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3.1. Introduction 

This chapter deals with Hegel’s account of “determinate being” (Dasein), the “ought,” and “infinity,” in the “Quality” section of the first part—the Doctrine of Being—of his Science of Logic. This is the beginning of Hegel’s extensive analysis of reality, freedom, subjectivity, and God, in the Logic. Hegel doesn’t often use the word, “God,” in the Logic; he says more about “freedom” and the “subject” in the final part of the Logic (the Doctrine of the Concept) than in the earlier parts; and his account of all of these topics develops additional dimensions in the Philosophy of Spirit and the Philosophy of Right; but I will show that his accounts in the Doctrine of Being of what he calls “negativity” and “true infinity” address fundamental issues about reality, freedom, subjectivity, and God in a way that establishes a pattern which the rest of his philosophical system doesn’t depart from, but only elaborates. In particular, the articulation of “negativity” in “true infinity” shows: (a) how we can preserve what is true in Kant’s respect for nature and in his conception of freedom without becoming entangled in the problems of the two “worlds” or two “standpoints” that Kant believed this combination required; (b) how thought is more fundamental than being, or (as Hegel puts it) how “substance” becomes “subject”; and (c) what is true, and not a mere “projection” of features of humanity, in traditional theism. It is also crucial to interpreting (d) Hegel’s famous dictum, in the Philosophy of Right, that “what is rational is actual and what is actual is rational” (PR 24/20)—which has been thought by many readers to undermine the idea of rational criticism of society and thus the idea of individual freedom—and Hegel’s critique of the supposed “emptiness” of Kantian ethics, and his alternative, non-Kantian demonstration that autonomy requires ethics. The relevance of negativity and true infinity to Hegel’s ethical and social theories, and the effective ubiquity of the topic of freedom in Hegel’s Logic and his system, are underlined by the fact that that in his lectures Hegel used the same formula for the “concrete concept of freedom”—namely, that ‘I’ “is with itself in its limitation, in this other” (PR §7A; emphasis added)—that he used for true infinity: “the true infinity consists . . . in being with itself in its other” (EL §94A; compare EG §386,A). (In the text of PR §7R, what Hegel explicitly connects with the will is “singularity” and the Concept, which figure in the third part of the Logic, but it will become clear that negativity and true infinity are intimately connected to these later developments in the Logic.) Since (b), (c), and (d) are among the most controversial major features of Hegel’s philosophy, a proper understanding of how he argues for them can render his philosophy as a whole much more plausible than it is without such an understanding. And (a), Hegel’s relation to Kant, is, of course, another major domain of difficulty for interpreters of what Hegel is up to, and for his critics. 
In view of its importance for all of these issues, it is not surprising that in the Encyclopedia Logic, Hegel in fact describes true infinity as “the fundamental concept [Grundbegriff] of philosophy” (EL §95R; see 3.10, below). Elsewhere he makes similar remarks about negativity, which I will show is a germinal version of the same idea. 

As I’ve indicated, I will be arguing that Hegel agrees with Kant about an important feature of freedom, but reconceives it in a way that enables him to avoid the problems that Kant’s conception runs into. To make clear precisely what Hegel takes over and what he does not take over from Kant, I should explain that besides (i) the two-worlds or two-aspects theory, there is another significant part of Kant’s thinking about freedom that Hegel does not try to defend. This is (ii) the fundamental contrast between “spontaneity” and “receptivity” which plays a central role in Kant’s thinking about freedom especially in the Antinomies of the Critique of Pure Reason (and which encourages Kant in his adoption of (i)). The aspect of Kant’s thinking about freedom that Hegel does take over and defend is (iii) the notion, which is fundamental for Kant’s ethics, that the fullest form of freedom, which Kant calls “autonomy,” involves the agent’s going beyond whatever contingent, more or less natural inclinations she may experience, by questioning their authority and seeking to be guided by something that is more ultimate and more reflective of herself. (This more ultimate thing, Kant of course takes to be the Categorical Imperative.) This third idea, (iii), which is what I referred to in the previous chapter as Kant’s “rationalism” about practical reasoning, has less to do (directly, at any rate) with his specific  form of metaphysics or epistemology, in the Critique of Pure Reason; but in relation to non-Kantian conceptions of human functioning, such as those of Hobbes and Hume, in modern philosophy, it is at least as distinctive and controversial as (i) and (ii) are; and if, as seems plausible, full freedom involves being self-governed rather than governed by something that is ultimately alien to oneself, then (iii), by itself, has at least as much right to be called a theory of freedom as (i) and (ii) do. Indeed, it may be (as Hegel evidently believes it is) Kant’s most important single contribution to the understanding of freedom.

Now the problem is that Kant, with some plausibility, takes the form of freedom that is described in (iii) to be incompatible with nature, as Kant understands nature. Kant doubts that a process of rational questioning that goes beyond inclinations for its guidance can be understood as a part of nature, with its (as he thinks) thorough-going determinism, because that determinism will operate, Kant assumes, through our being guided, ultimately, by certain finite properties—“inclinations”—that will be effectively unquestioned; whereas the defining feature of fully rational functioning is that it questions everything, and finds value, ultimately, only in rational functioning itself (as embodied in “rational agents”: the “Kingdom of Ends”). So, to deal with the incompatibility of freedom with nature that seems to result from these assumptions, Kant has recourse to (i): he allocates freedom either to a separate world from the world that he associates with nature, or to a separate “standpoint” from the standpoint that he associates with knowledge of nature, distinguishing the “phenomenal” world or the standpoint of natural determinism from the “noumenal” world or the standpoint of freedom (see, in particular, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 451-2). He thus creates for himself the difficult problem of how to relate these two worlds or standpoints to each other. Can one be understood from within the other? If not, how can they both be real (or provide access to reality)? Can we make sense of the idea of there being two realities, which are not subsumed within some more comprehensive reality of which they are merely parts—or of there being two valid standpoints, which are not judged valid from some more comprehensive standpoint? Can we take fully seriously something, such as our supposed freedom, which we can’t relate to such a more comprehensive reality or standpoint?

Hegel’s response to these problems, which  is developed in the argument by which he leads up to true infinity, is that, while he shares Kant’s conception of freedom as in some way transcending the agent’s finite, natural characteristics, he intends to show that in doing this, freedom is not radically opposed to nature, but instead freedom (as we might say) consummates nature. Hegel gives a persuasive account of “reality” according to which nature without freedom is not fully real, so that if we are inclined to regard nature as real, we must see it as internally related to and consummated by freedom. And consequently, it makes no sense to see nature and freedom, as Kant does, as two realms or standpoints that are coequal and opposed to one another. We can do justice to the way in which freedom goes beyond nature, by understanding this as an internal feature of the way in which freedom renders nature fully real, rather than as a way in which freedom is radically opposed to nature. The other striking features of Hegel’s philosophy that I mentioned—his “idealism,” his philosophical theology, and his ethical and social theories—likewise derive their special character very much from this central conceptual move. 

Hegel’s diagnosis of problems in finite being—problems which, he argues, require finite being to be linked to infinity and thus to freedom—and his account of (“spurious” and “true”) infinity, have both been found problematic by influential recent commentators.
 I will try to show that these commentators have misinterpreted Hegel, and that when we understand his argument correctly it provides an attractive alternative to Kant’s “two-worlds” or “two-standpoints” approach to the problem of freedom, while preserving what is most attractive in Kant’s conception of freedom, which is (as in (iii)) its notion of transcending finite natural inclinations through unlimited rational questioning. Everyone knows that Hegel claims somehow to overcome Kantian dualisms. But in the case of this fundamental dualism, between freedom and being or nature, no one has explained just how Hegel does this, or just what he preserves from Kant, in doing it. When we understand this we will see that Hegel has a lot more to contribute to the discussion of the nature and status of freedom than is generally recognized. And when we see how the same argument also underlies Hegel’s idealism, his philosophical theology, and his ethical and social thinking, we will have a better understanding both of his distinctive positions in these areas and of his “system” as a whole. 

To clarify how this chapter relates to the later chapters in the book, I should explain that Hegel’s procedure is to develop his ideas—and his conception of freedom, in particular—from their absolutely simplest “germ” form through many phases of increasing complexity and sophistication. This is why freedom, which is first mentioned by name in the Logic’s chapter on “Quality,” is still being discussed (as “the realm of freedom”) in the Logic’s final section, the Doctrine of the Concept,  and likewise in the third book of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, the Philosophy of Spirit (as well as in the Philosophy of Right, whose subject matter coincides with that of a major section of the Philosophy of Spirit). The result of this procedure of Hegel’s is that fundamentally important things are said about freedom at a very early stage in his discussion, in “Quality,” while the full implications of these things are developed only very gradually through the remainder of the system. That is why we will be able to learn some crucially important things about Hegel’s relation to Kant’s problems with freedom from the very first part of Hegel’s Logic, even though further discussions of and elaborations on that relationship take place throughout the remainder of Hegel’s system, and throughout the remainder of this book. It is why we can find what amounts to a “key” to Hegel’s system in the first part of the Logic, even though the full power of that key will not be apparent until we have finished with the System.

I think it is clear that the Science of Logic (together with the Encyclopedia and the Philosophy of Right) presents Hegel’s most systematic and mature treatment of these issues, so I haven’t examined in detail the earlier treatments of them in his Jena writings, including the Phenomenology of Spirit. For purposes of clarification, I sketch in some of these earlier ideas in section 3.18 (and see footnotes 15 and 20). I should also explain that by relating Hegel’s efforts, in “Quality,” to Kant, I do not by any means intend to suggest that he isn’t equally concerned in this analysis with other philosophical traditions, and in particular with Plato, Aristotle, and Spinoza. After all, Kant has no monopoly on the idea of the authority of unlimited rational questioning; something very similar is presumably at work in Plato’s conception of knowledge, in Aristotle’s conception of the human “function,” and in Spinoza’s adaptation of their ideas. I think there is an important sense in which Hegel is trying, here, to integrate what he takes to be true in Kant with what he takes to be true in Plato, in Aristotle, and in Spinoza, though for reasons of space I won’t go into most of these connections in detail (but see footnotes 8 and 16).
 

After presenting Hegel’s account of true infinity and explaining its relevance to freedom, idealism, and God,  I will go on to analyze the “collapse” that he says takes place in the idea of true infinity (as embodied in what he calls “being-for-self”), and the way in which that collapse sets the agenda for the remainder of the Logic. I  begin with a brief introduction to the Logic as a whole.

3.2. Objective Thinking

Hegel says in his Introduction that his Logic studies “objective thinking,” that is, “thought in so far as this is just as much the object [Sache] in its own self, or the object in its own self in so far as it is equally pure thought” (WL 5:43/GW 21:33,18-21/49). That the thought studied by the Logic is “the object in its own self” can be interpreted in two ways. It can be interpreted as meaning (a) that mere thinking, unrelated to reality, is of no interest to logic; and likewise reality unrelated to thinking—unformulated or unformulable in thoughts—is of no interest to it. What interests logic is thought insofar as it deals with reality, and reality insofar as thought can deal with it. That thought is the object itself can also be interpreted as meaning (b) that true objects, those that are fully real, have the character of thought just as much as they have the character of mere being or existence. Hegel here means both (a) and (b), because he thinks that (b) has been established by his Phenomenology of Spirit (see WL 5:43/GW 21:33,8-10/49). However, he also gives an extensive argument for (b) within the Logic, which will concern us in this chapter and the next two chapters, and which is entirely independent of the Phenomenology. It seems that the argument of the Logic itself could proceed, initially, on the basis of (a), alone, in which case the Logic would not depend upon the Phenomenology  for its cogency. I will return to (b)—to Hegel’s idealism, summarized in his famous thesis that we must understand “the true not only as substance but equally as subject” (PhG, p. 23, §17)—in 3.14 and in chapter 5, where I will be in a position to explain what Hegel means by it. But  I can say in advance that what he means is not that non-mental reality is located “in” any mind or minds, or that the mind “imposes” certain features on a reality that is in other respects external to it. Hegel’s “absolute idealism” is different both from George Berkeley’s (as Hegel calls it) “subjective idealism,” and from Kant’s “transcendental idealism,” and I will suggest that it is more plausible than either of them.
  

3.3. Being

As the first topic for his study of objective thinking, Hegel chooses pure being. He chooses it because thought must have some sort of content; but the content that it’s assumed to have at the beginning of the investigation must not be anything specific, or the nature of that specific content might prejudice the subsequent developments. So he chooses the least specific content that he can think of: being that is pure in the sense that it has no particular characteristics whatever. All that it has is “immediacy” (WL 5:82/GW 21:68,3/82): it is not mediated by anything other than itself.

Hegel’s choice of “being” as his point of departure does not imply any belief that it is somehow the most fundamental concept for logic or for philosophy. Quite the reverse, in fact: the most basic, because most “concrete” concept of the Logic will be the realized “Concept,” which Hegel calls the “Idea,” and the most basic concept of the system as a whole will be Absolute Spirit, because in each case these concepts will have been shown to be indispensable for making workable sense of all of the concepts that go before them, beginning with being. As Hegel often says, the “truest” concepts—those that are least in need of reformulation—are the results of the dialectical process, rather than its points of departure.

Hegel’s initial development of pure being is the famous first triad of the Logic: Being, Nothing, and Becoming. Pure being, Hegel says, contains no distinguishable determination or content, because that would set up a contrast within or outside it which would eliminate its purity. So “it is pure indeterminateness and emptiness” (WL 5:82/GW 21:69/82). “There is nothing to be intuited in it, if one can speak here of intuiting; or, it is only this pure intuiting itself. Just as little is anything to be thought in it, or it is equally only this empty thinking” (ibid.). But this indeterminate immediacy is “in deed [in der Tat] nothing” (WL 5:82/GW 21:69,3/82). Since being has no determinacy or content, there is nothing, in practice, to distinguish it from nothing. Turning, then, to nothing, Hegel observes that inasmuch as we assume that there is “a difference between intuiting or thinking something or nothing,” nothing has a distinct “meaning” (Bedeutung), and in that sense nothing “is (exists) in our intuiting or thinking” (WL 5:82/GW 21:69/82). But this makes nothing “the same empty intuiting or thinking as pure being.” And thus nothing is “the same determination, or rather absence of determination, and thus altogether the same as, pure being” (ibid.; emphasis added). Thus being has become (turned out to be) nothing, and nothing has become (turned out to be) being. “Their truth, then, is this movement of the immediate vanishing of the one in the other: becoming [Werden], a movement in which both are distinguished, but by a difference which has equally immediately  dissolved itself” (WL 5:83/GW 21:69-70/83). 

Hegel anticipates the likely objection that if “being and nothing are the same,” as he has asserted, “then it is the same whether this house is or is not, whether these hundred dollars are part of my fortune or not” (WL 5:87/GW 21:72/85). He replies that the objection misses the meaning of his assertion, which has to do not with determinate or finite beings, such as this house or my fortune, which are what they are through their relations to other determinate or finite beings in the world, but rather with “the pure abstractions of being and nothing” (WL 5:87/GW 21:72/86). Taken in abstraction from relations to other determinate or finite beings, being and nothing are the same. 

So Hegel concludes, contrary to Parmenides (WL 5:84/GW 21:70,21/83) as well as to “so-called ordinary common sense” (which Hegel contrasts with logical “science” [WL 5:86/GW 21:71,34-36/84]), that “nowhere on heaven or on earth is there anything that does not contain within itself both being and nothing” (WL 5:86/GW 21:71,6-8/85). This is because all the subsequent categories of his Logic, such as “determinate being, quality, and generally all philosophical Concepts” (WL 5:86/GW 21:72,25/85), and thus everything that is determinate and real, will contain both of them. 

And this presence of both being and nothing within everything that is determinate and real will continue to be important, because 

The thinking or representing [Vorstellen] which has before it only a specific, determinate being [ein bestimmtes Sein, das Dasein ], must be referred back to the previously mentioned beginning of the science made by Parmenides, who purified and elevated his representation, and thus also that of posterity, to pure thought, and thereby created the element of the science. (WL 5:90-91/GW 21:75-76/88; emphasis added)

That is, it won’t be enough to describe something as (for example) a “determinate being”: it will still be necessary to take into account the presence of Parmenides’s abstract “being,” within that determinate being. Why will this be necessary? Hegel says that this 

is to be regarded not only as the very first theoretical demand but even as the very first practical demand, as well. When for example a fuss is made about the hundred dollars, that it does make a difference to the state of my fortune whether I have them or not . . . we can remind ourselves that man ought to elevate himself to that abstract universality in his attitude [Gesinnung] in which he is indeed indifferent to the existence or non-existence of the hundred dollars . . . just as it ought to be a matter of indifference to him whether he is or is not, (WL 5:91/GW 21:76,2-3/89; emphasis added)

which is a duty that is recognized, Hegel says, both by Romans and by Christians. 

What in the world does this apparently moral self-“elevation” have to do with issues of actual being and non-being? Hegel doesn’t explain the connection, here, but it will be absolutely central to his Logic as a whole, into which it will make a formal and explicit entrance in the next chapter of this same section when Hegel introduces the category of the “ought” as the way in which finite being “goes beyond itself” into infinity, and thus becomes capable of full “reality.” (A germinal version of this “going beyond” is already present in the Something’s “negation of the negation,” prior to the discussion of finitude and infinity.) Hegel is going to argue that the presence of a certain kind of moral effort—and of a certain kind of intellectual effort, of which the moral effort is actually a sub-species—in fact makes a crucial difference to what can be said to be “real,” “actual,” and so forth. The “abstraction” that Parmenides engaged in when he focussed exclusively on “being” and argued against the reality of “nothing” is one expression, in Hegel’s view, of this special moral or intellectual effort; so that even though Hegel thinks that Parmenides’s thesis about nothing was mistaken, he believes that the process of abstraction that led Parmenides to that thesis exhibits an indispensable aspect of reality, to which we should be “referred back” when we are contemplating such apparently simple and common-sensical concepts as “determinate being.” Section 3.7 of the present chapter (together with sections 5.5-5.7 in chapter 5) will explain the role of this “abstraction” in some detail. 

The immediate upshot of Hegel’s discussion of being and nothing is, as I said, “becoming.” This is not just an abstract “unity” of being and nothing; rather “it consists in this movement, that pure being is immediate and one-fold, that it is therefore equally pure nothing, that there is a difference between them, but a difference which no less supersedes itself and is not” (WL 5:95/GW 21:83,22-26/92). To make room for becoming, being and nothing must be demoted to “moments” of this movement, “still different, but superseded” (WL 5:112/GW 21:92,21-23/105). Becoming, then, takes two forms, the becoming of being from nothing, and the becoming of nothing from being: that is, coming-into-being (Entstehen) and ceasing-to-be (Vergehen). Both being and nothing “vanish” in this process (because being turns out to be nothing, and nothing turns out to be being), and as a result becoming, which depends on the difference between them, also vanishes (WL 5:113/GW 21:93/106). The resulting state of vanishment is not, however, just nothing, “because in that case it would just be a relapse into one of the determinations that were already superseded [that is, into nothing], and not the result [Resultat] of nothing and of being. It is the unity of being and nothing which has settled into a stable one-foldness,” a one-foldness that is “being, no longer however in its original form, but rather as a determination of the whole,” or a “one-sided immediate unity of these moments,” which Hegel calls “Dasein” (commonly translated as “determinate being”) (WL 5:113/GW 21:94/106; emphasis added).  

This last phase of the argument, in which Hegel maintains that the vanishing of being and nothing can’t yield a mere nothing, is (once again) vital for his overall project in the Logic. If the “movement” that results from conceptual scrutiny of the kind that he is engaged in could simply cancel itself out and yield nothing, it wouldn’t get anywhere. Here he tells us why it doesn’t do that: because if the result were “nothing” it would reflect only one of the two elements of the problem that has to be resolved,  and thus it wouldn’t be a real solution, or, as he says, a “result.” (In using the words “moment” and “result,” Hegel has in mind the analogy of the parallelogram of forces, in mechanics, in which two “moments” are combined into a “resultant” force [WL 5:114/GW 21:95,36-6/107].) That is why Hegel’s famous process of “Aufhebung” or “supersession” (often translated as “sublation”) both “cancels” and “preserves” what it begins with, as Hegel goes on to point out in his “Remark” (WL 5:114/GW 21:94,15-18/107). It cancels what it starts out with, because it must somehow go beyond it; but at the same time it preserves what it starts out with, because it’s only by preserving what it starts out with, in some form, that it can be the “result” of what it starts out with, and avoid falling back into only one of the aspects of what it started out with (namely, the negative aspect, the “nothing”), and not reflecting the other aspect as well.

Against Hegel’s notion of “supersession” or (as Hegel also calls it) “determinate negation,”  Michael Rosen objects that in order to arrive at the conclusion that negation that is properly understood must “contain” (as well as cancelling) what it negates—via the assumption (not stated by Hegel) that an instance of negation, like an “operation [that is] performed upon some material,” must “adapt itself to the contours of whatever it is that is to be negated”—Hegel appears to make “the traditional, but paralogistic, assumption of equating negation with an ordinary transitive verb of action.”
 Hegel’s response to this objection is that what he is designating as “negation” is not simply the intellectual operation that we usually refer to by that word (and which we might also call “denying” the truth of a proposition or of a predication); rather, what Hegel has in mind is the construction of a contrasting statement or position, one which addresses the issue that was addressed by the position that is being “negated,” while revising the first position’s view of the issue. When Hegel says that the new statement or position must be a “result” of both of the prior positions, rather than merely repeating one of them (namely, in this case,  “nothing”), he means that it should respect the partial truth that is or may be contained in each of them. As far as his discussion has so far revealed, being and nothing are both legitimate conceptions of what it is that we discuss when we open our mouths. It seems that they can’t both simultaneously be fully adequate conceptions, since each of them “becomes” the other, rather than remaining itself; so a new conception is needed that will embody what is true in each of them, while being “stable” rather than constantly becoming something other than itself. “Determinate being” (Dasein) presents itself as a candidate for this role. No reason has been given for rejecting either being or nothing in toto; thus if they can be “preserved,” in part, within “determinate being,” while their instability is overcome, they should be so preserved. If we are interested in making intellectual progress, and not merely in rejecting proposals that have flaws, we should try to find a “result” of a problem—a reconciling conception that grants some truth to the prior, problematic conceptions—rather than flatly rejecting those conceptions. Hegel’s procedure of “supersession” or “determinate negation” is an optimistic one, which refuses to give up anything completely until good reasons have been given for giving it up completely. 

3.4.  Determinate Being, Quality, and the Beginning of the Subject

The main discussion that we will be considering in this chapter is Hegel’s treatment of “determinate being” (Dasein). Quality is the way in which determinate being is determinate. (“Determinate,” here, means “specific,” rather than externally “determined,” by, for example, causation.) Hegel’s treatment of the idea of something’s being itself—“being-within-self,” Insichsein—and eventually his treatment of the “ought” and the self-transcending “infinite,” will emerge from his consideration of what it is for determinate being to be a specific quality. 

Hegel describes the determinateness of quality as involving both “reality” and “negation.” These are the successors, within determinate being, of being and nothing (WL 5: 118/GW 21:98-99,29-35/111). What Hegel seems to have specifically in mind, in connection with “negation,” is that qualities are organized in what we might call a conceptual space, such that being one particular quality is not being the other qualities that are conceptually related to it. Being the quality, “red,” for example, is not just being a conceptually indeterminate “something or other,” knowable only by direct inspection; rather, it is being something that belongs in the conceptual space of color, and thus it is not being the color, “blue,” the color, “yellow,” etc.  In this way, the identity of the quality, “red,” essentially involves reference to what that quality is not: it essentially involves “negation.”
 Hegel sometimes refers to this dependence of quality on other qualities as “alteration” (WL 5:127/GW 21:106,8-9/118; EL §92,A), but it’s important to remember that in this initial context of quality as such, there is nothing analogous to time (or space) in which literal alteration could take place, so the term should be understood as referring to a relationship of logical dependency rather than to one of temporal sequence or transformation, as such.  

Under the heading of “reality,” in contrast to “negation,” Hegel seems to want to capture a thought shared by philosophers like John Duns Scotus, F. H. Jacobi, and C. S. Peirce, who stress an irreducible brute “thisness,” or haecceitas, distinct from any relatedness or subsumption, as essential to reality. It seems to them that what a particular determinate being or quality is should just be a fact about it, rather than being a fact about how it relates to innumerable other determinate beings or qualities.
 Hegel’s introduction of “negation” alongside of “reality” makes it clear that “reality” (as something like “thisness”) is not without problems, but that doesn’t cause him to abandon it. Working its problems out  will, in effect, be the motor of the Logic as a whole. 

If Hegel were asked: why should we be concerned about this “reality” of determinate being? Why couldn’t we just accept that all qualities are interdependent, defined by their relations to other qualities, “all the way down,” with no remainder (and that all of them are thereby equally “real” or equally “unreal”)?—his answer would be that if something could be what it is by virtue of itself, rather than solely by virtue of its relations to other things, it would clearly be more real, when taken by itself, than something that depends on its relations to other things to make it what it is. This is not to say that the thing that depends on other things is, in any sense, illusory—the “reality” that we’re talking about here is not contrasted with illusion, but with depending on others to determine what one is. Something that makes itself what it is, has greater self-sufficiency than something that doesn’t do this, and this self-sufficiency is likely to be among the things that we think of when we think of “reality.” If it is among the things we think of, this could be because we’re aware that “reality”—like the word that Hegel uses, which is real, Realität—is derived from the Latin res, or “thing,” so that it contrasts not only to illusion but to anything that is less independent or self-sufficient than a thing. 

