Being; otherwise they 
are open to the dangers of absolute subjectivity. That is why a 
phenomenological philosophy culminates in the renunciation of 
philosophy as such-as a strict science-and becomes, if you will, 
an anthropology or humanism, but not strictly philosophy. Per­
haps one should speak of the descent of philosophy into literature, 
provided one notes also that literature itself rises to the search for 
those unknown yet evident relationships and aspires to become 
philosophy, though it can never achieve that. The philosophy of 
consciousness inevitably ends in this subjectivization, even when 
it professes a concept of the transcendental ego. Its fate is ex­
pressed in the following comment from a contemporary philoso­
pher: "Its development is material or within singular essences and 
its impulse comes from the necessity to transcend each one of 
them. It is not a philosophy of consciousness but only a philoso­
phy of the concept which can yield a theory of knowledge. Cre­
ative necessity does not lie in the necessity of action but in a 
dialectical necessity." 

It is clear that the Hegelian Phenomenology is not intended to 
remain at the level of phenomenology, but to go beyond it and 
to arrive at an ideal genesis of the essences hidden in experience­
and at times in the contingency of history-in order to demon­
strate that these essences are related through a dialectical neces­
sity grounded in the absolute identity of thought and Being which 
reveals itself as open to thought and understanding. The logos of 
Being is Being reflecting upon itself. In tum, Absolute Knowl­
edge, or logic ontologized, is realized through its validation of the 
phenomenology. It proves, in effect, that the Absolute is Subject, 
reflects upon itself and is self-intelligible, and that in its highest 
manifestation its significanc�, is evident in human consciousness. It 
is most important not to lose sight of the correspondence between 
the Phenomenology and the Logic. They are the same essences 
which, in the former, are revealed through human experience (and 
there is nothing that is not part of human experience) and, in 
the latter, are manifest in the thought of Being itself as a uni­
versal self-consciousness which expresses the absolute meaning of 
Being and is simultaneously its revelation. "Conversely, again, 
there corresponds to every abstract moment of Absolute Knowl-
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edge a mode in which mind as a whole makes its appearance. As 
the mind that actually exists is not richer than it [Absolute Knowl­
edge], so, too, mind in its actual content is not poorer."6 Thus 
the Hegelian Logic constructs the dialectic of those essences re­
vealed in experience and, as Being reflecting upon itself independ­
ently of human consciousness, provides their validation. It is not 
man who creates philosophy; philosophy creates itself through 
man and the philosophy of philosophy is founded upon the con­
sciousness of a corresponding ideal genesis, the attempt to ground 
metaphysics as a logic of philosophy. 

The General Schema of the Logic 

Hegel's Logic, as Benedetto Croce has expressed it, is a logic 
of philosophy. For Hegel thought is never formal. It is always 
thought of Being, thought of the "thing itself." There is, therefore, 
no question of formulating the general laws of analytic thought, 
apart from all content or meaning. On the contrary, the concept, 
judgment, and reason are considered in relation to the develop­
ment of meaning and not as tools of logic. The guiding notion is 
the concept of form in which meaning is constituted by the content 
of thought, namely, the Absolute. Hegel's Logic, as the logic of 
philosophy, is the expression of absolute Being in so far as it is 
open to expression and given voice in the variety of philosophies 
that have arisen in human history. Each of the philosophies of 
the past has expressed the Absolute from a certain standpoint, 
just as the Leibnitzian monad expresses the entire universe from 
its point of view. In a work from his Jena period Hegel wrote, 
concerning the great philosophical systems, that "Every philoso­
phy is perfect in itself and, like an authentic work of art, con­
tains within itself a totality."7 In each philosophical system the 
Absolute is thought and finds its expression. The comparison with 
a work of art reflects Schelling's influence in the Jena period. But 
in his lectures on aesthetics Hegel shows equally how poetry-in 
its most general sense-borders upon philosophy in so far as it 
employs a language which constitutes the existence of universal 
self-consciousness because it permits the translation of the limits 
and particularity of singular experience onto the plane of the 
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universal. It is language which creates the individuation of the 
Universal, or the manifestation of the existential unity of the Sin­
gular and the Universal. Language ·announces simultaneously 
the object of which one is speaking and the subject who_ speaks; 
language is the voice that "the moment it speaks, recognizes itself 
as no longer a voice without a self." 

