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Preface

The present study has emerged in part as a response to questions that con-
fronted me from certain heritages of post-Kantian German philosophy, which
have come, for a number of theoretical and historical reasons, to address some
of the time-honored problems and concerns of philosophers to Greek tragic
drama. Scholars familiar with this trajectory of continental thought will rec-
ognize that I am by no means the first to be taken with it, and, indeed, will
know that inquiries into the philosophical significance of tragic art play an
important role in the thought of galactic figures, such as Gadamer, Heidegger,
Nietzsche, Hegel, Schelling, and Hölderlin. They will also be aware that
scholarship on the intersection of philosophy and tragedy forms an important
and growing line of inquiry in contemporary continental philosophy. For
those unacquainted with the landscape, perhaps its most characteristic feature
turns on the provocation that tragic drama, and the notion of the tragic, need
not be seen only as objects of interest in the field of aesthetics, but may also
be interpreted as resources that illuminate a number of core issues often
approached under the signs of metaphysics, ontology, social and political phi-
losophy, and ethics. In these post-Kantian heritages, the concern is not sim-
ply to develop aesthetic or poetic theories of tragic drama (though of course
figures, such as Hegel and Schelling also do this), but, rather, to use tragedy as
a guidepost for inquiries into fundamental problems in philosophy.

My own scholarly interest in this broader vein of thought has led me to
focus my attention on some of the implications of Hegel’s concern for tragedy
in his Phenomenology of Spirit. Of course, my orientation toward this project,
too, has already been traced out by a larger body of scholarship. Perhaps not
unlike others before me, I have been drawn to the Phenomenology in part
because of the peculiar, and, indeed, highly ambiguous place it holds in the
post-Kantian heritage of philosophical interest in tragedy. For many of the
figures in this heritage, such as Heidegger and Nietzsche, may be said to
enlist resources of tragedy in response to their dissatisfaction with traditional
philosophical categories, and to their efforts to stretch beyond customary
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modes of philosophical discourse. Figures in this same heritage of thought
elicit us to remain wary of those of Hegel’s claims which suggest that he, by
contrast, sees his Phenomenology as part of a philosophical system that would
form the apotheosis of this tradition that many after him will wish to ques-
tion. Yet, it might equally be said that many of the most important philo-
sophical engagements with tragedy after Hegel would not have been possible
without the questions, concerns, and context developed by figures in
German Idealism and Romanticism in general, and in Hegel in particular.

Of the contributions and interpretive sensibilities I have tried to bring
to this project, perhaps two things in particular might be mentioned in pref-
ace of my study. First, I have attempted to introduce a wider frame of textual
reference than is sometimes taken. My reading of the Phenomenology has
convinced me that Hegel’s concern for tragedy in this text is pervasive and
deep, and I have thus developed my approach not on the basis of just one or
two of his more celebrated references to tragedy, such as the one found in his
discussion of ethical life. Rather, I have considered the implications of a
number of his uses of tragedy, some subtle, and have tried to show that his
multiple turns to tragedy combine to form a consistent concern for issues of
human finitude. Second, I have tried to bring a spirit of philosophical open-
ness to the project. The influences that organize my approach come from
continental philosophy, and perhaps especially from quarters influenced by
Heidegger, philosophical hermeneutics, and deconstruction. But, I have
endeavored to let the richness and power of these discourses break open new
interpretive possibilities in Hegel and forge ties with problems and issues
that emerge from outside of continental thought, not to foreclose or forestall
connections with other research in Hegel studies.

Tragedies of Spirit is intended to be not a commentary on Hegel’s
Phenomenology, but rather a thematic study of insights into human fini-
tude that arise from his engagements with tragedy in the text. Due to this,
and since the questions that guide the project arise from a larger milieu of
post-Kantian philosophers, it is not the principal aim of this book to
reconstruct Hegel’s thematic purpose, his intention, or even to reconstruct
what he thought his main arguments were. Rather, the project is to address
questions of human finitude to Hegel’s interest in tragedy as he presents it
in the Phenomenology. Although it has not been my explicit plan to
develop a ‘Gadamerian’ approach to Hegel, some of his larger claims about
text interpretation capture the spirit of my own. As it has been posed in the
“Introduction” to a recent collection of essays on Hegel’s Phenomenology,

The reception of an old text into a new context of thought is, as Hans-
Georg Gadamer reminded us, the delicate (and fallible) attempt to get at
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the questions it conceived and answered through the questions that we
put to it.1

Although some may see approaches of this sort prejudicial or impure, it might
be suggested that, on the contrary, they are guided by the deepest belief that
philosophical texts of the past remain relevant and have much to say. Indeed,
they suggest that texts from the past are not to be left buried behind us, but
rather continue to demand our scrutiny and thus lie always still in front of us.

Besides, despite important innovations in text interpretation achieved
by philosophical hermeneutics and other discourses in recent continental
philosophy, the idea that the meaning of a philosophical text might exceed
the intentions of its author is not new. After all, Hegel, too, recognized
that there is always more at stake in a philosophical work from the past
than its author was able to see. Of course, whereas scholarship in contem-
porary continental philosophy characteristically takes this ‘more’ to indi-
cate the irreducibility of the text to any hegemonic, complete, and settled
interpretation, Hegel might be seen to place it in the service of his efforts
to establish a systematic view of the coherent development and unity of the
history of philosophy as such.2 Even so, Hegel recognized that genuinely
philosophical inquiries into texts from the history of philosophy requires
us to approach them in light of their living relation to the present.

In the Differenzschrift, for example, Hegel admonishes scholars who
would fail to bring pertinent philosophical questions to bear on their
approaches to philosophers of the past, comparing them to mere ‘collec-
tors,’ whose purported objectivity actually serves to conceal a deeper fear
of the transformative power of philosophical texts. He writes,

The collector stands firm in his neutral attitude towards truth; he pre-
serves his independence whether he accepts opinions, rejects them, or
abstains from decision. He can give philosophical systems [of the past]
only one relation to himself: they are opinions—and such incidental
things as opinions can do him no harm.3

Hegel recommends, by contrast, that a more philosophical approach to the
history of philosophy would make it possible to discern essential and lasting
insights. “The living spirit that dwells in a philosophy,” he tells us, “demands
to be born of a kindred spirit if it is to unveil itself.”4 From such a standpoint,
the philosopher of one age finds in the philosophy of another “spirit of its
spirit, flesh of its flesh. . . . ”5 Certainly, critical questions about the extent of
Hegel’s belief in the coherence and unity of the history of philosophy require
serious attention. To the extent his position cautions us not to approach
philosophical views of the past simply as disinterested parties, however, it
might be applied at the present historical juncture to Hegel himself.

Preface ix



x Preface

A brief word on texts and translations. Throughout this study, I have
relied upon the Suhrkamp edition of Hegel’s works: Hegel, Werke in zwanzig
Bände (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986). The translations of Hegel’s
texts, as well as some other German texts, are generally my own, though I
have mentioned in my notes those occasions on which my translation is
either borrowed or derived from another translator. For quotations cited from
the Phenomenology of Spirit, I have provided cross-references to Miller’s
translations, which I often consulted and invariably found extremely helpful.
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Spirit and Its Tragedies

What is the philosophical significance of tragedy? What does a philosoph-
ical investigation of the tragic aspects of our lives teach us about the
human condition? What philosophical questions draw our attention to
Hegel’s insistence that there is an intimate tie between the aspirations of
his Phenomenology of Spirit and the insights of tragic drama? Over the
course of his project, Hegel repeatedly turns to the resources of tragedy—
sometimes explicitly, but often indirectly, even tacitly—in order to capture
the essence of crucial junctures in the life of spirit. Hegel makes multiple
references to specific Greek tragedies, especially to Sophoclean tragedies,
though he also alludes to modern tragedians such as Shakespeare, and he
conscripts for his own presentation of spirit important concepts from the-
oretical works on tragic poetry such as Aristotle’s Poetics. What is at stake
in Hegel’s invocation of these things in his presentation of spirit? Of course,
we say far too little if we only say that Hegel’s interest in tragedy rests on
some personal idiosyncrasy, a special predilection for things tragic. The
Phenomenology is crafted with too much rigor and care, and his references
to tragedy are too methodical and prevalent. But, then what are we to make
of Hegel’s coupling of speculative philosophy and the notion of tragedy in
this text? What does Hegel’s speculative interest in the notion of tragedy
teach us about the life of spirit, about our world and ourselves?

Hegel maintains that the purpose of speculative philosophy turns on
nothing less than the demonstration of the absolute.1 Hegel’s conceptions
of speculative philosophy and absolute knowledge are no doubt as difficult to
grasp as they are foreign to current sensibilities. For some years, a number
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of important Hegel commentators have started to reconsider whether his
claims about speculation and the absolute are as grandiose in scale and
scope as has been previously thought. Moreover, this trend has led to a
revival of interest in the relevance of Hegel’s thought for current debates in
fields such as epistemology, the philosophy of language, and the philoso-
phy of science.2 However, much scholarship in continental philosophy
emphasizes that Hegel’s more ambitious claims about speculation and the
absolute demand continued suspicion and scrutiny, and many question
whether philosophy in our time has adequately come to terms with what
they worry are highly ambiguous and even dangerous assumptions that
inform Hegel’s thought.3 As Stuart Barnett observes, something of a “gen-
eral critical consensus” has emerged about Hegel in continental approaches
that he exemplifies “the modernity that our postmodern era seeks to
escape.”4 For on Hegel’s view, it is plausible for us to be concerned, specu-
lation is supposed to culminate in a knowledge that may be achieved only
by a deathless subject, the ultimate unification of experience in thought,
and, thereby, to accomplish a certain philosophical resolution to our con-
frontations with discontinuity, disunity, incompleteness, and limit.5

Yet, although it would be as irresponsible as naïve to relinquish the sus-
picion that Hegel’s conception of speculative philosophy is directed by
something at least analogous to what Nietzsche might have called a reactive
will, it would also be a misrepresentation to allege that Hegel is a philoso-
pher of empty identity. For there can be no doubt that Hegel intends, at
least, for his speculative approach to be much more rich and open than
many of us remember. On Hegel’s view, speculative philosophy is supposed
to achieve a form of knowledge directed not by the aspiration to discharge
or deny difference, but rather to embrace, respect, and include all of our
confrontations with incommensurability, otherness, discontinuity, strife,
and crisis, or, as we might discuss it today, our encounters with finitude.
Indeed, it is too often forgotten that Hegel is among the great critics of the
penchant in philosophy to trade on overgeneralizations and impoverished,
abstract identities.6 Hegel poses speculation as a corrective against the ten-
dency in philosophy to fabricate cut-to-fit concepts and commonsense cat-
egories that blind out the multiplicity of things; he opposes the tendency to
produce a unity that reduces everything, as Hegel famously (if somewhat
unfairly) charges of Schelling, to “a night in which all cows are black.”7

From this standpoint, we see that it is precisely the scope of Hegel’s
commitment to the richness of the speculative unity that compels him to
remain vigilant to questions of finitude. The standard that Hegel sets for
the speculative unity requires him to pay much more than lip service to
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disunity, strife, and difference. Rather, it demands that Hegel give full voice
to our experiences of finitude in its multiple dimensions and that they be
preserved and protected in the life of spirit.

The hypothesis guiding this book is that Hegel turns to the idiom of
tragedy to elucidate some of the most pressing of these claims of finitude.
Hegel’s Phenomenology unfolds preeminently as the presentation of the tri-
umph of the speculative unity as it emerges in historical spirit. But, in
Hegel’s efforts to grant to finitude its due, his presentation of this triumph
is punctuated by tragedy. In a form of philosophy dedicated to the
absolute, it is tragedy that comes to speak for the forms of discontinuity
and limit that spirit encounters in the course of its development. Hegel’s
speculative interest in the tragic demands our attention because his refer-
ences to tragedy offer crucial insights into human finitude as it appears in
some of its most important aspects: in our experience as historical beings,
in our prospects for freedom, in ethical life, and in our desire to achieve
self-knowledge. Indeed, even though the purpose of the Phenomenology is
to present the achievement of the speculative unity as it unfolds in the
development of spirit, from our current standpoint, it is not difficult to see
how some might be led to wonder whether Hegel’s depiction of the tragic
character of finitude is so powerful that it threatens to undermine our faith
in the power of spirit to achieve ultimate unity.

It should come no more as a surprise to us than it did to Hegel’s con-
temporaries that he would associate tragedy with disunion, strife, incom-
mensurability, and difference. Not only Hegel but others on the German
intellectual scene of his day connected artistic genre such as that of tragic
drama, especially in its Greek form, with the presentation of vehement
forms of irresolvable conflicts and the experiences of limit they expose.8 If
Hegel is dedicated to the achievement of a speculative unity that contains
even extreme forms of disunion within it, then, we might argue, the con-
frontation of spirit with tragedy forms an ordeal or crucible that tests the
resilience of spirit’s capacity for integration. Hegel characterizes spirit as an
agile learner that has the power to overcome many forms of disunity and
strife it faces in the course of its education. Yet, we may question whether
Hegel’s introduction of tragic resources to capture the character of dis-
unity, strife, and difference might be seen to strain the synthetic powers of
spirit to the breaking point.

But, even if scholarship in current continental philosophy compels us
to remain vigilant of Hegel’s speculative ambition, perhaps hubris, to achieve
knowledge in its absolute form, we might nonetheless investigate whether
the interplay of speculation and tragedy in his text draws out a sense of
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finitude. As we shall see, one question that we must ask in this book is
whether Hegel’s conception of the speculative unity in the Phenomenology
is not simply preoccupied and enriched by his uses of tragedy, but instead
comes to be predominated, perhaps even transformed by them. If this is
the case, Hegel’s vision of the human spirit may be guided not simply by
his confidence in our capacity to unify experience but also by a humble
recognition of limits. No doubt some might worry that this more tragic
view emphasizes the negative side of things too much. But, one of the
deepest motivations for this book turns on the claim that Hegel’s uses of
tragedy result in an affirmative vision of the human condition that helps us
to reclaim a more balanced view of our possibilities and limits. In his more
tragic moments, it is one of my intentions to suggest, Hegel enables us to
catch sight of a view that allows us to identify our dignity as human beings
not so much with the scope of our powers, but instead with our resolve to
accept, even apprize, and cherish the terms of our finitude. Before we turn
to the Phenomenology in order to consider this possibility in more detail,
however, it may help us further to illuminate what is at issue in Hegel’s uses
of tragedy if we contextualize Hegel’s Phenomenology within a broader
range of questions about the relationship between philosophical inquiry
and tragedy.

Philosophy and Tragedy

One of the most important, and familiar, motifs of post-Kantian conti-
nental philosophy is the view that the current historical juncture is called
to confront problems and questions that the intellectual heritage of the
West is unable to address. It is this view that comes to expression, for
example, in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s recent claim, which itself in part
hearkens back to Friedrich Hölderlin’s use of the term two centuries ago,
that the present age is disjoined from its heritage in the manner of a
caesura.9 Certainly, many philosophers of the present age have concluded
from this not only that we are cut off from the heritage of Western philos-
ophy, but, moreover, that this end of philosophy calls for us simply to
abandon traditional forms of philosophy altogether. It has been argued of
Richard Rorty’s peculiarly American and bourgeois blend of postmod-
ernism, for example, that he supposes our current dedication to the preser-
vation of many presuppositions of Western philosophical heritage should
be treated as something of a bad habit to be broken.10 But, in contrast to
this idea, some movements in continental thought recommend, if often in
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very different idioms, that philosophical inquiry in the current age is sig-
nificantly informed by pre-thematic, inchoate presuppositions that have
been unquestioningly and involuntarily taken over from the past.11 From
these standpoints, the achievement of genuinely novel philosophical
insights is predicated on sustained and critical engagement with the tradi-
tions of thought that continue to permeate present sensibilities.

It is true that in this regard Hegel deserves our attention because, as
figures in postmodernity have taught us, his philosophical system forms a
certain summit of the tradition we are now called to scrutinize. One of the
convictions Hegel holds about speculative philosophy is that it forms 
the culmination, and, thus, completion, of all historical developments in
the discipline of philosophy. So in a sense, Hegel himself casts the specula-
tive unity as the end of philosophy. Yet, in contrast with figures who follow
after him, however, Hegel conceives of this end not as an extinction, but,
instead, as a kind of final summit of the tradition that brings it to its
fruition.12 He asserts, for example, that his own speculative system, itself
“latest in time,” forms “the result of all previous philosophies and thus
must contain the principles of all of them.”13 Yet, from our current vantage
point we see that even if Hegel’s speculative thought can be cast as the cul-
mination of certain traditional forms of philosophy, it also enables a new
direction within philosophy that wishes to break from the tradition. In ret-
rospect we see that Hegel’s speculative interest in tragedy not only serves
his own system of philosophy, but also opens the door for a new move-
ment of philosophers who believe that in order to overturn philosophy in
its traditional forms, it is necessary to enlist the help of resources they find
at the dawn of the West, in Greek tragedy.

From among the figures of the nineteenth century, it is perhaps the
Nietzsche of the Birth of Tragedy who does the most to cast the post-Kantian
philosophical interest in Greek tragedy as a subversive moment directed
toward the overcoming of mainstream tenets of philosophy in its tradi-
tional forms. Already in this early phase of his philosophical life, Nietzsche
offers a diagnosis of the exhaustion and “homeless wandering” that has
resulted from the “Socratic” impulse in the Western tradition.14 Yet,
despite what he sees as the decadence of his age, Nietzsche holds out hope
that the future may bring about new possibilities for human thought and
experience due to what he calls the “abiding love-bond” between modern
German intellectual culture and the culture of pre-Socratic Greek tragedy.15

Of course, we know that in this early book Nietzsche is still enamored of
the idea that the German affinity for ancient tragedy reaches its height in
Wagnerian opera, an idea that he will later reject.16 But, even in this early
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stage of his life, Nietzsche observes that the love-bond between modern
Germany and the age of Attic tragedy subtends not only German music
but also what he refers to as “the bourgeoning spirit of German philoso-
phy,” and he specifies Kant and Schopenhauer as representatives of the
potential for the birth of a tragic age in modern times.17 To Nietzsche’s
mind, the philosophical prospects of the future lie largely in the hands of
the intellectual and artistic avant-garde; but in the Birth of Tragedy he
seems to suggest that those who do the most to twist free from the tradi-
tion are precisely those who owe the greatest debts to the vision of human
affairs expressed in Greek tragedy.