To see that reality in this sense (self-sufficiency, rather than non-illusoriness) could be a matter of degree—that something can be more or less self-sufficient than something else—consider nature as a whole. If nature depended on a relationship to something that is other than it, to make it what it is, it would seem to fall short of what natural science assumes about nature. For natural science assumes that it isn’t necessary to consider anything other than nature, in order to understand what nature is. (For present purposes, let’s assume that mathematics is an aspect of nature.) That is, natural science assumes that nature is self-sufficient, or, as Hegel puts it, maximally “real.” Whether science is right in assuming this is not the issue, for the moment; the point is simply that Hegelian “reality” or self-sufficiency seems to be something that natural science does expect to find, at least in nature as a whole. Probably this kind of self-sufficiency is one of the features of nature that makes everyone inclined to call it “real.” And it seems reasonable to regard this feature as sufficiently important, to say that any part of nature that lacks it, will be (in that sense) less “real” than nature itself. Nature as a whole, we might think, doesn’t depend on anything else to determine what it is—whereas some of its parts, such as the colors that I mentioned as depending on their relations to other colors to determine what specific color they are, do depend on others for this. In the case of these parts, elements, or aspects of nature, whatever “reality” they have will derive from their relationship to nature (the self-sufficient totality), rather than being their own, in their own right. In which case, it seems reasonable to refer to them as less “real” than nature itself, whose reality is its own, in its own right.

For another example, consider an attribute, which apparently can be understood as an attribute only in relation to some thing that it’s an attribute of; whereas a thing (it seems) can be understood as a thing without having in mind a relation to attributes. To be an attribute is to belong to a thing, whereas to be a thing is not, as such, to have attributes (even though in practice, of course, a thing must have them). So the thing, as such, seems to be more self-sufficient than the attribute; it is what it is merely by virtue of itself, rather than by virtue of its relation to something else; its reality depends solely on itself, whereas the attribute’s reality depends on something other than itself, and this makes it seem reasonable to say that, to that extent, the thing has more reality, or is more real, than the attribute has or is. 

Both with nature as a whole, then, and with a thing as opposed to an attribute, it seems that there is an understandable point to imputing a greater degree of “reality” or self-sufficiency to one item (namely, the thing, or nature as a whole) than to the other (the attribute, or the part of nature that depends on its relation to other parts of nature to make it what it is). Now what Hegel is suggesting is that we can apply this idea of greater and lesser degrees of reality or self-sufficiency not only to these more complex cases, but even to simple qualities, as such. A quality that is what it is by virtue of itself, and not by virtue of its relations to other qualities, would be more “real” than one that depends on its relations to others to make it what it is. 

The question is, then, how will this reality or self-sufficiency of qualities—if they have it—relate to “negation” (the way in which qualities are organized in a conceptual space, such that being one particular quality is not being the other qualities that are conceptually related to it)? To implement this idea, of the quality being what it is simply by virtue of itself rather than by virtue of its relation to other qualities, Hegel introduces the “something” (Etwas), which he describes as “the negation of the [first] negation” (WL 5:123/GW 21:103/116): that is, as something that defines itself as being, or seeks to be, independent of its relation to others. The first negation determined (that is, specified) the determinate being in terms of what it is not; this second negation determines it as not being determined in terms of what it is not. But the second “negation,” Hegel says, doesn’t signify a “simple return to the simple beginning, to determinate being as such” (ibid.), because the first “negation” was there for a good reason (namely, that qualities really are organized in a conceptual space). Instead, Hegel says, the new being, the “something,” is determinate being that is “again equal to itself through supersession [Aufhebung]of the distinction”; it is “the simple oneness of determinate being resulting from this supersession” (ibid.)—a oneness that is achieved by overcoming or superseding, by subsuming in a higher-level unity, the initial, necessary distinction.

Hegel uses a variety of terms for this project of what we might call the something’s “being itself,” as opposed to its just being part (a “member,” as one might say) of a conceptually structured universe, but they all refer to the something’s being “self-related in opposition to its relation to other” (WL 5:128/GW 21:107,32-33/119)—self-related, that is, in a way that aims somehow to overcome its relation to other, its dependence on others for the determinateness of its quality.
 

Hegel describes the something’s “negation of the negation”—its project of overcoming its dependence on others for the determinateness of its quality—as “the beginning of the subject . . . only as yet quite indeterminate” (WL 5: 123/GW 21:103,27-28/115; emphasis added). His point is that at whatever stage of development or complexity it is that a being is capable of being “self-related in opposition to its relation to other,” it is at that stage that the possibility of “being-within-self,” or what I just called “being itself,” enters the picture. What Hegel intends to do here, in first introducing the notion of “being-within-self,” is merely to mark off the possibility of this sort of complexity, not to say anything about what kind of beings might have it in practice. However, the fact that “the beginning of the subject” is already present here, near the beginning of “Quality” (and not only, for example, in the much later “Subjective Logic,” the Doctrine of the Concept), is certainly significant in relation to the relevance that I will be arguing that “Quality” has to issues about freedom, subjectivity, and God.  

3.5. “Negativity,” or the “Negation of the Negation”

I should say a bit more, before going on, about Hegel’s famous notion of the “negation of the negation,” which he also calls “absolute negativity,” or usually plain “negativity,” for short (WL 5:123-124/GW 21:103,35-37/115-116), because it will play a central role in the argument of the whole of the Science of Logic. It is obvious from what I said initially about “negation” that it is not equivalent to the relationship of denial that is formalized by modern formal logic as –p, “the proposition p is not true,” or –p(x), “the predicate p is not true of x.” Instead, it represents a conceptual relationship between one quality and another: quality x is not—it contrasts with, is different from—quality y. It should not be surprising, then, that the second level of “negation,” the “negation of the negation,” is not simply the denial of the first “negation.”  Instead, it is a conceptual relationship between the initial conceptual relationship (between two qualities) and a new, as we might call it, “hyperquality.” This hyperquality contrasts with the quality, x (that contrasts with quality y) in that, rather than being determined, in the way that x is, by its contrast to another quality y (and no doubt to other qualities as well), the hyperquality is determined, somehow, by itself.  

What is the significance of relating the hyperquality to the contrast between x and y at all? Why does Hegel refer to its determination—in his formula, “the negation of the negation”—by the same word, “negation,” which he uses to describe the determination of an ordinary quality, and why does it (therefore) seem appropriate to refer to the result as, precisely, a “hyperquality”? This relationship is significant, and this terminology is appropriate, because the relationship determines the hyperquality through a contrast, just as first-order “negation” determines the quality, x, through a contrast. The hyperquality, call it “X,” is something that is determined by the fact that it is not determined by what it contrasts with. But being determined in this way is precisely being determined by a contrast (though it’s a second-level contrast, a contrast with all first-order qualities as such, rather than a contrast with any particular first-order quality). That’s why Hegel uses the same word, “negation,” for the second-level relationship. 
So Hegel’s analysis and terminology, I suggest, are telling us something quite complex and important. They are telling us that while self-determination is a powerful and central idea, it is an idea that can be fully understood only through its intimate relationship to “other-determination.” They are telling us that self-determination is understood only when it is understood as both other than and the same as other-determination, insofar as it is itself understood through the same relationship of contrast, “negation,” that is characteristic of its opposite, other-determination. In this way, Hegel is registering an important reservation in relation to the idea of the sovereign, self-determining self. He’s not saying, as Nietzsche and postmodernists often seem to say, that this self is an illusion, there is no such thing. But he is saying that the self-determining self must be understood in a way that its theorists often, indeed characteristically, do not understand it: namely, as inseparable from the “other,” the other-determined non-self. (Kant, in particular, is guilty of missing this point, insofar as he implies that the realm or the point of view of self-determination, freedom, and noumena could, in principle, be fully understood—by a divine intelligence, if not by a human one—without reference to its counterpart realm or point of view of other-determination, nature, and phenomena.) When I say that the self-determining self is  “inseparable from” the other-determined non-self, I emphatically do not mean that it is “reducible to” the latter. The self-determining self is not reducible to the other-determined non-self, because the self-determining self is a conceptually necessary step beyond the other-determined non-self. What I do mean is that it is “unthinkable without” the latter: the self-determining self can only be thought, Hegel maintains, in the same thought with the other–determined non-self, because the self-determining self is itself conceived by iterating, in the “negation of the negation,” a concept that belongs, initially and characteristically, to the description of the domain of other-determination. What happens here is that the domain of other-determination, in a sense, goes beyond itself, rather than being transcended or opposed by something that is simply other than itself. It goes beyond itself in the idea of something that is other than other-determined. There is nothing, Hegel implies, that is “simply other,” since the idea of otherness (being determined as “other than”) transforms itself, in the way that I just described, into the idea of something that is itself (something that is determined as itself, rather than as “other than”). But neither is there anything that is “simply itself,” since the idea of being itself is generated by an iteration of the idea of otherness. Otherness penetrates into selfhood—and vice versa.
 We will discuss these tricky and powerful ideas further in connection with true infinity, in which they are spelled out further. 
3.6. Finite Being

As a counterpart term to “being-in-itself,” his term for the way in which “negativity” is “self-related in opposition to its relation to other,” Hegel introduces “being-for-other,” which designates the way in which, as we discussed in 3.4, determinate beings in fact logically depend upon others for the determinateness of their qualities. 

Now, however, Hegel introduces a major problem for “being-in-itself.” We need to be able to think about being-in-itself and being-for-other, he suggests, not just as “moments” in the logical struggle between self-determination and other-determination that we have been describing, but also as concrete properties of the determinate being.
 But to be a property is to be, in effect, a determinate quality. And being a determinate quality, according to the preceding analysis, necessarily involves a relationship to others. So being-in-itself, in order to be a property present in the determinate being, will necessarily involve a relationship to others, or being-for-other.
 But if being-in-itself is just a particular kind of being-for-other, what then is left of its program of being “self-related in opposition to its relation to other”?

This might sound like the end of the road for the project of being-in-itself. However, Hegel now describes what seems like a possible way out, which he calls “finitude.” Finitude will not be his ultimate solution to the problem of how something can be in charge of its own quality, because finitude will fail, too; but it is a possible solution, and Hegel considers it for the sake of systematic completeness, en route to his preferred solution, the infinite. The basic thought associated with finitude seems to be that to the extent that the “other” doesn’t exist, the something won’t have to be “for” it (have its quality through its relation to it), so that the something’s being-in-itself can be present in it as a concrete property without deteriorating into a mere being-for-other. “In the limit, the non-being-for-other comes to the fore, the qualitative negation of the other, which is thereby kept apart from the something, which is reflected into itself” (WL 5:135-136/GW 21:113,17-20/126; emphasis added). To allow for the  possibility that other somethings may in fact exist, to some extent, we must assign this same strategy to all of them: each will be successfully being-in-itself, having its qualities by virtue of itself, in so far as the others are effectively kept apart from it (in the extreme case, insofar as they don’t exist). This proviso will be fulfilled by the somethings’ all being finite: to the extent that the somethings’ being is limited, they can be thought of as separated off, as irrelevant to each other. To that extent, each can be “master of its own domain,” such as it is.
 

I say “such as it is,” because (as Hegel immediately comments) this new way of achieving being-within-self is a double-edged sword, for the something, because it defends the something’s being-in-itself only by limiting its being; or as Hegel puts it: through the limit, something and other “both are and are not” (WL 5: 136/GW 21:114,14/127). He puts this even more dramatically when he says that finite things “are, but the truth of this being is their end. . . . [T]he being as such of finite things is to have the germ of decease as their being-within-self: the hour of their birth is the hour of their death” (WL 5: 139-140/GW 21:116,5-12/129). This is the consequence of the limit, or “non-being,” that secures what being (in the sense of being-in-itself) they have.

The final point that Hegel makes about this finite something is that although the limit enables the determinate being to exist “beyond,” apart from, its other, the limit, too, is an other, in relation to the determinate being: the limit is “the middle between the two of them in which they cease . . .  as the non-being of each of them it is the other of both” (WL 5: 137/GW 21:114,21-24/127). But this means that in search of the opportunity to be itself, the determinate being has once again become dependent on an other. So that “the something, which is only in its limit, . . . separates itself from itself and points beyond itself to its non-being, declaring this to be its being and thus passing over into it” (WL 5: 137-138/GW 21:115,9-11/127; emphasis added). I will explain this conclusion in the next section. It is what Hegel describes at the end of his section as the famous “contradiction of the finite”: that “something . . . posited as the contradiction of itself, through which it is directed and forced out of and beyond itself, is the finite” (WL 5: 139/GW 21:116,20-22/129; emphasis altered). Commentators have found it difficult to interpret the “contradiction” that Hegel thinks he has identified here; and some of their explanations of it have contributed to Hegel’s reputation as an advocate of a doctrine that is the exact opposite of common sense. I will try to show that we don’t need to go to such extremes.
 

3.7. The Finite and the Infinite

First, let us ask again: What does the limit in fact contribute to the project of enabling something to be itself, by overcoming its relation to other? It may in fact have reduced the significance of the other something, by successfully negating it (putting it “beyond” or outside the first something’s concern). But the price of this accomplishment is that it seems to have laid on the first something a different kind of relation to other: its relation to its limit. One consequence, as Hegel notes, is that, since this new other is out of the something’s control, the “thought of the finitude of things brings [a] sadness with it”; and another consequence, resulting from the fact that finitude tends to be taken out of its larger, Logical context and regarded as a simple given, is that “finitude is the most stubborn category of the understanding,” the hardest to overcome (WL 5: 140/GW 21:117,14-22/129). In fact, Hegel introduces a new term for the limit when it is perceived as a constraint on the something, as preventing it from being anything but merely finite: he calls it “limitation” (Schranke; “limit” is Grenze). 

So the first, essential aspect of the “contradiction of the finite” is simply this: that when the “limit” was introduced, its point was supposed to be that it would enable the something to have its quality by virtue of itself, but instead of doing that, it has imposed another kind of “being-for-other” on the something: a “being for the limit,” so to speak. 

However, this failure of the finite—this intensified problem—in fact brings the solution—namely, the infinite—into view. Hegel writes: “In order that the limit which is in something as such should be a limitation, this something must at the same time in its self transcend the limit, it must in its own self [an ihm selbst] be related to the limit as to something which is not” (WL 5: 143/GW 21:119,17-20/132; emphasis added). This relation to the limit as to something which is not occurs in what Hegel calls the “ought” (Sollen): in recognizing a higher vocation than its finite characteristics, the something is related to its limit or its limitation as something that doesn’t exist as fully as the something could exist if it pursued that higher vocation. It relates to the limit as standing in the way of its pursuit of this higher vocation; that is why the limit is a “limitation” for it. The experience of having such a higher vocation, in relation to which one’s finite nature is a limitation, is the experience of “transcending” (literally: “going beyond”) “its own self” (WL 5: 143/GW 21:119,25/132). To perceive oneself as facing a “limitation” is already, Hegel suggests, to go beyond that limitation, insofar as, in order to perceive oneself in this way, one must already have some conception of what it would be like not to be constrained by the limitation. And to have such a conception, Hegel implies, is not to be fully “limited” or finite any longer, because it is already to be half way to actualizing the conception of what it would be like not to be constrained by the limitation. 

Hegel makes it clear in his Remark on the Ought that one of the things that his notion of the Ought—of a finite thing’s “going beyond its own self”—is meant to capture, is Kant’s conception of morality as rational autonomy. “The ought has recently played a great role in philosophy, especially in connection with morality. . . . ‘You can, because you ought,’ . . . For the ought implies that one is superior to the limitation.”
 “Duty is an ought directed against the particular will, against self-seeking desire and capricious interest. . . . The philosophy of Kant and Fichte sets up the ought as the highest point of the resolution of the contradictions of reason” (WL 5: 147-8/GW 21:123,25-6/136). “In the ought the transcendence of finitude, that is, infinity, begins” (WL 5: 145/GW 21:121,11/134; emphasis added), to which Hegel then adds in the text itself (subsequent to the Remark) that “in the infinite the spirit . . . rises to its own self, to the light of its thinking, of its universality, of its freedom” (WL 5: 150/GW 21:125,7-10/138; emphasis added).
 Hegel has well-known objections, which he begins to lay out in his Remark on the Ought and which I’ll discuss in 3.9, to Kant’s and Fichte’s view of the ought as the “highest point,” but the reason why the ought comes into Hegel’s discussion at all, here, is that in its way, the ought nevertheless does point to the possibility of a finite thing’s having its quality by virtue of itself by going beyond its finitude, and thus it opens up the possibility of a solution of the problem that the something and finitude could not solve: the problem of how something could have its quality by virtue of itself, rather than by virtue of its relations to other things, and thus could have “reality.” Questioning or abstracting from inclinations and drives, the process that is essential to the moral attitude as Kant pictures it, is precisely a way in which a being can conceive of, and perhaps pursue, a life that is not dictated by its finite limitations—which (as Kant and Hegel agree) are initially alien to it—and can thus be itself, have its quality by virtue of itself. The “ought” is the authority that is exercised by such a conception. What gives it authority, in contrast to the mere power that a desire or a drive can have, is the fact that, if Hegel’s analysis of determinate being and finitude is correct, it is only by pursuing a life that goes beyond its finite limitations that the being can really have its quality by virtue of itself.

It may be surprising to find Hegel talking, in effect, about ethics and free agency, in a context in which, up to this point, he has not referred to human beings or even to living creatures, but has only been talking about determinate “qualities” and about “finite” beings. (I pointed out a corresponding surprise in one of Hegel’s “Remarks” on being, nothing, and becoming, in 3.8, above.) Hegel isn’t suddenly “changing the subject” from quality and finitude to the will and ethics. Rather, he is implying that in connection with phenomena like the will and ethics, and the beings that are capable of them, we find qualities that can in fact be what they are by virtue of themselves, rather than by virtue of their relations to other beings. Thus,  a being that is capable of going beyond its finite quality by seeking a higher authority by which to be guided—a “self-transcending” being—solves the problem that “something” and finite being were unable to solve: it has its quality by virtue of itself, and thus has the “reality” or “being-in-itself” that “something” and finite being failed to have. It avoids the trap that the something’s being-in-itself fell into—of turning out to be simply another being-for-other—because, being infinite, self-transcendence isn’t “present in” the something in the same way that an ordinary quality is. And because self-transcendence is the being’s own self-transcendence, it avoids finite being’s problem that its “limit” turns out to be just another “other” for it. By going beyond its finite qualities, the self-transcending being is in charge of whatever qualities it will now have: it has  them by virtue of itself rather than by virtue of its relations to others.
 

What qualities will the self-transcending being have? This, of course, is the great question, to which most of the rest of Hegel’s philosophical system, both in the Logic and in the rest of the Encyclopedia and the Philosophy of Right, is—directly or indirectly—devoted.
 The goal of the present part of Hegel’s analysis is simply to show that this self-transcendence need not create a problematic dualism, of the sort that it led to in Kant. I will say more about how it shows this, in the next section. 

3.8. Infinity, Freedom, and Nature
When Hegel says that freedom’s “infinity” “transcends” finite qualities, he is basically just following Kant, and thus he contradicts common sense no more than Kant does. No doubt it is Hegel’s talk of the finite’s “contradicting” itself that gives rise to the suspicion that he is rejecting common sense. But if it is understood in the way that I have been suggesting we should understand it, that talk is not particularly mysterious. It is simply his way of describing the problem that it seems that determinate being’s quality should be what it is by virtue of itself—it seems as though determinate being’s quality should have “reality”—but it turns out that when we try to articulate that reality as “something” or as finite being, it fails to be something that the being has by virtue of itself, and in that sense, it fails to be “real.” Only the quality of a self-transcending being, of the kind that we have just been discussing, can be real in that way. 

But the important implication of all of this, in connection with our initial issue of the relation between freedom and nature, is that there is no such contrast between ordinary being (as in the being of nature), and self-transcending freedom, as Kant supposed there was. Through the argument that we have been examining, Hegel has shown that nature and freedom are not opposed, in the way that Kant supposes they are, because any realm of being whatever must “pass over,” if it is to contain “reality,” into the infinite, and thus into a realm of something very much like what Kant calls freedom. That is, Hegel has shown that no realm of being is fully intelligible, even as a realm merely of being, if we don’t impute to it (at least) an implicit reference to freedom.
 

The crux of Hegel’s argument for this dramatic thesis, clearly, is the problematicness of determinate being’s necessary reliance on negation—on the quality of other determinate beings—to determine its own quality. Hegel develops this problematicness into the interpretation of “limit” as “limitation,” and into the notion of the something as going beyond itself, in the infinite. The problematicness itself is due to the conflict between determinate being’s dependence on others, for its determinate quality, and quality’s need to be something that exists, initially, by virtue of itself, or by virtue of the being that has it, rather than by virtue of relations between that being and other beings. It could be a surprise to those who take Hegel to have a low opinion of particulars, as such, that he places such stress, in this argument, on the intuition that something’s specific quality should be “its own business” (that it should be a “being-within-self”: something that it has by virtue of itself). I take this to be a genuine agreement, on his part, with unsophisticated “common sense”—though of course the conclusions that he draws from it hardly coincide with that sort of common sense. The distinctive characteristic of his argument is that he combines this agreement, this emphasis on “being-within-self,” with his account of “negation,” which describes determinate beings as so intimately involved with one another that infinity turns out to be the only way to reassert the possibility that some of them might successfully have their qualities by virtue of themselves. Thus the duality of “being-within-self,” or being what one is by virtue of oneself, on the one hand, and negation, or logical involvement with others, on the other hand, generates the connection that Hegel is suggesting between merely being a specific quality (by virtue of oneself) and being free: this connection being that freedom, rather than being something that sets itself against being in the sense of quality and thus also (for example) in the sense of “nature,” is simply the fullest, most successful form of being—the only being that succeeds in being what it is by virtue of itself. That is, rather than understanding nature as the paradigm of being and (at the same time) as the simple absence of freedom, as is commonly done and is preeminently done by Kant, Hegel suggests that we should understand nature as embodying the project of being (understood as involving being what one is by virtue of oneself) which is fully carried out only in those parts of nature—above all, human beings—that achieve freedom. Rather than being opposed to (“normal”) being, then, freedom should be understood as the full flowering of being: the only way in which being fully is. 

This, then, is how Hegel responds to the problem that led Kant to divide reality into two realms or standpoints neither of which can (apparently) be understood from within the other. Kant took nature to be a realm of finite, causally determined qualities like those that he calls “inclinations,” and he therefore thought that freedom, which as he understood it involves a capacity for unlimited (as Hegel would say, “infinite”) rational questioning, could only be located in a realm or from a standpoint that is radically distinct from that of nature. Hegel replies, through the argument that we have been studying, that finite qualities like inclinations (and the other finite natural qualities that are thought to cause us to have those inclinations) are not fully real, because they aren’t what they are by virtue of themselves, but only by virtue of their relations to other things. Whereas, on the other hand, infinite rational questioning or freedom—the ability to respond to an “ought”—is whatever it is by virtue of itself. But for something to be what it is by virtue of itself was an essential aspect of determinate being itself, from the beginning of Hegel’s analysis of it. Hegel referred to it as the determinate being’s “reality” or its “being-within-self.” So what an “infinite” being achieves is what every being was supposed to achieve, but what—as Hegel’s analysis of the something and its other, and of finitude, showed—no non-infinite being does achieve. This is how free beings are the fullest, most successful, or—briefly—the most real kind of being. As Hegel writes in summing up his idea of infinity, “It is not the finite which is the real, but the infinite” (WL 5: 164/GW 21:136,9-10/149; emphasis added). But what this means for Kant’s original problem is that the realm of natural determinism, which Kant sets up as separate from and independent of the realm of freedom, is, in comparison to the latter realm, less (successful in being) real. Therefore, the problem of reconciling natural determinism with freedom—taking these as two competing supposed realities—is a problem that does not arise in the first place. The realm of nature is not real in the same way that the realm of freedom is real; in the competition between these two supposed realities, the realm of freedom wins and nature loses. So there is no need to set them up as parallel realities or equally valid standpoints. 

This should also explain why I said that Hegel is saying that no realm of being is fully intelligible, even as a realm merely of being, if we don’t impute to it (at least) an implicit reference to freedom. No doubt there could “be” a world or a universe that contained no free beings. But for the being of this universe to be fully intelligible,  as “reality,” it must be understood as pointing to the possibility of such beings—which, when and if they appear, will render the being of that universe more complete than it is in their absence. According to Hegel’s argument, “mere being,” containing no such reference to freedom, is (comparatively) incomplete and unreal.

Lest readers should conclude that Hegel simply denies any  reality to finite beings, I must, however, immediately add that Hegel is also going to insist that infinity does not have its reality independently of finite being—that true infinity “is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146)—so that however unreal finite being may be when taken by itself, it is nevertheless an indispensable aspect of the ultimate reality. I will explain this relationship in the next section. 

3.9. Spurious Infinity and True Infinity

Hegel spells out the contrast between an interpretation of freedom (like Kant’s) that opposes it to finite being (and nature), and one that instead interprets freedom as the fullest flowering of being (and nature), in his immediately following discussion of the difference between what he calls “spurious” (schlechte) infinity and what he calls “true” infinity—that is, between an infinity that is simply set over against what is finite, and an infinity that instead is understood as the finite’s surpassing of itself.

Hegel points out that if we take infinity to be something that is simply opposed to finite things, we get the paradoxical result that infinity is itself finite: the finite things that are opposed to it, constitute a limit to it, and thus make it finite. This kind of “infinity” is, of course, the one that Hegel calls “spurious”: it doesn’t really succeed in being infinite. The absence of any positive relationship between this infinity and finite things also means that, when it is viewed from the point of view of the finite thing that seeks to measure up to it, we get the endless “progress to infinity”: “and so on to infinity” (WL 5:155/GW 21:129,8/142), for which the infinite is a perpetual “beyond” (WL 5:156/GW 21:130,6/142). 

One instance of this infinite progression to which Hegel objects especially strongly is Kant’s postulate of immortality, in the Critique of Practical Reason (Ak. 121-4), which Kant introduced in order to give the individual soul unlimited time in which to improve towards its (finitely unreachable) goal of perfect moral goodness. Hegel views this as a denial of finitude which fails to transcend finitude, because even with infinite time it’s unclear how a mixed creature of reason and inclinations, such as we are, can be expected to bootstrap itself up to pure rational goodness (see PhG 3:458-459/§623-624).