Hegel's Logic develops Kant's discovery in the Transcendental 
Logic of the identity of the conditions of the objects of experience 
with the very conditions of the knowledge of experience. Kant, 
however, refused to tum the Transcendental Logic into a logic of 
philosophy and left the phantom of the thing-in-itself floating be­
yond possible experience. But Hegel pushes to the limit Kant's 
conception of the identity of nature and the thought of nature, and 
seizes upon the categories not just as schematized concepts of 
phenomena but as expressions of the Absolute. There is nothing 
beyond the categories through which the Absolute is expressed as 
at once an object and the thought of the object. Each category is 
a particular moment oj that primary identity and is enriched and 
developed in a particular philosophical system, although its refu­
tation is the result of its inadequacy due to the particularity or 
partiality 6f its standpoint. However, it is this very partiality which 
makes possible history in the strict sense.8 Each category is the 
Whole, or the Absolute, and though it is a particular and inade­
quate expression, it is nevertheless a necessary expression, con­
sidered as a stage in a developmental process. 

There is thus a certain correspondence between the actual 
genesis of the history of philosophy and the ideal genesis of the 
categories in Hegel's Logic. But the parallel is not a perfect one. 
For history is subject to temporal vicissitudes and particular situ­
ations. As long as there is meaning which has not found expres­
sion--or is alienated-there will be, indeed, perhaps there must 
be, misunderstanding. The Hegelian attempt to locate the cate­
gories in a rearrangement that would demonstrate their internal 
pattern suggests a comparison with the mathematician who might 
struggle to rethink systematically the various concepts of mathe­
matics that have appeared in history. But the comparison falters 
because the mathematician can abstract from the existential rela­
tionships behind his concepts. By contrast, the logic of philoso-
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phy, though not restricted to an actual genesis, which is the 
condition of the appearance in human experience of the categories 
of the Absolute, must present an ideal genesis and explicate the 
dialectic which binds the categories one to another due to their 
mutual inadequacies and the necessity of transcendence which is 
the internal dynamic of their development. As a logic of philoso­
phy, Hegel's Logic presupposes all the systems of philosophy to 
which he makes continual reference in the comments appended to 
the Logic.9 But at the same time the Logic attempts to substitute 
in place of the actual history of these systems an ideal genesis 
which would reveal the connection between all the categories. The 
latter are no longer seen as historical moments but as moments 
of the logos, of a reflection of Being at once intuitive, since it is 
always the thought of an immediate totality which includes Being 
and itself, and discursive, since it presents in mediated thought the 
latter totality in each of its aspects, stopping at each one, appear­
ing to dwell upon and to enrich it as though it were the only 
aspect, finally to discover its inadequacy and the necessity of 
transcending it. "In reality there exists no essential hard and fast 
distinction drawn between what appears to be the concepts and 
the development that pervades them." 

Everything happens as though the one and only category, the 
Absolute, were assuming specific forms and developing itself to 
the point where it has exhausted its riches, while remaining ex­
ternally the same category, the same absolute reflection of Being 
which develops and forms itself to the point where it can validate 
its own point of origin. This thought is necessarily cyclical. It 
furnishes its own proof through its own development and in tum 
this proof, or dialectic, ,far from being an instrument employed 
externally upon Being, is in fact an internal development which 
integrates Being. The proof or dialectic is not external to its ob­
ject, the Absolute; it is its own movement. Nor is it the instru­
ment of a knowledge alien to its object. It is the Absolute itself 
which posits itself in this manner. Indeed, it is Absolute precisely 
on account of this mode of positing itself, that is to say, becoming 
only in the end what it pretends to be in the beginning. The 
Absolute exists only through positing itself. "Of the Absolute it 
must be said that it is essentially a result."lO Thus we may under-
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stand the development of Hegel's Logic, as starting from Being 
and progressing toward the Concept, or Meaning, while in this 
very movement positing Meaning as Being, in order to return to 
its starting point and there perhaps to initiate a new cycle. Indeed, 
the cyclical form of the Logic is expressed in the phrase :  "Being 
is Meaning and Meaning is Being." The starting point is immedi­
acy, or Being-in-itself which pretends to be an absolute origin, and 
which, in so far as it develops, assumes its proper expression as 
Meaning. But in tum Meaning becomes Being, reverts to imme­
diacy, and is absorbed as the past of what was a future. It is 
remarkable to note how in his early works, where he uses the 
ideas of positivity and destiny, Hegel had given a concrete ex­
pression to what in the Logic he would formulate with such uni­
versality. The absolute Idea with which the Logic terminates, the 
identity of Being and Meaning, leads back to an original immedi­
acy, but in this restored form this immediacy presents itself as 
nature. Nature is the Absolute Idea as it exists in immediacy, 
such that there is an unmediated identity between Nature and the 
Logos, a posited identity which, once it has become for-itself, is 
mind, in which nature again reflects upon itself as logos. 