From our current vantage point, it is clear that the liaison between post-
Kantian philosophy and Greek tragic poetry remains strong throughout the
twentieth century and in our day. In the Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche elabo-
rates primarily on a lineage of philosophers that extends to Schopenhauer
from its latent origins in Kant’s characterization of reason as a realm of tran-
scendental illusion.18 In hindsight, it is clear that the progeny of this family
of philosophers who associate our hopes to overcome philosophy with the
resources of tragedy are strewn across the twentieth century. No doubt
Heidegger, especially in his treatment of Greek tragedy in the Introduction to
Metaphysics and in other works from the 1930s and 1940s, is among the
most celebrated. In postwar France, Sartre, Camus, and de Beauvoir explic-
itly align the existentialist movement with themes of ancient tragedy. Today
figures such as Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Jean-Luc Nancy, Christoph
Menke, François Dastur, Veronique Foti and Dennis Schmidt continue to
develop questions about the need to overturn traditional forms of philoso-
phy in reference to the resources of Greek tragedy. Across disciplinary lines,
in French psychoanalysis and in feminism, for example, figures such as
Jacques Lacan and Luce Irigaray, and, recently, Judith Butler also continue to
rely on the resources of tragedy to further their research.19

Even if the contemporary project of overcoming traditional forms of
philosophy is still coupled with the issue of tragedy, this love-bond never-
theless has its origins in Hegel’s day. It is only from an exceedingly 
de-historicized vantage point that we might believe in the novelty of our
attempts to overcome the presuppositions inherited from the past; and it is
not only in the academic debates found at the dawn of the current century,
but in intellectual circles at the turn of the nineteenth century, that some
of the most radical and original challenges to traditional forms of philoso-
phy are posed. In the period that unfolds in the aftermath of Kant’s criti-
cal project, figures such as Goethe, Schelling, Hölderlin, and the early
German, or, as they are also called, Jena Romantics all begin to dispute the
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traditional assumption, characteristic of mainstream assumptions in the
discipline of philosophy, at least, that our knowledge of things reaches its
highest expression only in the idioms of conceptual language and mathe-
matical formulation. Some figures on the intellectual landscape of the time
even begin to entertain the idea that it is preeminently in the work of art,
especially in genre of poetry such as tragic drama, and not in philosophy,
science, or mathematics, where we win our deepest insights into the issues
of freedom, politics, history, nature, and ethical life. It is an intellectual
atmosphere also captured by Friedrich Schlegel’s belief that philosophy
should become more like poetry, or again, by Schelling’s final claim from
the System of Transcendental Idealism, that if philosophical inquiry is to 
succeed it must give itself over to the “universal sea of poesy.”20

Many of the figures in the Age of Goethe to set poetic art off against
philosophy felt a profound admiration and affinity for ancient Greek cul-
ture, language, and intellectual life, and important aspects of their claims
about poetic art may almost be read as an extension of what Plato has
Socrates refer to in the Republic as the “ancient quarrel between philosophy
and poetry.”21 From this standpoint, crucial lines of the late eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century German case for the primacy of poetic art
unfold as if in rejoinder, presented on behalf of sensibilities about art asso-
ciated with the Attic period, we might suggest, against the objections to
poetry found in the Republic, Books II and III. In other words, important
strands of the German intellectual scene at the dawn of the nineteenth cen-
tury may be seen to anticipate, in a provocative respect, the call later fleshed
out and made famous by Nietzsche, namely, to overturn Platonism.22 Of
course, not only the German response to the Platonist charge against poetic
art, but also Plato’s presentation of these criticisms of poetry is itself diffi-
cult to interpret properly, not least of all because Plato elucidates them in
a dialogue form that employs a number of poetic devices. In the course of
the recriminations, two broader concerns come to stand out: first, that
poetic forms of speech may be deceptive; and, second, that these forms are
dangerous, politically and ethically, because they involve the power to cor-
rupt the soul, especially those of the youth.23 Thus, it should not come as
a surprise if we find out that German figures who wish to uphold the worth
of art underscore its significance for questions pertaining to the presentation
of truth, and to the fulfillment of our deepest political and ethical concerns.

It is true that the heightened attention to antiquity that emerges in
eighteenth-century Germany stems in no small part from the influence of
figures such as Winkelmann and Lessing, and, more generally, may be
associated with the adoption of French classicism that began to arise in
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Germany already in the seventeenth and early eighteenth century.24 Yet, by
the outset of the nineteenth century, the widespread attention given to the
Greeks in Germany was driven not just by the interest in the French
model, but also by what has aptly been called an avant-garde concern for a
number of issues, including the relevance of poetic forms of expression for
philosophical inquiry.25

It is precisely in this intellectual milieu that Hegel comes of philo-
sophical age. Indeed, much of Hegel’s own philosophical development is
profoundly impacted by those who claimed that new directions in philos-
ophy might be opened up by the revivification of interest in ancient Greek
culture, art, and tragic drama. Hegel’s overall interest in ancient tragedy
may be measured by the attention he devotes to the theme in every stage
of his philosophical life, from its appearance in some of his earliest writ-
ings, such as the 1802 Natural Law Essay, to his much later discussion 
of tragic drama and specific tragic dramas in the Lectures on Aesthetics.
However, Hegel’s assessment of the importance of tragedy for his philo-
sophical system changes over the course of his development, and, I would
submit, shifts from playing a central role in his thought to a more marginal
position. For in some of the earliest phases of his philosophical life, for
example, in Tübingen, in Frankfurt, and, perhaps, to a certain extent still
in Jena, Hegel at times goes so far as to entertain the possibility that poetic
art in general, and tragic drama in particular, forms a template or model
for the speculative unity itself. But, by the time Hegel reaches the final
phase of his career, in the Berlin period, he appears largely to have abro-
gated the prospect that tragedy might comprise a fundamental issue for his
conception of the speculative unity, and largely restricts his considerations
of tragic drama to his inquiries into aesthetics.26 Contextualized within
this broader trajectory of Hegel’s evolving approach to the issue of tragedy,
the Phenomenology unfolds as a transitional, and, thus, in important respects,
conflicted text, in regard to Hegel’s position on the relationship between
philosophical inquiry and the idiom of tragedy.

Earlier and Later Hegel

The extensive and rich heritage of scholarship on Hegel’s early life presents
a thorough and diverse array of insights into the character of his thought
prior to the publication of the Phenomenology of Spirit, and there is a range
of perspectives on the young Hegel’s approach to ancient Greek culture,
art, and tragedy. Any historiographical survey of approaches to the young
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Hegel would have to consider, as important nineteenth-century contribu-
tions, Karl Rosenkranz’s Life of Hegel and Rudolph Haym’s Hegel and his
Time. The history would also have to include, as decisive early twentieth-
century sources, Wilhelm Dilthey’s Jugendgeschichte Hegels, and the appear-
ance of Herman Nohl’s compilation of some of Hegel’s oldest surviving
texts, under the title Hegel’s Early Theological Writings. Of course, a com-
plete survey would also need to attend to further interpretive approaches
to some of Hegel’s early writings, such as those found in Herbert Marcuse’s
Hegel’s Ontology of Life and Gyorgy Lukács’ Young Hegel, Studies in the
Relations Between Dialectics and Economics. In T. M. Knox’s 1946 “Prefatory
Note” to his expanded, English translation of Nohl’s collection, he claims
that while a substantial body of scholarship on the young Hegel had
emerged in continental Europe, little work had appeared in the English-
speaking world.27 But certainly, if such a lacuna did once exist, it has not
for some decades; and thus the history of studies on the young Hegel also
embraces a large body of post-war era Anglophone contributions, which is
punctuated by major scholarly accomplishments, perhaps none greater in
sweep than H. S. Harris’ two volume study, Hegel’s Development.28

Even though the magnitude and depth of this heritage makes it impos-
sible to provide a unified summary account of Hegel’s early thought, it may
nonetheless be said that the mainstreams of research on the young Hegel
coalesce around several distinct but, for him, interrelated themes. Some of
the most celebrated among them are: first, the ambiguous influence of the
French revolution, the aspirations and ideals of which inspired him at the
same time its destructiveness and violence terrified him, and, second, the
bequest of Kant’s critical project. Much scholarship has familiarized us with
the impression made on Hegel by the fervor caused by the recent events in
France that he and his companions Schelling and Hölderlin encountered
and embraced while at the Tübinger Stift, as well as with stories, mythic in
stature, of their dedication of a ‘freedom tree’ to the revolution, and of
Hegel’s life-long celebration of Bastille Day.29 But, to the young Hegel’s
mind, the accomplishment of the political freedom promised by the French
Revolution required that we pay heed to the results of another revolution,
not in the social order of European life, but in philosophy, achieved by
Kant’s critical project. Of course, Hegel’s relation to Kantian thought, even
at this early stage, is already sophisticated and nuanced, but much of Hegel’s
concern turns on the construction of a speculative system of philosophy
that alleviates problems in Kant’s critique of theoretical reason, and that
outlines a path to the creation of a rational political, and social world in
Germany embodying Kantian principles of practical reason.30
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Hegel’s dedication to the formation of a modern, rational, and free
German state comprises an important motivation for a third theme that
runs through many of his early writings, namely, his interest in the estab-
lishment of Christianity as a national, or, people’s religion (Volksreligion).31

Although Hegel’s view grows and shifts over the course of his early life, his
general idea is that the establishment of a rational, free nation-state
founded on (Kantian) ideals depends on the support of a national religion,
whose charge it is to foster these ideals and to instill in the people a range
of values, habits, and affects that accord with reason. Indeed, Hegel appears
to charge that the collapse of the French Revolution into the Terror itself is
due in no small part to the absence of a genuine people’s religion in France
able to sustain a society founded on the aspirations embodied by the
storming of the Bastille and the principles of liberty, equality, and frater-
nity.32 Thus, he reasons, the successfulness of the revolution, if not after all
in France, but perhaps in the Germanic world, is contingent on the estab-
lishment of a genuine and robust form of popular religion.

Hegel develops his conception of speculative philosophy and its rela-
tion to the establishment of a people’s religion in a number of his early dis-
cussions of Christianity. However, numerous scholars recognize that Hegel’s
speculative approach to Christianity in this period of his life is deeply
informed by a fourth theme, of special import for the present project,
namely, the ‘Hellenic Ideal’ he brings to bear on his overall vision of spec-
ulation, religion, and political and social life.33 Numerous scholars have
taught us that the young Hegel holds up his notion of the Hellenic society,
which he derives as much from his contemporaries, especially Schiller, as
he does from his studies of antiquity, as an organic, dynamic, and happy
people, that integrates intellectual, spiritual, and political needs into a
beautiful harmonious whole.34 From this vantage point, Hegel associates
the prospect for Christianity to comprise a people’s religion with its poten-
tial to revive, in a modern form, the organic unity formed by religious and
political life in the ancient polis. Thus, Hegel arrives at the view, by a
thought process that might strike us today as somewhat circuitous, that the
establishment of a modern nation state, which both fulfills the promise of
the French Revolution and realizes Kantian principles, requires the estab-
lishment of a people’s religion mirroring the religious life of ancient Greece.
But more broadly, he further holds up the Hellenic ideals of organicity,
modeled on the sense of harmony found in beauty, to capture the 
character of his speculative philosophy, the nature of its systematicity, and
its incorporation of spiritual, religious, and political concerns and needs.
From this standpoint, speculative philosophy itself, in addition to the
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worlds of religion and politics, aspire to his image of the Hellenic ideal of
beauty and art.

Yet, important developments in continental philosophy, perhaps espe-
cially Heidegger’s research on German Idealism, and on ancient philoso-
phy and art, have summoned numerous scholars of the young Hegel to
emphasize that this Hellenic ideal might have led him to conceive of the
sense of unity found in beauty and in art as an archetype or template for
the speculative unity itself. Indeed, cognizant of the importance of tragic
art to influential figures such as Hölderlin and Schelling for the young
Hegel, and of Hegel’s awareness of the significance of tragic drama in the
Hellenic world, many scholars suggest that Hegel holds up not only the
work of art in general, but the work of tragedy in particular, as the highest
model of speculation. Although this idea perhaps currently plays a less
prominent role in recent Anglo-American studies of Hegel, on the continent
it has, in Lacoue-Labarthe’s turn of phrase, become “scarcely a thesis, so evi-
dent is the point,” that “tragedy, or a certain interpretation of tragedy . . .
is the origin or matrix of . . . speculative thought.”35 In his work on the
relationship between Heidegger’s thought and German Idealism, Jacques
Taminiaux notes that in the first years in Jena, Hegel employs an “aesthetic
schema” that associates the character of the speculative unity with concepts
usually reserved to describe art, such as “production, figure, work.”36

Although it is no stretch to claim that Hegel enlists such a schema earlier,
in Frankfurt, it is no surprise that some point to an even earlier text, the
“Oldest System-Programme of German Idealism,” as evidence of his
reliance on the work of art as a model for speculation. Of course, as is well-
known, the authorship of this fragmentary piece found in a bundle of
Hegel’s papers in 1917 is disputed, and although it is usually attributed to
him, it is sometimes attributed to Schelling, or Hölderlin, or even
Friedrich Schlegel.37 But, in this piece, Hegel (if it was Hegel) offers some
of his most radical claims about his speculative project, and asserts, for
example, that “I am now convinced that the highest act of reason, in that
it embraces all ideas, is an aesthetic act,” and claims, further, not only that
“the philosophy of spirit is an aesthetic philosophy,” but also that “the
philosopher must possess as much aesthetic power as the poet.”38

By now it should be clear that Hegel’s uses of the work of art, and in
particular his uses of tragedy, range beyond questions in the field of aes-
thetics. What Peter Szondi notably says of Schelling’s thought we may also
say of Hegel’s earliest conception of the speculative unity: that it forms a
“philosophy of the tragic,” not a “poetics of tragedy.”39 Some of Hegel’s
early writings suggest that he turns to tragic poetry as the highest model
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for the speculative unity itself, not just as one subject matter among others
for research in the field of poetics. The result, we might propose, is a vision
of philosophical inquiry that far exceeds conventional views. For the most
part, philosophers have believed that our power to unify things in thought
(and also to distinguish among them) reaches its highest form in the lan-
guages of the concept and of number. By contrast, some of Hegel’s early
views in Tübingen, Frankfurt, and perhaps in the early Jena years appear
to tarry with the idea that our power to unify things reaches one of its sum-
mits in artistic expression. Hegel’s notion of the speculative philosopher as
a figure who must possess as much aesthetic power as the poet is a pro-
found departure from traditional presumptions about philosophical prac-
tice that might be seen to adumbrate controversial and original views, such
as those indicated, for example, by the early Nietzsche’s notion of the
music-playing Socrates, or some of Heidegger’s claims about the thinker.40

The promise of Hegel’s early philosophy of the tragic, in fact, not
entirely unlike Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s views of philosophy that follow
it, turns at least in part on the creation of a form of inquiry that exceeds
conceptual frameworks and propositional language in its ability to attend
to incommensurability, strife, difference, and otherness. In a deep rap-
prochement with important current figures, not to mention with his con-
temporaries such as Schelling and Hölderlin, the young Hegel recognizes
that it is among the chief perfections of art to represent the things that most
resist combination. Hegel’s earliest conception of the speculative unity is
aligned with a view of art that Taminiaux, at least, believes to have been
around “from time immemorial,” namely, that the “resource” of art is

its bursting forth from the power of the earth, its connectedness with the
unnamable, its relationship to the surprising, to the enigmatic, and to
what, always, remains on the outside.41

From this vantage point, Hegel’s reliance on the sense of unity found in
artistic expression as a model for the speculative unity might suggest to us
that it serves not to reduce or exclude forms of otherness and difference,
but to embrace and remain open to them, even to bear within it their
resistance to integration itself.

In this light, we see that Hegel chooses to use tragic poetry from
among all of the arts as a model for the speculative unity because of its spe-
cial power to present even the most antithetical forms of difference. For on
Hegel’s view, tragic poetry stands out as the form of art in which the power
of art to offer a unified presentation that remains connected to otherness
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and difference is most pronounced. From our current perspective today it
may be difficult to accept the hierarchical conception of the arts that
Hegel’s view here implies.42 It nonetheless makes sense that Hegel might
single out tragic poetry, especially in its Greek form, as a variety of art 
that is especially keyed to the presentation of forms of conflict that turn on
otherness, difference, incommensurability, and strife. In Schelling’s Letters
on Dogmatism and Criticism, written while he was still at the seminary
together in Tübingen, Schelling notes, for example, that the Greeks turned
to tragedy precisely because of its power to gather together and express
even the most monstrous contradictions.43 For Hegel too, it would seem,
it is in tragic poetry that the potential of all art to present otherness and
difference is the most highly developed. Owing to its capacity, tragedy is,
from among all the arts, an especially well-suited model for the speculative
unity, as speculation must encompass, preserve, and protect even the most
tenacious forms of conflict and difference.