Understood as they are by the spurious infinity, the finite and the infinite stand face to face with each other, connected at most by the finite’s endless striving to measure up to the infinite. This is, in general, the relationship between Kant’s two “realms,” the phenomenal and the noumenal—the dualism that I have suggested Hegel is trying to overcome. If infinity related to the finite in this way, that dualism would clearly not have been overcome. But Hegel has in mind a different conception of infinity and thus a different conception of the relationship between the finite and the infinite. “True” infinity, as Hegel explains it and as I will now lay out, is reached by superseding both the “finite” (as it is understood in the light of the “spurious” infinite) and the spurious infinite itself, in such a way that they cease to be simply opposed to each other. 

(1) The finite is superseded precisely in the way that we have analyzed in 3.4 and 3.6, above. Hegel sums up the argument with his statement that “finitude is only as a transcending of itself” (WL 5: 160/GW 21:133,34/145). Finite qualities can be what they are by virtue of themselves, rather than being defined by their relation to others, only insofar as they go beyond their finitude. To the extent, then, that a quality fails—as it does at every moment of the “progress to infinity”—to transcend itself, to go beyond its finitude, it fails to be. (More precisely, I suggest: it fails to be “fully.” It is, but it isn’t real: it fails to be what it is by virtue of itself.) So finitude must be superseded, in order to be real.

(2) The spurious infinite, on the other hand, is superseded by the observation that

infinity is only as a transcending of the finite; it therefore essentially contains its other and is, consequently, in its own self the other of itself. The finite is not superseded by the infinite as by a power existing outside it; on the contrary, its infinity consists in superseding its own self. (WL 5: 160/GW 21:133,36-2/145-146)

Since an “infinity” that is over against and flatly opposed to the finite, is limited by the finite and thus fails to be infinite, true infinity must include the finite, by being the finite’s superseding of itself. To the extent that the finite transcends itself, the finite is, and to the extent that the finite transcends itself, infinity is. Rather than being, on the one hand, and arriving (or, in fact, not arriving) at the goal of pure freedom (and goodness), on the other, the finite something constantly comes (fully) into  being by creating pure freedom and goodness, by transcending itself. Both the finite and the infinite come (fully) into being through, and thus they both are, the same process. Though infinity transcends, goes beyond, the finite, it does so not by replacing the finite with something totally different, something entirely “beyond” the finite, but by being the self-transcendence of the finite itself. The true infinite, the true “beyond,” is in the finite rather than opposed to or simply “beyond” it.
 

Within his discussion of the two versions of infinity, Hegel refers to Kant only negatively, as promoting the spurious infinity’s frustrating “progress to infinity.” Viewed in a larger perspective, however, what Hegel sketches here as a way of avoiding that frustration is also—and is surely intended by him as—a way of solving the problem of how to understand the relation between freedom and nature (which Kant bequeathed to us in the form of his two worlds or two standpoints), and thus how to preserve what is true and irreplaceable in Kant’s conception of freedom. I explained in 3.8, above, how Hegel’s account of the “contradictory” nature of determinate being and of finitude enables him to describe infinite freedom not as something merely opposed to finite being, but rather as finally successfully carrying out the project, implicit in determinate and finite being, of being’s having its qualities by virtue of itself. The true infinity is simply the version of infinity that recognizes that this is what infinity is about—that because infinity “is only as a transcending of the finite,” it is not simply opposed to the finite, but rather is intimately connected to it. This, of course, is what Hegel wants us to understand about the relation between freedom and nature, as well: that freedom is not simply opposed to nature, but rather it fulfils a project that is implicit, but unfulfilled, in nature itself (the project of being’s having its qualities by virtue of itself), so that believing in the reality of freedom does not diminish the importance of nature in any way. Nor does believing in the importance of nature diminish the reality of freedom. Each exists by virtue of the other; they both come (fully) into being through, and thus they both are, the same process. The quandary that Kant left us in, in which freedom pertains to a world or a point of view that seems to be unintelligible from the world or the point of view of nature (and the reverse, of course, is also the case), is thus resolved, but without eliminating the essential features either of nature or of freedom, as Kant understands them. (That is, of freedom in sense [iii], as I defined it in the Introduction to this chapter.) Hegel does not try to persuade us to be satisfied with our finite, more or less natural, desires or character traits, as the substance of our selfhood, as David Hume does. Nor does he try to persuade us that those finite features are negligible or false, in comparison to the true reality of infinite freedom, as Kant and Plato (on one familiar interpretation of each of them) try to persuade us. Instead, Hegel shows us that the reality of those finite features is intimately (if only implicitly) connected to the reality of infinite freedom, and vice versa, as long as both are seen in the context of the question of how a being can have its quality  by virtue of itself.

3.10. Empiricism, Dualism, and True Infinity

With regard to empiricism or naturalism—that is, with regard to views like David Hume’s—Hegel endorses what he calls their “great principle, that what is true must be in actuality and must be there for our perception” (EL §38R). “Philosophy,” Hegel says, “like empiricism, is cognizant only of what is,” and he directly contrasts this “what is” with “that which only ought to be, and for that reason is not there” (ibid.). This is his agreement with empiricism’s and naturalism’s rejection of Kant’s dualism, which Hegel and empiricism/naturalism oppose with the principle that there can only be one primary “actuality”—that a duality of actualities, as in the two Kantian “worlds” or “standpoints,” is unintelligible and therefore unreal. However, Hegel does not conclude from this great empiricist/naturalist principle that there is no truth whatever in the “ought”—that “what is” is simply facts about nature, or subjective experiences, as such. What is true in the “ought” is that “in the ought the transcendence of finitude, that is, infinity, begins” (WL 5: 145/GW 21:121,11-12/134; emphasis added), and this infinity is indispensable because no finite thing is what it is by virtue of itself, and thus no finite thing has reality. This latter argument, the argument of “Quality,” which empiricism and naturalism do not appreciate, shows what the “ought” has to contribute: why it enters into the dialectic at all. 

Hegel’s goal, therefore, is to explain how infinity (the truth of the “ought”) can “be in actuality and be there for our perception”—how it need not take the form of a second, separate actuality. He does this by explaining that since such a second, separate actuality would in any case be finite, as a result of its opposition to the first actuality, true infinity can only be the finite’s transcendence of itself: “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite,” so that the finite’s “infinity consists in superseding its own self” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,33-2/145-146). The result is that “the infinite determinacy which reason seeks [because only the infinite is real] is in the world [it is in finite things and perceptions], though it is there in a sensible, singular shape, and not in its truth” (EL §38A; emphasis added). The infinite reality, the “truth,” of those finite things and perceptions is their own self-transcendence, rather than something opposed to and separate from them. Thus we can have infinity, and the reality that depends upon it, without giving  up reality’s (actuality’s, the world’s) intelligible unity. We can have the infinite, self-determining reality that is implicit in Kantian autonomy, without giving up the unity—on which empiricism and naturalism correctly insist—of “what is.” What is true in Kants noumenal “world” is preserved by the principle that  “finitude is only as a transcending of itself” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,34/145), and what is true in Kant’s phenomenal “world” is preserved by the principle that “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146). What is true in empiricism and naturalism, on the other hand, is preserved by the fact that there is only one fundamental process, one “actuality,” here, namely, the true infinite which is the self-transcendence of the finite. What is abandoned, on Kant’s side, is the assumption (embodied in the “spurious infinity”) that finitude and infinitude, as polar opposites, cannot and must not include one another, so they must inhabit separate “worlds” or “points of view.” What is abandoned on the side of empiricism and naturalism are the assumptions that the finite is unproblematically real, and that nothing infinite (transcendent) can be “in the world” in any way—that is, the same “spurious infinity” assumption that Kant makes, that the finite cannot include the infinite and the infinite cannot include the finite.
 

Thus by challenging, and projecting an alternative to, the “spurious infinity,” Hegel captures what seems to be true both in Kantian transcendentalism and in the empiricism and naturalism that are the main sources of opposition to Kantian transcendentalism, in modern philosophy. It is no wonder, then, that in the Encyclopedia Logic Hegel describes true infinity as “the fundamental concept of philosophy” (EL §96R).

3.11. How Hegel’s Position Relates to “Compatibilism” and “Incompatibilism”

Hegel makes it quite clear that his account of freedom differs in an important way from Kant’s account of it, insofar as he objects to Kant’s dualism of phenomena and noumena or appearances and things-in-themselves, and readers who approach Hegel from the point of view of Anglo-American philosophy sometimes assume that if Hegel does not accept Kant’s conception of the status of freedom—which is often taken as a paradigmatic “incompatibilist” account, due to its assumption that freedom is not directly compatible with the determinism that Kant and many others ascribe to nature—then Hegel must be essentially in agreement with the “compatibilist” view of freedom or responsible action which is characteristic of the British empiricist tradition, beginning with Hobbes and Hume. As I explained in 2.4, empiricist compatibilism asserts that it is reasonable to hold a person responsible for her actions even if those actions were fully determined by natural laws and prior states of the world, as long as the chain of determining causes operated through her character, and not through distorting media such as outright coercion or mental illness. This is thought to be sufficient to make the action “her own,” and thus one that she is responsible for.
 

However, as I explained above, though Hegel rejects Kant’s “two-worlds” approach, he doesn’t accept empiricism’s account of the nature of the “one” reality. His argument that the finite, as such, is unreal, would be fatal to that account. Nor, secondly, does Hegel accept empiricism’s identification of the person’s will (the locus of responsibility) with certain character traits; on the contrary, Hegel (like Kant) thinks it’s crucial that a person can question every character trait, like every desire, to determine its rational credentials, its “authority” (see chapter 2, above), so that the ultimate locus of responsibility for Hegel (as for Kant) is this capacity for questioning, and the “transcendence,” the “going-beyond” that it makes possible.
 Which is something that only a reality that embodies “infinity” can provide for. So by virtue of its differing conceptions both of the one reality and of the will, Hegel’s “compatibilism”—if we choose to call it that—is quite different from Hobbes’s and Hume’s, and our “taxonomy” of positions on the the nature of freedom and the will needs to be more complex than the usual Anglo-American taxonomy. As I said above, Hegel aims to capture what is true both in Kant’s position (namely, the idea that the will must be capable of going beyond finite inclinations) and in the empiricist or naturalist position (namely, the idea that reality cannot be fundamentally and irreducibly bifurcated). That being the case, it is no surprise that a taxonomy that focusses only on the two views that Hegel seeks to combine and go beyond, will not accurately reflect what he’s up to. 

3.12. True Infinity, “Striving,” and “Actuality”

Some readers who focus on Hegel’s highly visible objections to Kant’s postulate of immortality and to the forever unfilfilled “striving” to which that postulate seems to point, have strong objections to the “true” infinity that Hegel advocates. They reply that there is nothing inherently objectionable in the idea of striving for something ultimate that one cannot attain. Michael Inwood, for example, writes that “Hegel (like Aristotle) found it hard to accept that much valuable activity consists in striving for goals, which, once attained, are less valuable than the striving: climbers enjoy trying to reach the top of mountains more than they enjoy being at the top of them; we enjoy research and discovery more than the contemplation of our results, etc.”
 And Søren Kierkegaard asserts, against Hegel’s conceptions of true infinity and actuality, that “the ideal of a persistent striving is the only view of life that does not carry with it an inevitable disillusionment” (which will ensue when “systematic finality” reveals itself as less than fully satisfying).
 

To begin with Inwood: Hegel’s point is, first, that if the task is, precisely, to go beyond finitude—to accomplish the presence of the infinite (of being-in-itself) in the finite—then finite ‘steps in that direction’ don’t even begin to do this. If there was no hope of our actually reaching the top of the mountain, or of our research leading to actual results, our striving in those areas would cease to be intelligible. And second, a better explanation of the satisfaction that we find in striving for goals that we may not be able to attain could be that the striving itself is the accomplishment—that this activity is itself, in an important respect, our goal. (As Aristotle says, “the end is sometimes an activity, sometimes a product beyond the activity” [Nicomachean Ethics 1094a4]; and virtue, in his view, is an example of the first kind, not the second.) If there really is  striving, of this sort, in the world—as there clearly is, if our whole discussion has any point at all—then the infinite is, in fact, present in the finite. The presence of striving that truly is aimed at an infinite goal, is, in effect, the presence of that goal—in (and at the same time going beyond) the finite. It is present only by virtue of our efforts, so the Hegel/Aristotle view in no way suggests that we can relax and merely “contemplate our results.” But it is present; and Kant’s and Inwood’s mistake is that they don’t recognize—their intellectual structures don’t allow them to recognize—this kind of presence. 

This is also the answer to Kierkegaard’s prediction of “disillusionment”: There is no need to fear disillusionment about the presence of our efforts, and thus of the infinite itself, in our world. Our efforts, and thus the ideal that they pursue, are not only an ideal, they are also actual; and insofar as they are actual, the infinite is actual. Kierkegaard views Hegel’s system as an intellectual construction, remote from lived experience; but the notion of the finite’s going beyond itself, on which Hegel relies throughout his system, is very much a description of lived experience, of real effort and real activity, and it’s precisely our experience both of the authority of ethics (epitomized in our sense that there is an “ought,” to which we can be more or less attentive) and of questioning about what ethics requires (which we find is not reducible to the simple satisfaction of particular finite desires or opinions), that Hegel relies on to convince us of this. (So that Kierkegaard’s other favorite complaint, that Hegel’s system lacks an “ethics,” is equally poorly aimed. Hegel’s system is an “ethics,” to its very roots.) 

Rather than rejecting “striving” in favor of “contemplation,” then, what Hegel does is to reinterpret striving as implying the effective presence of its goal, in reality: striving (by finite beings) becomes the effective presence of the infinity that it aims at, so that reality embodies finitude by being finitude’s self-transcendence (the effective presence of the infinite in it), rather than being merely finitude and its mere striving; or merely the transcendent; or merely the two of them, somehow side-by-side. 

The effective presence of the infinite in the finite constitutes what Hegel later will call “Actuality,” which he will describe as “rational” (in his famous saying, referred to in 3.1). The explanation that I just gave of how this effective presence is our “striving,” and thus doesn’t eliminate the need for human effort, also explains why the “rationality of the actual” does not eliminate the need for improving existing human institutions. To the extent that those institutions are perverse or merely random, they don’t embody human striving for the good and they aren’t what Hegel calls “actual.” (I’ll explain this in more detail in 4.15 and 5.8.) 

True infinity is also the answer to the issue that I posed in 2.2, about whether the rationalism that Hegel shares with Kant involves what amounts to “slavery” for the inclinations, and for the “particular” in general—the slavery that the young Hegel accused Kant’s rationalism of involving, in his ironical comparison (in “The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate”) between the “Shaman of the Tungus” and “the man who listens to his own command of duty” and is “his own slave.” Insofar as the inclinations, and the “particular” in general, are finite, Hegel’s argument shows that they are “unreal.” However, this does not by any means imply that they can simply be “ruled” (or “enslaved”). For according to true infinity, the infinite “is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146), so that we must be able to trace, in the “inclinations” and the “particular” (indeed, in nature), the way in which they transcend themselves. Hegel does this in great detail in his “Doctrine of the Concept,” which I will discuss in chapter 5, and his Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Spirit, which I will discuss in chapter 6. 

3.13. True Infinity and the “Negation of the Negation”

Having spelled out (in 3.8-3.12) the way in which true infinity appears to solve the problem of the relation between freedom (in the demanding, Kantian/Hegelian sense of the word) and being or nature, let us go back for a moment to the root of infinity and freedom, for Hegel, which is in the idea of negativity, or the negation of the negation (discussed in 3.5), and see how true infinity articulates what was implicit in that earlier distinctively Hegelian move. As I explained, Hegel’s “negation of the negation,” which he presents as an account of how determinate being goes beyond its determination by what is other than it and achieves “being-within-self” or, in effect, self-determination, implies that self-determination is properly understood only when it is understood as both other than and the same as other-determination, insofar as in the second negation, the “negation of the negation,” self-determination is itself understood through the same relationship of contrast, or “negation,” that is characteristic of its opposite, other-determination. Thus the very way in which Hegel first introduces the idea of the self-determining subject (“the beginning of the subject” [WL 5:123/GW 21:103,27/115]) implies major reservations about the notion of a sovereignly independent self that has nothing to do with what is other than it. Hegel doesn’t say, as Nietzsche and postmodernists often seem to say, “This ‘self’ is a mere illusion! There is no such thing!”  Rather, he says: selfhood is inseparable from unselfhood, self-determination from other-determination—where we must note well the difference between “reducible to,” which Hegel certainly does not assert, and “inseparable from,” which he does assert. The exact nature of that inseparability is what Hegel is trying to spell out for us.

Now what happened in “Finitude,” which immediately follows the section that introduces this fundamental idea of “negativity,” is that Hegel presented a possible way of insulating each “something” from the others, thus allowing it to be self-determining; that way being the “limit,” the boundary between them. When it became clear that the limit was, in effect, a new “other,” still preventing self-determination, he moved to the idea of the something’s going beyond itself, through the ought and (Kantian) freedom, which presented the opposite problem that the finite that was “gone beyond” constituted yet another limit and “other.” Here Hegel showed how Kant’s conception of freedom finitizes and thus destroys itself by setting itself in sheer opposition to finitude and other-determination. The solution, as we have seen, was to spell out an identity-in-difference between the finite and the infinite, each as achieving its reality through the other. But what this identity-in-difference does is simply to show, in a more articulated way, how selfhood and otherness, self-determination and other-determination are inseparable. The finite products of other-determination achieve reality only insofar as they go beyond themselves in the manner of self-determining Kantian autonomy; but at the same time, that autonomy achieves reality only by being the self-transcendence of the finite products of other-determination. Selfhood and self-determination are consistently thinkable only as categorially inseparable, in this way, from unselfhood and other-determination. Which is precisely the same point that I just described him as already making through the notion of the negation of the negation (“negativity”).

Thus there is no conflict, in principle, between Hegel’s description of true infinity, in the Encyclopedia Logic, as “the fundamental concept [der Grundbegriff] of philosophy” (EL §96R), and his description of “negativity,” in the first edition of the Science of Logic, as “the abstract foundation [Grundlage] of all philosophical ideas and of speculative thought in general” (GW 11:77,30-32). These are simply—as the word, “abstract,” in the second quotation, indicates—more and less worked-out, more and less “concrete” versions of the same thing. 

Indeed, it seems pretty clear that this same idea also constitutes the structure of “being with oneself in one’s other” or “coming to oneself in one’s other” that Hegel identified, in a lecture, with true infinity (EL 8:199/149, §94A), and in numerous places with freedom (PR 7:57, §7A; cp. EG 10:34-36, §346,A). The “oneself” part is the finite thing’s success in being what it is by virtue of itself, rather than by virtue of its relation to others, by going beyond its finitude in the manner suggested by the “ought” and Kantian freedom; but this “oneself” is “in its other” in that it is the finite thing—rather than a “power existing outside” the finite thing, as in the spurious infinity—that accomplishes this going-beyond. The essence of freedom and of true infinity is this non-dualistic “going-beyond”: the finite’s self-transcendence in (or into) itself rather than into or by means of something other than itself. 

If we have a reasonable handle on this idea, now, we are in a position to draw together, in a preliminary way, quite a lot of Hegel’s mature thinking. Always remembering that more developed ideas are, in Hegel’s view, “truer,” so we are still only at the beginning; but there is no point in ignoring major implications of this beginning until later, when they are already clear enough by now to enable us to remove some ongoing major misunderstandings of what Hegel is up to. 

3.14. Substance and Subject

With regard to the resolution of Kant’s problem about freedom which (in 3.9 and 3.10) I have been describing Hegel as achieving in the Doctrine of Being, readers may wonder how it relates to Hegel’s later treatment of the relationship between “actuality” or “necessity” and freedom, in the latter part of the Doctrine of Essence (the second part of the Logic), which makes much more extensive reference to “freedom,” as such. As I will show in chapter 4, below, the concept that survives the criticism of Quality, Quantity, and Measure, in the Doctrine of Being, and  which accordingly forms the core of the new concepts of Shine, Reflection, Actuality and Necessity, in the Doctrine of Essence, and which consequently underlies the culminating transition to “freedom,” in the Concept, is negativity. As I explained in the previous section, negativity also contains the gist of true infinity. As I’ll explain later in this chapter (3.22), true infinity runs into problems that lead to the lengthy rethinking process that makes up the rest of the Logic. But Hegel clearly thinks that despite its need for rethinking, true infinity has brought out implications of negativity that are permanently important; it’s because of those implications (which I’ve been outlining in the last several sections) that he is able to refer to true infinity as “the fundamental concept of philosophy” (EL §96R). When negativity is (more or less explicitly) the underlying theme of the transition from Essence to Concept, from necessity to freedom, true infinity is (by implication) also very much present. Thus, negativity certainly, and true infinity indirectly, are crucial for understanding the transition to freedom at the end of the Doctrine of Essence.
 How this works out in detail, I’ll explain in chapter 4. 

Besides being essential to the transition from necessity to freedom, negativity and true infinity are, not surprisingly, equally essential to the same transition, at the end of “Essence,” under another and even more famous rubric, as the transition from “substance” to “subject.” Hegel announced the necessity of this transition in the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit (3: 23/PS §17), where he says that it can only be demonstrated by the full development of philosophical “science”: that is, by his Logic. But how Hegel thinks he demonstrates, in the Logic, the necessity of this transition—that is, of the transition that is fundamental to his “idealism,” as such—is one of the great mysteries of Hegel scholarship. I know of no careful commentator who even seems confident in their account of how the argument is supposed to work. Klaus Düsing says that Hegel does not really show  “why the supersession of the separation of substances [at the end of Essence] must in fact be a thinking, and not just an essentially existing self-relationship.”
 And Rolf-Peter Horstmann presents Hegel’s view that (as Horstmann puts it) “thinking and being are one and the same, or that only thinking has being,” not as something for which Hegel presents an argument, but simply as a “conviction” of Hegel’s, which underlies all of Hegel’s work and which “he never felt any need to question.”
 

I think Hegel presents an argument for his idealism, rather than just assuming its truth, and I think the outline of this argument can already be seen in his arguments for negativity and for true infinity. What Hegel argues there, is that being can have its qualities by virtue of itself, only to the extent (a) that it negates its original negation (its dependence on others for its quality), and (b) that it goes beyond its finite determinations, in the manner suggested by the “ought,” and becomes free. Now if, as it seems reasonable to suppose, determinate being is a prototype of what Hegel later calls substance, and if, as Hegel says, “the beginning of the subject” is already present in the “something” that negates its negation (that is, that negates determinate being’s dependence on the other for its quality) (WL 5:123/GW 21:103,27/115; emphasis added), then negativity itself—the negation of the negation, which is (a), above—already takes us, in principle, from Substance to Subject. It shows that Substance (or in this case, determinate being) cannot be what it is by virtue of itself without becoming Subject (that is, the “something”). The argument for true infinity, (b), develops this second negation into the idea of going beyond finite limitations, in the manner suggested by the “ought,” and thus into freedom. Though no explicit reference has yet been made to thought, as such, it isn’t difficult to imagine that when this notion of going beyond finite limitations through freedom is fully developed, this going-beyond will turn out (as it does in fact turn out, in the Philosophy of Spirit) to involve thought, and that in that way, thought will be shown to be more fundamental than being, or it will be shown that, as Horstmann puts it, “only thinking has being.” The next several chapters of my book will follow precisely that development—in which the transition from Essence to Concept is, of course, one major step. But even in its germinal form, in the argument for negativity and the argument for true infinity, the argument that I have been outlining makes Hegel’s “idealism” seem much more plausible than it seems when we encounter it in apparently dogmatic (“unquestioned”) formulations like Horstmann’s. For if I’m right, Hegel is not denying that determinate being, finite being, substance, or nature has a certain kind of “reality.” What he is asserting is that the reality that determinate being, finite being, substance, and nature do have depends upon their relationship to negativity, infinite freedom, subjectivity, and spirit, since determinate being, finite being, substance, and nature by themselves lack the reality that would be constituted by their having their quality by virtue of themselves. Hegel’s notion that “reality” in the full sense should involve having one’s quality by virtue of oneself, rather than merely by virtue of one’s relation to other things, is sufficiently widely shared and sufficiently plausible in its own right that it is clearly not just a disguised version of his much more distinctive ultimate conclusion that substance is subject. Thus there seems to be good reason to expect that Hegel’s official transition from substance to subject and from necessity to freedom will be far more intelligible if we see it as relying, in significant part, on the arguments for negativity and true infinity. And since the transition from substance to subject and from necessity to freedom is the most prominent one in the Logic as a whole, and perhaps (in view of its manifestly far-reaching implications) even in the System, understanding it promises to make the System a much more plausible set of doctrines than it is commonly thought to be. 

3.15. Modernity and “Metaphysics,” Hegel and His Predecessors

To those who are inclined to view the transition to the Concept as a transition from the “old-fashioned” interest in ontology (being and substance), or “metaphysics,” that is apparently a prominent feature of the Doctrines of Being and Essence, to a more “modern” interest in something like “discourse,” let me say four things. (a) The “Objectivity” portion of the Doctrine of the Concept seems, on the face of it, quite ontological, as does the Philosophy of Nature. (b) Subjectivity and its implicit “discourse” do not enter the Logic all at once, in the the Concept; rather, the “beginning of the Subject” is already present in the introduction of negativity, in the chapter on Quality, as we have seen. So there is no single watershed transition, from the “old-fashioned” to the new, “critical,” “post-Copernican,” non-“metaphysical” view. (c) Something like discourse is undoubtedly a major interest of the Logic, insofar as negativity and freedom implicitly involve language, thought, and (according to the “Idea”) intersubjectivity. But (d) the discourse that the Logic concerns itself with always incorporates negativity’s and freedom’s vertical dimension, of “going beyond” the other-determined or the finite or the particular (or, reading it from above, of the “concretization” of the universal), and by virtue of that dimension this discourse continues to have ontological implications, in which Hegel clearly continues to be very interested, as we see from (for example) the texts mentioned in (a). If Hegel viewed pre-Kantian metaphysics as merely asking the wrong questions and assigning the wrong subject matter to philosophy, he could have dealt with it much more summarily than he does. When determinate being becomes negativity, and when substance “becomes subject,” negativity and subject contain the truth of determinate being and of substance, rather than replacing them with entirely different domains of interest. The way in which Hegel presents quality, quantity, substance, necessity, etc. (classical metaphysical topics) as systematically intertwined with negativity, freedom, and subjectivity (supposedly “modern” topics)—indeed, the way in which he presents the “beginning of the Subject” as the “negation of the negation,” thus analyzing it as the iteration of what initially is a clearly “metaphysical” category (see 3.5, above)—makes it clear that however critical he may be of philosophy prior to Kant, he does not see it as a mere catalogue of mistakes. And if that is the case, it seems inappropriate to interpret the transition from Being and Essence to the Concept as a transition simply from the “wrong” (or “obsolete”) conception of philosophy to the “right” (or “modern”) one. 