Let us consider further that identity of Meaning and Being, the 
demonstration of which is the substance of the Logic. The mo­
ment which mediates the categories of Being and the Concept or 
Meaning is the moment of Essence. The understanding of Hegel's 
Logic lies in the unfolding of the categories in respect of these 
fundamental aspects : the logic of Being or Immediacy, the logic 
of Essence or Reflection, the logic of the Concept or Meaning. The 
first is the eternal present of Being; the second is the eternal past 
of Being: "Wesen ist was gewesen ist."11 The third is the eternal 
future of Being which continuously becomes present, so that tem­
porality is the very eternity of the Concept, or the Meaning which 
is the subjectivity of Being and which confounds itself with and 
loses itself in Being. Being, and the �ame is true of Nature, is a 
lost meaning yet a meaning that exists only as Being. It is not an 
ought-to-be, a sollen which would be the expression of a false 
infinity of the future, just as the idea of an origin, of an absolute 
immediacy, is the expression of a false infinity of the past. The 
significance of the Absolute as Subject lies in its being the con-
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crete identity of immediacy and mediation, of intuition and dis­
cursive reason. Mediation is not to be understood as an inter­
mediary but as a concrete totality. In the Phenomenology, when 
speaking of the Christian religion, Hegel enunciates the eternal 
return of Meaning to Being as the law of their reciprocity. Chris­
tianity is always tempted to return to an absolute origin, to re­
discover the authentic message of the man-god, and the various 
schools and churches have sought purification in the return to this 
absolute: "This reversion to the primitive is based on the instinct 
to get at the concept, the ultimate principle; but it confuses the 
origin, in the sense of the immediate existence of the first histori­
cal appearance, with the simplicity of the concept."12 This con­
fusion is a constant one, for the search for an origin, or the quest 
of immediacy, always haunts our mind. But the opposite is equally 
true, that we are haunted by a meaning which can only be a dis­
tant future and which stands in radical opposition to the imme­
diacy of Being. Between the two options, the thought which 
separates appearance, or existence, from essence, or the condi-' 
tions of the intelligibility of existence, results in the conception of 
two worlds, one of which is the reason for the other. The con­
sciousness which can represent to itself immediacy raises this es­
sential mediation to the Absolute in a form which is appropriate 
to it by using the categories of Space and Time to represent the 
mediation itself in the mode of the immediate: "The conditions 
'past' and 'distance' are, however, merely the imperfect form in 
which the immediateness gets mediated or made universal."13 

Thus the logos of Being expresses primarily the immediacy of 
Being through the development of the categories for the descrip­
tion of immediacy which are then presupposed in any description 
of Sense-awareness. Mediation is, of course, necessary but as a 
Protean capacity for assuming different forms. Although thought 
is always the total and integral thought of Being, an intuitive 
thought, it nevertheless abstracts from its own wealth and devel­
opment and posits itself originally as Being and Non-Being, or as 
the permanent oscillation from the one to the other, an oscillation 
which internalizes contradiction. Being is Non-Being since it comes 
into being; it is a continual nihilation and yet it always is, since 
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it never ceases to come into being. Concrete thought is the dis­
equilibrium of mediation which proceeds from one term to the 
other, unable ever to think them through in terms of each other. 
The categories of Quality and Quantity express the immediacy of 
Being and its disequilibrium. With the appearance of one cate­
gory, the other disappears and the movement of mediation is pre­
cisely this conjunction and disjunction of categories which deny 
each other and yet necessitate each other. Contradiction is present 
in immediacy in the most critical form. In connection with these 
categories, it is well known how Hegel returns to some of the 
classics of the history of philosophy, Parmenides and Heraclitus, 
as well as the Atomists. By means of the category of Measure, 
the concrete unity of qualitative and quantitative being, Hegel 
sought to express the most profound notion of Greek thought 
which was the instrument for the transition to the categories of 
Essence, as in Plato. 

The categories of Essence manifest not only the immediate 
opposition between Being and Non-Being, but also the reflection 
of Being which has internalized Non-Being. In this case mediation 
is no longer an immediate process but is reflection from one term 
to another. Very briefly, one might say that the contradiction 
involved here is the opposition between intelligible essence and 
appearance. Being no longer passes over into Non-Being; instead, 
it appears (not only to consciousness, the Latin word videtur has 
the double sense of "to be seen" and "to seem"),  but to itself. 
Being reduplicates itself in such a way that appearance is just as 
necessary to essence as essence .is to appearance, and these two 
realms simultaneously demand and contradict one another, each 
reflecting the other. The postulation of this distinction is the logi­
cal foundation of the datum of history. Philosophers such as 
Spinoza and Leibnitz have attempted to get at the very roots of 
the intelligibility of Being, but it is a question of the identity of 
intelligibility with appearances, of substance wi¢. its modes. 