Yet, by the end of his career Hegel appears to have lost much of the
revolutionary fervor of his youth. During his time in Berlin in the 1820s
and until his death in 1831, Hegel continues to associate his thought with
German Idealism and to associate the project of idealism with speculation.
But, Hegel himself no longer associates speculation with the philosophical
vanguard of his day. Of course, Hegel’s more muted tone during this
period might be in part due to the magnificent rise of his stature in the
world of professional philosophy. In the height of his career, Hegel had not
only become something of a state philosopher in Prussia, but his specula-
tive system had come to dominate the landscape of German philosophy.
By the time Hegel had become settled in Berlin, he could no longer count
himself a philosopher of the avant-garde because by then he was the estab-
lishment.44 Even if we put these factors aside, by the 1820s Hegel’s vision
of the speculative unity had undergone a number of transformations that,
one might wonder, appear to have worn down its revolutionary edge. In
his political philosophy, for example, Hegel remained an advocate of uni-
versal freedom and a staunch critic of the failures of the political vision of
liberalism, especially in its British forms. But in the end, Hegel’s fervor for
the ideals of the French Revolution appears to have faded, and he became
an advocate of a form of constitutional monarchy that might translate into
moderate reform for the existing government of Prussia.45

Perhaps one of the most illuminating measures of Hegel’s transforma-
tion, however, turns on his reassessment of the philosophical significance of
poetic art. By the 1820s, Hegel identifies the model of the speculative unity
with the traditional philosophical idiom of the idea, and no longer with the
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resources of art, though, of course, he continues to understand the idea spec-
ulatively as a complex identity of identity and difference.46 This is not to say
that late in his career Hegel comes to deny the speculative significance of art
completely. Hegel continues to admit that there is an intimate tie between
knowledge and art. However, by this later phase of his life, Hegel has come
to hold that the form of knowledge we win in the philosophical idea is more
complete, robust, and clear than the more intuitive insight presented in art.
From the standpoint of this commitment to conceptual thought, Hegel now
maintains that in the modern period, there is no longer any speculative need
for art at all; from the standpoint of philosophy, art “no longer counts,” and
is thus “a thing of the past.”47 Ironically, in the Berlin period Hegel dedicated
more of his time and effort to the consideration of actual, specific works of
art than at any other point in his life. Not only does the sheer volume of his
Lectures on Fine Art attest to this, but also his travels to the Low Countries to
experience the works of Dutch masters, as well as his support of Hinkel’s
efforts to establish a national museum in Berlin.48 Despite these things,
Hegel not only abandoned his earlier desire to overturn the Platonic verdict
on poetry, but also allowed his interest in tragic poetry as a model for the
speculative unity to recede into the background.

The larger course of post-Kantian continental philosophy, then, forms
a stark contrast to the transformation in Hegel’s appraisal of the philo-
sophical status of tragic poetry. Whereas the broader history of post-
Hegelian continental European philosophy has seen a proliferation and
intensification of the love-bond between philosophy and tragedy, Hegel’s
initial affair with the tragic ultimately turns cold. Yet, within the larger
scheme of this double movement, we may nonetheless find some of the
most important contributions to the philosophy of the tragic not only in
later figures such as Nietzsche and Heidegger, nor only in Hegel’s contem-
poraries, nor even only in Hegel’s earliest thought. Interestingly, some of
the most profound insights into the philosophical significance of tragedy
lie in Hegel’s Phenomenology, itself from the initial phase of Hegel’s career
in which he relinquishes tragedy and art as models for his speculative
approach. On the one hand, the Phenomenology should be counted as one
of Hegel’s first mature works, not simply because of its systematicity and
completeness, but because in it, he associates the fulfillment of the specu-
lative unity with the powers of the concept. While Hegel’s conception of
his philosophical system will undergo important changes over the years, by
the appearance of the Phenomenology he has already undergone a decisive
shift away from his allegiances to his earliest programme for German
Idealism and the exemplary status it affords to poetic art.
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Yet, on the other hand, Hegel’s Phenomenology also forms the culmi-
nation of his first projects, and thus it remains deeply informed by the
questions and issues that animated his earliest thought. Indeed, it may be
that Hegel’s Phenomenology offers some of his most profound insights into
the philosophical significance of tragedy precisely because it is the most
conflicted of his texts. Even though Hegel’s explicit intention in the Phe-
nomenology is to present the speculative unity in the concept as it emerges
in experience, Hegel’s earlier dedication to tragic poetry continues to play
an important role in his account. In the Berlin period, much of Hegel’s
thought appears to uphold the supremacy of conceptual thought and the
idea over poetic art and tragedy as a tacit assumption, and, thus, we might
conclude, a foregone conclusion. But, in the Phenomenology, by contrast,
the claims of tragedy remain fresh in Hegel’s mind. Even though Hegel
identifies the achievement of the speculative unity with the capabilities 
of conceptuality, Hegel nevertheless continues to rely on the notion of
tragedy in order to capture some of the most crucial moments and most
difficult challenges in the development of spirit. The work of figures such
as Heidegger and Nietzsche after Hegel, as well as of Hegel’s contempo-
raries such as Schelling, and even some of the first works of Hegel’s life are
all informed by a certain love-bond between philosophy and tragedy.
While Hegel’s thematic view of the purpose of the Phenomenology may be
aligned with a Platonic antagonism toward tragic poetry, we might wonder
if it forms more of a lovers’ quarrel than anything else. If so, then perhaps
the tensions between philosophy and tragedy in the Phenomenology might
tell us more about their reciprocal affinity than their mutual repulsion.

Thematic and Operative

Hegel’s presentation in the Phenomenology remains extraordinarily sensi-
tive to the variety and diversity of phenomena that spirit encounters and
the forms of incommensurability, strife, and difference that emerge because
of this diversity. Yet, Hegel’s own characterization of the purpose of the
Phenomenology, as well as aspects of his own rhetoric about the project often
conceal his genuine concern to attend to the most varied nuances in the
life of spirit. If we consider the multitude of phenomena that Hegel enter-
tains in the Phenomenology, it becomes clear that few philosophers before
or after him have devoted themselves to as much of the variety in human
experience with as much care. Hegel not only considers the spiritual sig-
nificance of more global issues still on the forefront of philosophical inquiry
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today, such as the diversity of nations and peoples, of natural languages, of
historical epochs, and of the difference of the sexes; Hegel’s commitment
to pay heed to the varieties and differences of phenomena we encounter
also lead him to find significance even in things that appear in the most
unexceptional and offbeat nooks and crannies of spirit. In the course of his
presentation, for example, Hegel attends to the spiritual significance of
phenomena such as the pseudo-science of phrenology, and, at one point,
he even pauses to wonder at the twofold function of the male member.49

Hegel is not however always his own best spokesman for his careful
attention to the variety and difference in things. This is perhaps especially
true of some of his best remembered assertions from the celebrated ‘Preface’
to the Phenomenology. For although the ‘Preface’ is one of Hegel’s most
widely read texts, we might worry that some of its more grandiose claims
about his project overshadow his sensitivity to the variegated and difficult
contours of spiritual life. But, Hegel’s ‘Preface’ in fact uses the dramatic
language of violence, anxiety, pain and death to remind his readers that the
development of spirit is punctuated by multiple and difficult confronta-
tions with incommensurability and otherness.50 Even so, perhaps too many
readers of the Phenomenology continue to focus on those passages from the
‘Preface’ guided by Hegel’s desire to assert the superiority of his speculative
philosophy in comparison with other forms of thought and the merits of
his speculative unity and the power of the concept. Unfortunately, some of
Hegel’s own rhetoric in these remarks not only appears to gainsay his more
dramatic language about spirit’s confrontation with difference, but also to
preclude what is really the mainstay of his later presentation: his highly dif-
ferentiated and careful presentation of the difficulties and challenges spirit
faces in the course of its development.

If it is possible to sense an arrogance in certain of Hegel’s thematic
claims in the Phenomenology, then perhaps it comes out most plainly in his
claim that his own speculative philosophy forms the summit of philosophy
in general, and of the philosophical aspirations of modernity in particular.
Hegel aligns the thematic purpose of the Phenomenology with the comple-
tion of the philosophical projects inaugurated by early modern figures such
as Descartes and Galileo on the continent, and, also, Hobbes in the British
Isles.51 Although Hegel’s aspirations to complete the projects of his prede-
cessors in modernity unfolds along a number of fronts, one of the crucial
lines of his approach may be summed up as a wish to fulfill the promise of
his predecessors’ interest in the mathesis universalis.52 Hegel, not unlike his
predecessors in modernity, maintains a marked faith in our prospect to
determine absolutely certain foundations of knowledge, and holds that the
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human subject stands at the center point of a universe that it is able entirely
to comprehend, a power that, in earlier times, might have been reserved
only for God.

Certainly, it is a credit to the present age that many now cast a distrustful
eye on such aspirations, if only because after three centuries of philosophical
and scientific research, the promises of modernity remain largely unfulfilled.
Perhaps we have come to see what Dostoevsky, one of the earliest and most
prescient critics of modernity, saw more than a century and a half ago: that
the modern vision of things, to include the mathesis universalis, forms some-
thing of an ethereal ‘crystal palace,’ as little desirable as it is possible.53

Yet, one of Hegel’s most important intentions in the Phenomenology is
to align his philosophy with the achievement of the mathesis universalis.
Hegel inherits the projects of pioneers of the earlier modern period who
focused on the belief that the proper purpose of philosophy is to achieve
an indubitable, and, if possible, even exhaustive system of knowledge.54

However, Hegel contends that his predecessors fail because they relied on
inadequate notions of systematicity and method. Hegel’s broadest criticism
of his modern forerunners is that they misconstrue our cognitive powers as
an instrument.55 The critique is supposed to capture not only the rational-
ist camp in its widespread, but to Hegel’s mind unfounded, use of the
mathematical model, but also the empiricist camp in its representational
theories of knowledge. But, perhaps most important for us now is Hegel’s
characterization of the speculative unity as a corrective that overcomes the
failings of the philosophical views predominating early modernity and that
yields the exhaustive, indubitable science for the first time in its absolute
form. Hegel maintains that his speculative philosophy is guided by the
early modern vision of the mathesis universalis, but he believes that his own
philosophy is the first and only to make the vision a reality.

Strangely, it is precisely Hegel’s thematic commitment to fill out and
shore up the modern mathesis universalis that draws him to explore ques-
tions of finitude as they emerge in our encounters with incommensurabil-
ity, strife, confusion, and difference. This is because Hegel’s quest to bring
universal knowledge to its completion forces him to extend the purview of
rigorous philosophical inquiry to, for example (though it is more than an
example) the issue of history. In contrast with some moderns before him,
Hegel maintains that the ultimate foundation of our knowledge is derived
neither from the abstractions of mathematical reason, nor from nature, but
instead may be discerned in the dynamics of historical life. Hegel believes
that the unconditioned conditions of our knowledge may be divined in
historical circumstances, the prejudices and beliefs we inherit from the
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past, as well as their embodiment in our institutions and customary prac-
tices. Owing to this, the mathesis universalis must incorporate the estab-
lishment of an exhaustive and indubitable theory of the life of history
itself, its structure, operations, and development. In order to fulfill the
promise of the mathesis universalis as a complete science (Wissenschaft), we
must begin with a science of what today we might almost call historical
existence. Hegel calls it the science of experience.56

Hegel’s wish to extend the mathesis universalis to the domain of history
forces him to confront and to clarify the difficulties, confusions, and over-
all messiness of human affairs. Indeed, Hegel suggests that philosophers
before him (and, we may add, after him) failed to afford to history its
proper “dignity” precisely because of its apparent lack of structure and
sense. Hegel writes, “The eye of spirit had to be turned and held firmly
toward earthly matters with force; and it has required a long time to achieve
the same clarity had in celestial matters in the haziness and confusion in
which the sense of this world lies. . . .”57 Hegel’s dedication to the mathesis
universalis means that he cannot simply be satisfied to abstract eternal veri-
ties from the logic of mathematics or from cyclical movements of the heav-
ens and the blind mechanisms of nature. It also requires him to discern the
indispensable structures and dynamics of history. This is not only precari-
ously difficult because we are ourselves, in our own powers of cognition, in
our preconceptions, and even in the language we use to formulate our
thoughts, nothing other than the result of the very history we wish to inves-
tigate. It also seems unworkable to achieve a rigorous account of the
rational patterns in history because history itself does not seem to exhibit
them: for above all history appears to us as the domain of the incalculable,
of unpredictable, often violent change, of unprecedented and unforeseen
events, of irreconcilable purposes, and, in the end, of sheer fortuitousness.

Hegel evokes the resources of tragedy to capture and clarify what he
understands to be the most monstrous of these crises of spirit. Whereas
Hegel’s rather ambitious and very modern aspiration to achieve an absolute,
exhaustive, and indubitable knowledge of things comprises the thematic pur-
pose of the Phenomenology, Hegel’s reliance on the resources of tragic poetry,
especially ancient tragedy, serves as an operative voice of the incommensura-
bilities, incongruities, and vicissitudes of historical existence within the pages
of the text. Like Hegel’s later works, the Phenomenology is dedicated to the
aspirations of modernity and the logic of conceptuality, not poetry. But in this
text, there appears to remain an important place for his earliest conviction
that tragic poetry is a genre of difference par excellence. Even if the notion of
tragic poetry no longer forms a model for the speculative unity itself, Hegel
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now uses tragedy to put the speculative unity of the concept to the test. Due
to this, the accomplishment of the speculative unity in the emergence of the
concept finds its most profound trials in the dynamics of history that are the
most tragic.

Many of the most important and original twentieth-century com-
mentators on the Phenomenology came to believe that Hegel’s thematic
dedication to the speculative unity of the concept was tested to the break-
ing point, and even beyond it, by the operations of the tragic within his
text. Of course, there are some commentators who disagree, and, in fact,
claim that Hegel’s dedication to the speculative unity of the concept lead
him to adopt a rather benign view of the disruptive powers of tragedy. This
may be said, for example, of a figure such as Martha Nussbaum, who,
though not primarily focused on Hegel, nonetheless recognizes the need to
address Hegel’s view in her research on Greek tragedy. In her Fragility of
Goodness, Nussbaum may be seen to hold that the tragic poetry of classical
Greece provides a powerful expression of our encounter with finitude in
our ethical affairs. On this background, Nussbaum criticizes Hegel’s inter-
pretation of tragedy in the Phenomenology as it is embodied in his use of
Sophocles’ Antigone in his discussion of ethical life (Sittlichkeit). Nussbaum
charges that Hegel’s view fails because he believes that the ultimate lesson
of tragedy is that it is within our power to overcome incommensurability
and conflict.58 Nussbaum’s interpretation of Hegel’s notion of tragedy is
perhaps less a characterization of his view, however, than it is a picture of
Hegel in broad strokes that fails to capture the subtle contours of his con-
cern for the experiences of limits. For while Hegel is certainly dedicated to
the belief that the speculative unity encompasses all differences, he enlists
the resources of tragedy not so much to confirm the unifying power of the
concept as to scrutinize it.

In contrast with figures such as Nussbaum, who might not adequately
admit the extent to which Hegel uses tragedy to put the claims of the spec-
ulative unity to the test, others wonder whether Hegel’s reliance on the
resources of tragedy emphasize incommensurability and difference to such
an extent that it transforms and stretches the scope of his dedication to the
speculative unity itself. Perhaps one of the most seminal of these commen-
tators is Jean Hyppolite. While Hyppolite recognizes that Hegel’s Phenom-
enology struggles to achieve the speculative unity of the concept, his approach
suggests that there may nevertheless be times when this “panlogism” of
Hegel’s thought in 1807 may not be too distant from the “pantragedism”
of Hegel’s youth.59 Figures such as Peter Szondi go even farther. In his
landmark Versuch Über das Tragische, Szondi maintains that despite Hegel’s
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thematic dedication to the logic of the concept, his reliance on tragedy comes
to form a “global law” of Hegel’s dialectic. Szondi writes,

The Phenomenology places the tragic, admittedly without characterizing
it in this way, as the center point of Hegelian philosophy and indicates it
as the dialectic under which [it] is subjugated.60

For some of the most provocative commentators of the past century,
Hegel’s Phenomenology characterization of the speculative unity of the con-
cept, despite its claims to encompass, preserve, and protect difference in all
of its forms, is ultimately overwhelmed by the notion of tragedy and its ties
to incommensurability, strife, confusion, and even to insuperable conflict
and irreconcilable difference.

If interpretations such as Nussbaum’s surely downplay Hegel’s persist-
ent drive to test the elasticity of the concept by means of tragedy, I believe
it remains an open question whether figures such as Szondi overplay the
impact of Hegel’s uses of tragedy on his intentions for the speculative unity.
It is true that claims such as Szondi’s show a certain distance from Hegel’s
apparent thematic intentions as he announces them in the Phenomenology.
But, it does not follow from this that Szondi and those who make similar
claims fail to understand the inner significance of Hegel’s thought, perhaps
better than Hegel himself was able. Of course, in the end there may no final
answer to the question at all. Yet, Hegel’s strange intermarriage of his
aspirations for a speculative unity of the concept with the resources of
tragedy—at bottom, a coupling of his unsurpassed modern faith in an
exhaustive, indubitable, and thus infinite science with the most ancient wis-
dom of what Dennis Schmidt refers to as “the infinity and inexhaustibility
of our limits”61—yields important insights into the structures and dynam-
ics of our encounters with finitude. Of course, in order to win these insights,
it is necessary to turn to Hegel’s specific uses of the resources of tragedy
within the Phenomenology itself and to measure his thematic interests against
the force of their operations.

Scope and Purpose

The scope and purpose of this book are guided by a number of closely
related questions. What do Hegel’s uses of tragedy in the Phenomenology
have to say about the life of spirit, about the lessons it learns from its
encounter with tragic incommensurability, conflict, and catastrophe?
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What insights does Hegel’s reliance on the resources of tragedy yield about
the confrontation between the deepest aspirations of spirit and its tragic
limits? What does the more tragic aspect of Hegel’s vision of the human
condition teach us about ourselves, our lives, and our relation to the world?
To address these matters it will certainly be necessary to develop a more
thoroughgoing and precise interpretation of Hegel’s concept of tragedy.
One of the important tasks of this book is to clarify precisely what notion
of tragedy emerges from Hegel’s text, and just how it informs his presenta-
tion of spirit. Yet, Hegel’s Phenomenology never offers an explicit definition
of tragedy, and he never overtly explains the raison d’etre behind any of his
specific uses of tragedy within course of the text. Even though his reliance
on the notion of tragedy forms one of the most important aspects of his
presentation of historically developing spirit, he neither sees fit to
acknowledge it as such, nor, perhaps, even recognizes the scale of its con-
sequences for his view. Thus it will be necessary to piece together a full pic-
ture of the concept of tragedy in his text, its place in the life of spirit, and
its implications for human finitude, as a kind of collage of interpretations
of Hegel’s specific references to tragedy in the course of his presentation.