Just as he finds significant truth in the finite (inasmuch as the true infinite is the self-transcendence of the finite), so also Hegel finds significant truth in all of the major contributions to the Western philosophical tradition, and for a similar reason, namely, that truth (though generally, of course, only partial truth) is what achieves influence in human life and thought, insofar as human life and thought do transcend merely finite “error.” And Hegel thinks that a sign of philosophical depth is the ability to find that (partial) truth in doctrines that may, at first sight, seem obscure and wrong-headed. In pursuit of this sort of depth, he forgoes the gesture—which was popular in modern philosophy prior to himself (cf. Descartes, Bacon, Hume), and was again popular in such twentieth-century philosophies as logical positivism and existentialism—of dismissing the work of all or large categories of one’s predecessors, including (for example) mythological and religious as well as “metaphysical” thinkers, as  “fundamentally flawed” and not worthy of serious attention. I submit that in forgoing this gesture, Hegel demonstrates a combination of modesty, respect for his fellow humans, and love of the truth, which deserves to be honored and emulated.
 

3.16. Reality and Ideality, “Realism” and “Idealism”

Confirming my suggestion that the outline of his argument for his “idealism” is already present in his argument to true infinity, Hegel connects his account of true infinity directly with the concepts of “ideality” and “idealism.” “Determinate being,” he says, “has reality . . . but the truth of the finite is rather its ideality” (EL §95R; emphasis added), which is simply the fact that, for the reasons that we discussed in 3.4-3.6, “the finite [, as such,] has no veritable being” (WL 5: 172/GW 21:142,2/154).  What is “ideal” [ideelle] is, Hegel says, “the finite as it is in the true infinite—as a determination, a content, which is distinct but is not an independent, subsistent being, but only a moment” (WL 5: 165/GW 21:137,25/149-150; emphasis added), a part or an aspect of the true reality that is true infinity. He then uses this sense of “ideal” as the basis of his definition of “idealism”: “The proposition that the finite is ideal [that is, that it’s only a moment of true infinity] constitutes idealism” (WL 5: 172/GW 21:142,36/154). Hegel denies that there is any important contrast between “idealism,” in this sense, and “realism” (ibid.); and his reason for denying this is his earlier conclusion (discussed above in 3.7) that “True infinity . . . is reality in a higher sense than the former reality which was simply determinate; for here it has received a concrete content. It is not the finite which is real, but the infinite” (WL 5: 164/GW 21:136,5-10/149; emphasis altered). I have explained how it is only through true infinity that a quality can be “real” in Hegel’s initial sense that it is what it is by virtue of itself. True infinity is “reality in a higher sense” because it actually achieves what the initial moment that was called “reality” aimed at:  namely, to enable its owner to be what it is by virtue of itself, and not by virtue of its relations to others. So, returning to the notion of “ideality,” the assertion that the finite is “ideal” (in that it’s merely a moment of true infinity) is equivalent to the assertion that true infinity is “real,” in this “higher sense” that it succeeds in doing what the initial moment of reality had aimed at. So “idealism” does not conflict with “realism,” when each is applied to the proper item—“idealism” to the finite, and “realism” to the true infinite.
 

By now it should be clear—as I indicated at the outset would be the case—that what Hegel calls “idealism” is very different both from Bishop Berkeley’s (as Hegel calls it) “subjective idealism,” according to which all finite things except minds are composed of ideas that are located in minds, and from Kant’s “transcendental idealism,” according to which the mind imposes major features (the categories and the forms of intuition) on the world. In contrast to these idealisms, Hegel’s “idealism” simply insists that finite qualities, as such, are unreal, and that they achieve reality only by going beyond themselves in a way that is characteristic of free subjectivity (or, if you like, “mind”). Hegel chose the words, “Idea” (which I’ll discuss further in chapter 5) and “ideal” because of their connection to Plato’s and Aristotle’s “idea” or “eidos,” which, like his own “Idee,” are not located “within” any mind, but rather designate the intelligible aspect of what exists. In arguing that finite qualities are mere “moments” of true infinity, Hegel has argued that they become fully intelligible (as “reality”) only insofar as they transcend themselves, or become truly infinite. Their “ideality”—their status as moments of true infinity—is, thus, their intelligibility or their reality. That is why Hegel finds the Greek-derived term, “ideality” (and, eventually, “Idea”), an appropriate way of designating what he is driving at.

Next, Hegel proceeds to claim that every genuine philosophy is an “idealism,” in the sense that it agrees that the finite has no veritable being (WL 5: 172/GW 21:142,37-2/154-155)! In the ancient and modern philosophies that come to mind as possible counterexamples to this claim, he says,

water, or matter, or atoms are thoughts, universals, ideal entities, not things as they immediately present themselves to us, that is, in their sensuous singularity—not even the water of Thales. For although this is also empirical water, it is at the same time also the in-itself or essence of all other things, and these other things are not self-subsistent . . . but are . . . derived from an other, from water, that is they are ideal entities. (WL 5: 172/GW 21:142,14-21/155)

That is, since Thales regards water as the in-itself of everything else, he treats things in general as transcending their sensuous singularity, and becoming what they truly are, through their relationship with water. The presence of such transcendence in an apparently purely materialistic philosophy shows that materialism is not, as such, an anti-“idealist” doctrine, if one interprets “idealism” in the way that Hegel is proposing. Hegel’s assertion that water and matter and atoms “are thoughts” is clearly not meant as an assertion that they are “in” any mind, as a “subjective idealism” would assert. Rather, it is an assertion that water and matter and atoms are non-empirical essences or truths that serve to give greater reality, and in that sense to give “ideality,” to things as they immediately present themselves to us. But, widely agreed to though this proposition might be, it is certainly not a trivial or an unimportant one, insofar as it implies that things as they immediately present themselves to us are less real than the transcending “in-itself” that explains them and gives them full reality. By recognizing this fact, as they implicitly do, materialist philosophies go a long way toward the sort of idealism that Hegel is advocating, which (again) is the recognition that finite things, as such, “have no veritable being”—that they are less real than things that transcend their finitude (“ideal” things) are.

In this passage we see one of Hegel’s anticipatory replies to Ludwig Feuerbach’s and Karl Marx’s later complaints—complaints that, unfortunately, consistently ignore these anticipatory replies—that Hegel assumes that “ideas” or “thought” or “theory” are superior to “sensation” or “concrete social reality” or “practice.” Materialism itself, Hegel suggests, has never been satisfied with pure immediacy, but always seeks to go behind phenomenal experience and identify the higher reality that is at work in it. To that extent, materialism agrees with Hegel that neither sensation nor social relationships nor practice can be taken simply at face value.  The disagreement between materialists and Hegel would then have to be about the precise nature of the “higher reality” that is at work, which Hegel identifies as true infinity, the free Concept, Spirit, etc., whereas materialism identifies it as Thales’s “water,” Democritus’s “atoms” and “necessity,” Epicurus’s atoms and their unpredictable “swerve,” or Marx’s “matter” and his Promethean leap from the realm of necessity to the realm of freedom. The only way to decide which is more plausible is to examine all of them in concrete detail.
 One cannot simply dismiss one or the other as “metaphysical,” as “standing on its head,” or as “confusing subject with predicate,” as Hegel’s materialist critics tend to think they can do.
 

Even sophisticated contemporary interpreters of Hegel sometimes follow in Marx’s footsteps on this issue. Michael Theunissen writes that in Hegel, the “difference between existence in the world and conceptual determination . . . [is,] as Marx would say, ‘mystified.’ The mystification is based on the idea that the Concept could ‘overgrasp’ factual existence [faktische Existenz], at least in the end, in just the same way that, from the beginning, it overgrasps its own determinateness.”
 Neither Theunissen nor Marx appears to have grasped Hegel’s analysis of the concept of “reality” itself (which I explained in 3.4, above), with the result that they don’t understand the role played by negativity and true infinity—and thus eventually by the Concept, thought, and Spirit—in achieving this “reality.” For Hegel, the “existence in the world” or the “factual existence” that Theunissen refers to, like Feuerbach’s “sensations” and Marx’s “concrete social reality,” is unreal insofar as it is merely finite. To criticize Hegel’s idealism in a way that responds to his argument for it, one would have to come to grips (at least) with his account of “reality,” and the way in which it leads him to negativity and true infinity and thus to the “ideality” of the finite.

3.17. True Infinity and God

In his Introduction to the Science of Logic, Hegel described its topic as, among other things, “the exposition of God . . . ” (WL 5: 44/GW 21:34,39-2/50). Readers who reject traditional theism sometimes seek ways of interpreting Hegel’s theological language as not committing him to finding any truth in the traditional notion of a transcendent deity. Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer, for example, in his detailed revisionist commentary (entitled Hegels Analytische Philosophie) on the Encyclopedia Logic, describes Hegel as proposing a “radically immanentist [diesseitige] way of reading religious or theological speech,” for which “’belief in God’ is . . . insight into [the] dependence of the individual’s humanitas, his individual knowledge and reason, on the universal culture of reason.”
 I find this interpretation appealing but unfortunately one-sided. It would apply fairly well to much of what Hegel says about the individual’s relation to “objective spirit.” But an interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy as a whole as “immanentist” pretty clearly overlooks Hegel’s argument that it is the finite’s “nature to be related to itself as limitation . . . and to transcend the same” [über diesselbe hinauszugehen] (WL 5:150/GW 21:124,27-29/138; emphasis added) (an argument that unfortunately is stated less clearly in the EL). The truth that Hegel finds in traditional conceptions of transcendence is that finite things achieve full reality only through their relationship to the infinite: that “finitude is only as a transcending of itself” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,34/145). If we ignore this latter truth, and Hegel’s argument for it, we will never understand either Hegel’s conception of freedom, or his major investment of effort, during the last decade of his life, in lecturing on the philosophy of religion.  It is not an accident that explicitly “naturalistic” or atheistic interpretations of Hegel ignore his critique of the finite, his conception of freedom as being with oneself in the other, and his lectures on the philosophy of religion.
 

What is false in traditional conceptions of transcendence and in traditional religion, Hegel brings out by criticizing a conception of God as merely “transcendent”—as simply a “beyond.” Hegel’s most famous version of this critique is his discussion of the “Unhappy Consciousness,” in chapter 4 of the Phenomenology of Spirit (3:163-177/Miller trans., §§207-230).  In his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion he says that in a conception of God as merely “transcendent” (my word and my scare quotes),  “the finite and the infinite only stand opposed in such a way that the finite is duplicated” (VPRel 1:211/1:307)—which, of course, is his objection to the “spurious infinity”: that in it the “infinite” is in fact limited by the finite that it excludes, and thus is, in fact, finite. Thus the only true transcendence is one that includes the finite, in the manner of true infinity (for which “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite” [WL 5:160/GW 21:134,36/145]).
 But this “inclusion” does not reduce infinity to the finite, precisely because the finite achieves its own reality only through this transcendence—through the infinitude that it achieves. (“Finitude is only as a transcending of itself” [WL 5:160/GW 21:133,34/145].)

So it is only if, following the analysis of true infinity, we keep both aspects in view at the same time—that God is transcendent, but that the notion of transcendence must be reconceived, along the lines of true infinity, in order to achieve what it aims to achieve—that we will be able to see how Hegel simultaneously defends and criticizes traditional theism.
 It is clear, I think, that in his well-known attack on Hegel’s metaphysical theology, Ludwig Feuerbach did not understand this simultaneous defense and criticism, but rather assumed that if one speaks of genuine transcendence, one must be speaking of something that is radically opposed to (rather than “with itself in”) what it transcends.
 And in his “anthropotheistic” alternative to Hegel’s theology, Feuerbach also clearly assumed both that the reality of finite things (unlike that of God) is not a problem—that it can be taken for granted—and that there is no important sense in which humans can or need to transcend their finite nature. Like so many other post-Idealist thinkers, Feuerbach assumed that Platonic or Kantian transcendence inevitably leads either to a simple denial of finite existence or to an unintelligible “two-worlds” supernaturalism—precisely the fate from which Aristotle and, above all, Hegel, in his account of true infinity, had striven to save (a revised version of) Platonic and Kantian transcendence!

Here, then, is a preliminary summary of what Hegel’s argument accomplishes in theology. Just as, in superseding Kantian transcendental idealism in the way that I explained in 3.10, Hegel preserves what is true in the noumenal “world” and what is true in the phenomenal “world,” what is true in Kant’s transcendentalism and what is true in empiricist and naturalist critiques of Kant’s transcendentalism, so also in superseding traditional theism, Hegel preserves what is true in the traditional conception of transcendence and what is true in naturalist critiques of the the idea of transcendence. What is true in the traditional conception of transcendence is that “finitude is only as a transcending of itself” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,34/145), and what is true in naturalist critiques of the idea of transcendence is that to be fully intelligible, a conception of something as real must explain how it relates to whatever else is real, rather than simply positing two disparate and unrelated kinds of “reality.” Hegel provides for the latter truth by reconceiving the notion of transcendence along the lines of true infinity, for which, rather than being “a power existing outside” the finite, “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5: 160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146). The first proposition, that “finitude is only as a transcending of itself,” presents a conception of transcendence that captures an important truth in the religious and theological tradition which is not appreciated by the Enlightenment critique of those traditions (or by the Enlightenment’s own pantheism, deism, atheism, or “anthropotheism”), and this truth is protected by the second proposition (that “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite”) against Enlightenment naturalism’s objection that we can’t intelligibly postulate two disparate and unrelated kinds of “reality.” It’s because Hegel combines a truth of traditional religion and theology (that finitude is only as a transcending of itself) with a truth of Enlightenment naturalism (that we can’t intelligibly postulate two disparate and unrelated kinds of “reality”), into a coherent combination, that his doctrine is so unfamiliar that readers have great trouble simply identifying what it is. It is neither  traditional theism, nor traditional atheism, nor pantheism, nor deism, nor Feuerbachian “anthropotheism,” because none of these does justice both to theism and to Enlightenment naturalism in the way that Hegel’s doctrine does. Grasping what Hegel’s doctrine is, alters one’s perception of the traditional alternatives—especially theism and atheism, “religion” and “naturalism”—in a liberating way, because it suggests, contrary to deeply entrenched assumptions, that we can actually do justice to both of these alternatives simultaneously. 

Hegel’s argument does more than to protect a revised version of divine transcendence against charges of unintelligibility, by interpreting transcendence (true infinity) as the self-transcendence of the finite. It also gives us reason to regard this reinterpreted transcendence as real. This reason is Hegel’s critique of finitude—his argument that finitude is only as a transcending of itself. This is, in effect, a revised and more defensible version of traditional arguments for the existence of God, and in particular, of the “ontological argument.” Introduced by St. Anselm in the eleventh century, used by Descartes and others, and criticized by Kant, the ontological argument says that if God is defined as the sum of all perfections, God must exist, for surely existence is a perfection and non-existence an imperfection. Kant objects that it must be possible to think about all of the properties of a possible thing without being committed to thinking of it either as existing or as not existing. So existence is not a predicate like (say) power or goodness; and so it should not be counted as a “perfection,” comparable to omnipotence or perfect goodness. (In modern formal logic, this distinction between existence and predicates is embodied in the difference between the existential quantifier—which is used to make statements about existence and non-existence—and predicate variables.) To Kant’s objection, Hegel replies, in effect, that the combination of being and thought (or freedom), in true infinity and in God (Absolute Spirit), embodies a developed understanding of what being or existence must be in order to be fully “real,” so that it makes no sense to be “uncommitted” here—to consider it an open question whether this God exists or not. If the argument of the Logic works, this God is what most of all “is” (what most of all is “real”), because that’s precisely what he (or it) has been constructed to be (see EL §51R). God’s other predicates (if any) follow from “his” being or reality, rather than his being or reality being tacked on to his other predicates. This status of Absolute Spirit or of the Concept is clear from the structure of Hegel’s system as a whole, in which “being” is the first concept, so that all later concepts include being, superseded but still present, within them. But it is especially clear when one sees the role that “reality” plays in the argument to true infinity, that the purpose of the Logic is to produce a developed conception of what is real, so that if something that appears to be divine results from the Logic’s argument, that divine thing automatically has to be real. Hegel’s argument for God’s reality resembles the “ontological” argument insofar as it focusses on being as one of God’s essential features; it differs from traditional versions of the ontological argument insofar as it makes being God’s only essential feature, and derives his nature from this being, rather than defining God as something else (the “sum of all perfections”) and then arguing that his being follows from that definition.
 

In view of its subtlety, it’s no wonder that Hegel’s theological position continues to be the subject of much confusion. However, it seems to me that to the extent that we can keep Hegel’s fundamental idea of “supersession” (Aufhebung)—the picking apart of the genuinely false from the genuinely true—before our minds, while considering this issue—rather than supposing, as writers like Feuerbach, Kojève, and Stekeler-Weithofer do, that one must either simply accept “transcendence, as such,” or simply reject it—then the point that Hegel is making about “true infinity” and thus about true transcendence can help us to escape some of the less fruitful features of the seemingly permanent “war” between humanism and theology—both among those who consider themselves Hegel’s sympathizers, and in the world at large. Assuming, on the other hand, that we know in advance, from traditional (pre-Hegelian) discourse, what must be meant by terms like “transcendence” or “God” or “Spirit”—or, correspondingly, that we know in advance what the relevant doctrinal possibilities are (namely, in particular, “theism” and “atheism”)—will prevent us from understanding how Hegel supersedes these possibilities, and thus will doom us to continue stumbling back and forth between the traditional and (to many of us, for good reasons) unacceptable alternatives.
 

3.18.  Two Contrasting Critiques of Hegel’s Theology: Heidegger and Magee

We can sharpen our understanding further by seeing how the theology that I find in Hegel’s account of true infinity stands up against a couple of noteworthy recent critiques. Following in the path of critiques articulated by Pascal and Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger raises the objection, against the “god of philosophy” (where he has in mind Hegel as well as Aristotle and Spinoza), that “man can neither pray nor sacrifice to this God. Before the causa sui, man can neither fall to his knees in awe nor can he play music and dance before this god,” and Heidegger contrasts this philosophers’ god to the “divine God” (dem göttlichen Gott; emphasis added) in relation to whom these traditional religious actions do make sense.
 But what Heidegger says here doesn’t seem to apply to Hegel’s truly infinite God, which is the self-transcendence of (among other finite things) the finite gods—made finite by their various more or less anthropomorphic traits (and their mutual exclusions)—to whom we pray, fall on our knees, etc. If religions embody, to a significant degree, the efforts of their human adherents to go beyond their merely finite being, in order to be themselves and thus to be “real,” and if the truly infinite God is the result of the more finite religious institutions and “gods” going beyond themselves, in order to carry out this project of their adherents’ going beyond their merely finite being—which is a process that we can probably observe going on, historically, in many actual religions, as their adherents become more sophisticated about what they believe—and if the truly infinite God “is only as a transcending of” (WL 5: 160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146; see 3.9 and 3.17) these finite, traditional gods and religions and of their adherents—then whatever we do in the way of prayer, falling on our knees, and so forth, in relation to the finite gods of traditional religions, we do, to some degree, in relation to the truly infinite God as well. So we don’t have to choose, in an “either/or” fashion, between the (so to speak) “old time religion” that Heidegger invokes, and the “god of philosophy”—as long as the latter god is conceived in the manner of true infinity, as the self-supersession of the finite (including the finite, traditional gods). Respect for the one, when properly understood, will entail respect for the other.

This thought is an important part of Hegel’s response not only to critics like Heidegger, but also to his “humanist” critics. If philosophy ignored the finite gods of traditional religions—which at least transcend nature, to some degree—and gave full respect only to nature’s finitude, perhaps to art’s “infinite,”  and perhaps to its own (completely non-religious) “infinite,” it would not be possible for philosophy to achieve the “transcending of the finite” that is the true infinity. Because infinity “is only as a transcending of” what is finite, successful transcendence involves respecting, experiencing, seeing the limits of, and superseding (preserving while cancelling) all of the stages of transcendence, including religion. (Chapter 6 will explain the way in which religion is a necessary stage in the transcendence that is “Spirit.”) A “humanism” that fails to respect, experience, supersede, and thus subsume religion, and instead imagines that philosophy can simply stand on its own, will not achieve true infinity. Being founded on the conception of true infinity, Hegel’s philosophy does not make this mistake.

There is a second point, as well, that needs to be made in response to Heidegger’s critique of the “god of philosophy.” If we were to look around in the history of religious expression for modes of expression that are most in keeping with the “god of philosophy,” and with Hegel’s truly infinite God in particular, an obvious candidate would be the actions and writings of “mystics,” whether Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Platonist, Hindu, Buddhist, Taoist, or indigenous. Hegel expressed sympathy (for example) for Plotinus and Proclus, leading Neoplatonist mystics and philosophers, for Meister Eckhart and Jakob Böhme, Christian mystical writers, and for Jelaluddin Rumi, the great Sufi poet and mystic—while always insisting that true mysticism, as exhibited in these writers, is not mere “enthusiasm” [“Schwärmerei”], but instead rests on a “rational” unification along the lines of his own unification of the finite and the infinite in true infinity.
 The mystical traditions in general have a less anthropomorphic conception of God or of the divine than traditional religions tend to work with, and the relation to God or the divine that they speak of is correspondingly more “direct,” and less mediated by traditional forms of worship, including those that Heidegger mentions as appropriate to the “divine God” that he has in mind. But there can be no doubt that the relations to God or divinity that mystics experience and describe are at least as intense and meaningful for the mystics as are those of the old time religion that Heidegger refers to, for its adherents. 

None of this, however, leads the mystics to condemn the more mediated, traditional ways of relating to God (still less to reject traditional modes of worship as the misguided worship of “false gods”). Rather, mysticism universally sees these traditional modes as containing at least the germ of the truth to which it has a more direct access. Hegel does the same thing in his discussions of religion in general, in which he examines the history and variety of religions as embodying in less-developed ways what he finds most explicitly developed in Christianity (as he understands it), and in the philosophical conception of God that he advocates. And this is exactly what he should do, to be consistent with his guiding idea of true infinity, for which the infinite, and thus the divine, is not the opposite of the finite (because that would render it finite, itself), but rather is the finite’s transcendence of itself. Heidegger’s criticism of the “god of philosophy,” or of “ontotheology,” as he calls it, and the similar criticisms articulated by Pascal and Kierkegaard before him, have been received in many quarters with sympathy, but I wonder whether those who find these criticisms persuasive have paid sufficient attention either to Hegel’s conception of true infinity or to the experience that seems to be shared by all the mystical traditions, of a powerful relation to God or to the divine which is not restricted to, and appears not to depend in any essential way upon the finite, literal instantiation of, the sorts of activity that Heidegger mentions as characteristic of  a relation to the “divine God.” The mystical traditions seem to do precisely what Hegel advises us to do, which is to retain the notion that divinity transcends the finite, while not interpreting this transcendence in the traditional way, as a polar opposition.

A second, very different line of criticism of Hegel’s theology regards it not as too “philosophical,” but quite the reverse, as not truly “rationalistic,” and as not really deserving to be described as “philosophy” at all. Glenn Alexander Magee identifies several important features of Hegel’s metaphysical theology that he thinks qualify it as a part of the “Hermetic” tradition—the occultist or theosophical tradition beginning in the so-called Corpus Hermeticum around 100 AD and extending through medieval and early modern writers like (sure enough) Meister Eckhart and Jakob Böhme—and he sees this entire tradition as very much opposed to what he refers to as “rationalism.” Two of the distinctive theological doctrines that Hegel shares with the Hermetic tradition, according to Magee, and which appear to Magee to have no “rationalist” credentials, are that:

1. God requires creation in order to be God.

2. God is in some sense completed or has a need fulfilled through man’s contemplation of Him.
 

Now, from Hegel’s account of true infinity—which Magee unfortunately does not relate to the Hegelian doctrines that he identifies as substantially identical to these Hermetic doctrines—we understand that the reason why God “requires creation in order to be God,” is that a “God” who is diametrically opposed to the world (so that he doesn’t “require” the world to exist), depends upon his opposition to the (actual or possible) world to define (“determine,” specify) what he is, and in this way depends upon the world, and thus is not truly transcendent and not truly God—so that the only way for God to be truly God, truly transcendent, is by being the world’s self-transcendence, rather than its polar opposite. Hegel sympathizes with the Hermetic tradition insofar as it appears to understand (in some way) that the conventional conception of transcendence encounters this problem, and consequently it tries to construct a relationship between God and creation which allows God to be truly transcendent  (“truly infinite”), by being creation’s self-transcendence, rather than its polar opposite. 

This explains why, according to Magee’s second point of comparison, God is “completed through man’s contemplation of Him.” This is because it is the finite’s going beyond itself that constitutes God. True infinity exists only as the finite’s going beyond itself, which occurs when humans (and other parts of the world) achieve varying degrees of freedom, and thus ultimately “contemplate God.” (We’ll see in chapter 6 how the finite’s going beyond itself ultimately takes the forms of art, religion, and philosophy—how the contemplation of God is the ultimate stage in the constitution of God.) According to Magee, “this Hermetic doctrine of the ‘circular’ relationship between God and creation and the necessity of man for the completion of God is utterly original. It is not to be found in earlier philosophy . . . and it is the chief doctrinal identity between Hermeticism and Hegelian thought” (p. 10).  It may be the absence of anything quite like this doctrine in Plato, Aristotle,
 or Kant that persuades Magee that Hegel, and the Hermetic tradition in general, cannot be regarded as “rationalist” in the same sense that (presumably) Plato, Aristotle, and Kant count as “rationalists” (and perhaps, indeed, as Magee’s repeated references to Hermetic and Hegelian “magic” suggest, that Hegel and other Hermeticists should really be counted, instead, as “irrationalists”). 