Just. as in the Phenomenology, man alienates his own self­
consciousness and makes out of it a God through whom he ex­
plains himself, so Being alienates itself from itself (reflects upon 
itself) and posits the Absolute beyond the appearance or Phe-
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nomena. This reflection of Being becomes another Being, Essence, 
through which the intelligibility of Being is realized, distinct from 
the phenomenon, although the entire development of the category 
of Essence is to overcome that distinction through the complete 
identity of Essence and Appearance. The intelligibility of Essence 
is wholly present in Appearance, which is its effective reality, as 
Hegel calls it. As the latter it is the reality which actualizes itself, 
in which necessity is not distinct from the contingency of appear­
ance. It is the reality that is an intelligible reality whose develop­
ment is nothing else than the process of its own comprehension. 
Hegel shows that reality is not the manifestation of an Absolute 
that never ceases to be distinct from it. Reality is the manifesta­
tion that does not aim beyond itself; it is not dependent but 
sufficient in its own self-manifestation. Reality is not the presen­
tation of an absolute content to which appearance is related as 
its form, for its form is identical with its content: "The Absolute 
inasmuch as it is a process of explanation which is self-sufficient, 
as a mode which is absolutely identical with itself, is not the 
manifestation of an interior opposed to something external but an 
absolute manifestation in-and-for-itself. For this reason it is noth­
ing less than Reality." The concrete procedure of naIve thought 
which clings to the level of immediacy has raised it to the level 
of the intelligible sources of what it grasps as appearances, and 
thus it has reflected upon itself. But it returns to its naIve state, this 
time, however, at a more intense level, and it is here that the 
necessity that has been reflected upon reveals itself immediately. 
Essence is no longer the condition of reality but becomes its 
meaning and is identical with reality in so far as it is self-com­
prehension and no longer simply that which is understood. 

In the third part of the Logic which Hegel entitles "Subjective 
Logic" the Concept occupies the stage in place of essence and the 
Logic becomes, properly speaking, a logic of meaning, where 
meanin& is identified with a reality in process, or Being itself, 
the original Being that had revealed itself as meaning. The Ab­
solute Idea in which the Logic culminates is this meaning as 
Being, the return to immediacy which is the very reality of medi­
ation. The logic of the immediate, or Being, is the counterpart to 
the description of Sense-awareness, the first great metaphysics of 
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Being. The logic of Essence is in turn the complement to the 
thought of the intelligibility of Sense-awareness, the metaphysics 
of essence. But the logic of the Concept, through which the Abso­
lute reveals itself as Subject, not only as a being-for-understanding, 
but as a self-understanding being that creates itself and, as it were, 
becomes identical with its concrete realization of its own demon­
stration, is the counterpart of those philosophical systems which 
since Kant have struggled to replace the thought of essence with 
the thought of meaning. But in Hegel the distinction between 
Being and Concept dissolves through mediation, Being as Concept 
and Concept as Being, and the unending shift from one to the 
other which constitutes self-reflection. The transition from Being 
to Essence (that is to say, to reflection) and the return of reflec­
tion to the immediate as meaning, through the reflection of re­
flection, is reminiscent of contemporary phenomenological thought. 

The historian of philosophy might distinguish two lines of 
thought in Hegelianism. First of all, he might point to a philosophy 
of history which culminates in what may be called humanism (the 
most usual consequence of Hegelianism) . He might then describe 
the notion of Absolute Knowledge which, as the external reflection 
upon the philosophies of the past, constitutes no less an internal 
philosophy of complete immanence in which thought abstracts 
from Time everything but the external temporality of mediation 
and thus transcends history. Is it possible to reconcile the Hegelian 
philosophy of history (which is strictly a philosophy of human 
history) with the notion of Absolute Knowledge in the Logic? 
Perhaps we should adopt the

· 
suggestion in the Phenomenology 

that we consider history as simply the preparation of Absolute 
Knowledge, or, in other words, a reflexive logic of philosophy. 
But that would imply some sort of end to history as we know it, 
or at least the appearance of an absolutely new phase of human 
history. Absolute Knowledge would at the same time transcend 
humanism, since self-consciousness only expresses the adventure 
of Being, and, as a philosophy of the Absolute, it would itself 
transcend all history. The identity postulated between Meaning 
and Being (or the death of God) would inaugurate a new de­
parture to which the notion of history would no longer be proper. 
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background of, 42-54; effects of, 
60-62; and Enlightenment, 50-
54; and Restoration, 59 

general will, 54-55, 111; and gov-
ernment, 57 

genesis, of the absolute, 178-179 
"German Constitution," 41 
German Ideology, 98, 128, 131 
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Germany, 37, 42, 59, 61, 76, 100, 
118, 120, '122, 133, 134, 141 