It is precisely in those moments of Hegel’s presentation directed most
by his thematic intentions to fulfill the promises of modernity that his
most important uses of tragedy come into focus. Some of Hegel’s highest
and most modern aspirations are his assertion of the omnipresence of rea-
son in historical experience, his claims about independence, his confidence
in our powers to surmount the persistent aporias of ethical life, and his
belief in our ability to attain absolute knowledge as the result of the his-
torical developments of spirit. But, his discussions of these themes of expe-
rience, freedom, ethical life, and absolute knowledge all set the stage for
some of Hegel’s most profound questions about the tragic character of our
lives. So the plan for this book is to develop a more comprehensive view of
Hegel’s uses of tragedy, its place within his larger presentation of spirit, and
its implications for the dimensions of finitude that we encounter in our
lives, by means of a careful interpretation that focuses on each of these
important uses of tragedy in turn. Each of the chapters in this book stands
on its own as a self-contained interpretation of one aspect of Hegel’s use of
tragedy. Yet, the book also forms a coherent whole because Hegel’s uses of
tragedy ultimately coalesce to form a rather extensive view of the dimen-
sions of finitude that run through Hegel’s presentation of spirit, and also
through our own lives.

The questions that will guide chapter 1 concern the tragic dimension
of Hegel’s doctrine of experience. Hegel’s speculative approach leads him
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to argue that although the achievement of absolute knowledge is within the
reach of human cognitive powers, our consciousness achieves the absolute
not through formalism or empiricism, but rather only as a result of expe-
rience. While it will prove helpful to situate Hegel’s notion of conscious-
ness on the backdrop of central themes in Husserlian phenomenology and
of current debates within the philosophy of mind, the tragic aspect of
Hegel’s theory that first came to prominence in the French reception of
Hegel in the 1930s and 1940s comes into focus if we see his view as a spec-
ulative corrective against Kant. Hegel will reject Kant’s claim that reason is
subject to a ‘peculiar fate,’ namely, that despite the faculty’s ineluctable
affinity for the unconditioned, the domain of reason remains separate
from the realm of experience, and thus that reason is ultimately powerless
to unify our knowledge. Instead, Hegel maintains that reason forms a fun-
damental structure of reality that guides all of our experiences. Yet, Hegel
argues that consciousness only recognizes the rational structure of reality
once it becomes fully educated, and that in the course of its development
it is nevertheless fated time and again to experience the limits of its aware-
ness and to lose certainty in its knowledge of itself and its world.

As we shall see, Hegel speculatively appropriates a resource of tragedy,
the Aristotelian notion of reversal, to characterize this loss of certainty, and
thereby to emphasize the tenuousness of human knowledge, as well as to
remind us that our cognitive powers remain crucially dependent on condi-
tions hidden from us. Indeed, Hegel’s invocation of the notion of reversal
to capture the character of this blindness may even raise questions about the
justification for his confidence in our powers to attain absolute knowledge.

In chapter 2 I shall turn to certain post-Hegelian engagements with
Hegel’s discussion of self-consciousness, recognition, and the master/
servant relation to develop some tragic aspects of human freedom. Much of
Hegel’s account places him squarely within the main streams of modernity,
and his thematic position involves the idea that self-consciousness is indexed
to the achievement of independence. Hegel recognizes that the achieve-
ment of independence comes only at a price, and is born of an extensive
struggle in which self-consciousness in the condition of servitude over-
comes its dependence on a master through a reversal in the terms of their
relation. Now, Hegel’s invocation of the notion of reversal in this context
appears to refer more to a triumph than a tragedy of spirit, insofar as it refers
to a significant step in the liberation of self-consciousness from its bondage.
But, in chapter 2, I plan to examine important strands of continental
approaches that expose tragic aspects of human freedom that subtend
Hegel’s narrative. First, I wish to consider the efflorescence of a certain
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Nietzschean vein of approaches to Hegel in the early Derrida, who identi-
fies the reversal in mastery and servitude not foremost as the success of the
servant, but, rather as a sort of tragedy of the sovereign, and as a singular
loss of self-assertive, affirmative, free play of life, and of meaning.

My discussion will then turn to another approach, developed in part
from issues broached by Gadamer that provides insights into the finitude of
human freedom by focusing on tragic elements of the experience of servi-
tude. Hegel will hold that in mastery and servitude, masters retain power
over their servants through the constant threat of death, the ‘absolute mas-
ter.’ As we shall see, Hegel’s view of the relationship between the absolute
master and death suggests a restricted and narrow notion of freedom under-
stood as a finite power or ability to transform the conditions of our existence.

Chapter 3 concerns Hegel’s use of tragedy to elaborate on questions
raised in his treatment of ethical life. In this celebrated portion of the
Phenomenology Hegel enlists the storyline, plot, and characters of Sophocles’
Antigone as a sort of matrix for his presentation of consciousness’ experience
of the ethical world. Hegel’s discussion of ethical life has received much
attention from scholars in recent times, and it ranges over questions about
antiquity, cultural heritage, state power, the force of law, gender and sex,
war, and death. But, one of the central concerns of Hegel’s treatment is con-
sciousness’ aspiration to reconcile its awareness that it has larger political,
social, and ethical commitments with its sense of itself as a rational individ-
ual that lays down its own principles of action. As we shall see, Hegel holds
what Charles Taylor has called a ‘qualitative’ theory of action, and, on this
view, Hegel argues that an agent’s intentions or purposes form not an
antecedent cause of action, but rather inform and inhabit actions as their
guiding principles.

Hegel’s reliance on the Antigone as a script for his presentation of eth-
ical life will result in the insight that even consciousness’ most principled
intentions and actions may turn out to be criminal, and, ultimately, that
all of a rational agent’s actions are inextricably bound up with guilt. Hegel
will characterize an agent’s guilt not as the result of her bad character, weak
will, or bad luck, but neither will he argue that human beings’ actions lead
to guilt as a consequence of some original sin. Instead, Hegel believes that
rational agency leads us to guilt as an unavoidable and inherent predispo-
sition for waywardness or errancy ( ‘������́�) that inhabits all of our
actions. In light of this, it will be possible to see instructive connections
between Hegel’s views and later themes in existentialism.

My project culminates in chapter 4 with a discussion of Hegel’s con-
ception of speculative knowledge and his claim that the tragic drama is a
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form of art that results in certain wisdom about human limits. Hegel char-
acterizes philosophy, religion, and art primarily as forms of consciousness
dedicated to contemplation and self-reflection. Although Hegel maintains
that speculative knowledge reaches its highest form in philosophy, he
nonetheless believes that tragedy, especially in its classical Greek form, not
only provides profound insights into the human condition but also
answers to the multiple forms of tragic disunity, strife, and limitation it
encountered over the course of its education. Hegel thus casts our experi-
ence of tragic drama primarily as a medium that allows us to reflect on the
tragic character of life itself. Although it would certainly be natural to sup-
pose that tragic drama evokes a negative view of life, Hegel actually
believes that it points to a profoundly affirmative and beautiful image of
the human condition. Whereas the speculative knowledge attained in phi-
losophy takes conceptual form, the kind of wisdom achieved in tragedy is
primarily affective, and thus may not be conceived, but rather only suf-
fered. Hegel argues that as consciousness’ experience of a tragic drama
reaches its completion, the performance produces in us a complex of emo-
tions. He holds that a tragic drama results in a positive, pleasurable affect
only in relation to a set of negative, painful feelings, namely, the emotions
that have always, since Aristotle at least, been associated with tragic drama:
fear and pity. But, on Hegel’s view, these painful emotions transport the
viewer and induce a certain positive response. Hegel does not, as one
might expect, directly identify this positive pleasure with catharsis, but,
instead, characterizes it as a sense of simple acceptance and even affirma-
tion of the tragic performance and the tragic difficulties it reflects.

Taken together, Hegel’s tragedies of spirit draw a beautiful, richly human,
and even affirmative picture of our affairs. In contrast with Hegel’s more
thematic, modern, and triumphant vision of the human spirit, his more
subterranean, tragic view forces us to acknowledge multiple forms of diffi-
culty, disunity, strife, and irreconcilability. However, the larger view that
emerges from Hegel’s uses of tragedy provide an important reminder that
our humanity and dignity is found not primarily in our prideful powers to
master ourselves and our world, but rather in our more humble ability to
come to terms with and even embrace the insuperability of our limitations.
Although this more propitious side of Hegel’s tragic vision forms an
important motivation for all of his uses of tragedy, it reaches a certain high-
point in his final reference to tragedy. For on the Hegelian account, tragic
drama is a form of art that cultivates our sense for human experience, and
encourages us to see the beauty of, and even in a sense to love, our fate as
monstrous beings animated by aspirations we cannot fulfill, and confronted
with obstacles we cannot pass.
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In something of a postcript to my study, I shall turn to Hegel’s discus-
sion of Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus in the Lectures on Aesthetics to pro-
vide further context for and to shed further light on Hegel’s concern for
the tragic in his Phenomenology. Taking as my point of departure a line
from the drama in which Sophocles has Oedipus say, ‘life hangs in the bal-
ance,’ I suggest that together, the Phenomenology’s tragedies of spirit urge
that the fullest and most intense life is the one that remains most keenly
aware of the fractured character of spirit and of the interconnectedness of
death, limit, and life. As I will also suggest, the tragic side of his view in the
Phenomenology also enriches further avenues of inquiry into other philoso-
phers, critics, and poets indebted to tragedy, not only those who come after
Hegel, but also many of his contemporaries, such as F. W. J. Schelling,
Friedrich Schlegel, and Friedrich Hölderlin.

Spirit and Its Tragedies 25



yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.



The Tragedy of Experience

Hegel underscores his thematic intention to complete and thus reach the
end of philosophy in a remarkable passage from the ‘Preface’ to the
Phenomenology. He writes, “to bring it about that philosophy may become
closer to the form of science [Wissenschaft]—toward the goal of being able
to lay aside its name as the love of knowledge, and be actual knowledge—this
is what I have set out to do.”1 Hegel tells us that his speculative philosophy
is supposed to consummate our knowledge of the world, our past, and
ourselves, and so alleviate any need for further philosophy understood in
the sense of the ancient Greek ��̆�	
	��́�, the loving pursuit of wisdom.
Yet, it is precisely the compass of Hegel’s ambitions that compel him to
explore the issue of finitude as it appears in human affairs under its multi-
ple guises of incommensurability, strife, confusion, and difference. For
Hegel’s desire to achieve knowledge in its absolute form leads him to turn
his speculative eye toward history and to develop a systematic, unified
knowledge of a phenomenon that appears, perhaps more than any other,
to be guided not by rules, but by incalculable and often violent transfor-
mations, catastrophe, innumerable collisions, and interminable change.

While Hegel’s thematic purpose is to show that our powers of synthesis
ultimately prevail even in the face of such apparent disjointedness, Hegel’s
references to tragedies and theoretical works on tragedy are decisive for his
project because he turns to tragedy as the supreme type of expression to
capture and clarify the most terrible and aporetic of such dynamics of his-
torical life. If Hegel dedicates the Phenomenology to one of the grandest of
unities imaginable—the speculative unity of the concept—he nevertheless
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recommends tragedy as an indispensable voice of incommensurable differ-
ences, disunity, confusion, and strife.

Perhaps none of Hegel’s uses of tragedy has broader application, or
deeper consequences, than his reliance on a resource of tragedy to charac-
terize the phenomenon of experience. One of Hegel’s most overarching
purposes in the Phenomenology is to present absolute knowledge as it
emerges in the life of spirit. Hegel rejects the idea that the absolute arises
either through formalism or empiricism, and he argues instead that it ulti-
mately comes about only thanks to the education we receive through con-
crete experience.2 In this light, the Phenomenology unfolds primarily as an
effort to depict not only the final accomplishment of knowing in its
absolute form, but also the progression of spirit toward this end through
each of the essential moments in its experiential growth. Hegel’s presenta-
tion of spirit thus affords a central position to the notion of experience as
the fundamental principle of spiritual transformation, and Hegel’s associ-
ation of experience with tragedy has implications not only for the concept
of spirit in general, but also for every moment of its development.
Moreover, the connection Hegel sees between experience and tragedy also
supplies something of a prototype for all of his further references, insofar
as he uses each of them to shed light on the tragic dimension of specific
forms of experience.

It is true that much of Hegel’s thematic, and triumphant, vision of
spirit is sustained by the claims he makes about experience. After all, on his
view the attainment of absolute knowledge is ultimately contingent on
and enabled by the expansion of our awareness that is precipitated by expe-
rience. But, Hegel believes that it is only from the speculative standpoint
of his celebrated ‘we,’ the philosophers for whom this expansion of our
awareness is already complete enough to recognize the internal necessity in
the progression of experience, that we see absolute knowledge as the final
destination of the lessons learned from experience. From the more natural,
or naïve, standpoint of consciousness that remains on the path of its edu-
cation, by contrast, it is impossible yet to see any necessity in absolute
knowledge as the end result of our edification, and our encounters with
experience unfold primarily as a series of difficult and unanticipated trials
that force us not only to confront, but also to overcome the hitherto latent
oppositions and limitations in our preconceived awareness of things.3 Yet,
even from the vantage point of Hegel’s ‘we,’ our awareness continues to
include the memory of the difficulties faced along the way. Despite Hegel’s
belief in the positive outcome of experience, he acknowledges that it is a
Janus-faced phenomenon. In fact, Hegel delivers strong words to convey the

28 Tragedies of Spirit



consequences of the negative aspect of experience for his conception of
spirit. He writes, “the life of spirit is not the life that shrinks from death
and keeps itself undefiled by devastation, but the life that endures and
lingers upon death. . . .”4

Hegel’s use of such language appears to place his concept of experience
well within the vicinity of the tragic. But, Hegel scholarship has seen 
much debate about the importance of Hegel’s rhetoric for his larger view.
On one end of the discussion, we expect some commentators may main-
tain that Hegel’s more tragic remarks on experience anticipate important
post-Hegelian (and even anti-Hegelian) movements in philosophy. In
some figures to approach Hegel in this vein, such as Jean Hyppolite, for
example, we hear the suggestion that Hegel’s tragic depiction of experience
as it appears for naïve consciousness points to something of a theory of
existentialism in nuce.5 On the opposite extreme, it would probably not be
hard to find philosophers today who would simply write off Hegel’s use of
notions, such as death, ruination, destruction (and, as we shall see), anxi-
ety, doubt, and despair, as so many overwrought metaphors and rhetorical
flourishes without substantial bearing. Yet, still others maintain that while
we must proceed with caution, Hegel’s use of concepts such as these to
describe experience cannot be ignored. Merold Westphal poses the senti-
ment as a genuine question:

When Jean Wahl tells us that Hegelian doubt is more like that of Pascal
or Nietzsche than that of Descartes, and when Jean Hyppolite suggests
that we have to do here with une angoisse existentielle, is it Hegel or the
intellectual atmosphere of France in the forties which is speaking to us?6

Indeed, we are tempted to say that Westphal’s question is perhaps really an
Urfrage for Hegel studies—a provocation that is as unavoidable as it is
undecidable—and thus continues to pose a challenge for commentators
today as it did for those a half-century ago.

But what, precisely, is Hegel’s conception of experience? Before it is
possible to measure the larger significance of Hegel’s association of experi-
ence with tragedy, we must consider Hegel’s view in some detail. What is
Hegel’s concept of absolute knowledge, and how does he believe experi-
ence will lead us to it? And what, precisely, makes experience so tragic?

Important scholars of Hegel in recent decades, perhaps, especially
those interested in the epistemological dimensions of Hegel’s notion of the
absolute, have fruitfully approached his conception of absolute knowledge
as a response to Kant’s critique of reason.7 In what follows, I also wish to
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interpret Hegel’s notion of absolute knowledge in terms of his relation to
Kant, with an eye to illuminating Hegel’s notion of experience. However, by
focusing on some of what might be called the more ontologically-motivated
concerns that inform Hegel’s response to Kant, I hope to emphasize that
Hegel’s conception of experience involves important, and even tragic, conse-
quences for the character of life of spirit. As we shall see, Hegel points to the
tragic side of his view in his contention that the education we receive through
experience unfolds as a path not only of ‘doubt,’ but also of ‘despair.’8

Hegel believes that the expansion of our awareness through experience
is predicated on doubt, as experience compels us to recognize and relin-
quish our certainty in things as we have hitherto conceived of them.9

Hegel claims that this form of doubt is also, and more crucially, a form of
despair, for our doubt in the reality of things unfolds as much more than a
mere, Cartesian-style epistemological and methodological exercise. Instead,
as genuinely conscious and concerned beings, our loss of certainty crucially
upsets our sense of ourselves and our place in the world because it forces us
to recognize that in the flow of experience our knowledge remains impor-
tantly finite, not simply incomplete or partial, in the sense that our store of
knowledge is less than comprehensive, but finite, as our knowledge remains
dependent on conditions that we can neither control, nor even survey. While
Hegel uses a number of ideas and images to point out the tragic aspect of this
dynamic, none is more important than the concept of reversal, a notion that
Hegel might be seen to borrow, albeit somewhat obliquely and with
important qualifications and innovations, from Aristotle’s Poetics and its
effective history. Hegel’s use of this notion emphasizes that for naïve con-
sciousness, at least, experience brings us face to face with a form of finitude
that bespeaks the tenuousness of even our deepest beliefs about ourselves
and our world, and that thus exposes the precariousness and vulnerability
of human affairs.

Absolute Knowledge as Speculative 
Self-Knowledge

Scholarship on Hegel’s conception of absolute knowledge is as expansive
and rich as it is varied, and, as John Burbridge recently points out, the inter-
pretation of Hegel’s complete view is made all the more difficult by the fact
that he himself appears to employ the notion of the absolute in a number
of contexts and senses.10 But in the Phenomenology, at least, one of Hegel’s
chief claims about absolute knowledge suggests that it may properly be
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viewed as a speculative form of self-knowledge accomplished in the expan-
sion of our awareness that results from experience. By ‘absolute knowl-
edge,’ Hegel refers neither to a form of romantic insight, of the sort we
might find exemplified in, say, J. G. Hamann, nor to, say, an exhaustive
catalog of the fruits of human learning, as might have been envisioned by
some of the eighteenth-century encyclopedists.11 Rather, Hegel identifies
absolute knowledge primarily as a special type of self-reflection, a manner
or way of knowing the self that is distinguished from other forms of cog-
nition by its self-sufficiency, or sovereignty. On Hegel’s view, absolute
knowledge is constituted as that form of self-conscious reflection that is
complete and sound because it is completely free of qualifications and con-
straints. Hans-Georg Gadamer points out, “the word means nothing other
than ‘the absolved,’ and in classical Latin stands as the antonym of ‘the rel-
ative.’ It indicates the independence from all restrictive conditions.”12 For
Hegel, the absoluteness of knowledge turns not foremost on the breadth 
of its substantial content (though, certainly, he believes that it covers an
expansive range of phenomena), but, rather, on its independence from
those conditions that threaten the completeness of its veracity.