But with the understanding of true infinity that we have now arrived at, I think it is at least as plausible to suggest that by developing a conception of reason that avoids the antagonistic dualisms that Kant’s rationalism (for example) falls into, with respect to practical reasoning, freedom, and God, Hegel is in fact a more thorough-going rationalist than his predecessors. Hegel shows how reason can understand its relation to the “non-rational” inclinations, body, and world in a way that doesn’t—unsuccessfully, and thus irrationally—“flee” from them.
 If Hegel’s more thorough-going rationalism enables him to find anticipations of his own progress, on this issue of the nature of true (rational) transcendence, in writings that have been stigmatized as non-“philosophical” or as “irrationalist,” that may reflect the unusual power of his insight into the nature of rationality and transcendence, rather than his having diverged from philosophy into irrationalism.
 

That Hegel’s theology can be attacked in such radically opposed ways—as too “philosophical,” and as not really “philosophical” at all—suggests, at least, that it contains something rather distinctive that is not readily grasped by conventional categories. In particular, Hegel clearly requires us to abandon the common idea that rationality and mysticism are mutually incompatible. (A sympathetically inclusive reading of Plato would probably have the same effect.) I hope that my account of true infinity has begun to reveal what constitutes the distinctive content of Hegel’s theology, and why it produces such remarkably contrasting objections. Any doctrine that aims to go beyond the established oppositions between theism and naturalistic atheism and between mysticism and rationalism, is inevitably going to encounter a remarkably disparate array of objections. 

3.19. Knowledge, Skepticism, and True Infinity

An objection that is often raised against Hegel’s theology, and against his philosophy in general, for that matter, is that they seem to claim too much knowledge, of too many things, to be “realistic.” There is a strong inclination in modern religious thinking to regard the claim to “know God” as foolishly grandiose: one can have “faith” in God, people say, but not knowledge of God. As for philosophy, it has an ancient tendency—beginning, perhaps, with Socrates’s critiques of his contemporaries’ claims to knowledge, and his disavowals of any knowledge of his own—toward skepticism. In keeping with that tendency, Glenn Alexander Magee (for one) describes Hegel’s doctrine as incompatible with true “philosophy,” which Magee takes to be the love of or the search for wisdom, as opposed to the possession of it.
 I will discuss the issue between philosophy and skepticism in this section, and the issue about knowledge versus “faith” in the next section. 

It is often pointed out, in response to criticisms like Magee’s, that Hegel himself took a serious interest in skepticism (and especially in ancient Greek skepticism) in his early academic work in Jena, as we can see from his essay “On the Relationship of Skepticism to Philosophy“ (1802) (TWA 2:213-272/Skep).  And it is suggested, reasonably, that Hegel found what he thought was an effective response to this skepticism, and indeed that his Phenomenology of Spirit embodies such a response (one that might justify him in paying less attention to the challenge of skepticism in his later work). My own suggestion is going to be that the essence of Hegel’s response to skepticism can be seen in true infinity, itself, so that that response pervades the entire systematic philosophy of which true infinity is the “fundamental concept” (EL §95R).

As I’ve explained, true infinity is the infinity that is the finite’s going beyond (superseding) itself, and which alone makes the finite, itself, real, in the sense of being what it is by virtue of itself, rather than by virtue of its relationships to other finite things. And Hegel explains this “going beyond” to us by appealing to our experience of the “ought,” in which we acknowledge the authority, over us, of something that goes beyond our particular, finite inclinations, and which seems to offer us the opportunity to be whole, to be “ourselves,” in a way that we cannot be if we simply follow our strongest inclination. We acknowledge, that is, the authority of selfhood. There is no point in acting—or, for that matter, in believing—in a way that conflicts with this selfhood, because to do so would diminish one’s potential reality, as oneself. A belief that conflicted with selfhood would be, say, believing in “the first thing that popped into one’s head,” as opposed to believing in something that one arrived at after due consideration. If belief is a close relative of action—it does seem (for example) that one is responsible for one’s beliefs, just as one is responsible for what are ordinarily called “actions”—then it may seem appropriate to apply Hegel’s remarks about the “ought” to beliefs as well as to “actions” of the ordinary kind. It will become evident in the Doctrine of the Concept, in particular, that Hegel does have in mind a broad conception of selfhood as exhibited in responsible belief as well as in responsible action (see 5.3); and it’s appropriate that he should have such a broad conception in mind, since reasoning about belief goes beyond initial inclinations and assumptions, and in that sense beyond “finitude,” in the same way that reasoning about action does. 

Now, Hegel tells us that the actions and beliefs that respond to the authority of selfhood (the “ought”) are, in effect, God. They are the finite’s going beyond itself, which is the true infinity (to which Hegel will apply explicitly theological language later, in the Doctrine of the Concept [see 5.2] and the Philosophy of Spirit, as well as in the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion). 

How, I now ask, can one be skeptical about this God? As Hegel says, “This  infinite . . . is and is there, present, encountered” (präsent, gegenwärtig) (WL 5: 164/GW 21:136,25/149). When the skeptic asks, what authority do you have for this doctrine, this belief about “reality”?—the answer is that this doctrine or belief begins as, simply, an articulation of the experience of seeking authority for a doctrine or a belief, rather than believing the first thing that comes into one’s head; and it then goes on to draw consequences, from the phenomenon of our seeking such an authority, for “reality”: that such a search itself creates a kind or degree of “reality,” in the searcher, that wouldn’t otherwise exist (by enabling the searcher to be what he is by virtue of himself, rather than by virtue of his relations to others). So the skeptic’s question—“what authority do you have for this doctrine?”—itself takes for granted something like at least the first step of the argument that it questions. The skeptic may, by all means, try to articulate the experience in question—the experience of seeking authority for a doctrine or a belief—in a way that differs from Hegel’s articulation of it, but she can’t deny that there is such an experience without depriving the discussion that she is having, with Hegel, of any significance (since her intervention in the discussion, which is her questioning of whether Hegel’s doctrine has any rational authority, presupposes that there is such an experience).
 It seems, then, that the only place where the skeptic can reasonably focus her doubts is on the second step of Hegel’s argument, which is his account of how  the experience of seeking authority for a doctrine or belief creates a kind of reality, in the searcher and in the world that generated the searcher, that wouldn’t otherwise be present there. Future discussion might show how this second step can be reasonably undermined, but for the present, I (for one) find it persuasive, for the reasons that I have explained in this chapter. 

If I have correctly identified the response to skepticism that is implicit in Hegel’s account of true infinity, then it should be clear that Hegel’s philosophy doesn’t simply reject, or simply “refute,” skeptical objections. Rather, Hegel acknowledges skepticism as the legitimate search for rational authority (for belief or action), and he builds that search into his account of reality, and of how we (as seekers or knowers) relate to reality. Reality is itself the search for rational authority (since only something that seeks rational authority for its actions or beliefs can be what it is by virtue of itself, and thus be fully real), and since this is what reality is, we, as seekers of knowledge and rational authority, are the most real things that there are. That is, we are the most real things to the extent that  we go beyond our initial inclinations toward particular beliefs or actions—that is, to the extent that we go beyond our “finite” existence—and seek that rational authority, and thus constitute something transfinite or (to use the traditional word) divine, which gives full reality to the world of which it is the self-transcendence. 

To deny that we can know this God would be truly a self-frustrating endeavor. And to assert that in constructing a philosophy around this thought, Hegel is making ridiculously grandiose claims, is to miss the breath-taking simplicity of what he is doing. Following the example of Plato, in his Republic and Symposium, Hegel is interpreting Socrates’s search for knowledge of the Good—that is, for rational authority for his actions and beliefs—as capable of, in effect, creating the ultimate reality (since, as Plato puts it, to the extent that someone seeks such authority, it becomes “possible for him to give birth not to images of virtue . . . but to true virtue” [Symposium 212a; emphasis added], and to “become entirely one” [Republic 443e; emphasis added]).
 In his famous denials that he possesses “knowledge,” Socrates is certainly not denying that he knows anything about his own search for knowledge, or (consequently) that he knows anything about himself as a searcher for knowledge. What Hegel claims for his philosophy is not that it grasps and knows the possibly infinite complexities of “reality” as it’s commonly thought of—that is, of nature—but rather that it grasps the more fundamental “reality” which is not nature, but the way in which nature can and apparently does go beyond itself in the “ought” and the search for knowledge, which is to say, in selfhood (what Hegel describes as negativity, true infinity, the Concept, and Spirit), and that this more fundamental “reality,” if it exists, knows itself in a way that it can hardly deny.

Hegel’s notion, in both the Phenomenology of Spirit and the Logic, that we can follow the movement of the Sache selbst, the pure concepts that make up reality itself, rather then merely the movement of “our own thoughts” (which is what a skeptic might suggest that we are really following), is only plausible in the context of his argument that reality is constituted by the finite’s going beyond itself, so that we—as the ones through whom (that is, through whose thoughts) the finite apparently can go beyond itself—are intimately involved in the constitution of reality, and can therefore know it as well as we know ourselves.
 

That Hegel has in mind the kind of response to skepticism that I have been describing can be seen from his introductory discussion in the EL, in which he says that unlike the “understanding,” philosophy

contains the skeptical as a moment within itself—specifically as the dialectical moment. But then philosophy does not stop at the merely negative result of the dialectic, as is the case with skepticism. [Skepticism] mistakes its result, insofar as it holds fast to it as mere, i.e., abstract negation. When the dialectic has the negative as its result, then, precisely as a result, this negative is at the same time the positive, for it contains what it resulted from superseded within itself, and cannot be without it. (EL §81A, TWA 8:176/131; emphasis added)

The negative “result . . . is at the same time the positive” because as a “result,” it always has (at least) the positive moment of being, within it (see 3.3, above). Skepticism is “a moment within” Hegelian philosophy in that skepticism is the inquiring going-beyond, the search for rational authority, which (as the “Ought,” in the “Quality” chapter of WL) dissolves the finite, as such. But unlike skepticism as such, Hegelian “philosophy” goes on to remind itself that this search for rational authority itself already constitutes (together with what it dissolves) something positive—namely, the reality that is called true infinity—and that the way in which this reality is constituted seems to imply that it must have knowledge of itself. In this way, Hegelian philosophy transcends skepticism. By making skepticism internal to reality as such, it deprives it of its power as an independent point of view. 

Hegel develops the connection between knowledge and skepticism that is implicit in true infinity, in his account of “Cognition” in the Idea (see 5.16, below) and in his account of subjective Spirit (including Consciousness and Intelligence) in the Philosophy of Spirit, in which he writes that

The action of Intelligence as theoretical Spirit has been called cognition [Erkennen]. Yet this does not mean that Intelligence inter alia cognizes—besides which it also intuits, represents, remembers, imagines, etc. Such a position is . . . connected with the great question of modern times as to whether true cognition or the cognition of truth is possible. . . . [In fact,] the concept of cognition has emerged as Intelligence itself, as the certainty [Gewißheit] of Reason; the actuality of Intelligence is therefore cognition itself. It follows from this that it is absurd to speak of Intelligence and yet at the same time of the possibility or choice of cognizing or not. (EG §445, 10:242, emphasis added; compare §445A)

The only way for Hegel’s analysis of “cognition” to have the kind of relevance that he here suggests it has to the question of “whether true cognition or the cognition of truth is possible” is for that analysis to be a development of a structure within which the contrast between a “mind” that engages in intuiting, etc., and a “reality” to which the mind may or may not have reliable access, makes no sense. Such a structure is presented by true infinity, in which, as I have been explaining, the fullest reality is achieved by the inquiring mind, itself; and Hegel’s analysis of “cognition” is indeed a development of true infinity, as I will show in chapters 5 and 6.

It is important, once again, to distinguish the epistemological position that I’m attributing to Hegel from more familiar modern positions. By saying that in knowing ourselves we know the highest reality, Hegel is not saying, as Bishop Berkeley does, that only “minds” and the ideas in them are real; according to Hegel, material objects are also real, to the extent that they go beyond themselves and engage in thought. Nor is Hegel saying, like Kant, that thought “imposes” certain important features on the world of appearance, and in that sense is more fundamental than that world. In Hegel’s picture, nothing is imposed on anything by anything else; rather, certain things are achieved by some things (namely, by thinking things) that aren’t achieved by other things  (say, by “being,” or “matter,” as such).  And finally, although the argument that I’m attributing to Hegel certainly resembles Descartes’s argument for knowledge, in his Meditations, in the emphasis that it puts on the searcher’s self-knowledge—on the “cogito ergo sum” (which Hegel endorses in EL §76 and Lectures on the History of Philosophy /TWA 20:131-132)—Hegel’s argument differs from Descartes’s by giving reasons for regarding the searcher as more “real” than merely material, non-thinking things, so that from the point of view of Hegel’s argument, Descartes’s categorizing of both the searcher and material objects as equally “res,” and thus equally “real” (differing only in that one is “res cogitans” and the other is “res extensa”), promotes an unfortunate confusion. According to Hegel’s argument, by knowing ourselves—that is, by having the experience of seeking authority for our beliefs and actions—we know the ultimate reality, which is true infinity, the Concept, Spirit, etc. The “external world” is real insofar as it helps to constitute this ultimate reality, by going beyond itself as freedom and Spirit, and to the extent that it does that (in the way that Hegel studies especially in his Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Spirit, which I’ll discuss in chapter 6), we know the external world, as well. Descartes’s conception of knowledge is vulnerable to skepticism, and Kant’s conception of knowledge generates skepticism (about our knowledge of things in themselves), precisely because they view important parts of reality as in polar opposition to thought, whereas Hegel has demonstrated, in “Quality,” that reality as such is created by something like thought (when the finite goes beyond itself), so that rather than spinning its wheels in futility, skepticism’s unlimited inquiry creates and therefore has access to reality.

As I’ve indicated, the “idealism” that most resembles Hegel’s is not a modern idealism, but Plato’s. I’ll discuss Hegel’s idealism, and its relation to Plato’s, further in chapter 5 (especially 5.10).

To prevent possible misunderstanding, I should emphasize that the “self” that I say Hegel says we know is not something that is immediately “given,” like (for example) sensations as they are described by empiricism; and neither is it the “starting point” of Hegel’s philosophical investigation. Hegel makes it clear that nothing, as he sees it, is purely “immediate,” and he also makes it clear (for that reason, in fact) that the ‘I’ is not the starting point of his investigation in the Logic (see WL 5:76-79/GW 21:62-64/75-78, criticizing Fichte). This is another way in which Hegel’s investigation differs from Descartes’s, for which the cogito is, in effect, the starting point. Rather than being Hegel’s starting point, the self, or “selfhood” as I’ve been calling it, is the theme of his investigation, from the Something through to Absolute Spirit. Philosophy’s starting point is the “immediate,” or being, and its theme is the way in which what is true in that starting point emerges: the way in which immediacy and mediation, the finite and the infinite, substance and subject, mechanism and the “Idea,” Nature and Spirit interrelate as (the emergence of) reality or selfhood or truth. This is what Hegel means by calling true infinity the “fundamental concept of philosophy”: not that true infinity is philosophy’s starting point or basis, but that it is what philosophy, as a whole, exhibits. What philosophy exhibits is immune to skepticism not because it is an indubitable starting point or basis, but because, as I indicated above, it is exhibited just as much by skepticism as it is by the whole of philosophy.  

3.20. Knowledge and “Faith”

If this is the situation with respect to knowledge, what is the situation with respect to “faith”? Hegel wrote in Faith and Knowledge (1802), his early systematic response to the fideism of Kant, Fichte, and Jacobi, that “in true faith the whole sphere of finitude, of being-something-oneself, of sensibility goes down [versinkt] before the thinking and intuiting of the eternal, which here becomes one” (TWA 2:382/141; emphasis added). Basing his own approach to the eternal on his conception of true infinity, Hegel saw no need to contrast a sphere of faith to a sphere of knowledge, and instead he identified true faith with “thinking and intuiting,” which were equivalent, for him, to reason. He takes the same position in EL (1830):

“Intuiting” and “believing” [Glauben] express initially the determinate representations that we associate with these words in our ordinary consciousness; it is true that in this usage, they are diverse from thinking, and everyone is more or less able to understand this distinction. But now believing and intuiting ought to be taken  in a higher sense, as faith [Glauben] in God, as intellectual intuition of God; and this means that we are to abstract, precisely, from what constitutes the distinction between  intuiting, or believing, and thinking. When they are promoted to this higher region, we cannot say how believing and intuiting are still diverse from thinking. (EL §63R, TWA 8:151/111)

The distinction between intuiting or believing, on the one hand, and thinking, on the other, applies only in the sphere of the finite, as such. In connection with the infinite, they cease to be distinguishable, because there the external determination that goes with intuition or with belief as opposed to thought has been superseded (see EG §§446-449, and 6.6, below). External determination is superseded in thought because in the way that the discussion of knowledge in the previous section (3.19) might suggest, thought is ultimately internal to selfhood (or “reality” or “God”), rather than dealing with the relation between them and something that is external to them. 

Hegel goes on to point out that sheer “faith,” when separated from all thought, can just as well believe that “the Dalai-Lama, the bull, the ape, etc., is God” (EL §63R, TWA 8:152/112). True faith, then, is thought and is reason. To make this statement comprehensible, it is vital, of course, to be clear about what Hegel means by “thought” and by “reason.” They cannot be mere “cost-benefit calculation”—what Hegel often refers to as “the understanding” (Verstand). Rather, they are the questioning of everything—of what counts as a “benefit” or a “cost,” and why—which I first described in 2.2, which Hegel describes as “infinite,” and to which he gives the title, in contrast to “the understanding,” of “reason” (Vernunft). I hope that the defenders of “faith” will see, as they become better acquainted with it, that Hegel’s “reason” leads to precisely the “higher reality” that our hearts desire, so that there is no need for them to object to calling that reality “rational.” The point in calling it “rational” is that the process of seeking higher, more comprehensive reasons constitutes (in the way that I’ve been explaining) a higher reality. This higher reality is what our hearts desire because, as I will explain in chapters 5 and 6, it has the character of love, as well as—and inseparably from—what Hegel calls “reason.” (The same can of course also be said for Plato’s higher reality, in “Diotima’s Speech” in the Symposium.)

I may as well also add—and this is probably the ultimate reason for Hegel’s refusal to contrast “faith” with “knowledge”—that people who define their preferred relation to God in an “exclusive” way, as the “opposite” of, or essentially not another way (not, for example, the “rational” way or the “philosopher’s” way), invite the objection that what they are doing seems paradigmatically unfree: that, as Hegel says, “flight is not a liberation from what is . . . fled from; the one that excludes still remains connected to [in Verbindung mit] what it excludes” (WL 5:196/GW 21:163,10-13/175; emphasis added), as the spurious infinity remains connected to the finite. The failure of flight (or “negation”) to be liberation, seems to be an endemic problem in “Romantic,” anti-Enlightenment religious thinking such as is represented by Pascal and Kierkegaard and their descendents, as well as in religious “fundamentalism” in general. For it is not only “philosophers” who are concerned about being  (truly) free or truly oneself, and who suppose that part if not all of what religion is about is—true, deep, fulfilling—freedom or being oneself (and consequently not “fleeing,” not defining oneself through what one “opposes”). Such freedom, it seems plausible to suggest, might also be precisely what “love” is about. 
3.21. Earlier Versions of These Ideas, in Hegel’s Development

Hegel made the basic outline of true infinity clear in Faith and Knowledge (1802). There he wrote that “It is precisely through its flight from the finite and through its rigidity that subjectivity turns the beautiful into [mere] things—the [sacred] grove into timber” (TWA 2:290/58; emphasis added). As opposed to such a “flight,” he wrote, “the true infinite is the absolute Idea, identity of the universal and the particular, or identity of the infinite and the finite themselves (i.e., of the infinite as opposed to a finite)” (2: 352/113; emphasis added). What he didn’t make clear prior to the Science of Logic (1812-1816), however, is why the finite and the infinite are “identical”—why (as he puts it more precisely, there) “finitude is only as a transcending of itself” and “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,34-37/145-146). Indeed, Hegel probably hadn’t worked these arguments out, at the time that he wrote Faith and Knowledge, but was still relying on the rather dogmatic assertions of some such “identity” that were characteristic of his influential collaborator at the time, F. W. J. Schelling. Since the arguments in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, in which he first makes clear his independence from Schelling, are phrased in terms of consciousness or knowledge, rather than being, as such, they don’t directly address this issue.  Likewise, in Hegel’s important Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion from the 1820s (which have recently been newly edited and translated into English), these arguments are presupposed, rather than laid out. So it is vital that readers who are interested in these issues and these texts should study the Science of Logic, as well. 

Another feature of Hegel’s earlier treatment of these issues that readers should be aware of is his doctrine of “intellectual intuition” or intuitive intellect. It plays a central organizing role in his Differenzschrift (The Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy [1801]) and in Faith and Knowledge, and since these essays contain some of the most extensive explicit discussions of Kant and Fichte that Hegel ever published, they are often relied on as laying down principles, regarding Kant’s and Fichte’s mistakes and how to overcome them, that Hegel is assumed to hold to in his later System, as well. Intellectual intuition, an idea from Spinoza which Kant entertained (in the Critique of Judgment, §77) as  possible for God, but not for man, and which Fichte applied to the ego’s self-knowledge, is given the job, in these early essays of Hegel’s, of uniting the finite and the infinite. An intellectual intuition would be a mode of knowing the world which does not depend upon input provided by sense organs, and thus does not divide knowledge into conceptual ingredients, on the one hand, and sensation, on the other. Hegel is delighted that Kant came as close as he did, by discussing this idea in the Critique of Judgment, to overcoming the dualism of concept  versus intuition of his earlier Critiques (and also, by implication, the dualism of the infinite vs. the finite), and he is correspondingly dismayed by Kant’s conclusion that humans have no access to the faculty that could do this (FK 2:324-326/88-90).
 

However, at some point after he published these essays, Hegel became aware that it wasn’t enough to assert the existence of this miraculous faculty or of the unity that it gives one access to—that a rigorous philosophy would argue for that unity, from premises that other people could be expected to accept.  So in the Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit he objects to “the rapturous enthusiasm which, like a shot from a pistol, begins straight away with absolute knowledge, and makes short work of other standpoints by declaring that it takes no notice of them” (3:31/16, §27), and in the introduction to Book One of the Science of Logic he contrasts his approach to that of “those who begin, like a shot from a pistol, from their inner revelation, from faith, intellectual intuition, etc., and who would be exempt from method and logic” (WL 5:65-66/GW 21:53,34-1/67; emphasis added). What remains of his earlier position, here, is the idea of the unity of finite and infinite in true infinity; but this unity now must be demonstrated, by the argument that we have been studying here, rather than taken for granted as a starting point. It is true that in the Encyclopedia Logic (§55R) Hegel still mentions “intuitive intellect” as a positive feature of Kantian philosophy, but his thought here, no doubt—as also in EL §63R, quoted  in 3.20, above, and in WL 6:266/GW 12:26,28-32/593—is that (as in Spinoza, Fichte, and Schelling, as well) the idea of the intuitive intellect is preferable to empiricist or dualistic views, even if, taken by itself, it is still inadequate. Hegel’s mature view, in the Encyclopedia, is that Intelligence’s “faculties” all interlock, as developments of Spirit (and thus ultimately of true infinity), so that no single faculty, such as the supposed faculty of intellectual intuition, could solve a fundamental problem by itself.

In addition to its dogmatism, another disadvantage of Hegel’s early Schellingian advocacy of intellectual intuition was that it did not bring out clearly the intimate way in which true infinity, and knowledge of it, depends upon the finite, and knowledge of it. Hegel and Schelling intended to make a point of this sort by emphasizing (contrary to Kant and Fichte) the way in which, as Hegel and Schelling claim, nature is itself rational, and thus has a quality that links it to the infinite. This left it unclear how (if at all) freedom and infinity were distinct from nature. Hegel’s argument in the Logic for the failure of the finite to achieve “reality,” and its consequent need for the infinite as the only way by which it can be real—his argument that “finitude is only as a transcending of itself”—makes it clear how and why nature and freedom, the finite and the infinite are distinct and at the same time interlocked, and thus why the notion of the infinite, when it is properly understood, need not be seen as a “flight from the finite” (FK 2:290/58) (that is, as a sheer supernaturalism).
 

The “intuitive intellect” was important, in the Differenzschrift and especially in Faith and Knowledge, as an alternative to Kant’s notion that knowledge had two ingredients that are in principle separate: “concepts” and “intuitions.” From this doctrine, Kant inferred that we cannot have knowledge of objects of which (as he thought) we cannot have intuitions, such as freedom and God. Since Hegel’s argument for true infinity implies both that the finite things that ordinary sciences claim to know are less real than infinite things like freedom and God, and that we can have knowledge of the latter through arguments like the one that Hegel is presenting, it clearly raises questions about Kant’s conclusion regarding what we can know.  By doing so, it suggests (as Hegel’s earlier advocacy of “intellectual intuition” had also suggested) that Kant’s dualism of intuition and concept is open to question. Hegel explores this particular issue later on, in the Doctrine of Essence, the Doctrine of the Concept, and the Philosophy of Spirit, and I will discuss it in the later chapters that discuss them. 

3.22. Charles Taylor’s Interpretation of True Infinity

In his admirably energetic and provocative Hegel, which for a quarter of a century has been the most accessible and influential interpretation in English of Hegel’s system as a whole, Charles Taylor interprets true infinity in a way that contrasts with the interpretation that I have been advocating. According to one of the central theses of Taylor’s interpretation of Hegel, Hegel sees individual humans as “vehicles” for the embodiment of “cosmic spirit” (Hegel, p. 89), or of a “cosmic reason” (p. 562). True infinity, Taylor also writes, is “an infinite life embodied in a circle of finite beings, each of which is inadequate to it and therefore goes under, but is replaced in necessary order by another” (p. 240; emphasis added). Thus cosmic spirit, cosmic reason, or true infinity (Taylor treats them as largely interchangeable) evidently stands by itself, as the standard that finite things try and fail to live up to, or as the agent that uses finite things as its vehicle. The result of these metaphors of the “vehicle” or the external standard is that Taylor’s account fails to articulate the unity or identityof the finite with the infinite. Of course, Taylor is well aware that Hegel intends such a unity, but because Taylor doesn’t get into focus the arguments by which Hegel actually accomplishes it, Taylor’s own metaphors—the “vehicle” and the unreachable standard—end up taking over his presentation.
 The arguments that Taylor doesn’t get into focus are Hegel’s arguments for the failures of the “something,” the finite, and spurious infinity to achieve reality—the arguments that I analyzed in 3.4 and 3.6-3.9, above, and which Taylor discusses in his chapter X, Part I.