God, death of, 172, 183; transcen­
dental, 173 

God-man, and humanity-god, 167 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 48, 

73; quoted, 4, 6 
Greek people, 25 

hand, human, xv-xvii 
Hegel, Georg; on absolute lib­

erty, 50, 51. 54-62; on action, 
153-156; on alienation, 70-90, 
1 16; on consciousness, 3-5, 12-
18, 44-50; dialectic of life, 9-12; 
dialectic, origin of, 75-76; on 
desire, 158-164; early radicalism 
of, 39-41, 71;  and end of history, 
86-90, 116; on Enlighteument, 
50-54; on existence, 22-31, 
164-167; on externalism, 81-86; 
formative years of, 36-42; and 
father, 36; on history, spirit of, 
12-18; influence of Adam Smith 
on, 72, 75-76, 78; influence of 
French Revolution on, 42-62; 
and Kierkegaard, 22-23; the "last 
philosopher," 97; on life, infinity, 
and relation, 5-9; ,on logic, 169-
183; on nature and the human 
situation, 156-158; on objecti­
fication, 70-90, 81-86; on phe­
nomenology, 22-31;  on philoso­
phy and political economy, 72-
81;  religion, attitude toward, 39; 
on state, idea of, 105-111;  on 
truth, 164-167 

Helvetius,' Claude Adrien, 53 
Herder, Johann Gottfried von, 6 
Herr, Lucien, 164; quoted, 154 
historical materialism, vii, 72, 94, 

95 
history, vi, vii, 13-14, 15-16, 113, 
, 116, .177; and capitalism, 146; 

and communism, 86; and con­
sciousness, 131-132; and idea, 
51, 117; and life, 126; meaning 
of, 166-167; and nature, xix; and 
negation, 30-31;  as outcome of 
alienation, 100; philosophy of, 
127, 148-149, 183; and philo­
sophical dialectic, 94-95; and 
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reason, 154-155; and spirit, 13-
14; and truth, 166; and war, 117; 
and work, 166; see also end of 
history 

hoarder, 141, 146 
Hoffmeister, Johannes, 6, 107 
Holderlin, Friedrich, 26, 37 
human condition, and philosophy, 

94-95 
human emancipation, 126; and 

alienation, 130-137, 148 
human nature, essence of, 154 
humanism, 183; and knowledge, 174 
humanity-god, and God-man, 167 
Hume, DavId, 74, 154 

idea 5, 55, 82; absolute, and nature, 
179; of freedom, 135; Hegelian, 
93, 100; and history, 51, 117;  
and human emancipation, 136-
137; and individual, 159-160; of 
liberation, 135; and life, 107, 
108; and nations, 126; and phi­
losophy, 134-135; vs. reality, 97; 
of religion, 134; and revolution, 
122-123; and social classes, 126; 
and state, 102, 109, 110, 112-
114, 118-119; and war, 121-122 

idealism, 14, 78, 82, 98, 136; He­
gelian, v, 85-86, 109, 112, 117, 
122, 128, 134; specnlative, 93, 
113, 115 

identity, 6, 7 
immediacy, 173, 179, 181 
individual, 10-1 1; and idea, 159-

160; vs. species, 131 
individualistic atomism, 111  
individuality, universal, 77-78; and 

universal life, 158-160, 161, 162 
infinite, 7-9 
infinity, 8, 9, 11  
infra-structure, ix, 95; social, 39 
intentional analysis, 165 
intersubjectivity, xii, xiii, 163-164 
Introduction to the Study of Hegel, 

vii 
intuition, 14-16 
Italy, 59 

Jenenser Logik, 6, 7, 12, 14, 15 
Jenenser Metaphysik, 5, 12, 14, 15, 

16 
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Jenenser Realphilosophie, 6, 12-13, 
15, 16, 77 

Jenenser System, 4, 26 
Jews, and the universal, 25 

Kant, Immanuel, 6, 8, 54, 61, 72, 
74, 78, 99, 146, 154, 155, 177, 
183 

Karl Marx, Early Writings, 85, 93, 
132, 133, 134 

Kierkegaard, Soren, v, vi, 31,  82, 
97, 101, 134; and Hegel, 22-23; 
quoted, 100 

knowledge, see absolute knowledge 
Kojeve, Alexandre, vii 

labor, xiii, 155, 163; dehumaniza­
tion of, 80; as desire, 165-166; 
and human existence, 166; and 
humanization of nature, 165; 
man's objectification in, 83; sale 
of, and sl9:yery, 146; value of, 
72, 79 

labor power, and labor value, 145-
146 

labor theory of value, 137-144 
labor-value, 127; and constant/var­

iable capital, 138; as ethical con­
cept, 135-136; and sUlplus value, 
139, 143, 148 