But, Hegel identifies the accomplishment of speculative self-knowledge,
this absolutely self-conscious awareness, principally, as the culmination of a
dynamic process, and not simply as a static, cognitive content. The achieve-
ment of absolute knowledge comprises the final stage in a development, an
education (Bildung), that we receive from experience.13 In the Phenomenology,
Hegel maintains that consciousness develops dialectically in stages, and he
argues that with each of its advances, it relinquishes its former convictions
because it comes to appreciate that they resulted from a merely relative, or
limited, perspective. Indeed, Hegel’s account of this process is grand in
sweep, and, as we know from the overall itinerary of his narrative, it encom-
passes experiences not only of more basic cognitive functions such as sensa-
tion, perception, and understanding, but also of history, multiple forms of
practical relations, theoretical and practical rationality, ethical life, culture,
and religion. From this standpoint, speculative self-knowledge requires us not
to abstract ourselves from all conditions that restrict our perspective, nor to
meditate on ourselves as unsituated subjects in order to discern our essential
features. Rather, speculative self-knowledge demands that we come to see
ourselves as nothing short of the end result of the lessons we learn from expe-
rience, and, thereby, as the totality of all of the merely relative certainties held
in the course of our development.14

But this tells us perhaps too little, and in order to determine Hegel’s con-
ception of absolute self-knowledge in adequate detail, we might consider the
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issue, as Hegel did, in light of larger philosophical questions of his times. It
is too often forgotten today that the topic of absolute knowledge forms not
only a vital issue in Hegelian philosophy, but also the centerpiece of a broad
range of intellectual debates in German Idealism and Romanticism. Hegel’s
conception of absolute knowledge is deeply informed by the concerns that
drive these debates, and though there are important differences among
Hegel and figures such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte, F. W. J. Schelling,
Friedrich Schlegel, and Friedrich Hölderlin, it may safely be said that impor-
tant aspects of their approaches are galvanized by an extremely rich, and
ambivalent, relation to Kant.15 Indeed, much of Hegel’s project in the
Phenomenology (and, of course, elsewhere), as well as his conception of
absolute knowledge and his view of its connection with experience, can be
seen as part of a larger effort in German Idealism and Romanticism to
resolve decisive tensions in Kant’s philosophical project. The intellectual
atmosphere of German Idealism and Romanticism was alive with the enthu-
siasm that Kant’s critical philosophy marked a brilliant and decisive break
with both the rationalist and empiricist traditions of modern philosophy.
Yet, many believed that even though Kant’s breakthrough made it impossi-
ble to return to earlier schools of thought, his critical project, nevertheless,
demanded further attention and emendation because it was imbued with
internal inconsistencies that threatened its overall coherence.

The influence of Kant’s radical departure from the tradition on German
philosophy took hold so rapidly and was so extensive that it led Schelling, in
a notice penned on the occasion of Kant’s death in 1804, to say that the
Kantian critical project formed nothing less than “the boundary of two
epochs of philosophy, of one, which he puts to an end forever, of another,
which he prepared negatively. . . .”16 A survey of Kant scholarship might
bear out that a greater share of recent Anglo-American approaches focus on
the aspects of his thought that are relevant for questions in fields such as epis-
temology and the philosophy of science, and, perhaps, on themes that Kant
develops in the portions of the Critique of Pure Reason devoted to the first
part of his ‘Transcendental Doctrine of Elements,’ the ‘Transcendental
Analytic’ of our cognitive faculties of the intellect (Verstand ) and of sensibil-
ity. In German Idealism and Romanticism there is also extensive interest in
these parts of the first Critique, and no doubt much of the widespread enthu-
siasm for Kant’s critical project at the time stems from the implications of it.
Of the numerous lines of Hegel’s corrective of Kant, for example, Hegel’s cri-
tique of Kant’s views of the unity of apperception and of the categories stand
out.17 However, some lines of debate about the absolute in this period,
including Hegel’s contributions to them, can be seen as centering not on the
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first part of Kant’s Doctrine of Elements, but on the second, his ‘Transcen-
dental Dialectic’ of reason (Vernunft).

Even though the German Idealist and Romantic reception of Kant is
animated by the desire to scrutinize and improve on the critical project,
the period after Kant may, nonetheless, be said largely to embrace Kant’s
identification of the purpose of reason with the unconditioned. In the first
Critique, Kant identifies reason as our “highest” cognitive faculty because
its predilection for synthesis outmatches those of our other important the-
oretical faculty, the intellect. It is true he believes our power of reason to be
bound up in “transcendental illusion” because it bears no intrinsic relation
to intuition, but nevertheless, reason retains its paramount status because
its proper function, the telos that defines it and directs its activity, is the
accomplishment of universality. Indeed, the proper vocation of reason is to
represent universal ideas with an unrestricted extension and not simply
ideas that cover only a limited, specific domain of particulars. At this high-
est level, the universal is “explained by the concept of the unconditioned,
insofar as it entails a basis for the synthesis of everything that is condi-
tioned.”18 Reason is our greatest synthetic faculty, and its purpose is to rep-
resent unconditioned, universal ideas, in contrast with the faculty of the
intellect, a lower-order power; all knowledge derived from which remains
dependent on and bounded by our reception of the phenomena through
the sensibility.

If much of German Idealism and Romanticism is animated by the
wish to fulfill the promise of reason as Kant describes it, then it might also
be said that some of the concerns for absolute knowledge in this period
unfold in attempts to elaborate further on and to determine in more detail
Kant’s vision of an unconditioned, universal idea. Evidence of this is
found, we might suggest, in the widespread circulation of the term
‘absolute’ itself among Hegel and his contemporaries, as the term may be
traced back to an important, though sometimes overlooked, passage from
the first Critique. Indeed, in the course of his discussion of the concept of
unconditioned knowledge, Kant pauses to observe:

Because the loss of a concept . . . can never be a matter of indifference to
philosophers, thus I hope that the determination and careful protection
of the expression, on which the concept depends, will also be no matter
of indifference to them. . . .

“Then,” he says, properly to express the concept of the unconditioned, “I . . .
will use the word: absolute. . . .”19 If the enthusiasm that figures such as
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Hegel, Schelling, Fichte, and Hölderlin have for Kant’s account of the pur-
pose of reason permeates their thought, then, perhaps, one important
dimension of their approach turns on a certain deference to Kant’s judg-
ment in their use of the term ‘absolute’ to capture the form of knowledge
that reason seeks.

Yet, figures in German Idealism and Romanticism, perhaps especially
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, owe still more to Kant, for in their attempts
to determine absolute knowledge in deeper detail they follow Kant’s fur-
ther claim: that reason reaches the highest form of universal, uncondi-
tioned knowledge in the idea of the unity of subject and world.20

Certainly, Kant’s account of the absolute synthesis of subject and world
in reason is quite intricate, and he envisions this unity as a third and final
form in a hierarchy; the first synthesis turns on the unity of the subject in
its own right and the second turns on the unity of the world. But while fig-
ures such as Schelling and Hegel retain a critical distance from many aspects
of Kant’s view, their research unfolds in no small part under the sign of the
Kantian conclusion that the purpose of reason, namely, to represent
absolutely unconditioned knowledge, attains its height in the idea of a unity
of the human subject, identified by its rationality and autonomy, with the
material world of phenomena, known, through the powers of the intellect
at least, to be governed by the mechanical laws of nature. Important streams
of intellectual debates in Germany at the dawn of the nineteenth century
were animated by the conviction that Kant not only properly discerned the
purpose of reason, and found the suitable expression for it, but also discov-
ered the specific form that the absolutely unconditioned universal idea
would take, the unity of subject and world, reason and matter.

Despite their debts to Kant’s discussion of reason in the first Critique,
Hegel and some of his contemporaries may nevertheless be seen to argue
that Kant’s conception of reason is laden with decisive problems and is
thus unacceptable as it stands. One of the troubles lies in Kant’s con-
tention that it is impossible for reason completely to fulfill its own pur-
pose. While Kant believes that the ambitions of our highest cognitive
faculty know no limits, his view of reason is nevertheless tempered by his
further claim that our power of reason effaces itself in its very efforts to
attain the absolute—that reason’s demands exceed its grasp. It is this vision
of reason that Kant wishes to express, in distilled form, in the very first
lines of the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason. The passage reads,

Human reason has the peculiar fate in one species of its knowledge: it is
troubled by questions that it cannot dismiss, for they are given to it
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through the nature of reason itself, but that it also cannot answer, for
they overstep all of the powers of human reason. It finds itself in this
embarrassment through no fault of its own.21

Our greatest cognitive gift, reason, is guided by its intrinsic inclination to
represent the absolutely unconditioned, in the end, the unity of subject
and world. Yet, despite this native proclivity, reason is ill equipped to make
good on its telos. What is worse, this impotence of reason is unavoidable,
for it results not from some corrigible failure, but, rather, from the opera-
tions of reason as such. This conviction ultimately leads Kant in the Critique
of Pure Reason to conclude that the only legitimate use of reason is regulative,
and not constitutive, in nature.22 Yet, Hegel is convinced that this conclu-
sion, along with others in Kant, comprises an embarrassment to philosophy
that must be addressed and corrected.23

One focal point of Hegel’s approach to Kant turns on Kant’s elabora-
tion of this ‘peculiar fate’ in his discussion of how reason, in virtue of its
very efforts to attain its end, necessarily falls into multiple and irresolvable
dialectics. The architectonic structure of Kant’s text suggests that his dis-
cussion of the third and final dialectic, ‘the ideal of pure reason,’ should
treat the difficulty that plagues our power of reason in its attempt to rep-
resent its highest synthesis of subject and world. But, Hegel and others in
German Idealism and Romanticism do not always attend to the letter of
Kant’s account, and influential here is the view first developed by Schelling
in the 1790s that the focal point of Kant’s treatment of the unity of subject
and world is found in the ‘Third Antinomy of Pure Reason.’24 Kant actu-
ally indicates that his purpose in this particular section of the first Critique
is to show that reason succumbs to a formidable dialectic in its endeavor to
discern an unconditioned, universal principle of causation that directs the
universe, which would thus represent a unified idea not of the subject and
world, but simply of the world on its own terms. The German Idealists’
concern for Kant’s elucidation of this dialectic has decisive implications for
their take on Kant’s idea of the unity of subject and world, and of equal
importance, some idealists suggest the dialectic exposes inconsistencies in
the Kantian conception of reason.

Although numerous approaches to Hegel’s conception of reason may
be found in the literature, it may be asserted, minimally, that central to his
reception of Kant is the objection that important difficulties in Kant
emerges from his confusion about the ontological status of reason, and the
unity of being and thought.25 While Kant’s critical project constitutes a
revolutionary and original movement in philosophy that resists being
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pigeonholed as a representative of any one school of thought, it may be
said that Kant’s critical philosophy is a form of transcendental idealism, at
least insofar as he maintains, for example, that the ideas of reason have no
basis in, and indeed bear no intrinsic relation to, the phenomenal order of
spatiotemporal entities. However, the emphasis in Kant’s critical project is
preeminently on epistemological issues, as one of the overarching purposes
of Kant’s project is to use reason as the basis to critique our theoretical and
cognitive faculties; and for Kant the critique of a faculty does not require
that we determine its ontological status, but, instead, only that we deter-
mine all of the possibilities and limits, or, as Henry Allison puts it, the
‘epistemic conditions,’ that direct it.26

Yet to Hegel’s mind, Kant’s critical philosophy fails on its own terms,
or, as Paul Guyer puts it, Hegel argues that “Kant’s conclusions fall short
of his own philosophical expectations.”27 In this vein, one of Hegel’s chief
concerns is that despite the broadly epistemological focus of the Critique
of Pure Reason, Kant’s discussion points to the need for a more fully onto-
logical conception of reason than Kant explicitly provides. Although Hegel
does not organize his treatment of reason in the Phenomenology expressly
as such a response to Kant, the central lines of his argument might be
stated as follows. Kant tells us that the highest idea of reason seeks to rep-
resent the unity of subject and world. But he conceives the subject as the
organic unity formed by its cognitive faculties, and he defines the world in
regard to the phenomenal order. Thus, on the Hegelian approach, Kant’s
discussion implies that the true vocation of reason is really to represent
itself, not merely from an epistemological standpoint as a cognitive faculty,
but rather from an ontological standpoint as something that underlies and
gives determinacy to reality. Indeed, to the extent that the principal direc-
tive of reason is to represent itself as real, all epistemologically oriented,
merely regulative employments of reason, such as those endorsed by Kant,
are really only incomplete and limited uses, inadequate to the demands of
speculation.

From this standpoint, Hegel’s speculative philosophy may be charac-
terized as a fully ontological determination of transcendental idealism that
would promise to show more fidelity to Kant’s conception of reason than
Kant himself shows. Moreover, Hegel’s Phenomenology may, then also, at
least in part, be viewed as a corrective against Kant that works to represent
the being of reason.

One of the most important foci of Hegel’s rejoinder is his concept of
experience. Hegel recognizes that for Kant, our cognitive powers enable us
to conceive of, or think [denken] any number of things. But Kant believes
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that genuine knowledge—what we may genuinely know [erkennen] in the
strict sense—is circumscribed by and therefore limited to the domain of
things we can experience.28 In the first Critique, this leads Kant to the con-
viction that the faculty of the intellect forms the seat of all our true knowl-
edge, as its concepts result from the cooperation of its categories with
sensible intuitions, the ineluctable source of experience. Kant concludes
that by contrast, our highest synthetic faculty, reason, provides no actual
knowledge at all, since its ideas bear no essential relation to intuition.

Yet Hegel, in direct contradistinction to Kant, maintains that the ideas
of reason, even the highest, unconditioned ideas, do provide true knowl-
edge—though, Hegel does not arrive at this view because he disregards
Kant’s association of knowledge with experience. On the contrary, Hegel
actually concurs with Kant that all of our genuine knowledge must have a
basis in experience. While it can be argued that both Hegel and Kant sub-
scribe to versions of transcendental idealism, neither of them gainsays the
importance of concrete life, and each believes that philosophical research is
spurious and empty unless it maintains a firm foundation in aesthesis.
Instead, Hegel develops his belief in the consanguinity of reason and
knowledge based on his rejection of Kant’s claim that rational ideas bear
no intrinsic relation to sensible intuition. Hegel believes that the domain
of experience entails much more than Kant had thought, and one of
Hegel’s most important labors in the Phenomenology is to elaborate on the
conditions that allow us to achieve genuine knowledge of reason through
experience, and, ultimately, absolute knowledge of the unconditioned,
universal synthesis of subject and world, reason and reality.

The purpose of speculative philosophy is to achieve absolute knowledge,
but since in its highest form, this knowledge takes shape as an uncondi-
tioned idea of the being of our power of reason, absolute knowledge may
be understood as a certain form of self-knowledge. In the speculative sense,
however, self-knowledge requires us to see ourselves not simply from an
epistemological standpoint as rational subjects defined by their cognitive
powers, but rather to discover through experience that we ourselves, at
least insofar as we participate in reason, form the constitutive basis of real-
ity.29 On Hegel’s thematic view, speculative philosophy culminates in the
form of absolute self-knowledge that not only fulfills the promise of rea-
son, but thereby offers a corrective against the Kantian belief in a peculiar
fate of reason that would leave us unable to find our place in the world.

Scholars have commented that the explosion of interest in tragedy
after Kant unfolds in no small part as a response to his characterization of
human reason, as a power guided by aspirations it cannot realize, and we
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may wonder if the peculiar fate of reason leads less to embarrassment, as he
says, than to humility.30 But if this is the case, then Hegel’s thematic vision
of absolute knowledge can be seen as a triumphant conception of reason
that counters the Kantian, tragic view, and that places experience in the
crux of their difference from one another. Can absolute self-knowledge be
won through experience? Do we really come to know reason in the course
of our concrete affairs, and, if so, does reason really overcome its peculiar
fate through experience? Does reason ever encounter its own limits in
experience? Although in the end Hegel contends that our power of reason
fulfills its purpose to attain speculative self-knowledge though experience,
he does not think that this happens all at once, nor does he think that it is
easy. On the contrary, the attainment of absolute knowledge is contingent
on education in the experience of spirit that incorporates the speculative
whole of history. Hegel calls this educational itinerary “a long path,” and,
though it results in the absolute, the way is punctuated at each step by dif-
ficulty and confusion.31 Even if Hegel believes his view of absolute knowl-
edge forms a sort of corrective against the Kantian view of reason’s peculiar
destiny, Hegel nevertheless appears, at least, to think that the course of
experience itself has something peculiarly tragic about it.

The Long Path of Experience

Hegel’s Phenomenology presents absolute knowledge as it emerges through
experience in the course of the history of spirit. Insofar as the attainment
of absolute knowledge turns on the unity of the rational subject and real-
ity, the absolute can be understood as a form of self-knowledge, and the
lessons we learn from experience thus teach us primarily to understand
ourselves. Hegel’s conception of the course of experience may be charac-
terized as a process by which the rational subject becomes aware of itself
more and more fully as the constitutive basis of the world. Hegel’s view of
this process is complicated and intricate enough that in our efforts to
understand him, we should be wary of oversimplification. However, in his
‘Preface’ he associates his view with a classical notion of purposive activity,
and at one point compares the expansion of our philosophical awareness,
and our understanding of truth, with the process of natural growth.32 But
although Hegel calls the path of experience the “royal road of science
[Wissenschaft]” because it results in the majesty of absolute knowledge, he
also believes that it must “be seen as the way of doubt, or, more to the
point, despair.”33 For absolute knowledge results not in an infinite increase
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in the positive content of our comprehension of things, but instead in an
expansion of our awareness that results from our total divestiture of cer-
tainty in the legitimacy of our preconceived ideas, values, and customary
practices.