Hegel himself condenses these three arguments together in a passage in the EL that seems to be one of Taylor’s central pieces of evidence for his interpretation of true infinity (he cites part of it on p. 241): 

What is indeed given is that something becomes an other. . . . In its relationship to an other, something is already an other itself vis-à-vis the latter; and therefore, since what it passes into (übergeht in) is entirely the same as what passes into it—neither having any further determination than this identical one of being an other—in its passing into an other, something only goes together with itself; and this relation to itself in the passing and the other is true infinity. (EL §95)

Taylor interprets this passage as suggesting that 

if we contemplate the succession of finite things where each passes and is succeeded by another, we are eventually forced to shift our point of reference from the particular ephemeral finite things to the continuing process which goes on through their coming to be and passing away (Hegel, p. 241)

which is true infinity. The interpretation of Hegel’s account of quality and finitude that I have been laying out suggests, on the contrary, that the “becoming” or “passing into” that Hegel is discussing here is not the physical process of the something’s ceasing to exist and the other’s coming into existence. Rather, it is the logical dependence of the something on others for its determinate quality, which I described in 3.4, above. Something “becomes” or “passes into” an other in the sense that something’s quality is not just a fact about it, but depends upon other somethings, so that its nature, as a finite thing, does not depend on it, alone, but depends instead upon the conceptual space that is composed of all the others that there are. In EL §94, Hegel describes the futile process of seeking to determine the something’s quality definitively by listing and encompassing all the “others” upon which its quality logically depends, and upon which the others in turn depend, and so on ad infinitum. This, of course, is an instance of “spurious infinity,” because it yields only an endless progress, and does not transcend or resolve the problem. Whereas in EL §95, which we’re looking at now, Hegel is saying that since the other depends, for its quality, upon the something in the same way that the something depends upon the other, therefore in thinking about this complex of something and other, both of them facing exactly the same problem, one’s attention can be drawn to the potential selfhood of each of them—in which case one could say, as Hegel does, that each of them “goes together with itself.” But what this means is that the transcendence of the self/other dependency, if it occurs, will occur right in the finite something, by its successfully being itself, rather than through its somehow encompassing all of its (infinitely ramifying) relationships—and still less through our shifting our point of reference away from the particular ephemeral finite something to a continuing process of which it is merely a vehicle. So where Taylor suggests that “we are eventually forced to shift our central point of reference from the particular ephemeral finite things to the continuing process which goes on through their coming to be and passing away” (Hegel, p. 241), I suggest that rather than shifting our central point of reference away from the ephemeral finite thing, we shift it, precisely, to the potential selfhood of that thing—to its having its quality by virtue of itself—which Hegel has been in pursuit of ever since he introduced the idea of “quality.” Besides being a more literal interpretation of Hegel’s statement that the something “goes together with itself,” in true infinity, my interpretation gives a simple and unambiguous meaning to Hegel’s previous and closely connected account of the role of “negation” in quality (see note 8, above).

Though Taylor’s description of individual humans as “vehicles” for the embodiment of cosmic “spirit” doesn’t completely misrepresent Hegel, because “spirit” does transcend individual humans, it does systematically overlook the fact that spirit does this only through the individual’s own transcendence of her finite condition in pursuit of her own selfhood and reality—that is, it overlooks the side of Hegel’s true infinity which is critical of “transcendence” as the “power outside” the finite, or as the “beyond.” It is vital to see that at the beginning of his systematic account of freedom, and in the true infinity, in particular, Hegel’s focus is on the individual’s pursuit of her own reality, and not on the other, top-down, “God’s-eye view.”
 The key to understanding Hegel’s conception of true infinity in this way is seeing that his critique of Kant and Fichte, for allowing freedom to become mired in “spurious infinity,” overlies a fundamental agreement with Kant and Fichte about the importance of freedom as transcending finitude. If we keep this agreement in view, it will be difficult for us to suppose that Hegel locates freedom fundamentally in something other than the individual finite being that is seeking to be what it is by virtue of itself.
 What is true in Taylor’s interpretation is that for Hegel, finite beings fail to be real, and must go beyond themselves to be real—and that Hegel’s category of “Spirit” (Geist) embodies that going-beyond. What is mistaken in Taylor’s reading and in many others like it (an early and even more influential instance being Ludwig Feuerbach’s reading), is the idea that Hegel sees the existence of this Geist as itself unproblematic; whereas in fact Hegel’s account of true infinity makes it clear that infinity (and its successors, including the Idea and Geist) depends upon finite things’ going beyond themselves, just as much as the reality of finite things depends upon infinity. 

It is easy to suppose that the only way to take Hegel’s theological language and interests seriously is to assume, as Taylor and Feuerbach do, that God (or Geist) for Hegel is the primary reality, whose existence is not an issue in the way that the existence of finite things like ourselves is an issue. To suppose this, however, is to overlook the lesson of Hegel’s critique of spurious infinity, that if two things are simply opposed to each other (as “God” and “finite things” are opposed to each other in this Taylor/Feuerbach way of reading Hegel), they are both rendered finite by that opposition. Geist cannot be simply other than us, opposed to us (as it would have to be if it “used” us as its “vehicles”), on pain of being finite, itself. It is also true that we cannot be simply other than it—we cannot be simply finite—on pain of being unreal. And it is also true that despite this absence of simple otherness between the finite and the infinite—an absence that Hegel tentatively describes as their “unity,” and eventually as their “identity”—there must be and is a significant difference between finite and infinite, in order for this whole issue of their relationship of “unity” or identity to arise. This mutual dependence or identity-in-difference of finite and infinite, which is required for their (“truly infinite”) reality, is what we must understand in order to see how Hegel supersedes both traditional theism and traditional atheism, finding some real truth in each of them but also definitively going beyond each of them, and (thus) beyond the opposition between them (in the way that I outlined in 3.17). 

As a result of the effective non-identity of the finite with the infinite, as Taylor understands them using his metaphors of the “vehicle” and the unreachable standard, he is able to conclude, in the manner of Enlightenment critics of transcendence, that modern science and technology have “dispelled [the] vision of the world as the manifestation of spiritual powers or a divine principle” (Hegel, p. 545)—the vision of which Hegel’s theory of true infinity and Spirit, as Taylor understands it, was a representative—and consequently that “Hegel’s central thesis is dead” (p. 546). If, however, Taylor had gotten into focus the “unity” or identity of the finite and the infinite, as Hegel understands them, and the arguments that support that unity or identity, he would not have been able to understand the “manifestation” relationship as a relationship between one thing and another, independent thing, and it would have become evident to him that further argument would be needed in order to show that the first thing (the “spiritual powers or divine principle”) could be “dispelled” by the progress of science and technology, without depriving the second thing (nature) of its full reality.

3.23. Hegel Not an Atomist

It might be mistakenly inferred from my critique of Taylor’s interpretation of true infinity that I think that Hegel does not regard free agents as logically involved with one another—that Hegel’s position is “atomistic.” Such a view of Hegel could hardly be reconciled with the Logic’s Doctrine of the Concept, with the Philosophy of Spirit, or with the Philosophy of Right, but in any case it does not  follow from my interpretation of true infinity. The point is that the logical relationship between free agents is established, not in the Doctrine of Being, but in the Doctrine of Essence and the Doctrine of the Concept. Hegel proceeds, after the part of “Quality” that we have been studying, to introduce the category of “being-for-self,” which is the embodiment of true infinity, and then to describe how being-for-self “collapses” (WL 5: 182/GW 21:151,27/163) into simple immediacy, which is embodied in the world-view that Hegel calls “atomism.” Hegel  takes this “atomism” very seriously, and I think it might be correct to say that his ultimate answer to it takes up much of the remainder of the Logic and of the Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Spirit. He clearly does not regard his discussion (in “Quality”) of the mutual involvement of determinate beings, through “negation,” as an adequate answer to atomism, or he could have saved himself a great deal of work. A crucial fact about his final overcoming of atomism, in the Concept and in the Philosophy of Spirit, is that the Concept and Spirit embody the same sort of freedom that Hegel has begun to analyze in true infinity. They embody, in other words, Hegel’s version of Kantian “self-transcending” being. (But they embody it on a stronger basis than it had in “Quality”: one that isn’t prone to “collapse.”) That is why, despite all of his criticism of Kant, Hegel is best understood as attempting to rescue Kant’s basic conception of freedom—by reconceiving its relation to being and (thus) to nature—rather than to put something completely different in its place. Indeed, Hegel also rescues Kant’s theism—again, by reconceiving God’s relation to being and nature. And finally, through his refutation of “atomism” and his arguments for the Absolute Idea and for mutual “recognition,” Hegel also rescues Kant’s great argument for the thesis that autonomy requires ethics (see 2.7-2.8, 5.14-5.17, and 6.5.1). Whether Kant would want his arguments for freedom, God, and ethics to be rescued in this way, is less important than whether there is any other convincing way of rescuing them, which is a question that I leave to the reader to consider.
3.24. Being-for-Self and the “Collapse” of True Infinity

A natural question to ask, after one has assimilated the transition from determinate being to true infinity and ideality, would be, what form will numerical multiplicity, and the relations between multiple things, take in this new world? If things no longer get their identity purely through the negation that distinguishes them from other occupants of the same conceptual space, in so far as they now transcend the qualities that tie them to that conceptual space, how will they be distinguished from and related to one another? Another natural and even more pressing question to ask is, how can we identify the workings of true infinity in the world? How does the process of transcendence relate to the world of particular determinate beings and qualities that is studied (presumably) by the physical sciences? Is it “in” the world in the way that they are? What is a “world,” anyway? These are, in fact, among the next questions that Hegel takes up, and they lead him initially—via the “collapse” that I mentioned in the previous section—to a model of individuality, multiplicity, and freedom that has been and continues to be very influential in philosophy and the social sciences: to (material or social) atomism. 

We begin with the notion of truly infinite being. The term that Hegel introduces to describe it is “being-for-self” (Fürsichsein).  This term is meant to sum up the way in which the transcendence of finite being was motivated by the something’s need to be in charge of its own quality—to “be itself,” as opposed to being only a “member” of a conceptually structured universe. “We say that something is for itself,” Hegel says, “in so far as it transcends otherness, its connection and community with other, has repelled them and made abstraction from them” (WL 5:175/GW 21:145,34-36/158). This involves transcending all finite qualities, since as limitations they involve it with other. However, in order to be infinite being, being-for-self must still involve being, in some fashion (“determinate being is at the same time also a moment of being-for-self” [WL 5:176/GW 21:146,6-7/159]). How can being-for-self involve determinate being without becoming involved with a finite other, and thus again becoming finite, itself? It can do so by having a moment, an ingredient, of determinate being within itself . Such a moment or ingredient Hegel calls “being-for-one” (WL 5:176/GW 21:146,12/159), since it constitutes the unity, the oneness of finite and infinite (or, equivalently, of something and its other [EL §97A]), in the being-for-self. In so far as the one “for” which being-for-self is, is only being-for-self itself, there is no “other” involved, so that determinate being has been superseded, and does not constitute a limitation for being-for-self, or render it finite. But the oneness nevertheless gives determinate being a role as a moment within being-for-self. 

This approach may sound like it might have potential, but Hegel immediately raises a problem for it, which I will quote and explain in some detail because it motivates the crucial transition to atomism.
 

Now though this moment has been designated as being-for-one, there is as yet nothing present for which it would be—no one, of which it would be the moment (1). There is, in fact, nothing of the kind as yet fixed in being-for-self; that for which something (and here there is no something) would be, whatever the other side as such might be, is likewise [so far, only] a moment, is itself only a being-for-one, not yet a one. Consequently, . . . there is only one being-for-other, and because there is only one, this too is only a being-for-one; there is only the one ideality of that, for which or in which a moment is supposed to be determined, and of that which is supposed to be a moment in it (2). (WL 5:176/GW 21:147,18-31/159; emphases altered, reference numbers added)

From these considerations, which I will interpret in a moment, Hegel concludes that

the moments of being-for-self have collapsed into the undifferentiatedness which is immediacy or being . . . and since in this immediacy [being-for-self’s] inner meaning vanishes, it is the wholly abstract limit of itself—the one (WL 5:182/GW 21:151,26-33/163). The ideality of being-for-self as a totality thus reverts, initially, to reality, and that too in its most fixed, abstract form, as the one  (3) (WL 5:183/GW 21:151,27-30/164). The one in this form of determinate being is the stage of the category which made its appearance with the ancients as the atomistic principle. . .  (WL 5:184/GW 21:153,21-23/165-166). [And finally:] Self-subsistence, pushed to the point of the one that is being-for-self, is abstract, formal, and destroys itself (4). It is the supreme, most stubborn error, which takes itself for the highest truth, manifesting in more concrete forms as abstract freedom, pure ego and, further, as evil (5). (WL 5:192/GW 21:160,31-36/172; emphasis and numbers added)

I will return to these very interesting consequences after I have interpreted Hegel’s initial argument ([1]-[2]) for being-for-self’s “collapse” into undifferentiatedness. He says that in order for “being-for-one” to be a moment, an ingredient, in being-for-self (so that determinate being can be within being-for-self, and thus not limit it from outside and reduce it to finitude), a “one” or a unity must be present, for the moment or ingredient to relate to—for it to be a moment of (1). But there is no such one or unity present until the two distinct moments are present: both the infinite, and the finite determinate being—the being-for-one—that is supposed to be united with it. And these two moments are not present as distinct moments, Hegel points out, until the finite determinate being has in fact gone beyond itself into the “one,” or until the infinite has in fact been produced (as “one” with the finite) by the finite’s going beyond itself. Having given up the model of the spurious infinite, for which finite and infinite are inherently and permanently distinct, we can only understand finite and infinite as distinct moments from the point of view of the accomplished being-for-self or infinite being. But that means that we must presuppose the accomplished being-for-self or infinite being, in order merely to understand or conceive of its moments or ingredients. And that means that being-for-one, the moment that was supposed to help us to understand how being-for-self is possible  (how we can have an infinite being, which doesn’t forfeit its infinitude as a result of the being with which it’s involved), cannot perform that function for us, because its own intelligibility depends on that of being-for-self itself (2).

As I read this passage, then, Hegel is saying that we can’t simply assume the internal intelligibility of being-for-self, as a combination of determinate being and transcendence. We have to find a starting point from which thought can, as it were, work its way into an understanding of the combination. But neither of the available starting points, which are the true infinity, on the one hand, and the finite being-for-one, on the other, can do the job, because it’s only within the already accomplished infinite being that they have the proper significance. Since they aren’t separately identifiable, the moments of being-for-self “collapse” and its ideality “reverts . . . to reality . . . in its most fixed, abstract form, as the one”: all that is left of the embodied true infinity, being-for-self, is the idea of the one (3). (How this idea “destroys itself” [4], at least initially, I will explain in 3.23, below, and further in ch. 5.) 

If this is what Hegel is saying, then it seems to me that his whole subsequent discussion of atomism, and, indeed, of quantity and measure (the second and final parts of the Doctrine of Being), into which his discussion of atomism flows, all of which might otherwise seem like a large uncalled-for detour motivated merely by a desire to polemicize against certain forms of scientific and mathematical thinking, can be seen instead as a systematically motivated exploration of a very real phenomenon in thought and history—one with which we have already made some acquaintance in chapter 2, in Hobbes and Gauthier—which is the “rational-choice” conception of the free agent, together with the atomistic conceptions of identity and physical existence within which that conception is at home (and of which Hegel thinks that evil is a form that is irresistible from within such theories—though of course not a form that is endorsed by all who endorse the theories).
 Hegel’s interest in this phenomenon is systematic in that he grants that these conceptions of the agent and of identity and physical existence represent, not just wrong-headedness, but something of genuine philosophical importance, which is the difficulty of gaining access, from the initial notion of freedom that is embodied in the true infinity, to an understanding of the world as embodying that true infinity in concrete ways. An acceptance of social atomism, such as is very common in present-day philosophy and social science, can therefore be a symptom  of a perfectly genuine intellectual (as well as, quite possibly, spiritual) problem.
 This difficulty of gaining access to an understanding of the world as embodying true infinity is what Hegel has identified in the passage about being-for-self that I have been interpreting, and he clearly regards it as very real.
 It might not be an exaggeration to say that it is the central challenge that the Logic is meant to meet, and which it does not fully meet until it reaches the Concept and the Idea. That it manifests itself as abstract freedom and as “evil” (WL 5:192/GW 21:160,36/172, quoted above [5]), suggests the seriousness with which Hegel takes this challenge. In the next section, I will examine Hegel’s explicit account of atomism, as it emerges from his discussion of being-for-self. 

Before proceeding to Hegel’s account of atomism, I should add that if you wonder whether Hegel has in fact gotten to the bottom of the issue about the internal intelligibility of being-for-self, as a combination of determinate being and transcendence, that I take him to be posing in WL 5:176/GW 21:147,18-31/159 (2), I think you are not alone. I think Hegel himself suspects that this problem reflects, in part, an inadequate grasp of the real nature of immediacy and mediation, which are concepts that have played a major role in the whole derivation of the concept of true infinity (and thus of being-for-self), which was guided by the need to find some kind of immediacy for quality, in the face of the assault of “negation.” Hegel in fact plans to rethink the notions of immediacy and mediation in a thorough-going way, in the Doctrine of Essence, and this rethinking will be an important part of his strategy for resolving the problem about the intelligibility of being-for-self that he raises here. I will discuss this rethinking in the next chapter. 

3.25. Atomism

The first thing to note is that the “collapsed” being-for-self  which “is immediacy or being,” is not simply immediacy, but is “an immediacy based on the negating which is posited as its determination” (WL 5:182/GW 21:151,27-30/163). The negating that Hegel refers to here is, in fact, a negating of the negation that was involved in determinate being itself. This negating is a transcending of the finite quality (based on negation in the sense of membership in a conceptual space) that prevented determinate being from being, as I put it, fully “itself,” and thus this negating, and the being-for-self that is based on it, still aims at the freedom, the opportunity for the thing to be itself, that was arrived at in the true infinity. All that it lacks, due to the “collapse into undifferentiatedness” that results from the problem that I analyzed in the preceding section, is the internal articulation, into transcendence (on the one hand) and determinate being (on the other), that would enable it and us to see how this freedom is combined with determinate being. But there is no question that freedom is still, somehow, what this “collapsed” being-for-self is about. Otherwise, it wouldn’t deserve the names of being-for-self or of infinite being (which is what being-for-self is supposed to be), at all. 

At the same time, the “collapse” takes being-for-self back—“initially,” as Hegel says, so as to leave room for the further developments in the rest of the Logic—all the way to “reality” (WL 5:183/GW 21:151,29/164).
 That is, through the collapse, being-for-self loses its “ideality,” which is precisely the characteristic of being itself by transcending the determination by otherness that is characteristic of determinate being. So the freedom that (as we might say) it “intends” to have—and Hegel, as I’ve just been explaining, gives it more than full credit for this intention—it does not achieve. So this intermediate phenomenon, neither fish nor fowl, is quite paradoxical. Here it is appropriate to remember Hegel’s description of freedom as “arbitrariness,” in PR §15: “arbitrariness is contingency in the shape of will”: it is something that isn’t really will at all, which is presented as a candidate for the status of will. The same thing is true of what is being presented, here, as infinite, though it lacks the internal differentation that would qualify it as infinite. The language that is employed implies a claim, which the phenomenon itself can’t fulfil. 

Hegel describes this collapsed being-for-self as the “one,” and argues that since its determinate being and its vocation of infinite negation now oppose one another (and since being-for-self currently lacks the ability to hold these opposed moments together), the “one” “excludes” the negative vocation, “as other, from itself,” so that what’s left in the one is unalterable (WL 5:183/GW 21:152,8-12/164). Since “in this simple immediacy the mediation of determinate being and of ideality itself, and with it all difference and manifoldness, has vanished, [t]here is nothing in” the one, so its quality, Hegel says, is “the void” (WL 5:184/GW 21:152,22-32/165), and thus it presents us with the dual elements of ancient Greek atomism: the atom (the “uncuttable,” or unalterable) and the void. Since the “one,” as collapsed being-for-self, is something that is (ein Seiendes [WL 5:187/GW 21:155,23-29/167]), but at the same time, as the heir to the true infinity and being-for-self, it has a negative relation to itself, it must—since this is what negation means in the sphere of things that are—be distinguishable into a determinate being and its other. Since these will be side-by-side, rather than superseded in an articulated infinity, and since each of them will generate more others, by the same process, “the one is . . . a becoming of many ones” (ibid.): the atoms, as it were, “multiply,” by a process that Hegel figuratively describes as “repulsion.” 

Hegel notes that the doctrines of the Greek atomists don’t correspond exactly to what he is extracting from collapsed being-for-self, in particular because of the atomists’ tendency to picture atoms and the void as existing “alongside” one another, their talk of the “composition” of natural objects from atoms, and their hypotheses about the atoms’ shape, position, and direction of movement, hypotheses that Hegel describes as “arbitrary and external enough” (WL 5:185-186/GW 21:154,36/166-167). All of these features would be inappropriate, in Hegel’s view, since they imply a relationship to space, or at any rate to the whole/part relationship, both of which are considerably more concrete than being-for-self, requiring further conceptual development which atomism, as such, does not provide, so that an initial expression of being-for-self—which Hegel takes to be the underlying motivation of atomism—should, in principle, be formulated without reference to them. Presumably he would explain these distracting developments in Greek atomism as resulting from the tendency of of pictorial thinking not only to ignore the necessity of systematic conceptual development, but also to elaborate itself in unessential ways which distract attention from the underlying thought, 

Turning, then, to what Hegel takes to be the genuine, underlying relationship between atomism and being-for-self: Hegel doesn’t specifically note that (perhaps unlike their great non-atomist forebear, Parmenides, against whom they were probably reacting) there is no evidence that the Greek atomists acknowledged any connection at all between their elements—the atoms and the void—on the one hand, and thought or selfhood or the will, on the other, which are the sort of phenomena that we are likely to associate with being-for-self. By connecting infinitude with the void, over against the finite and unchangeable atoms, and omitting both the conceptual space of determinate “quality” (with its built-in “negation”) and the negation of that negation which is transcendence, the atomists might seem to eliminate the possibility of being-for-self altogether. This should not be surprising, however, if Hegel is correct in thinking that what they are describing is, in fact, a “collapsed” version of being-for-self, one in which infinity as transcendence, and thought and the will understood as having the potential for transcendence, are no longer in the picture. 

What is still in the picture, and what leads Hegel to connect atomism with (collapsed) being-for-self despite the atomists’ exclusion of negation and transcendence, is: (1) the self, and (2) the void. Regarding (1): “The one in its own self,” he says, “simply is . . . It is indeterminate but not, however, in the way that being is indeterminate; its indeterminateness is the determinateness which is a relation to its own self, an absolute determinedness—posited being-within-self” (WL 5:183/GW 21:152,8-16/164-165). That is, despite its qualitative indeterminacy, there is one definite, even “absolute,” feature of this one, which is its focus on—its “relation to” or “being-within”—itself. (Is there a stronger statement in Kierkegaard, Heidegger, or Sartre, of the principle that “existence precedes essence”?) What Hegel is suggesting is that the permanence of the individual atoms, their unchangeability, is something that we take seriously, as an ultimate explanatory hypothesis, because of our familiarity with selfhood in its more ambitious, less “collapsed,” forms, whether as self-consciousness or simply as the goal of what I called the thing’s “being itself,” which Hegel has suggested that we impute to (eventually self-transcending) finite beings. Something like this goal of being itself must be at work, in order to preserve the atoms forever as themselves. We shouldn’t simply assume—though atomism does seem simply to assume—that what there is, is self-preserving identical things. If there is a reason to assume this, it is the compellingness, for us, of the idea that everything seeks to “be itself.” That, of course, is the idea that Hegel’s whole analysis of quality (including determinate being and transcendence) has traded on. And he is proposing that it may be the best available explanation and justification of atomism’s assumption of self-preserving identical things. If he is right about this, there is indeed a significant connection between atomism and the ideas that lie behind being-for-self.

(2) The second feature of atomism that Hegel connects with being-for-self is the “void.” He praises the atomists for recognizing the void as the source of movement, not via the trivial thought that nothing can move without having space to move into but via “the profounder thought that in the negative as such there lies the ground of becoming, of the unrest of self-movement. . . . The void is the ground of movement only as the negative relation of the one to its negative, . . . that is to itself . . . posited as having determinate being” (WL 5:186/GW 21:154,26-33/166-167). The void in this sense obviously isn’t something that lies alongside the atoms, in space. Rather, it is—as Hegel’s argument indicated—the “one”’s quality of lacking all difference and manifoldness, which clearly undermines whatever determinate being the one may (temporarily) be posited as having. Such a quality will indeed lead to motion, in the broadest sense of change, at least by eliminating the basis of any qualitative fixity. But the general point, here, is that atomism represents (collapsed) being-for-self in so far as it describes entities not as having determinate, ongoing qualities but rather as acquiring whatever qualities they have in response to and as a result of the absence of such qualities, which is the void. That is, atomism and being-for-self both undermine the notion of simply given qualities, by asking, what in the fundamental entities’ self-relationship—as represented by the “void”—promotes the qualities that are thought to exist? 

3.26. Social Atomism

What I have just spelled out is the way in which, as I said earlier, freedom—or the thing’s capacity to be itself—is still, somehow, what “collapsed” being-for-self is about. According to the account that I have just given, following Hegel, freedom or the thing’s capacity to be itself is also what atomism is about, whether or not the theorists of atomism recognize or articulate this fact. 