La Bruyere, Jean de, 46 
language, xvi; and individuation of 

universal, 177; as logos of be­
ing, 169 

La Rochefoucauld, 46; quoted, 45 
law of concentration, 99 
legislative power, 120-121, 122 
Leibnitz, Gottfried Wilhelm, 10 
Lenin, Vladimir llyich, viii, ix, 

7 1, 128 
Lessing, Gotthold, 37; quoted, 52 
liberal society, xvi-xvii 
liberalism, 58, 75, 78, 109, 1 10; 

vs. socialism, 1 1 1  
liberation, idea of, 135 
liberty, v, 30, 37, 60; absolute, 50, 

51, 54-62; communal vs. indi­
vidualistic, 38, 1 1 1  

life, 5-9, 154; animal, 157; and 
the city, 113; consciousness of, 
3-5, 12-18, 23-3 1; vs. death, 
30, 1 17; dialectic of, 9-12; as 
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history, 126; and idea, 107, 
108; and negativity, 30; and self­
consciousness, 24, 25, 130-132, 
153-156, 164; vs. speculation, 
135; truth of, 157; universal, 
156-158, 164; universal, and in­
dividuality, 158-160, 161, 162; 
whole .of, 24 

life instinct, 87-88 
living agent, 9-12 
Logic (Hegel) see Science of 

Logic 
logic, 176-1 83; transcendental, 177 
logos, 86; of being, 180; and man, 

157; and nature, 86, 179 
love, 27, 157, 162 
L5with, Karl, quoted, xvi-xvii 
Lukacs, Georg, 70-78, 81, 86, 88 
Luther, Martin, 61; quoted, 43 

Malraux, Andre, quoted, 169 
man, and absolute truth, 135; 

alienated, 87, 97-98, 1 13, 1 16, 
118, 140, 148; authentic, 101, 
104, 1 16, 132; as citizen, 38, 39, 
54, 58, 109-110, 1 1 1, 1 19-120, 
122; essence of, 154; and labor, 
165; and logos; 157; and nature, 
xviii-xix, 97-98; and self-con­
scious recog¢tion, 158; as sick 
animal, 26; as species-being, 83 

market, 127, 138, 139, 145; vs. pro­
duction, 144 

Marx, Karl : and alienation, con­
cept of, 130-137; and aliena­
tion of man, 96-102; and alien­
ation, political, 102-104; early 
development, 93-96; on Hegel­
ian idea of state, 105-125; in­
fluence of Darwin, 126-130; in­
fluence of Hegel, 126-130; and 
labor theory of value, 137-144; 
letter to his father, 1837, 93-
95; and philosophy of history, 
148-149; and sUlplus value, theory 
of, 145-148 

Marxian dialectic, see dialectic 
Marxism, vs. existentialism, 1 17 
Marx's Early Period, 96, 97, 129 
master, vs. slave, vii, xiii, 17-18, 

29, 44, 51, 133, 153, 159, 160, 
163, 166 
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materialism, 97, 98; dialectical, 96; 
historical, vii, 72, 94, 95 

materialistic monism, vii 
matter, viii 
meaning, and being, 171, 172, 179-

180, 183; concept of, 179, of 
human history, 166-167; and 
recognition, 164 

. 

measure, as category, 181 
mediation, 180, 181 
monarchy, absolute, 45, 46; con­

stitutional, 55, 108, 1 14-115; 
hereditary, 114-115 

money, 142, 145; as abstract uni­
versal, 98; as alienation, 140 

Montesquieu, Charles Louis de 
Secondat, 37, 40, 45, 75 

mystification, 82, 86, 102, 112, 114, 
116, 127, 137, 139; and Hegel­
ian idealism, 85, 122 