Hegel structures his explanation of the emergence of absolute knowl-
edge through experience in a narrative about the education of conscious
beings, and thus Hegel’s approach requires us to consider at least the
broader strokes of his conception of consciousness itself. In general terms,
Hegel’s interpretation may be seen as an intentional theory of conscious-
ness, and one that is distinguished by his insistence that the cognitive sub-
ject forms a synthetic unity with its world. Hegel’s conception of conscious
life differs in a number of respects from many of those found in the main-
streams of the philosophy of mind today, though, of course, this is not to
say that his approach has nothing to say to scholars in the field. On the
contrary, Hegel’s overall view of consciousness may be seen to offer a criti-
cal perspective on what Daniel Dennett has referred to as the “the orthodox
choice today in the English-speaking world,”34 broadly, those interpreta-
tions of consciousness that seek a description of mental life in physical
terms. Hegel’s view could also be seen as a fecund resource for scholars
who, led by figures such as Thomas Nagel and John Searle, “have in dif-
ferent ways insisted upon the irreducibility of the subjective point of view
and the intrinsic or original intentionality of consciousness.”35 But for
purposes of the present study, it might not make sense to develop the rela-
tion between Hegel’s view and those in the philosophy of mind at length.

Still, if the concerns that guide recent Anglo-American approaches to
mind remain somewhat foreign to Hegel’s approach, important discourses
in continental heritages of thought illuminate his view. For example,
important aspects of Husserlian phenomenology resonate with, and thus
help to shed light on, Hegel’s view. Certainly, differences between Husserl
and Hegel, both in sensibility and in substance, abound, not least of which
is their divergent views of the relationship between the philosophical enter-
prise and phenomenological research.36 For whereas Husserl identifies phe-
nomenology as the foundational philosophical science (Wissenschaft), the
Hegel of the Phenomenology maintains that philosophical science involves
two parts—not only phenomenology, the science of experience, but more-
over the science of logic, for which phenomenology prepares us.37 But
both Husserl and Hegel envision phenomenology principally as the scien-
tific study of consciousness as an exclusive province of what appears to us
as given. Moreover, both figures, if in somewhat different idioms, identify
consciousness as a purposive, organic locus of intentional activity, which,
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in Hegel, unfolds “simultaneously in the diremption and correlation of
knowing and being, of the for-itself and the in-itself.”38 As Hegel states it
in the ‘Preface’ to the Phenomenology, consciousness, in its characteristic
intentional activity “differentiates something from itself, to which it at the
same time relates itself; or, as this is expressed: consciousness is for this
something; and the determinate side of this relation, or of being for a con-
sciousness, is knowledge.”39 For Husserl and Hegel, consciousness should
not be cast reductively as a substantial, static entity, a ‘thinking thing’ (res
cogitans), but must instead be grasped as a dynamic complex of activities.

Yet, despite their similar notions of consciousness, a venerable heritage
of post-Husserlian continental philosophy, which includes figures as diverse
as Heidegger and Derrida, and a number of current scholars associated with
them, points to a criticism of Husserl’s conception of phenomenological
research that emphasizes an instructive difference between Husserl and
Hegel.40 Though criticisms of this type unfold along a number of lines,
one of the most general worries turns on Husserl’s view that phenomeno-
logical research is predicated on the achievement of the phenomenological
step back, the epoché. The concern, we might assert, is that Husserl’s
notion of the epoché uncritically presupposes the possibility of a theoreti-
cal attitude that abstains from all involvement with and engagement in the
world. From this standpoint, critics often charge that Husserl’s notion of
phenomenological method retains a residual trace of Cartesianism, not, of
course, because Husserl engages in the methodological doubt of the exis-
tence of the external world, but, rather, because the epoché, perhaps not
unlike Descartes’ methodological doubt, appears to rest on the assumption
of a disengaged, even disembodied, cognitive subject. As Donn Welton
argues, for continental philosophers critical of the purported Cartesian
deposit in Husserlian phenomenology such as John Caputo, Husserl’s
approach to phenomenological description here fails to put enough weight
on the hermeneutic elements that inform our conscious life.41 From such
a standpoint, Welton cites Caputo, we may worry that Husserl even “asks
us to believe in two selves: one situated in the world and the other, its 
transcendental double.”42

Criticisms of this sort sometimes are pressed into the service of schol-
arly research on figures, such as Heidegger and Derrida, and are used to
separate their views from what are cast as (Cartesian) assumptions inform-
ing Husserl’s approach. Yet, some commentators recognize that it is possi-
ble to differentiate Hegel, too, from the alleged difficulties in Husserl.43

For, we might assert, not entirely unlike figures such as Heidegger and
Derrida, Hegel, too, maintains that phenomenological research remains
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deeply interested in and involved with the world. It is true that like
Husserl’s phenomenologist, Hegel associates his ‘we,’ that is, those philoso-
phers, or, perhaps again, those phenomenological observers, who have
already achieved the standpoint of absolute knowing, with a reflective
stance toward the experiences of consciousness.44 But in contrast with
Husserl, Hegel conceives of our reflection on our experience not as a dis-
engaged and detached investigation, but, rather, as the very culmination of
our experience itself, and, indeed, a form of reflection that is directed by
our desire for self-knowledge, which, thus, is characterized not by disinter-
est, but, rather, by interest in the most intense and robust sense.45 Moreover,
Hegel maintains that his philosophical ‘we’ achieves its reflective stance by
means not of a methodological invocation of an epoché, but, quite to the
contrary, of its observation of consciousness’ dialectical struggles in the
course of its concernful participation in the world through experience.

Recent scholarship on Husserl has challenged many of the assumptions
held by his critics in continental heritages of philosophy, and some com-
mentators argue that Husserl offers a much more robust picture of the inter-
play of phenomenological research and our involvement in the world.46

Indeed, one commentator suggests that Husserl’s thought includes a “gener-
ative phenomenology” that provides an account of the interplay of the phe-
nomenologist and history, culture, and other complex aspects of the world
that rivals, if not exceeds, Hegel’s phenomenology of spirit in richness.47

But for Hegel, the interrelationship between the phenomenological
observer’s standpoint of absolute knowledge and our involvement in the
world is predicated on the long path of experience, which he characterizes
as the developmental process that leads consciousness to gain an ever-
deeper awareness of the intrinsic unity of the rational subject and the mate-
rial world. Hegel is able to claim that for conscious beings, at least, this
unity is essential and in principle always obtained, as the consciousness of
the rational subject grants being to the world and its objects in the first
place. But Hegel also believes that from the standpoint of naïve conscious-
ness, at least, we fail to see this unity and fall into the common sense, but
false, belief that the being of things is independent of us, insofar as we
exhibit the tendency to disregard or forget the essential role of our own con-
scious activity in the constitution of the world and its objects.48 We attain
absolute knowledge of the genuine unity of subject and world as the result
of a course of experience that increases the sophistication of our awareness
and, finally, that overcomes the deceptive clarity of our naïve, commonsense
beliefs. Absolute knowledge turns on the insight that we ourselves, as rational
conscious beings, ensure our unity with reality, and this knowledge results
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from an itinerary of experiences that lead us to self-discovery through a
certain abnegation of the self ’s commonsense commitments.

But if absolute knowledge—the triumphant awareness of the unity of
subject and world, of reason and reality—is the destination of the long
path of experience, why is it also a path of doubt and despair? The primary
answer turns on Hegel’s view that in experience, we only progress to more
sophisticated, highly differentiated forms (Gestalten) of consciousness on
the basis of—indeed, in a sort of speculative exchange for—difficult con-
frontations with phenomena that force us to lose faith in and, thus, to sac-
rifice the forms of awareness that have hitherto guided our conscious lives.
Hegel elaborates on the attainment of higher forms of consciousness
through self-sacrifice in his claim that each of our experiences occurs as a
movement in consciousness from ‘certainty’ to ‘truth.’

Hegel maintains that even though our consciousness is malleable and
dynamic, it always appears at each stage of its development in a definite
form, and in each case, this form is granted to it by its specific composite of
intentional structures. For every form of consciousness, it is this composite
that dictates the possibilities and limits of consciousness’ powers to consti-
tute its objects, and, by the same token, to determine the character of their
being. Hegel’s developmental model of conscious life suggests, for example,
that at one of its more rudimentary levels, our consciousness is formed by an
unsophisticated nexus of intentional structures that allow it only to consti-
tute objects as mere perceptual objects, or things. This form of consciousness
might be said, in a somewhat Husserlian idiom, to lack the sophisticated
network of noetic structures that it would need in order to constitute more
complex objects; and it is thus powerless properly to understand the phe-
nomena that consciousness becomes able to cognize later in its development,
such as desire, other human beings, rationality, ethical life, culture, religion,
and absolute knowing. But such a rudimentary form of consciousness nev-
ertheless becomes complacent in the certainty that its composite of inten-
tional structures is adequate and that all of its objects really are nothing more
than mere things. Hegel maintains that all forms of consciousness tend 
to fall into this certainty insofar as their intentional activity is not self-
consciously directed back on themselves, but is rather directed outwardly.
We become certain of the form that our constitution of objects takes, but
really only because we tend to forget that it is nothing other than our own
conscious activity that gives the world we are in its profile.

But on Hegel’s view, our consciousness is led to transform and expand
itself through a course of experiences. Experience wrests us from our 
complacent certainty in the independent being of the objects we encounter,
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and experience not only reminds us of our essential role in the determina-
tion of reality, but also compels us to acquiesce to the truth that our con-
sciousness’ intentional structures are simply inadequate to the objects they
seek to constitute. In the Phenomenology, Hegel identifies each experience
as an “investigation” and a “test” in which a form of consciousness is con-
fronted by the overly complex and intense phenomena that are too robust
and rich for its composite of intentional structures and thus overwhelm its
powers of cognition.49 The excessiveness of such phenomena constitutes a
shock for consciousness that not only rouses us from our naïve belief in the
independent being of the world, but also forces us to reflect on the fact
that we ourselves, as conscious beings, form the final ontological condition
of reality. Moreover, this reflection reveals, in turn, that the phenomena
have outmatched consciousness’ powers because of insufficiencies and lim-
itations that had been latent in its own composite of intentional structures.
For Hegel, experience unfolds as a test that reveals a disjunction between
our cognitive powers and the phenomena we encounter. The exposure of
this disjunction leads to the supercession (Aufhebung) of the form our con-
sciousness has taken up until now, and establishes a new form endowed
with cognitive powers that can accommodate the phenomena that had
previously overwhelmed it.50 In the end, this process leads to the highest
form of consciousness, absolute knowledge, and the unrestricted awareness
of the synthetic unity of the rational subject and reality.

Hegel believes that the path of experience is punctuated by doubt and
despair because, even though all experiences lead to an expansion of our
consciousness, this expansion is contingent on our recognition of the lim-
its of our power to understand ourselves, our world, and its objects.
Speculative self-knowledge forms the end result of the long path of experi-
ence, but at each juncture of this path our progress is measured not by an
increase in the things we know, but rather by an expansion of our aware-
ness that results from a recognition of truth and the relinquishment of our
certainty in the independent being of the world and its objects. This abdi-
cation of our certainty is a form of doubt because it requires us to deny our
naïve, commonsense belief in reality. But for Hegel, our doubt in the inde-
pendent being of reality is identified more properly as a form of despair, for
our doubt is not merely epistemological or methodological in nature. In
his ‘Introduction’ to the Phenomenology, Hegel rejects all Cartesian-style
methodological doubt on the grounds that it reduces the problem of doubt
to a mere abstraction and conceals its true import.51

In actual experience, by contrast, our doubt in the independent being
of reality genuinely matters to us, for it emerges in the course of our very
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real efforts to comprehend ourselves, our world, and its phenomena. This
doubt is thus also a form of despair because in experience our renunciation
of certainty requires us not simply to concede that our knowledge is lim-
ited, in the sense that there are gaps in its positive content, but, rather,
finite. In the strict, Hegelian sense, experience is always much more than
the mere encounter with phenomena that remain within the grasp of our
cognitive powers, even if they are phenomena that are unfamiliar to us.
From this standpoint, our consciousness is not forced to undergo a true
experience so long as the phenomena we encounter fall into some class 
of things that our consciousness’ composite of intentional structures is
already able to constitute. Instead, Hegelian experience emerges in our
encounters with phenomena that actually overwhelm our intentional
structures. Hegel thinks that this leads us to doubt in the independent
being of reality, as it throws us back on ourselves and compels us to see that
it has been consciousness itself, and not the external world, that forms the
ultimate condition of our knowledge. But experience also leads us to
despair of ourselves, for we must also come to terms with the fact that the
form our consciousness has taken up until now is sorely inadequate, and
that its constitution of objects has been dependent on intentional struc-
tures imbued with forms of negativity to which we have been blind.

The Tragedy of Experience

How are we to understand this finitude of our knowledge more fully? What
is this doubt and despair? Hegel believes even though absolute knowledge
is the destination of the long path of experience, the path itself neverthe-
less forms an inalienable and integral aspect of the human condition that
forces us time and again to doubt our certainty in things. Hegel associates
doubt with despair to remind us that our abdication of certainty in the
independent being of reality is much more than a merely methodological
exercise, but also to underscore that in experience, we are forced to recog-
nize that our powers of cognition are imbued with negativity we ourselves
had not seen. But what does this mean? What does our consciousness of
doubt and despair tell us about ourselves and our lives, insofar as we are
concerned, conscious beings who undergo experience? While, as I men-
tioned earlier, Hegel offers a number of general images allied with tragedy
to characterize experience, he also elucidates the doubt and despair that
result from experience by means of the more determinate idea of reversal.
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Hegel’s use of this notion suggests that in experience the collapse of our
certainty forms a kind of crisis in the life of spirit that exposes the instabil-
ity and precariousness of human affairs.

In the larger scheme of Hegel’s presentation of spirit in the Phenome-
nology, his discussions of tragedy become ever-more extensive and intricate
as spirit reaches later and later stages of its development. This may be at
least in part because Hegel thinks that as our conscious awareness of our-
selves, our world, and our past expands, we become more and more explic-
itly present to the tragic dimension of our affairs. However, in his general
elaboration of experience in the ‘Introduction’ to his larger presentation of
spirit, Hegel’s use of the notion of tragic reversal is quite dense and extremely
brief. He claims that in experience, the emergence of higher forms of con-
sciousness is predicated on a transition in consciousness to doubt and
despair from certainty, and that this movement is caused not by an external
force, but “through the reversal of consciousness itself.”52 Despite its brevity,
Hegel’s claim here is decisive, and he returns to the notion of reversal a
number of times over the course of his presentation of spirit, perhaps most
famously in his discussion of mastery and servitude. But to unpack Hegel’s
conception of reversal, it may help to see it in the light of its relation to
Aristotle’s treatment of a similar notion in the Poetics.

Now, the relationship between Hegel’s discussion here and the Poetics
has different stakes than the relation between his Lectures on Aesthetics and
Aristotle’s text. In the Aesthetics, Hegel’s official view of the Poetics is that
his own speculative aesthetics supercedes all other historical theories of 
art, to include the Poetics, though Hegel admits that the Poetics “is still of
interest now,” and, indeed, important aspects of the structure of Hegel’s
account of the genre of ancient drama appear to be borrowed from
Aristotle’s analysis.53 But even so, in the Aesthetics Hegel’s uses of the
Poetics are in the service of his efforts to understand issues that surround
the work of art. By contrast, at this juncture of the Phenomenology, Hegel
may be seen as using the (Aristotelian) notion of reversal as a deep onto-
logical and epistemic structure of conscious life, and thereby introduces an
interest in tragedy that extends beyond the confines of those typically
found in traditional forms of the discipline of aesthetics. From this angle,
it would be possible to claim that the deepest meanings of Aristotle’s
Poetics might have remained unnoticed by its author, insofar as he failed to
approach tragic drama as an exemplification of crucial facets of human
being and knowing. But properly grasped, the Aristotelian analytic of the
elements of tragic poetry is nonetheless valuable, as it provides, if in a
transmogrified form, decisive aspects of conscious life itself.
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But even if Hegel’s larger interest in the Poetics here diverges from that
of his Aesthetics, and, indeed, even contravenes Aristotle’s original inten-
tion, Hegel’s use still closely follows some of the basic terms of Aristotle’s
analysis. As Hegel recognizes in the Aesthetics, the purpose of Aristotle’s
Poetics is to inquire into poetic practice, focusing on the epic, tragic, and
comic genre of poetry (though, as we know, Aristotle’s treatment of com-
edy is among the casualties of history, if it indeed existed in the first place).
Aristotle defines tragedy as a form of representation focused on praxis “that
is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself.”54 He goes on
to maintain that the special perfection of this genre of art is its ability to
produce a peculiar form of pleasure in its audience, catharsis, through the
production of two other, painful emotions: fear and pity. We will encounter
these Aristotelian concepts once again later in our work on Hegel in this
book. But for now we turn our attention to Aristotle’s subsequent discus-
sion of what he understands to be the essential elements of any work of
tragic art capable of achieving these effects—six basic parts—“plot, char-
acters, diction, thought, spectacle, and melody.”55 Aristotle raises the issue
of reversal in his treatment of that element of tragedy that he takes to be
more important of these, the “incidents of the story,” or “plot.”56 For
Aristotle, the plot of a tragic drama consists of the sequence of events by
which the action of the drama unfolds. On his view, the crucial feature of
a tragic plot is that it contains “reversals;” in turn, Aristotle defines the
reversal as “a change . . . from one state of things . . . into its opposite.”57

In tragic drama, the reversal is the crucial moment in the plot in which the
fortunes of the protagonist are transformed.