If we understand this claim of Hegel’s, we can also see the connection that he clearly believes exists between physical atomism and social atomism. This connection isn’t necessarily obvious from the historical documents, since the early Greek atomists, Leucippus and Democritus, are not reported to have advocated a social contract theory, which is the typical embodiment of what Hegel (and other writers) describe as “social atomism.” Epicurus, writing considerably later, does combine physical and social atomism, since he follows Democritus in many respects while also describing justice as the result of a “pact about neither harming one another nor being harmed” (Principle Doctrines 33). But he doesn’t (as far as we know) develop the latter doctrine in any detail, but instead seems to treat it as not needing particular elaboration or defense—perhaps because it had been for some time a common view among the Greek Sophists (who, as it happens, had no particular commitment to physical atomism). In modern times, leading social contract theorists like Hobbes may be materialists, but are not for that reason necessarily physical atomists. So the two views aren’t generally perceived as entailing each other. 

Nevertheless, I think Hegel gives us good reasons to regard them as connected, at a deeper level. These are (1) the way in which social atomism, just like physical atomism, is founded on the idea of a self-preserving, identical entity; together with (2) Hegel’s implied argument that the model of such an entity, what gives it its intuitive attractiveness for us both in the physical case and in the social case, is the notion of an entity’s “being itself,” and the way in which its truly being itself seems to require it to transcend the conceptual space of quality—to have an identity that is not reducible to its relations to others—via a “being-for-self.” If social atomism and physical atomism both ultimately rely on this single underlying intuitive idea, then the fact that they are often articulated separately is not enough to establish that they are logically independent of each other. It will always be possible, of course, to advocate one without advocating the other. But someone who understands what makes one of them plausible, will also have to see the plausibility of the other one, and will have to have special, independent reasons for not pursuing it. 

In any case, there are two crucial things to take away from  Hegel’s analysis of atomism for his further development of the idea of freedom. The first is the way in which social atomism, in particular, seeks to preserve this compelling idea of the entity’s being itself and preserving itself by asserting its independence of its relations to others—but without embodying transcendence, or inner freedom, in itself, because of the difficulty of arriving at that embodiment (the difficulty that led to the “collapse” of being-for-self). It is a striking fact that the “rational choice” approach to human behavior is not satisfied, as much ostensibly scientific thinking about human beings is satisfied, to assert that human behavior can and should be explained on the same principles on which the behavior of other organisms, and (for that matter) inorganic bodies, is explained. Instead, rational choice theory is determinedly normative, in that it sets up standards of rationality (often embodied in the theorems of microeconomics) and interprets human behavior as approximating, in varying degrees, to those standards. Hobbes’s “natural laws” of what he nevertheless calls “reason” are the prototype of this approach to human beings. So although “rational choice” theories reject, as conflicting with scientific naturalism, the sort of reasoning about final ends that Plato, Kant, and Hegel take to be a defining feature of the human capacity for rationality (that is, they reject the transcendence that is a defining feature of “infinity,” as Hegel explains it), they don’t for that reason simply homogenize humans with nature in general. They see humans as suitable addressees for a normative theory—just as the atomism that Hegel analyzes sees its atoms as seeking, if not to transcend their finite condition (since that seems to be beyond their “collapsed” reach), still at least, unlike mere determinate beings, to avoid being solely through their relations to the conceptual space of others. That is, atomism and rational choice theories, as normative theories, preserve the germ of transcendence (they present contingency still “in the shape of will” [PR §15]), and to that extent they testify to hopes and dreams which their conception of “science” prevents them from articulating fully or pursuing overtly. 

The second thing to take away from Hegel’s discussion of atomism is his demonstration, which I will now turn to, of how the “abstract, formal” independence that it assigns to its atoms is an utter failure—how, as he says, it “destroys itself” (WL 5:192/GW 21:160,33/172). The problem is that the “repulsion” of the many ones from each other is, in fact, a relationship between them. Each of them therefore becomes one that “is not for-self but for-one, where that one is in fact an other one” (WL 5:190/GW 21:159,9-10/170). If, then, they are to have being-for-self through their mutual repulsion, in which they supersede each other and each posits the other as a mere being-for-other, each of them must at the same time repel this conception from itself and posit the ones (itself included) as not being for an other. But this won’t work, because (a) from an observer’s point of view, they are all doing just the same thing, and thus what each of them regards as distinguishing it from the others does not distinguish it at all; and (b) from the one’s own point of view, resistance (Widerstand) by the others to being posited as mere being-for-other—resistance that can take the form either of their simple affirmative being, or of their own attempts to posit the first one as itself mere being-for-other—will prevent the one’s positing of the others as mere being-for-other from succeeding (WL 5:191-192/GW 21:159-160,19-17/171).
 

Thus in its attempt to exclude the ones from itself, the one targets itself, as well as the others, and fails to set itself apart. As a result, repulsion passes over into an identity, a superseding of the ones’ difference and externality, which Hegel entitles “attraction.” The ones are all, in effect, “one one,” as he puts it (WL 5:193/GW 21:161,1/173). 

Considering the arguments—(a) and (b)—that Hegel gives for this claim, it is natural to wonder (regarding [a]) why the one should be concerned about the fact that its endeavors are exactly the same as those of all the other ones, and (regarding [b]) why it should be dissuaded from its endeavor by the “opposition” of the others—can’t it just unilaterally “posit” them in whatever way suits it? Both questions have essentially the same answer. The development of Hegel’s Logic so far has not yielded a concept of space or time which could allow qualitatively indistinguishable things to be, nevertheless, non-identical (by having different locations in space or time). We are talking, so far, only about things that differ in their specific qualities. So if something that aims to be itself by “repelling” or “excluding” multiple others from itself does not thereby distinguish itself qualitatively from those others, it fails to distinguish itself from them at all. This is the point made by (a). By the same token, the one must take into account the facts that the others (which it is trying to posit as, unlike itself, merely being-for-other) are affirmative beings, and that they are trying to posit it, in the same way, as merely being-for-other. It must take these facts into account because it has no qualitative basis for distinguishing itself from the others, for viewing them differently from itself; and without such a basis, in the world that Hegel has so far developed, it is impossible to  view things differently. Hence the failure that Hegel describes in (b). 

This reminder of the extreme simplicity of the logical resources that are available to the atomism that Hegel describes may cause us to wonder how much that atomism in fact has in common with a sophisticated social atomism like Glaucon’s (in Plato’s Republic) or Epicurus’s or Hobbes’s or David Gauthier’s. Would these theorists’ constructions “destroy themselves” in the way that the atomism that Hegel discusses here destroys itself? We will have to see whether Hegel can develop resources comparable to those that Glaucon and Epicurus and Hobbes and Gauthier believe they have at their disposal—whether, that is, he can give sense to the features of the complex world that Greeks and modern people think they inhabit—without conceding the simple independence of one agent from another that all of these social atomists fundamentally presuppose. This is what he intends to do in the remainder of the Logic and the System. 

However, his basic claim is very clear.  If “self-subsistence, pushed to the point of the one . . . is the supreme, most stubborn error, which takes itself for the highest truth, manifesting in more concrete forms as abstract freedom, pure ego and, further, as evil” (WL 5:192/GW 21:160,32-36/172; emphasis added), then an alternative conception of selfhood and freedom is clearly very much to be desired. And in view of what he has conceded to this conception of self-subsistence—that it reflects a very substantial difficulty in the development of concrete freedom, namely, the difficulty that led to the collapse of being-for-self—he appears to have his work cut out for him.
� See 2.4, in the previous chapter, for comments on the two diverging themes—“rationalist” and “voluntarist”—in Kant’s thinking about freedom. 


� I am referring particularly to Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975); Paul Guyer, “Hegel, Leibniz and the Contradiction in the Finite,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 40 (1979): 75-98, also available in German in Rolf-Peter Horstmann, ed., Seminar: Dialektik in der Philosophie Hegels (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1978), pp. 230-260; Paul Guyer, “Thought and Being: Hegel’s Critique of Kant’s Theoretical Philosophy,” in Frederick C. Beiser, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Paul Guyer, “Absolute Idealism and the Rejection of Kantian Dualism,” in Karl Ameriks, ed., The Cambridge Companion to German Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Michael Theunissen, “Begriff und Realität. Hegels Aufhebung des metaphysischen Wahrheitsbegriffs,” in the same volume edited by Rolf-Peter Horstmann; and Michael Theunissen, Sein und Schein. Die kritische Funktion der hegelschen Logik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1994), to all of which I will be responding in the text and footnotes, below, and in succeeding chapters. I have not found responses to Taylor, Guyer, or Theunissen, in the literature, that clarify the issues that I’m addressing here.


� For a detailed account of Hegel’s relationship to Aristotle (which, however, unfortunately doesn’t deal with Hegel’s argument in “Quality”), see A. Ferrarin, Hegel and Aristotle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). An illuminating account of Hegel’s relation to Aristotle is André Doz, La Logique de Hegel et les Problèmes Traditionels de l’Ontologie (Paris: Vrin, 1987); see also Klaus Brinkmann, Aristoteles’ allgemeine und spezielle Metaphysik (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 1979). A comprehensive survey of Hegel’s relationships to Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, and Kant is given by Klaus Düsing, Hegel und die Geschichte der Philosophie. Ontologie und Dialektik in Antike und Neuzeit (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1983), which includes a detailed survey of the scholarly literature up to that date.


� For an energetic argument against the traditional assumption that post-Kantian German “idealism” somehow continued the subjectivism of Berkeley’s idealism, see Frederick C. Beiser, German Idealism. The Struggle Against Subjectivism, 1781-1801 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). An important argument that Hegel, in particular, is continuing neither Berkeleyan nor Kantian idealism is Kenneth R. Westphal, Hegel’s Epistemological Realism (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989). 


� Michael Rosen, Hegel’s Dialectic and Its Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 32.


� See Justus Hartnack, An Introduction to Hegel’s Logic, p. 20; Clark Butler, Hegel’s Logic. Between Dialectic and History, p. 46; P. Stekeler-Weithofer, Hegels Analytische Philosophie, pp. 126-7. 


�Paul Guyer traces Hegel’s assumption that a being ought to have its quality by virtue of itself, back to Leibniz’s principle that “the predicate is in the subject,” and Guyer interprets Hegel’s entire subsequent argument for the “contradictory” nature of finitude, which I discuss in sections 3.6 and 3.7, below, as relying on that principle, thus making it appear that Hegel neglects the alternative possibility that some predicates are simply relational, and do not belong to the individual, taken by itself (“Hegel, Leibniz and the Contradiction in the Finite,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 40 [1979]: 75-98). The interpretation that I adopt, on the other hand, does not require Hegel to ignore the possibility of relational predicates, since it argues that even such paradigmatically monadic predicates as color (monadic, that is, if one ignores Lockean arguments about secondary qualities) involve “negation” insofar as identifying them requires reference to others. So the issue isn’t whether a being has every one of its “predicates” by virtue of itself alone; the issue is whether it has any of them by virtue of itself alone. What Guyer doesn’t notice is how the interdependence that goes with “negation” is balanced, in Hegel’s discussion, by the equally great importance that Hegel ascribes to “reality” (which leads him to the “something,” the “finite,” and the “infinite,” as I will explain). Interpretations like Guyer’s and Charles Taylor’s, which emphasize Hegel’s sympathy with Spinoza’s single substance as against the multiplicity of independent individuals that is assumed by Leibniz and by common sense, neglect both the problem of “reality” versus “negation” and the role that Hegel assigns to autonomy/transcendence in solving that problem. 


�Throughout the remainder of his System, Hegel refers to the movement of returning to an initial unity, but on a higher level (or, as he often puts it, with more “concreteness”), as achieving “reality.” For example, “substance is . . . the real essence, or essence insofar as it is united with being and has entered into actuality” (WL 6:245-246/GW 12:11,34/577). Reality is never merely “given”; rather, it is achieved; and this achievement is the initial unity’s becoming “again equal to itself through supersession of the distinction.”


�Charles Taylor interprets the passages that I’m discussing in the text above as moving from the “unexceptionable point that all reality must be characterized contrastively, that in this sense determinate beings negate others, to the notion of determinate beings in a kind of struggle to maintain themselves in face of others, and hence as ‘negating’ others in an active sense,” where what Taylor has in mind is causal interaction (Hegel [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975], p. 234); and he interprets Hegel’s entire discussion of quality and infinity in these terms. My interpretation absolves Hegel of the illicit move, from contrastive to causal “negation,” that Taylor suspects him of making, and I think it explains all the passages that he cites. I discuss Taylor’s broader interpretation of “Quality” in 3.22, below. Terry Pinkard raises similar objections to Taylor’s treatment of “negation,” in his Hegel’s Dialectic. The Explanation of Possibility (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988), p. 187 n. 49.


� Shortly after the passage that I have been discussing, Hegel discusses an “other that, taken in its own self, is not the other of something but the other in its own self [das Andere an ihm selbst], the other of itself,” where his example is “physical nature,” which is the “other” of “spirit,” which is “the true [wahrhafte] something” (WL 5:127/GW 21:106,33-39/118). 


� Hegel says we need to see them as “present in it,” an ihm (WL 5:129/GW 21:108,1/120)—or elsewhere, equivalently, as “posited,” gesetzt (WL 5:130/GW 21:109/121). Klaus Brinkmann connects Hegel’s notion of an ihm Sein, of “presence in it,” to Aristotle’s notion of actuality as the fulfilment of potentiality (Aristoteles’ allgemeine und spezielle Metaphysik [Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1979], p. 226). To speak meaningfully of potentiality, we must think of it not as permanently and solely potential, but as liable to be actualized. To speak meaningfully of “being-in-itself,” we must think of it as being liable to manifest itself externally, and thus constituting a concrete property of the something. 


� WL 5:134 sentences 1-3/GW 21:112,23-32/124.


�I take Hegel to be saying not just that other beings aren’t here and aren’t now, so they can be ignored. Space and time, as such, do not enter into the Logic. Rather, I take him to be saying that because other beings’ being is limited, it has no “ultimate,” no lasting or final relevance. The paragraph above gives my interpretation of the following sentences, in which Hegel introduces the idea of “limit”: “In so far as the being-within-self is the non-being of the otherness—an otherness that is contained in the being-within-self but which at the same time has a distinct being of its own—the something is itself the negation, the ceasing of an other in it. . . .  This other, the being-within-self of the something as negation of the negation, is its being-in-itself, and at the same time this supersession is present in it  as a simple negation, namely, as its negation of the other something external to it. There is a single determinateness of both [the something and the other], which on the one hand is identical with the being-within-self of the somethings, as negation of the negation, and on the other hand, since these negations are opposed to one another as other somethings, conjoins and equally disjoins them, as a result of themselves, each negating the other: this determinateness is limit” (WL 5: 135/GW 21:113,2-15/125-126; emphasis added). I have found no commentary that focusses on the specific text of this transition. If finitude seems obviously doomed from the start, as a solution to the problem that Hegel is addressing, this is not necessarily an objection to Hegel’s procedure. He is simply seeking to be thorough. 


�Robert Pippin interprets Hegel’s talk of the finite being’s inevitable “decease” as meaning that, at this point in the conceptual development, “there is no way conceptually to assign any permanent structure to any thing, and therefore the only consistent overall thought of being at this stage is the thought of the radically unstable, the impermanent, as incapable of maintaining itself as such, and so as always ‘passing away’” (Hegel’s Idealism [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989], pp. 192-193). I think it is more plausible to interpret Hegel’s remarks about finitude in the context of the issue—which I have traced through the entire text starting with “Something”—of how something could have its quality by virtue of itself, alone. Pippin’s interpretation has Hegel making a rather external, negative point about the epistemological poverty of the categories so far developed, whereas my interpretation has him making a specific, internal point about the nature and content of those categories, a point that, consequently, does more to motivate the detailed development of Hegel’s argument in “Determinate Being.” In general, I have the impression that Pippin’s concern to avoid Taylor-like metaphysical interpretations of the Logic (in this chapter of his book, see his comments on pp. 177 and 199), and his consequent attempt to find a purely epistemological argument in the book, may have caused him to underestimate the book’s relevance to the philosophy of mind, the will, and freedom. I show in section 3.19, below, how we don’t need to deny the book’s ontological substantiveness in order to avoid Taylor’s way of interpreting that substantiveness.


� Paul Guyer’s attempt at interpreting this “contradiction,” in the paper that I cited in note 2, is one of the most detailed and also (in the extensive use that it makes of Hegel’s possible relationship to Leibniz) one of the most imaginative attempts. However, it does not analyze the passage in which Hegel introduces the concept of limit (see note 8, above), and it does not follow the problem of being-in-itself from its inception, in the section on “Something,” to its solution in “Infinity,” as I do. As a result, it pictures Hegel’s line of thought as simply opposing common sense (and Leibniz) on the question of the existence of a multiplicity of finite things, rather than as attempting to supersede them. 


� WL 5: 144/GW 21:121,31-1/133; “You can, because you ought” paraphrases statements of Kant’s in Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (translated by  T. M. Greene and H. H. Hudson [New York: Harper, 1960]), p. 46 and elsewhere.


� The intimate connection, in Hegel’s mind, between true infinity and the task of appropriating what is true, while criticizing what is mistaken, in Kantian philosophy is especially evident in his early work, Faith and Knowledge (1802), translated by W. Cerf and H. S. Harris (Albany: SUNY Press, 1977); see for example pp. 63, 113, 190 (TWA 2: 297, 352, 431). See also Philosophy of Right §135: “Knowledge of the will first gained a firm foundation and point of departure in the philosophy of Kant, through the thought of its infinite autonomy” (emphasis added); and §133A: “The merit and exalted viewpoint of Kant’s moral philosophy are that it has emphasized this significance of duty.” Here Hegel repeats his endorsement, in the Logic, of the Kantian “ought” (which now appears in the form of “duty”). Of course, his critique of the “ought,” in the Logic, corresponds to his critique of “morality” in general, in the Philosophy of Right.  And both are clearly meant to be cases of “supersession,” of Aufhebung, in which the truth of the preceding stage (the ought, or morality) is preserved through the criticism.  


�Note that I have said only that freedom of the kind that Kant analyzes can solve the problem that something and finitude could not solve; I have not said that only Kantian freedom can solve it. Hegel in fact  mentions other things besides moral agents that “go beyond themselves”: stones that interact with acids, plants that grow and make seeds, and sentient creatures that seek to overcome hunger, are all described by him as responding to an “ought” of their own, thus going beyond finitude and (apparently) becoming more nearly self-determining (WL 5: 145-6/GW 21:121-122/134-5). Like Aristotle in the De Anima, Hegel emphasizes the affinities between human, rational selfhood and subhuman forms of self-organization, and in this way, also, reduces the sharp dualism of Kant’s conception of rational functioning. In doing this, of course, Hegel and Aristotle do not eliminate selfhood, as many modern “naturalisms” do; rather, they find it in a broader range of phenomena than Kant finds it in. (Indeed, to begin with they find it, precisely, in phenomena!—as Kant does not.) In this passage, Hegel anticipates patterns that he will develop in more detail in the Idea (see chapter 5, below) and especially in his Philosophy of Nature.


�Section 6 concludes my reply to Guyer’s critical account of Hegel’s argument for the contradiction of the finite, in the paper cited in note 2, in which he unfortunately examines neither the sections on “Quality” and “Something” in which Hegel spells out the problem that “Finitude” will try to address, nor the sections on “Limitation and the Ought” and “Infinity” that help us to understand Hegel’s descriptions of the contradiction of the finite by understanding what they are pointing towards—understanding, in particular, that they are not pointing towards a mere substance-monism, as Guyer seems to think. For more comments on the substance-monism interpretation, see section 3.21, below.  


� Here I need to repeat the proviso that I made in footnote 17: that for Hegel, a greater variety of things are capable of some kind of self-transcendence or freedom than Kant imagines are capable of it. But it is certainly still true, for Hegel, that human freedom is more complete, more fully-developed, than the self-transcendence that is achieved by a stone, a plant, or a non-human sentient creature. Thus human freedom is necessarily included in whatever Hegel says about the role of self-transcendence (the “Ought,” and infinity) in solving the problem of how a being can have its quality by virtue of itself. 


� In his detailed critique (in his Sein und Schein. Die kritische Funktion der Hegelschen Logik [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1980]) of Hegel’s argument for true infinity, Michael Theunissen raises four main objections: (a) Hegel’s statement that the finite “disappears” in the infinite, can’t be reconciled with his immediately prior statement that the infinite is the finite’s “affirmative determination” (WL 5:150/GW 21:125,34-37/138), so this transition involves no genuine “return to self” (Theunissen, p. 281; cp. p. 293). (b) From being, initially,  a “goal,” in Hegel’s discussion, infinity becomes a mere “process” (Theunissen, p. 278). (c) Theunissen thinks that Hegel presents the “understanding” as achieving a self-discovery, in his argument, which “reason” transforms into a mere “eternal recurrence of the same” (Theunissen, p. 295). (d) Theunissen regards Hegel’s image, for true infinity, of the circle (as opposed to the linear “spurious infinity”) (WL 5:164/GW 21:136,2/149), as implying this same eternal recurrence (the “always-being” of this “motion back into itself” [Theunissen, p. 297]), an “unproductive rotation” (Theunissen, p. 296), rather than the true “presence” that Hegel claims for true infinity (WL 5:164/GW 21:136,25/149). In (a), Theunissen seems to overlook Hegel’s argument that the finite can achieve reality only by going beyond itself. The finite “disappears” in the sense that its pretence of independent reality is abandoned, but it is “affirmatively determined” in the infinite insofar as the infinite is this self-supersession of (and achievement of reality by) the finite. (b) Hegel certainly does identify true infinity as a process, but Theunissen doesn’t make it clear why it should remain a “goal,” in a sense that’s not compatible with its being a process, as well. (c) I don’t see where Theunissen finds this contrast between the understanding and reason, in Hegel’s presentation, or how reason does what Theunissen says it does. (Perhaps his suggestion, here, depends upon what he says in [a], to which I have replied.) As for (d), I take it that the circle can symbolize presence insofar as, unlike an infinite line, it can be fully surveyed and taken in at a glance. Theunissen doesn’t explain why it must, instead, be understood in the Nietzschean way, as a frustrating recurrence of the same. 


� Søren Kierkegaard writes that “The bad infinite is the [Hegelian] Method’s hereditary enemy; it is the Kobold that moves whenever a transition is about to take place, and prevents it from taking place. The bad infinite is infinitely tenacious of life; it can be vanquished only by a breach of continuity, a qualitative leap. But then it is all over with the Method, the facile nimbleness of its immanence, and the necessity of the transition” (Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. David F. Swenson [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941], p. 302; compare p. 103). Kierkegaard does not address Hegel’s argument—which motivates the transition to true infinity—that the “bad infinite” fails to be infinite because it is limited by the finite, to which it is opposed. This is an internal critique of the “bad infinite” (not an intrusion, that is, by Hegel’s supposed “Method”) and anyone who criticizes Hegel’s critique of the bad infinite needs to address it. Nor does Kierkegaard show any sign of recognizing the role that Hegel has argued that infinity needs to play, in achieving the “reality” of determinate being—which is what makes it vital for philosophy to identify an “infinity” that succeeds in being infinite. These limitations of Kierkegaard’s understanding of Hegel allow him to have great fun describing the term, “bad infinity” (schlechte Unendlichkeit) as a stick that Hegel cherishes because he can browbeat potential critics with it (p. 302). For a detailed response to Adolf Trendelenburg’s critique of Hegel’s argument to true infinity, which was one of Kierkegaard’s main sources of philosophical inspiration in his well-known critique of Hegel, see Josef Schmidt, Hegels Wissenschaft der Logik und ihre Kritik durch Adolf Trendelenburg (Munich: Johannes Berchman, 1977), pp. 123-135.


� If the reader hears echoes, in my talk of the finite including the infinite and the infinite including the finite, of Hegel’s famous or infamous account of “contradiction,” in the Doctrine of Essence, that is not at all accidental. Hegel in fact says that “the infinite . . . is contradiction as displayed in the sphere of being” (WL 6:75/GW 11:287,30-31/440; emphassis added). I will explore this connection in chapter 4. 


� See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ch. 21, paragraphs 1-4; David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Part III, sections 1 and 2, and Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1902), pp. 80-103. An influential statement of substantially the same position is A. J. Ayer, “Freedom and Necessity,” in his Philosophical Essays (London” Macmillan, 1954), pp. 271-284. It is Ayer who adds the qualification about mental illness (via the example of kleptomania). 


� See note 21 to 2.4 for citations of recent writers about freedom and responsibility who agree with Hegel in rejecting both incompatibilism and the empiricist conception of volition. 


� Michael Inwood, A Hegel Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), pp. 210-211. The use of the term. “striving,” to designate the relationship between the finite and the infinite, stems from J. G. Fichte, The Science of Knowledge (1794-5), translated by Peter Heath and John Lachs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 231; SW 1:261.


� Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. David F. Swenson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941), p. 110.


� The problematic character of the Essence/Concept transition when taken “by itself,” without reference to negativity and true infinity, is made especially evident by Charles Taylor’s imaginative but confessedly unsuccessful attempt at reconstructing it without any such reference, in chapter 11 of his Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). One might also wonder what the relationship is between the answer that I claim Hegel is giving, in “Quality,” to Kant’s metaphysical dualism, and his elaborate critiques of Kantian dualism about motivation, and of other aspects of the Categorical Imperative, in the Phenomenology of Spirit and the Philosophy of Right. Of course, I think that these critiques are mutually complementary. I do not think that one finds, in these latter texts, a response to Kant’s basic metaphysical dualism that is as focussed and as cogent as the response that I have been extracting, here, from the Logic. This must be because in his other critiques, Hegel presupposes the basic points about Kantian thinking that he elaborates here. 


� Klaus Düsing, Das Problem der Subjektivität in Hegels Logik (Bonn: Bouvier, 1976), p. 231 (emphasis added).


� Rolf-Peter Horstmann, “Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich,” Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), vol. 4, quotes from pp. 265 and 266. 