Napoleon I, vii, 58-60, 72, 81, 93, 
107, 118, 134, 160 

Napoleon Ill, ix 
nation, vs. social class, 136 
nationalism, 137 
naturalism, 78 
Natural Law, 15, 57 
natural rights, xvii 
natural science, 5 
nature, vi; as absolute idea, 179; 

as alienation, 85; and history, 
xix; humanization of, 80, 82, 98, 
132; vs. idea, 5; and logos, 86, 
179; and man, xviii-xix, 97-98; 
moment of, 163; philosophy of, 
86, 101, 157; and recognition, 
165; vs. society, 79; Spinozan 
view of, 160; and universal life, 
156-158 

necessity, 164-165, 182 
negation, xii, 72, 157; and animal, 

162; determined by negativity, 
158; principle of, 156 

negative, power of, 7; principle of, 
30 

negativity, vi, 30, 158; absolute, 28 
Neveu de Rameau, xvi, 48, 89, 98 
Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, 160 

Index 

noble consciousness, 44-47, 49, 51 
Nohl, Herman, 107 
non-being, and being, 157, 180-181 

objectification, 78;  vs. alienation, 
79, 81-90; of labor power, 145; 
of work, 84 

objectivism, 126 
opposition, 7, 86 
other, xii, xiii, 87, 88 

pantragedy, 81 
peasantry, 60 
phenomenon, economic, 127 
phenomenology, vii, 22-31, 153-

167; contemporary, 174-175 
Phenomenology of Mind, vi, vii, ix, 

xiii-xvii, 3-5, 12-17, 23, 24, 30, 
31, 35, 36, 42, 59-61, 70, 72, 
77, 81, 84, 86, 89, 93, 94, 96-
100, 103, 107, 113, 124, 126-
128, 130, 137, 14.0, 141, 153-
155, 157, 161, 166, 167, 170, 
172, 174, 175, 180, 181, 183 

philosopher, 134; vs. Bohemian, 48-
50 

philosophical categories, xii, 177-
178, 180-181 

Philosophie des Geistes, 14 
philosophy, vs. action, 93, 98, 100; 

of art, 134; of being, 169-170; 
of history, 127, 148-149, 183; and 
human condition, 94-95; and 
idea, 134-135; of nature, 86, 101, 
157; of philosophy, 170, 176; and 
political economy, 72-81; of reli­
gion, 101, 134; and revolution, 
122-123; and science, 74 

Philosophy of History, 51, 86 
Philosophy of Mind, 15-16, 59, 78 
Philosophy of Right, 94, 108, 113, 

122, 128, 129, 134; see also 
Contributions to the Critique of 
Hegel's Philosophy of Right 

Plato, 102, 106, 107, 181 
pleasure, 165 
political economy, and philosophy, 

72-81 
"Positivity of Christian Religion," 

42 
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poverty, vs. wealth, 80 
power, 77 
predicate, universal, and subject, 

167 
priest, 52-53 
production, economic, 7, 139, 146; 

vs. market, 144 
profit, tendency to falling rate of, 

147 
proletarianization of society, 99, 

103 
proletariat, 87, 120, 138, 139, 145, 

146; and alienation, vi, 127; and 
end of alienation, 123-124; - and 
human emancipation, 135, 136-
137; self-consciousness of, 100-
102, 103; as universal class, 144, 
148 

quality, as category, 181 
quantity, as category, 7, 181  

realism, 136 
reality, and absolute, 182 
reason, 37, 39, 55, 82; and history, 

154-155 
recognition, vi, xii; and death, 166; 

and meaning, 164; and self-con­
sciousness, 28, 158, 162-163; and 
nature, 165 

reflection, logic of, 179 
Reflections on the French Revolu­

tion, 41 
relation, 8-9, 16-17 
religion, 23-80; Marxian critique of, 

101; philosophy of, 101, 134; see 
also Christianity 

Republic, 102, 106 
Restoration, 59 
revolution, and philosophy, 122-

123; see also American Revolu­
tion, French Revolution 

Ricardo, David, 73, 80 
Robespierre, Maximilien Marie Isi­

dore de, 57, 58 
romantic vitalism, 1 13 
romanticism, 26, 79, 93; German, 

4, 6 
Rousseau, Jean Jacques, 37, 50, 54, 

75, 87; quoted, 56, 57 
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Saint-Just,_ Louis de, quoted, 55 
Sartre, Jean-Paul, v, ix, xii 
Schelling, Friedrich, 4-7, 14-16, 

26, 37, 39, 41, 113, 157, 176 
Schiller, Johann von, 37, 39, 48 
Science of Logic, vii, viii, 126-128, 

169, 172, 175-179, 182 
scientific objectivism, 96 
scientism, 98 
self-consciousness, xii, xiii, xvii, 3, 