Hegel’s more thematic, modern, and triumphant vision of the human
spirit is to a large extent sustained by his claim that absolute knowledge
forms the positive outcome of the long path of experience. Yet, Hegel, nev-
ertheless, suggests a tragic view of life, at least for naïve consciousness, in
his association of experience with his speculative appropriation of this
Aristotelian notion of reversal. As Dennis Schmidt asserts, Aristotelian
reversals “disclose a situation that is rent by contradictions and ambiguities
that easily—and without warning—convert into their opposite. They thus
expose the fragility, the vulnerability of human affairs.”58 Hegel’s reliance
on Aristotle’s notion suggests that Hegel, too, believes our lives to be bound
up with forms of ambiguity and uncertainty that indicate the precarious-
ness of our condition. But on Hegel’s speculative appropriation of the
notion of reversal, we do not learn the lesson that human beings are sus-
ceptible to unpredictable and sudden changes in fortune from the relative
safety of the theater and the imaginary world of a dramatic performance.
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Instead, Hegel believes we encounter this vulnerability as a fundamental
dynamic that results from our concrete efforts to understand ourselves and
our world. Prior to the attainment of absolute knowledge, the long path of
experience is a volatile and perilous one, and Hegel’s association of each of
naïve consciousness’ experiences with Aristotelian reversal suggests a form
of life that, in our very efforts to understand ourselves, necessarily leads to
difficulty, failure, pain, and suffering.

Hegel ultimately associates the attainment of absolute knowledge with
the figure of the philosopher, or, perhaps better, with the final philosopher
that completes philosophy and thus brings it to an end. But, perhaps, the fig-
ure that best represents the forms our consciousness takes prior to our attain-
ment of absolute knowledge, while we remain as it were only part way along
the path of experience, is not the triumphant, even heroic philosopher, but,
instead, the tragic hero. In contrast with the Hegelian figure of the final
philosopher, this tragic hero of experience enjoys no complete speculative self-
knowledge, but is instead subject time and again to encounters with phe-
nomena that overthrow her sense of self and of the world, and reveal the
finitude of her cognitive powers. If Hegel believes that it is ultimately our des-
tiny to attain absolute knowledge and thus overcome what Kant called the
peculiar fate of human reason, then Hegel nevertheless acknowledges that for
naïve consciousness, at least, our cognitive powers are destined repeatedly to
encounter their own failure to grasp things. We are almost tempted to say that
the long path of experience is one traversed by a kind of tragic consciousness,
and that each of its experiences unfolds as a new drama with its culmination
in yet another reversal. Hegel’s presentation of spirit as it unfolds in experi-
ence is, whatever else it is, a presentation of spirit’s tragedies.

In the Phenomenology, Hegel identifies properly speculative self-
knowledge with the attainment of the absolute at the end of the long path
of experience. Yet, we might nevertheless conclude that there is another,
albeit quite different, tragic sense of self-knowledge exhibited in naïve con-
sciousness in the aftermath of each of its experiences. To be sure, this is not
the speculative self-knowledge of the final philosopher that knows herself
to be the culmination of history and the constitutive basis of reality.
Instead, it is perhaps the insight of one who, for a moment at least, recog-
nizes her inadequacies and limitations. Prior to the completion of our
speculative education, the form of self-knowledge yielded by experience is
not so much triumphant and modern, as it is Delphic and ancient, and it
teaches us not of our infinite powers of comprehension, but rather of a cer-
tain humility that results when we see our former certainty in things for a
form of false pride. It is hardly a great leap to entertain the question, what
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conception of experience would emerge if Hegel’s insistence on the absolute
could somehow be disentangled from his claims about experience? What
would the Hegelian discourse on experience look like, stripped of its abso-
lutist pretenses, leaving its tragic aspects in tact?

Yet, of course, Hegel does maintain that the human spirit ultimately
attains absolute knowledge, and so the question that confronts us most
immediately is, what place does he ascribe to this more tragic form of self-
knowledge in his larger view? Hegel maintains that absolute knowledge
forms the final ‘station’ on the long path of experience, and he thereby
appears to imply that the attainment of the absolute thus means the cessa-
tion of further new encounters with the tragic dynamics of our affairs.59 But
Hegel does not believe that in our achievement of absolute knowledge we
simply forget about or ignore the tragic aspect of experience. On the con-
trary, Hegel maintains that absolute knowledge, as a fully speculative form of
self-knowledge, focuses not simply on the knowledge of our consciousness as
it appears in its final form, but, moreover, contains within it the memory of
consciousness’ development over the course of its long path of experience,60

as well as, we might add, the tragic dynamics that underpin this path. Even
on his more triumphant, modern vision of speculative self-knowledge, Hegel
acknowledges that the tragic aspect of human affairs forms an integral part
of what and who we are. For Hegel, the attainment of unrestricted self-
knowledge is only genuinely unrestricted to the extent that it entails an
awareness of the long path of experience and its many tragic reversals.

In this light, if we are to achieve a more comprehensive and robust con-
ception of the tragic aspect of our lives, then it is necessary to turn to Hegel’s
presentation of the long path of experience itself, and to focus on the multi-
ple forms that the tragic dynamics of human affairs take for specific forms of
consciousness. So far, our consideration of Hegel has been guided by his
reliance on tragedy to illuminate the broadest structural dynamics of experi-
ence. But in order to comprehend the full scope of Hegel’s association of
experience and tragedy in the Phenomenology, we must see how the tragic
dynamics of experience appear concretely for naïve consciousness in the
actual course of its development. Of course, Hegel would insist that this task
requires us to focus on every moment in his presentation, given that for
naïve consciousness, every experience unfolds as a kind of tragic reversal.
While this is certainly true, it is also true that Hegel believes the tragic aspect
of our affairs to be more pronounced and tenacious at some junctures on the
long path of experience than at others. So if our project is to develop a fuller
account of Hegel’s vision of the tragic aspect of our condition, then these
especially tragic experiences are a natural place to start.
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The Tragedy of Freedom

Hegel’s more thematic, modern vision leads him to the conviction that
spirit is destined to arrive at a speculative form of self-knowledge in the
culmination of its long (and decidedly tragic) path of experience. However,
Hegel is a tenaciously synthetic philosopher, and he believes that the
accomplishment of this sovereign form of self-knowing through experi-
ence is ineluctably bound up with the development of our consciousness
of practical concerns, and, above all, our awareness of ourselves as free
beings. Hegel contributes to his explanation of the intricacies of the ties
between our interests in self-knowledge and in freedom at a number of
junctures in the Phenomenology, and his approach compels him to range
over multiple and different determinations of freedom in the course of his
presentation. He considers, for example, not only the speculative sense of
sovereignty that informs absolute knowing, but, also, the appearance of
universal freedom in the enlightenment, and the horrendous consequences
of its ‘absolute’ form, found in the Reign of Terror, as well as the dialecti-
cal unfolding of other, more rudimentary and self-effacing expressions of
freedom, such as those found in stoicism, skepticism, and the unhappy
consciousness.1 But Hegel offers some of his deepest insights into the char-
acter and relation of our interests in self-knowledge and practical concerns
in his elucidation of the central themes of his initial discussion of self-
consciousness in chapter 4: independence (Selbstständigkeit), recognition,
and the relation of mastery and servitude.

Hegel’s approach to these issues comprise one of the richest aspects of
his thought as a whole, and it has, to say the very least, given rise to much
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productive and highly original scholarship in diverse fields.2 Some rela-
tively recent trends in Hegel studies, perhaps especially those influenced by
Robert Pippen’s groundbreaking research, have focused on the theoretical
concerns that inform Hegel’s account of self-consciousness. This direction
of research has already begun to result in new insights into the epistemo-
logical and hermeneutical implications of Hegel’s account, and to show
that Hegel understands his doctrine of self-consciousness to address diffi-
culties he sees in Kant’s deduction of the unity of apperception.3 But, there
are other important discourses on Hegel, perhaps especially those in con-
tinental heritages of thought, that underscore the practical dimensions of
his account, and serve to break open original questions about and mean-
ings of freedom by means of critical approaches that break apart the pre-
sumptions of modernity that animate his discussion. From this standpoint,
it might be said, the project of discerning post-modern possibilities for
freedom itself elicits a return to the bequest of modernity, and, perhaps in
particular, to the summits it reached in Hegel, in order to interrogate the
fundamental assumptions that our age is called to scrutinize, and, thereby,
to release current thought for new prospects and insights.4

For scholars who take such a tact, Hegel’s thematic account of the
independence of self-consciousness in chapter 4 of the Phenomenology cer-
tainly might be seen to offer a host of claims that demand careful, critical
examination. Although Hegel’s speculative approach compels him to con-
sider not only the character of independence in general, but also the con-
ditions under which it could emerge in intersubjective, historical life, his
overall discussion of the independence of self-consciousness appears, at
least, to comprise a paradigmatically modern, triumphant narrative of our
potential to achieve self-sufficiency, and even ultimately to overcome sub-
jugation in practical relations. Of course, it would be not only orthodox
Hegelians who might embrace this picture. Although scholars interested in
the Marxian implications of Hegel’s account might wish to maintain criti-
cal distance from many tenets of Hegelian philosophy, important aspects
of Hegel’s discussion of the independence of self-consciousness anticipate
a number of Marxian themes. We shall have to develop Hegel’s claims here,
as well as some of its Marxist overtones, at greater length, but the well-known
centerpiece of his view will be the conviction that the human spirit’s strug-
gle to achieve independence begins in a ‘reversal’ in the relation of mastery
and servitude. Hegel’s basic idea is that while self-conscious life is destined
to become independent, the fulfillment of this destiny hinges on a decisive
transformation, a turnaround of terms, in what he believes to be the most
oppressive, one-sided, and originary self-conscious relation, namely, of
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mastery and servitude, by which the life of mastery reveals itself to be
unfree, and the life of servitude proves to contain within it the seeds of
independence.

It is possible to question the extent to which Hegel’s conception of this
reversal may be counted as a tragedy of spirit, given that it appears to speak
more to our potential for independence than to our limits. In chapter 1 we
saw that for Hegel the long path of experience is punctuated at each step
by consciousness’ tragic loss of certainty in favor of truth. Even if Hegel
believes that each experience is in some sense tragic, the reversals in the for-
tunes of master and servant point to a triumphant result.

Yet in what follows, I wish to explore and examine original insights
into the relationship between freedom and finitude that emerge from what
I understand to be two important and distinct strands of continental Hegel
studies that center on Hegel’s silence, or, at least, his relative silence about
certain tragic aspects of his reversal in mastery and servitude. In the first
strand, the emphasis is on Hegel’s relative silence about what might be
called the tragic fate of the master, in which Hegel’s triumphant narrative of
the independence inaugurated in the reversal in the life of servitude is seen
to point to an unspoken, tragic demise of the sovereign freedom of mastery,
and, in turn, to the rise of repression, mediocrity, and docility. This more
patrician perspective on Hegel forms an important subtext for much 
scholarship in twentieth-century France, and, in this chapter, I will focus
my attention on the Jacques Derrida of the celebrated, early essay, “From
Restricted to General Economy: Toward a Hegelianism without Reserve.”
Though important in numerous twentieth-century continental approaches
to Hegel, this strand might nonetheless be named ‘Nietzschean,’ insofar as
it finds some of its origins (if at times tacitly) in Nietzsche’s conviction in
texts such as the Genealogy of Morals that the highest potentials for human
freedom lie not in the life of submissiveness and timidity, but, rather, in the
self-assertive, aristocratic, and warrior-like life of the sovereign.5

In a second strand, which might be said to reach one of its flourishes
in Gadamer’s discussion of Hegel’s dialectic of self-consciousness, the focus
is not on Hegel’s relative silence about a tragedy of mastery, but, rather, on
the tragic aspects of servitude that, we might submit, the overall tenor of
his narrative serve to downplay. Although of course Gadamer may be iden-
tified as a hermeneutical philosopher, his account draws on a number of
phenomenological and existential themes, and, his account focuses espe-
cially on Hegel’s insights into the relationship between our prospects for
freedom and our encounters with the possibility of our own death. Hegel
believes that in her bondage, the servant is actually beholden not to one,
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but two masters: the human master who has put her in chains, and the
“absolute master,” death, since human masters, he tells us, maintain their
control over servants through intimidation and the constant threat of mur-
der.6 From this vantage point, it will turn out that the releasement of our
potentials to undertake projects and appropriate the conditions of our
existence—in Gadamer’s idiom, the freedom of ability (Können)—is contin-
gent on our experience of our own mortality and also of the ultimate futil-
ity of our endeavors.7

One of the things I wish to urge in this chapter is that important
insights into the relationship between finitude and freedom emerge from
both of these strands of approaches to Hegel’s discussion of the independ-
ence of self-consciousness. However, although what I have referred to as 
a Nietzschean strand of approaches to Hegel has perhaps gained more cur-
rency in the larger streams of twentieth-century continental thought, 
I wish to conclude my discussion with a brief cri de coeur for the second.
Whereas representatives of both strands will associate the finitude of free-
dom with the specter of death, it is perhaps above all in this second strand
the scope and weight of the tragic implications of the relation between
freedom and death make themselves felt. But, before it is possible to con-
sider either of these post-Hegelian interpretive engagements with Hegel’s
discussion, it is first necessary to outline some of the central concepts that
govern the more practical side of Hegel’s thematic view of self-consciousness
in Chapter 4 of the Phenomenology.

Hegel’s Triumphant Path to Independence

In Hegel’s thematic narrative, the hopes of the human spirit to attain 
freedom lie not in the hands of those with dominion and power, but,
rather, with the humble servant and the education she receives through her
perseverance and hard work. It is not difficult to see why there are deep 
resonances between philosophical movements indebted to Marx and to
Hegel’s view.8 It has become a commonplace, both in the English- and
French-speaking worlds, to treat the Hegelian conception of servitude as if
it were simply a form of slavery; and Hegel’s discussion of mastery and
servitude is often simply referred to as his ‘master and slave dialectic.’ But,
Hegel is a precise thinker who chooses his terms with great care, and for
him the relation is between master (Herr) and servant (Knecht), not slave
(Sklave).9 In contrast both with the views of philosophers such as Nietzsche
and with many prejudices of Aristocratic Europe at the dawn of the 
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nineteenth century, Hegel completely rejects the idea that the life of servi-
tude forms a merely slavish existence. On the contrary, Hegel believes that
all of spirit’s highest achievements—indeed, all of its achievements—are
ultimately born of the experience of servitude, and he believes it is the
archetype of the servant, not the master, that embodies our highest nobil-
ity as humans and our greatest capacity to affirm life. Later in the chapter
we shall see that the dignity of the servant is bound up not simply with the
scope of her successes but also with the tragic aspect of her experience.
However, in order to see Hegel’s larger view, we must first consider the
claim that the path to complete freedom originates in the reversal of the
relation between lordship and bondage.

Independence and Recognition

In one of his most concise statements of his early view of communism,
Marx writes in the German Ideology that “only in the community is . . .
freedom possible. In community . . . individuals obtain their freedom in
and through their association.”10 While the vast differences between Marx
and Hegel surely outweigh their similarities, Hegel, too, believes that our
aspirations for independence require us to enter into a larger social arena
and form bonds with others that empower us and open up possibilities for
free actions. Scholars unfamiliar with Hegel might be tempted to suppose
that, because he identifies his speculative idealism as a philosophy of the
subject, he must also associate independence with individualism, or even
egoism. Yet, Hegel defines the subject not as an unsituated individual but,
instead, as spirit. Due to this, Hegel’s speculative thought may be seen as 
a philosophy of a sort of social subject, as well as a philosophy of the social
conditions that determine the specific shape of each individual’s particular
consciousness, and a philosophy of the form of social relation that first
grants to us our independence. Hegel believes that spirit attains a figure of
conscious life that engenders independence only after Herculean labor and
much experience, but, as Allen Wood argues, “the full actualization of spirit
is possible only through the relation between selves that recognize each
other.”11 Indeed, in the Phenomenology, Hegel contends that establishing
relations of mutual recognition (Anerkennung) is the chief condition of our
attainment of independence.

Hegel maintains that questions about the achievement of speculative
self-knowledge cannot be separated from the issues of independence and
recognition, and he addresses important aspects of the grounds of each in
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his discussion of the structure and the dynamics of self-consciousness. Hegel,
first and foremost, identifies independence as the sense of self-certainty that
guides us in our self-conscious relations with others. In the last chapter we
saw that Hegel subscribes to a certain intentional theory of consciousness,
and we saw that he believes that each form of consciousness is comprised by
a composite of what Husserl would have called noetic and noematic struc-
tures. Hegel’s conception of the self-certainty of self-consciousness can be
fruitfully understood as what Peter Dews calls a “post-Cartesian theory of
the self,” wherein “selfhood, which means self-consciousness, consists in 
a relation in which the subject turns back on itself and grasps its own iden-
tity with itself, in which the object is the reflection of the subject, rather
than something other than the subject.”12 Hegel argues that in contrast with
self-consciousness, mere consciousness, or consciousness in its common-
sense form, remains restricted, dependent and relative, as it erroneously
clings to the naïve certainty that the external world, and not consciousness
itself, is the ultimate basis of reality and our knowledge of it. By contrast,
self-consciousness is a fully independent form of awareness, as in its reflec-
tion on itself, self-consciousness attains the certainty that consciousness
itself forms the constitutive basis of what is.

Yet, Hegel believes that the independence we attain through the cer-
tainty of self-consciousness is contingent on a relation with objects in the
world that negates our initial belief in their self-standing existence. Hegel
rejects the idea that self-consciousness constitutes an immediate and sim-
ple form of awareness.13 Instead, self-consciousness unfolds as a process
that results in self-awareness only through the negation of its objects. He
writes, “certain of the nothingness of this other, [self-consciousness] . . .
takes this nothingness for itself as the truth of the other; it negates the inde-
pendent object and thereby gives itself self-certainty, as true certainty as
such, which has become so for it in an objective way.”14 Initially, self-
conscious life involves a form of awareness that remains certain that its objects
enjoy an independent existence, and thus self-consciousness retains within
it the operations of naïve or mere consciousness. Yet, self-consciousness
exceeds the dynamics of this more rudimentary form, and proceeds as 
a negation of this initial certainty that works to prove that consciousness’
own intentional structures (and not the external world) form the ultimate
epistemic and ontological condition of its objects.