� This is not to say, of course, that Hegel’s respect for his fellow humans was perfect. He had little sympathetic understanding of animistic magic or (consequently) of black Africa, and his appreciation of Asian philosophy (which he tended to categorize as religion, as opposed to philosophy) was limited. It is quite possible that his thinking in these cases was affected by racism; it was certainly not as imaginative as it could have been. And he said things about the psychology of women which were certainly not imaginative. What I think we should emulate is, of course, not the limits of his imagination, but rather his refusal to categorize any school of philosophy, or any religion or “metaphysics,” as not worthy of serious attention for the truth that it may contain. 


� The systematic connection between “reality” (as Hegel defines that term) and “idealism” (as the doctrine that “the finite has no veritable being”) is not taken into account in much of the lively recent discussion of the precise nature of Hegel’s “idealism,” which consequently operates with concepts of “reality” whose connection to Hegel’s own use of that term is unclear. Thomas Wartenberg, for example, thinks that the important sense in which Hegel is an idealist is “because he believes that concepts determine the structure of reality” (“Hegel’s Idealism: The Logic of Conceptuality,” in F. Beiser, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hegel [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993], p. 103); and Edward Halper thinks it useful to describe Hegel as an idealist because “all the action in Hegel’s system belongs to the ideas. . . . Hegel does indeed see thought alone as real” (“The Idealism of Hegel’s System,” The Owl of Minerva 34 [2002-2003]: 20). Neither author makes any reference to Hegel’s account of what he calls real or Realität. Kenneth R. Westphal’s summary of what he calls Hegel’s “ontological idealism” is unusual in that he does collect and interpret Hegel’s key statements about the relation between Realität and infinity (Hegel’s Epistemological Realism [Dordrecht/Boston/London: Kluwer, 1989], p. 142), though what he finds plausible or promising in Hegel lies elsewhere. 


�The whole of the present book would be relevant to such a comparison. I will leave it to the reader to consider Marx’s account of the higher reality that is at work, and how it stacks up in comparison to Hegel’s. 


� With Hegel, the dialectic “is standing on its head. It must be turned right side up again, if you would discover the rational kernel within the mystical shell”: Karl Marx, Capital. Volume One (1867), at the end of “From the Afterword to the Second German Edition,” in Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels Reader (New York: Norton, 1978), p. 302. Ludwig Feuerbach wrote that “We need only turn the predicate into the subject and thus as subject into object and principle—that is, only reverse speculative philosophy”: “Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Philosophy,” in The Fiery Brook. Selected Writings of Ludwig Feuerbach, trans. Z. Hanfi (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1972), thesis 6, p. 154.


� Michael Theunissen, “Begriff und Realität. Hegels Aufhebung des metaphysischen Wahrheitsbegriffs,” in Seminar: Dialektik in der Philosophie Hegels, ed. Rolf-Peter Horstmann(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1978), p. 352; emphasis added.


� As far as I can see, Theunissen’s ultra-subtle reading of these parts of Hegel’s text in his major work, Sein und Schein. Die kritische Funktion der hegelschen Logik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1994), esp. pp. 216-224, still fails to grasp the overall pattern and significance of Hegel’s argument from “reality” to negativity and true infinity, and thus to his idealism.


� Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer, Hegels Analytische Philosophie. Die Wissenschaft der Logik als kritische Theorie der Bedeutung (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1992), p. 427-428. The most influential interpretation of Hegel as an atheist is Alexandre Kojève, Introduction à la Lecture de Hegel (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), translated by James H. Nichols as Introduction to the Reading of Hegel (New York: Basic Books, 1969). 


� Kojève divides Hegel into the supposedly atheistic Phenomenology of Spirit, on the one hand, and the supposedly theistic Logic, on the other hand, and rejects the latter in favor of the former (Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, pp. 146-147). Stekeler-Weithofer is able to interpret the Logic as “immanentist”—as simply rejecting the traditional conception of transcendence—only by focussing, in his discussion of determinate being and true infinity (Hegels Analytische Philosophie, pp. 118-135), solely on the highly condensed Encyclopedia Logic, rather than on the Science of Logic, so that in his discussion one finds no mention of “relation to oneself against one’s relation to others,” the “contradictory” nature of the finite, the “ought,” “going beyond oneself,” or “freedom.” Michael N. Forster, in his defense of a purely “naturalistic” and “antitranscendent” interpretation of Hegel’s account of the relation between God and man—a defense that is based mainly on the Phenomenology but also discusses the Logic’s doctrine of “identity”—likewise does not mention Hegel’s argument for the unreality of the finite (Hegel’s Idea of a Phenomenology of Spirit [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998], pp. 197-204, quotes from pp. 197 and 198, n.13). Nor does Terry Pinkard mention it, in arriving at the conclusion that “Hegel seemed to be denying any kind of transcendence (at least in a non-trivial sense) to God” (German Philosophy 1760-1860. The Legacy of Idealism [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002], p. 303). In his discussion of true infinity, Pinkard writes that “the world as a whole is thus to be explained in terms internal to the world itself, not in terms of anything ‘infinite’ and external to it . . . and especially not in terms of any supernatural infinite” (p. 253). But although true infinity is indeed not “external to” the finite (as the spurious infinity tries to be), it does “transcend” the finite [über diesselbe hinausgehen] (WL 5:150/GW 21:125,29/138). And in the Philosophy of Spirit, Hegel describes Spirit as  a “coming back out of Nature” (EG §381), to itself, and the “positing of Nature as its [Spirit’s] world” (§384).� We need to determine what Hegel means by these formulations, and in the absence of other suggestions, it is reasonable to think that he means them to capture what is true in the traditional notion of divine transcendence.


� Thus in one lecture transcript Hegel is reported as saying that “Without the world God is not God” (Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, vol. 1, p. 308, n. 97).


� When Paul Guyer compares Hegel’s argument for the possibility of going beyond finitude, in EL §60R, to Descartes’s first argument for the existence of God, in his Third Meditation (“Thought and Being: Hegel’s Critique of Kant,” in Frederick C. Beiser, ed., Cambridge Companion to Hegel [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993], p. 204), he overlooks the difference between Descartes’s orthodox theistic conception of God as distinct and logically separable from the finite world, and Hegel’s conception of God as true infinity, which “is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146). Charles Taylor makes the same mistake when he describes finite things (for Hegel) as “vehicles” for the embodiment of cosmic Spirit (Hegel, p. 89) (see 3.19, below, for more on Taylor’s interpretation). And G. A. Cohen also makes it, in his thoughtful account of the progression of thought from Hegel to Feuerbach and Marx, when he says that for Hegel, “there is no reality in anything save insofar as it manifests the divine. This means that the divine does exist here below, but also that nothing here below has any reality of its own: it owes its reality to what is divine in it” (If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So Rich? [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000], p. 93). Cohen overlooks Hegel’s account of the failure of finite quality to be “its own,” to be what it is by virtue of itself rather than by virtue of its relations to others, and the way in which true infinity (which is not a “power existing outside” the finite [WL 5:160/GW 21:133,39-1/145-146]) enables the finite, by going beyond itself, to achieve that “ownness.” Cohen is very interested in Hegel’s doctrine that “without the world, God is not God” (p. 83; see note 37, above), but he doesn’t trace that doctrine to its root in Hegel’s analysis of true infinity. As a result, Cohen doesn’t see how Hegel’s theology criticizes the traditional conception of transcendence, how Feuerbach and Marx fail to understand this critique, and how Feuerbach’s and Marx’s critiques of Hegel consequently miss their target.


�“The essence of theology is the transcendent; i.e., the essence of man posited outside man. The essence of  Hegel’s Logic is transcendent thought; i.e., the thought of man posited outside man” (“Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Philosophy,” in The Fiery Brook. Selected Writings of Ludwig Feuerbach, trans. Z. Hanfi [Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1972], thesis 12, p. 156 [emphasis altered], see also theses 16, 22, and 23; Kleine Schriften, ed. Karl Löwith (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1966), pp. 126-129). It is difficult to imagine Feuerbach writing these sentences in this way if he had been properly aware of Hegel’s doctrine that “the finite is not superseded by the infinite as by a power existing outside it; rather, its infinity consists in superseding its own self” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,38-2/145-146; emphasis added), or of Hegel’s corresponding critique of the conception of the infinite as the “beyond” (“It is only the spurious infinite which is the beyond” [WL 5:164/GW 21:136,26/149; compare PR §22R]).


� Hegel derives God’s love from his being, in the Doctrine of the Concept (see 5.2, below), and God’s justice in the Objective Spirit section of the Philosophy of Spirit (6.10). On the history of the ontological argument and the nature of Hegel’s revised version of it, see Dieter Henrich, Der ontologische Gottesbeweis: Sein Problem und seine Geschichte in der Neuzeit (Tübingen: Mohr, 1967), and Kevin Joseph Harrelson, Hegel’s Defense of the Ontological Argument for the Existence of God, diss., University of Kentucky, 2003. Unfortunately, neither Henrich nor Harrelson identifies the way in which Hegel appeals to the experience of the “Ought” in order to demonstrate to Kantians that they themselves engage in the “elevation” that Hegel interprets as the “elevation to God” (cf. Harrelson’s remarks in ch. 4 about this “elevation”).


�The most comprehensive account of the development of Hegel’s philosophy of religion, and of the early controversies about it, is Walter Jaeschke, Reason and Religion. The Foundations of Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). A very helpful book on the development of Hegel’s thought about God up to the Phenomenology of Spirit is Stephen Crites, Dialectic and Gospel in the Development of Hegel’s Thinking (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998). Unfortunately, neither of these books deals with the Science of Logic. A number of recent commentators use the term, “panentheism”—meaning “the belief that the being of God includes and penetrates the whole universe, so that every part of it exists in him, but that his being is more than, and is not exhausted by, the universe” (F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, second ed. [London: Oxford University Press, 1974], as cited by Raymond Keith Williamson, Introduction to Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion [Albany: SUNY Press, 1984], p. 254)—to categorize Hegel’s conception of the relation between God and the world. (Williamson provides a good discussion and references in his chapter 12.) “Panentheism” is meant to be contrasted, of course, both to pantheism and to traditional theism. Since Hegel makes it clear that the Logic, and true infinity in particular, provides his most systematic statement on the relation between God and the world, it is clear that a full explanation of his panentheism (if we choose to call it that) will depend upon a clarification of true infinity.  


� Martin Heidegger, Identity and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), p. 72; German text, pp. 140-141.


� This, I think, is Hegel’s most basic answer to Terry Pinkard’s question: “If we realized that religion, too, could not fully give us what we needed, why then did we still need to go to devotional service?” (German Philosophy 1760-1860, p. 304). 


� On Plotinus and Proclus, see Lectures on the History of Philosophy/TWA 19:435-486; on Böhme, Lectures on the History of Philosophy /TWA 20:91-119; on Meister Eckhart, VPR 1:248/1:347-348; on Rumi, EG §573R, TWA 10:386-387/308 and footnote. Hegel identifies “the mystical” with his own “speculative” thinking (which is exemplified for us in his conception of the unity of the finite and the infinite in true infinity), or with “reason” [Vernunft] as opposed to the mere “understanding” [Verstand]: “When it is regarded as synonymous with the speculative, the mystical is the concrete unity of just those determinations that count as true for the understanding only in their separation and opposition . . . . Thus, everything rational [Alles vernünftige] can equally be called ‘mystical’; but this only amounts to saying that it transcends the understanding” (EL §82A/133; emphasis added). Hegel discusses the accusation of “Schwärmerei”in detail in connection with Plotinus (Lectures on the History of Philosophy/TWA 19:440-445). 


� Glenn Alexander Magee, Hegel and the Hermetic Tradition (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 13. Magee gives an overview, in his first two chapters, of the “Hermetic tradition,” in which he includes Meister Eckhart, Jakob Böhme, and Rosicrucians, Freemasons, and Swabian Pietists. Magee writes on p. 16 that if his book is successful, “it will no longer be possible to treat [Hegel] as an ‘arch rationalist,’ as many still do.” On the alleged difference between Hegel and “philosophy,” see pp. 8 and 120. 


� Hegel himself suggests that the gist of his own conception of spirit and of man’s role in relation to spirit was anticipated by Aristotle. He does this by quoting one of Aristotle’s discussions of God as contemplation (Metaphysics xii, 7, 1072b18-30) at the conclusion of his Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, EG §577 (compare EG §378). An illuminating account of Aristotle’s distinctive theology (including this passage from the Metaphysics) is given by C. D. C. Reeve, Sub stantial Knowledge. Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000), chapter 8.


� Remembering his trenchant remark that “flight is not a liberation from what is . . . fled from; the one that excludes still remains connected to [in Verbindung mit] what it excludes” (WL 5:196/GW 21:163,10-13/175; emphasis added).


� Magee’s five remaining parallels between Hermeticism and Hegel (given on p. 13 of his book) are: 3. They aim at “capturing the whole of reality in a complete, encyclopedic speech”; 4. Man becomes empowered or perfected through this speech; 5. “Man can know the aspects or ‘moments’ of God”; 6. There is an initial stage of “purification” from false doctrines (in Hegel, this stage is the Phenomenology of Spirit); and 7. “The universe is an internally related whole pervaded by cosmic energies” (Hegel, according to Magee, “rejects the philosophy of mechanism [and] upholds what the followers of Bradley would later call a doctrine of ‘internal relations’” [p. 14]). Magee says elsewhere (call this “8.”) that “Hermeticism replaces the love of wisdom with the lust for power, [and] Hegel’s system is the ultimate expression of this pursuit of mastery” (p. 8). To begin with 3., it seems that any philosopher who does not believe that knowledge can be founded on unmediated “givens,” must aim for some sort of comprehensively circular speech, though (of course) this project is not always as explicit as it is in Hegel. As for 4. and 5., they seem to be simply correlates of 1. and 2., and thus they don’t undermine Hegel’s “rationalist” credentials any more than 1. and 2. do. The “power” or “mastery” to which Magee refers here and in 8., belongs (for Hegel) to God, and humans do indeed participate in it insofar as they go beyond their finitude and constitute God. But it does not accrue to individual humans as such, and thus it doesn’t implement the vision of “man as magus” (p. 7; emphasis added) to which Magee alludes. 6., the stage of “purification,” seems to be an inevitable correlate of any ambitious cognitive enterprise; compare, for example, Plato’s Republic i-ii, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics i, or Descartes’s Meditations i. As for 7., presumably Bradley qualifies as a philosopher, rather than an irrationalist, so that even if Hegel did agree with Bradley on this point (which in fact he doesn’t, because the theme of Hegel’s Logic is precisely the conflict between selfhood and the interrelatedness of “negation,” so that the Concept’s and Spirit’s “identity” is about diversity and separateness, and indeed about “mechanism,” just as much as it is about relatedness), this would not make Hegel an irrationalist.


� Glenn Alexander Magee, Hegel and the Hermetic Tradition, pp. 8, 120.


� Important recent publications on Hegel’s relation to skepticism include: Michael N. Forster, Hegel and Skepticism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989); Michael N. Forster, Hegel’s Idea of a Phenomenology of Spirit (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Hans Friedrich Fulda and Rolf-Peter Horstmann, eds., Skeptizismus und spekulatives Denken in der Philosophie Hegels (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1996); Kenneth R. Westphal, Hegel’s Epistemological Realism (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989); and Kenneth R. Westphal, Hegel’s Epistemology. A Philosophical Introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003). Michael Inwood gives a good brief statement of formal ways in which Hegel’s system responds to the challenge of skepticism in his A Hegel Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), pp. 264-265. None of these works identifies the way in which, as I will argue, Hegel’s response to skepticism pervades his entire system.


� This response to skepticism would be similar to Aristotle’s response to a person who denies the Principle of Non-Contradiction: “It is possible to demonstrate by refutation even that [the denial of PNC] is impossible, if only the disputant speaks of something. If he speaks of nothing, it is ridiculous to look for rational discourse . . . for in so far as he lacks rational discourse, such a person makes himself like a vegetable” (Metaphysics 1006a11-15; emphasis added). 


� Obviously the interpretation of Plato that I’m gesturing towards, here, interprets the “Forms” not so much as ontologically independent (and consequently as themselves the ultimate “realities”), and more as metaphors that point to a process of going beyond finite starting-points—a process that could enable a finite human being to achieve “unity,” as a person, and thus (as the Symposium quote suggests) a kind of reality that is, in effect, transfinite. This broadly Aristotelian or Hegelian “Platonism,” of which I gave some more details in 2.6, would combine epistemological modesty with the dramatic metaphysical implication of a higher “reality” in which humans themselves are implicated—in Hegel’s terminology, a “truly infinite” reality—in the same way that Aristotle and Hegel seem to combine them. 


� It might seem that Hegel’s argument is viciously circular, if his conception of reality and true infinity, which ensures that he has this kind of access to the pure concepts that make up reality, is itself arrived at only by assuming that he has this access. However, we needn’t understand the Logic as depending upon such an assumption. Instead, we can interpret it as proceeding hypothetically, interpreting our experience of talking about a topic (“being”), and our experience of questioning the authority of our inclinations (in the “Ought”), and finding that a cogent interpretation of these experiences leads us to understand ourselves as constituting, through that questioning, the highest reality that we can conceive of. Since this reality (when it’s fully developed, in the Encyclopedia) will contain all the distinctions between “in itself” and “for others,” essence and existence, subject and object, outer and inner, and so forth, that humans have hitherto conceived of, there is no reason for those humans to postulate something “external” to it or “truly in itself” that might differ from it and be unknown to them.  


� Defending his argument that Hegel is a “realist” about the natural world—in the sense that Hegel believes that the truth about nature does not depend upon our mental states—Kenneth R. Westphal contrasts Hegel’s thesis that nothing finite is ontologically independent, which Hegel calls “idealism” and which does not conflict with what Westphal calls “realism” about nature (because finite things don’t depend on anyone’s mental states), with the “epistemologically based subjective idealism” (Hegel’s Epistemological Realism [Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989], p. 143) of someone like Berkeley, which would conflict with “realism” about nature. What Westphal doesn’t notice is the way in which Hegel’s account of what Hegel calls “Realität” gives us a cognitive access to that Realität which is more direct than our access to facts about the natural world, as such. (Accordingly, Westphal doesn’t discuss the significance that Hegel attaches to Descartes’s cogito argument.) If knowledge of God and of human beings as “Spirit” takes us beyond ourselves, as it does in both the Logic and the Encyclopedia, then the precise character of our knowledge of nature, as such, becomes a less central issue than it is for someone whose ontology makes nature the paradigm of “reality.” 


� I will say more about Kant’s dualism of concept versus intuition in chapter 4, in connection with Essence.


� Commenting on Hegel’s argument in EL §60R that to relate to something as a “limitation” is already, in a sense, to have gone beyond it, Paul Guyer interprets Hegel as trying “to suggest that Kant cannot merely appeal to the idea of an intuitive intellect to bring out the limits of our own discursive intellect, but must concede its reality in the very attempt to place any limits upon our own intellect.” To which Guyer objects that “it simply is not true that one must recognize the existence of something that does not have a certain property in order to conceive of that property as a defect or limit” (“Thought and Being: Hegel’s Critique of Kant’s Theoretical Philosophy,” in F. Beiser, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hegel [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993], p. 204). So one cannot argue from the acknowledged limitedness of one faculty to the existence of a faculty that lacks that limit. However, besides overlooking Hegel’s changed attitude toward intellectual intuition, in his mature system, Guyer here is also overlooking the way in which Hegel’s overall argument (to part of which [see 3.6, above] this treatment of “limitation,” in EL §60R, alludes) does not proceed from the existence of something that is limited, to the existence of something else that is unlimited, but rather from the untenability of the concept of a limited being to the need for such beings to go beyond themselves. The argument that Guyer imputes to Hegel involves a dualism and a supernaturalism that Hegel’s actual argument avoids, and by avoiding them Hegel’s actual argument makes itself considerably more plausible than absolute idealism sounds in the depiction of it that Guyer draws from Hegel’s early essays. (The other feature of Hegel’s argument that Guyer misses is how Hegel draws on the conceptions of obligation and autonomy—the “ought” and the perception of one’s finite “limitation”—in Kant’s ethical theory to make plausible his notion of the finite thing’s “going beyond itself.”) Guyer’s limitation of his discussion, in this important and challenging paper, to what Hegel articulates “within the confines of his explicit discussions of Kant” (p. 172), prevents him from identifying important features of Hegel’s actual argument in the EL (and the WL). I discuss the issue of the concept/intuition relationship, on which Guyer properly focusses most of his attention, in 4.7. 


� Taylor says that, for Hegel, Spirit needs the finite in order to be embodied and aware of itself (Hegel, p. 89). But this is still an external, means/end relationship, in which Spirit is (as Hegel would say) a “power existing outside” the finite (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,40-1/146), which uses the finite as a means by which to become embodied and aware of itself. Whereas true infinity as Hegel actually describes it “is only as a transcending of the finite” (WL 5:160/GW 21:133,36-37/145-146): not only its embodiment and self-awareness, but its sheer existence depends upon the finite. 


�Errol E. Harris argues with Taylor in some detail in his An Interpretation of the Logic of Hegel (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1983), particularly pp. 106-107 on “alteration,” but I find his account of Hegel’s argument too wrapped up in terminological details to effectively counter Taylor’s overall interpretation. The numerous other commentators, like Pippin (see note 11, above), who are attempting to interpret the Logic and the System very differently from the way Taylor interprets them, generally do not address Taylor’s interpretations of specific passages in Hegel’s texts, so that their disagreement with Taylor doesn’t come to grips with him in a way that would help readers to really evaluate it. 


�The free will is the model instance, for Hegel as for Kant, in which a being goes together with itself, rather than being determined by its relation to others. But in this chapter of his book, Taylor refers to the “ought” only as something that Hegel introduces “in order to allow a reference to the errors of Kant and Fichte” (Hegel, p. 239; emphasis added). Guyer, too, in “Hegel, Leibniz and the Contradiction in the Finite” (cited in note 2), seems to neglect Hegel’s principle that “infinity is only as a transcending of the finite” when he interprets Hegel as simply denying the multiplicity of independent substances that is assumed by Leibniz and by common sense (“from this viewpoint, there is no such thing as the posited independence of individual substances” [p. 96; emphasis added]), rather than as superseding it.


� Besides the progress of science and technology, the other experience that Taylor thinks has made Hegel’s central thesis “dead” is the horrors of the twentieth century’s totalitarianisms, world wars, etc. He thinks that Hegel’s philosophy of history expressed a “sense that the horrors and nightmares of history . . . were behind us” (p. 545), which subsequent experience has clearly shown not to be the case. But Hegel nowhere implies that history will contain no further horrors—only that it will contain no lasting social and conceptual transformation comparable to the one that he saw accomplished through the French Revolution. And the latter claim, as far as I can see, has not been in any way refuted by the experience of the twentieth century. 


�Hegel anticipates the conclusion of the passage that I am about to quote—that being-for-self in practice loses all of the internal articulation that it might have brought with it from the true infinity, and “collapses into undifferentiatedness” (WL 5:182/GW 21:151,26-27163)—in his initial descriptions of being-for-self as “simple self-relation” (WL 5:174/GW 21:144,16-17/157) and as “collapsed into simple being” (WL 5:176/GW 21:146,33/158). But it seems clear that the detailed argument that I am about to quote is his explanation of why this collapse and simplicity come about; which is something that commentators who overlook this argument have difficulty explaining. See, for example, Giacomo Rinaldi, A History and Interpretation of the Logic of Hegel (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1992), pp. 157-158 and 309-310, and Clark Butler, Hegel’s Logic,p. 77. 


�Hegel’s discussions of atomism, quantity, and measure seem to be  viewed as a large, systematically  uncalled-for detour by Charles Taylor, in his Hegel , pp. 244-246. It is particularly unfortunate that Taylor, who himself has important things to say (in this book and elsewhere) about the modern tendency towards social atomism, does not get the hang of what Hegel seems to be saying, in his Logic, about the conceptual roots of that tendency. 


�I say that this intellectual problem may “quite possibly” also constitute a spiritual problem, rather than that it will necessarily constitute such a problem, because of the great gap that often exists, perhaps especially in our times, between an individual’s intellectual commitments and her ethical or spiritual commitments. For a probable example, see chapter 2, note 23, on David Gauthier.


�Clark Butler describes the genesis of the “one” as a “willful exclusion of what is clearly present  within the dialectically constructed concrete totality of being-for-self,” and thus as “a knowing and deliberate plunge into falsehood,” comparable to the biblical “Fall” (Hegel’s Logic, pp. 77 and 80). If this were correct, surely Hegel should give some account of what it is that performs this willful act. But of course he doesn’t reach the “will,” as such, until much later in his system. It’s unquestionably true that what Hegel is analyzing here is closely connected to his project of explaining the nature of evil and its relation to freedom and the will. But we need to understand his present analysis in the terms that he considers appropriate to it, rather than importing “more concrete” developments (WL 5:192/GW 21:160,34/172), or we won’t see how his present analysis is supposed to illuminate the later developments. And in fact Hegel seems to be explaining precisely why the genesis of the “one” is not “willful,” at this point in the dialectical development, but rather represents a genuine, so far unsolved intellectual problem. He is expressing genuine respect—a respect that I think (as part of being “with ourselves in the other”) we ourselves should emulate—for theories like those of Epicurus and Hobbes. 


� Here we can safely assume Hegel is referring to the “reality” that is a moment of Quality (WL 5:118/GW 21:98,30/111), rather than to the “reality in a higher sense” (WL 5:164-5/GW 21:136,7/149) that is achieved through true infinity. I explained the difference between these in 3.7.


�This passage is likely to remind readers of the Phenomenology of Spirit and the Philosophy of Spirit of the descriptions, there, of the interaction of self-consciousness as “desire,” with the world, in which self-consciousness, like the “one,” here, is intent on asserting its uniqueness—but in which, unlike this passage, the world doesn’t offer overt “opposition” to self-consciousness’s strategy. The explanation of this difference is, no doubt, the fact that in the present passage the protagonists are identified from the beginning as similar in character: they are all “ones.” This prevents them from carrying out the sort of imperialistic self-assertion that the desiring self-consciousness initially thinks it can get away with. 