9, 12, 17, 50, 51; alienated, 181; 
in bourgeois society, 97-98; and 
concept, 164-165; and desire, 26-
27, 161-164; and human body, 
xv-xvi; intellectual, 84; inalien­
able/alienated, 99-102; and life, 
24, 25, 130-132, 153-156, 164; 
and love, 27-28; and nature, 156-
158; and other-self, 28, 162; of 
proletariat, 100-102, 103; reci­
procity of, 163; and recognition, 
28, 158, 162-163; and tension, 
87; universal, 164, 172; and 
work, 166 

servitude, vs. domination, 131; see 
also master, slave 

sexes : relation between, 11; separa­
tion of, 159 

slave, vs. master, vi, xiii, 17-18, 29, 
44, 51, 133, 153, 159, 161, 163, 
165, 166 

slavery, and labor market, 146 
Smith, Adam, 72, 73, 77-79, 138; 

and Hegelian dialectic, 75-76 
social class, 136, 148; and revolu-

tion, 122-123 
Social Contract, 54 
social contract, 51, 56 
social dialectic, 80 
socialism, vs. liberalism, 111  
socialist humanism, 82 
society: economic basis of, 95; vs. 

nature, 79; proletarianization of, 
99, -103; and state, xvii, 1 1 1-112 

sociology, 75, 79 
sovereignty, 114 
speech, human, xv-xvi, xvii 
Spinoza, Baruch, 5, 6, 9, 10, 26, 

154, 156, 158, 159; on desire, 
158-164; on nature, 160 
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spirit: absolute, viii, 12, 15, 50-51, 
85; and absolute impulse, 164; 
and event, 165; as history, 13-14; 
and man, 154; and time, 13; of 
times, 35-36 

state, xvi-xvii, 54; and bourgeois 
society, 80, 102, 108-109, 1 11, 
1 12, 1 17-1 18, 122-123; and bu­
reaucracy, 118-120; and business 
world, 60; vs. church, 37-39; and 
constitution, 122; and democracy, 
1 15-116; and idea, 102; and legis­
lative power, 120-121, 122; man's 
alienation in, 102-104; power of, 
44-48, 141; and society, xvii, 1 1 1-
1 12; qua state, 109 

Stirner, Max, 131, 134 
structuralism, viii 
structure, ix 
subject, xii, 31;  and absolute, viii, 13, 

175, 179-180, 183; and universal 
predicate, 167 

super-structure, ix, 95; of economic 
world, 87 

supply and demand, 139 
supra-strl.!cture, 51, 1 1 1  
surplus value, 127, 142, 143; and 

capital, 138, 148; and labor value, 
139, 143; theory of, 145-148 

System der Sittlichkeit, 14, 15, 26, 75 

tension: in class conflict, 1 16; dia­
lectical, 88; and self-consciousness, 
87 

theology, viii 
thing-in-itself, 174, 176, 177 
time, 183; and spirit, 13 
Tocqueville, Alexis de, quoted, 46 
totalitarianism, 58 
totality, viii, ix, 55, 56, 57, 75; and 

self-consciousness, 156 
tragedy, vs. comedy, 81  
transcendence, 146; concept of, 133; 

of philosophy, 134-135; of reli-
gion, 134 

transcendental consciousness, 167 
transcendental entity, 8 
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transcendentalism, 170 
transcendental logic, 177 
transcendental psychology, 153, 154 
truth, 94; absolute, 53, 135; vs. cer-

tainty, 171-172, 173; dialectic, 
165; eternal, 167; and existence, 
164-167; and history, 166; of life, 
157; and moment of nature, 163' 

two worlds, 42-43, 180 

unhappy consciousness, see con­
sciousness 

Unhappy Consciousness in the Phi­
losophy of Hegel, vi, 23 

universal: 25, 26, 39, 45, 54; and 
individuality, 77-78; and language, 
and life, 156-162, 164; predicate 
and subject, 167; and self-con­
sciousness, 164, 172 

usurer, 141 
utilitarianism, 51, 53-54, 55 
utility, in bourgeois society, 99 

value, 47, 148; absolute, 143; and 
labor, 72, 79, 142-143, 146; labor 
theory of, 137-i44; and money, 
140; surplus, 127, 142, 143, 145-
148; theory of, 126-127; of value, 
130, 141 

Voltaire, Fran90is de, 52 

wages, and labor power, 146; law of, 
146 

VVahl, Jean, vi, 23 
war, 30, 60; and idea, 121-122 
wealth, 44, 46, 47-48, 49, 141; and 

culture, xvi; dialectic of, 77; vs. 
poverty, 80 

whole; 12, 94, 177; of life, 24 
will, general, 54-55, 57, 1 1 1  
will-to-power, 49, 127, 129-130, 

137, 140-141 
work, xii, xiv, xv, xviii; collective; 

166; objectification of, 84 

Young Hegel, The, 70-90 
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