But, self-conscious negation is not simply an abstract, theoretical exer-
cise; instead, it forms a thoroughly practical, concrete activity of the situ-
ated, embodied agent. In order to attain self-certainty through the negation
of our belief in the reality of external objects, it is not enough simply to
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entertain skeptical doubts about the ontological status of the world. Although
such an endeavor might challenge our naïve certainty in things, it does not
prove that our consciousness is itself independent. Rather, self-consciousness
achieves certainty of itself only if it enters into practical relations with
things in the world and accomplishes acts of negation that nullify the exis-
tence of its objects, thus proving its objects to be dependent on it. Hegel
identifies the self-conscious processes of negation with the dynamics of
desire, and he even claims that self-consciousness “is desire in general.”15

This is not to say that only self-consciousness is certain of the transience of
things, nor to suggest that self-conscious beings are the only ones to express
this certainty as desire. On the contrary,

Even the animals are not shut out from this wisdom, but, on the con-
trary, show themselves to be most profoundly initiated into it; for they
do not just stand idly in front of sensuous things as if these possessed
intrinsic being, but, despairing of their reality, and completely assured of
their nothingness, they fall to without ceremony and eat them up.16

While the independence of self-conscious beings requires that we attain
self-certainty through the negation of objects we encounter in the world,
both self-conscious beings and animals alike convey this process in their
acts of desire.

However, on Hegel’s view, experience teaches us that we win true self-
certainty only in our desire to be recognized by another self-conscious being,
not in our merely natural, immediate impulses. In Hegel’s larger presenta-
tion of spirit, self-consciousness in its proper form first develops from out
of a lower figure of awareness, a kind of proto-self-consciousness. As
Kojève observes, this proto-self-consciousness can be compared to forms
of animal life that are governed by more or less instinctual appetites, and,
at this bestial level, self-certainty is sought primarily by means of basic
drives, such as the appetite for consumption.17 But, even though it initially
appears as if true self-certainty might result from the indulgence of basic
drives, the life of consumption actually turns out to be a dead-end that forces
us to turn elsewhere for our satisfaction. The experience of eating some-
thing leads not to self-certainty, but rather confirms only the inscrutability
of our objects of desire. In the process of ingestion, the object we eat is
destroyed and the satisfaction we sought from our food is ephemeral, gone
as soon as the meal is over. Ultimately, the pursuit of self-certainty through
consumption turns into a relentless binge, until, as Judith Butler argues,
quasi-self-consciousness “eats its way through the world” long enough to
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realize “that this mode of contending with difference is exceedingly tire-
some.”18 Once quasi-self-consciousness reaches this point, it becomes clear
that the appetitive life does not confirm our certainty of ourselves but,
instead, simply reveals our chronic and ceaseless dependence on the pres-
ence of independent beings for us to eat. Such a discovery leads to the birth
of self-consciousness in its proper form and to the insight that self-
certainty must be sought elsewhere: in the satisfaction of our desire to be
recognized by other self-conscious beings.

Recognition and Death

Why is it that self-consciousness proper achieves certainty of itself only in
relationships of recognition with other self-conscious beings? Even if self-
conscious life learns that the satisfaction of basic drives in consumption is
fruitless, what is it about recognition from another self-conscious being
that succeeds where a good meal fails? Hegel’s answers to these questions
turn on self-consciousness’ unique talent for negation. “Due to the inde-
pendence of the object” exposed in the life of consumption, Hegel argues,
self-consciousness learns that “it can only achieve satisfaction insofar as
[its] . . . object accomplishes a negation within itself.”19 Yet it is nothing
other than self-consciousness that has the power of self-negation. To Hegel’s
mind, our deeply human capacity for negation allows us not only to pur-
sue certainty of ourselves but moreover to recognize the self-certainty of
another being through a certain act of self-abnegation. Relations of recog-
nition exceed our connection to mere objects, for even though the binds that
tie two self-conscious beings are their respective quests for self-certainty, each
of them holds the key to the other’s satisfaction.

Hegel maintains that self-conscious beings achieve self-certainty only
if the relation of recognition is mutual. He writes that “action by one side
would be useless because what is to happen can only be brought about by
both.”20 Of course, Hegel’s claim accords with our everyday experiences. It
is much easier to recognize the people who recognize us—those who
approach us as equals; and by the same token, it is all too easy not to rec-
ognize but rather to resent the people who deny us recognition—to wit,
those who believe themselves to be our betters. “No man” after all, “is a
hero to his valet.”21 Indeed, Hegel’s larger commitments to the relation
among independence, mutuality, and equality have led many scholars to
compare Hegel’s notion of recognition from the Phenomenology with his
early concept of love from the Frankfurt period and assertions such as “true
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union, actual love, only appears among living beings equal in power.”22

The claim that self-certainty results only from mutual recognition is based
on Hegel’s conception of the structures and dynamics of self-consciousness.
Thus, it is only in the reciprocal circulation of recognition between two
self-conscious beings that self-certainty is assured. And further, in order to
achieve independence through recognition, Hegel argues, it is necessary
for both self-conscious beings to verify that their freedom is more impor-
tant to them than their own lives.

If Hegel believes that the attainment of independence is possible only
in relations of recognition, or love, then the achievement of this love, in
turn, is contingent on a certain comportment toward death. As we have
seen, both self-conscious beings’ certainty of themselves as the ultimate
condition of things is tied to the negation of material objects. But, in order
for each of them to be recognized as the ultimate condition of the other’s
existence, each must put its own life on the line, and thereby risk the one
object that conditions their relations to all other material things: the body,
the seat of natural existence.

Hegel maintains that in its ideal or paradigmatic form, the achieve-
ment of recognition requires both self-conscious beings “to prove them-
selves and each other through a life and death struggle.” Insofar as the
relationship is mutual, both self-conscious beings must also “stake the life
of the other, just as it stakes its own life, for the other counts no more to
him than he to himself.” In the mutual struggle for recognition, not only
both self-conscious beings must gamble their own lives, but each must also
pose the threat for the other that first makes the wager possible. Mutual
recognition demands not only that we choose freedom over life but that we
attempt (offer?) to kill the other, so that she may choose freedom as well.23

As we see, the relation among independence, recognition, and death,
even if, as some commentators believe, it may be associated with a specific
historical paradigms or model, nonetheless has its basis in the structure
and dynamics of self-consciousness itself.24 In his classic study, Hyppolite
explains, “the struggle for independence is a category of historical life, not
a specific, dateable moment in human history, or rather prehistory. It is a
condition of human experience. . . .”25 But, as Hans-Georg Gadamer points
out, even though Hegel’s account concerns general structures of self-
conscious life, he nonetheless thinks of these structures as underlying cul-
tural, social, and interpersonal practices, and in particular, the practice of
the duel.26 Of course in our day the duel is an anachronism, and by the turn
of the twentieth century, the ridiculousness and even senselessness of the
practice had already become an important theme in literary works such as
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Arthur Schnitzler’s Lieutenant Gustl. Whether or not Hegel, too, might
have thought the duel to be shameful, he also saw it as a powerful and
instructive expression of the struggle for recognition. In the traditions and
rites associated with the duel, it appears that the interest in recognition
unfolds primarily as a demand for the restoration of honor or respect.
Important here is that if the duelers are to earn the respect of the other,
then each must enter the contest to prove that they would choose respect
over life, and each must also ensure that the other’s aspiration for respect is
credible.27 Even if Hegel’s speculative presentation of the independence of
self-consciousness turns out to be a story of recognition, respect, or even
love, it is nonetheless also, and perhaps foremost, a tale of the inexorable
threat of death, and one that stands at the origin of all of our self-conscious
relations to other self-conscious beings.

Independence and Dependence

Hegel believes that the demands of speculative philosophy require him not
simply to elaborate on his conception of independence and the conditions
that lead to it in the abstract, but moreover to explain the processes of histor-
ical development that work to bring about these conditions. For Hegel, the
formation of relations of mutual recognition is possible only for highly sophis-
ticated forms of self-consciousness that emerge from an extensive range of
experiences. Thus much of his overall discussion of independence focuses on
the cultivation of spirit that prepares us to enter into relations of mutual
recognition and to choose freedom over death in our struggles with other self-
conscious beings. Indeed, the educational itinerary that would lead to inde-
pendence through fully reciprocal and equal relations begins in what he
characterizes as the most unequal form of recognition, the liaison of mastery
and servitude. On Hegel’s view, the long path to independence through the
establishment of mutual recognition originates from the life of servitude, and
the monumental struggle of the servant to reverse the terms of her relation
with her lord, as well as her potential to overcome her dependency, to achieve
self-sufficiency, and to merit recognition from others.

But how, specifically, does Hegel characterize the relationship of mas-
tery and servitude? And what, precisely, is it about the life of servitude that
inaugurates our struggle for independence?

Hegel’s Phenomenology should not be confused with a work of anthro-
pology, and his discussion of mastery and servitude should not be read as
an account of the primitive ages of the world or of some sort of Hobbesian
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world, as nasty and brutish as it is short. But Hegel’s position does suggest
that the relation of mastery and servitude is the most basic human relation
and that higher forms of political, social, and interpersonal interaction that
appear in the course of the development of spirit contain, in sublated form,
the legacy of the ties that bind these two figures together. He characterizes
the relation of mastery and servitude as a bond between two self-conscious
beings wherein the recognition flows not reciprocally in both directions
but rather only in one direction, such that the master is recognized by the
servant but does not respond in kind. Hegel motivates his conviction that
spirit’s quest for independence must begin in relations of mastery and servi-
tude by means of a kind of argument from extremes. He writes that the
attainment of independence through completely mutual recognition

may only be observed as its process appears for self-consciousness. Initially
it will present the side of the inequality of each, or, the exhibition of the
middle in the extremes, which, as extremes, are opposed to one another,
only the one as the recognized, only the other as the recognizing.28

If the relationship of recognition reaches its highest perfection in complete
mutuality, then it finds its lower, extreme limit in complete one-sidedness.
Thus, while our many political, social, and interpersonal relations may
embrace myriad forms of recognition that fall out along a spectrum between
these two poles, our aspirations for independence have their remotest origin
in the relations from the bottom end of the scale.

Hegel maintains that relationships of mastery and servitude arise
because one self-conscious being, the one who becomes servant, fails to
prove herself in a life and death struggle. As we have seen, the establish-
ment of mutual recognition requires two self-conscious beings to verify
that their independence means more to them than life—paradigmatically,
in a struggle to the death. But, in confrontations that lead to mastery and
servitude the crucible teaches one of the self-conscious beings, at least, that
her life is just as crucial to her as her freedom.29 Mastery and servitude
emerge as the resolution of the conflict in which the one figure’s newfound
preference for life drives her to save her skin, to quit the struggle, to relin-
quish her desire for recognition, and to acquiesce to her opponent’s demands
to be recognized. Kojève, who translates ‘Knecht’ not as ‘servant’ but as
‘slave,’ writes,

The vanquished has subordinated his human desire for Recognition to the
biological desire to preserve his life: this is what determines and reveals—
to him and to the victor—his inferiority. . . . Thus, the difference between

The Tragedy of Freedom 59



Master and Slave is realized in the existence of the victor and of the 
vanquished.30

For Hegel the one-sidedness of the relation between master and servant is
cast in the initial moment of its formation. The master’s status as the inde-
pendent self-consciousness who lives for herself is established by her defeat
of the other, and the servant’s status as a subordinate is set in the moment
she surrenders.31

Hegel believes that at first the relationship between lordship and servi-
tude, the master achieves a rudimentary form of self-certainty. The master
receives recognition from the servant in a relation of exchange that is mediated
by what Hegel simply calls “the thing,” or, what might somewhat anachro-
nistically be referred to as the goods and services that the master receives from
the servant32—“The servant sets the master’s table.”33 At this stage in the
development of spirit, self-consciousness has already learned from the experi-
ence of proto-self-consciousness that it achieves only ephemeral self-certainty
through the immediate destruction of its objects. Thus in mastery and servi-
tude, the master does not seek its self-certainty in the immediate destruction
(murder) of the servant but, instead, uses the threat of murder to seek self-
certainty in a mediated way, through the consumption of the goods and serv-
ices provided to her by the servant. So it turns out that in the relation of mas-
tery and servitude—not unlike in the relation of proto-self-consciousness to
its objects—the pursuit of self-certainty is centered on consumption. But in
mastery and servitude, the master achieves self-certainty through the recogni-
tion of the servant, and the master’s consumption of goods and services pro-
vided to her by the servant simply consummates the servant’s sacrifice of her
labors for the sake of the master.

Hegel’s approach to the structural dynamics of the complex relation of
master and servant speaks to a number of issues. For example, one of the
aims of Hegel’s discussion of self-consciousness is to build on, and, in his
view, alleviate problems in, Kant’s deduction of the unity of apperception
from the first Critique. On such a view, it may be argued that to Hegel’s
mind it is the constituent elements of the relation of mastery and servitude
that actually yields the genuine conditions of self-consciousness, or the
unity of apperception, and, thus, if we are to follow Kant, of consciousness
as such.34 Moreover, if Hegel holds that the structural dynamics of self-
consciousness demand the formation of relationships of recognition
(implicitly present already even the one-sided relation of master and ser-
vant), then one of the important implications of his view is that the ulti-
mate conditions of our awareness are intersubjective, interpretive, and
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practical in nature.35 From this standpoint, it becomes clear that the
reliance of the master/servant relation on the mediation of the thing is 
a complex matter. For, insofar as the circulation of recognition requires the
thing, it is not enough to conceive of a thing as an unsituated, bare entity.
Rather, it must be conceived in the most robust terms as an intrinsically
relational and symbolic phenomenon that is always already bound up in
networks of power, desire, and meaning.

In the relationship of mastery and servitude, it is not that the master
derives satisfaction from the items produced for her, as, for example, they
satisfy her tastes, or, in the case of something to eat, because of, say, their vita-
min content. Rather, the nutrition that the master draws from the con-
sumption of things provided by the servant is principally emblematic in
nature. The principle that guides the master’s consumption of things pro-
vided by the servant is the desire for recognition and, in this light, con-
sumption may be understood to take on the form of a sort of Ersatz-murder,
a semantic stand-in. Here, the master achieves self-certainty not through an
actual struggle that would lead to the murder of the other, but, rather,
through the performance of an intersubjectively understood act which sig-
nifies the subordination of the servant. Indeed, initially at least, it appears
certain that the implementation of meaningfulness becomes a powerful tool
of oppression that enables the master to achieve enduring satisfaction, inso-
far the invocation of the symbolic allows for the master constantly to repeat,
and thereby to sustain, its achievement of self-certainty.

Hegel believes that the political, social, economic, and interpersonal
dimensions of the life of spirit reverberate with many more- or less-
pronounced dynamics of mastery and servitude, and his approach suggests
that elements of mastery and servitude may be seen to pervade even mod-
ern forms of spirit. It should come as no surprise that many scholars
inspired by Marx find Hegel’s thought to provide a powerful resource to
explain and critique forms of oppression and estrangement in diverse
aspects of modern, bourgeois life. Yet, Hegel’s discussion of mastery and
servitude not only presents a powerful explanation of the logic of subjuga-
tion but also offers important insights into the processes that lead to our
liberation. In order to elaborate on our prospects to achieve freedom from
out of a history of oppression and estrangement, Hegel turns once again to
the notion of ‘reversal.’36 However, on the surface, at least, this reversal
does not appear to form a tragedy, but rather a triumph of spirit. Hegel
maintains that our struggle for independence originates in a reversal within
the dynamics of mastery and servitude that leaves the master a dependent,
and puts the servant on the path to freedom.
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Hegel maintains that this reversal in the relation of the lord and her
subordinate results from the parameters or patterns that emerge in the
experience of their interaction, and he even claims that while at first the
relation is dominated by the master’s certainty of herself, it will turn out
that “the truth of independent consciousness is . . . servile consciousness.”37

For the lord’s part, Hegel asserts, the reversal embedded in experience reveals
that she is not a sovereign, but, rather, a dependent, and, indeed, ultimately
a sort of slave to her more natural desires. It is not only that the master wins
recognition from a mere dependent, but also that the structure of the 
master/servant relation requires the master to seek recognition in the con-
sumption of things, a practice which, Hegel’s account seems to indicate,
leads to gluttonous habits.38 Initially it appears certain that the master’s
position affords her not only with dominion but also with a certain free-
dom from the vicissitudes of nature and the problem of scarcity—insofar as
the master secures goods and services from the servant. To the extent that
the life of mastery is focused on the achievement of recognition, however,
it turns out to focus almost entirely on the sheer enjoyment of the things
that the servant provides, a life dominated not by production but rather
entirely by consumption,39 one, we might extrapolate, that unfolds as a
decadent and relentless orgy of gratification that softens and weakens the
master, diminishes her power to fend for herself no less than it augments,
expands, and engrains her uncultivated, immediately natural appetites.
Thus, despite the master’s certainty of her freedom, over the course of time
she becomes, in truth, a dependent on a dependent whose life is guided not
by the desire for true independence and mutual recognition but, rather, by
her insatiable and brutish craving for something more to eat.

Although it may be argued that certain elements of master-consciousness
re-emerge later in Hegel’s presentation of spirit, one of the principal les-
sons of the reversal in lordship and bondage is that mastery involves a
pyrrhic logic, and thus forms something of a dead-end in the history of
spirit.40 But, it also reveals that the life of servitude prepares the way for
our emancipation from the exigencies of nature and from multiple forms
of subjugation. At the outset, it appears certain that the servant is not only
completely dependent on the master for her life and thus has no command
over her fate, but also that she finds herself in this position as she recoiled
from the threat of death. In truth, the life of servitude provides us with les-
sons that prepare us to achieve self-sufficiency and thus also control over
our destiny. Perhaps most visibly, the life of servitude prepares us to achieve
freedom from our dependence on nature. Whereas the conditions of mas-
tery unfold under the rubric of mindless enjoyment, the servant’s life of

62 Tragedies of Spirit



labor turns on disciplined, or “inhibited desire,” and the development of
her craft or skill to form things.41 Hegel maintains that in the course of our
spiritual development, the lessons we learn through labor ultimately give
us the power to understand and control nature and thus to provide for
ourselves.

This achievement of self-sufficiency, in turn, prepares us to overcome
relations of domination and thus to win certainty of ourselves through
recognition. As we have seen, the attainment of mutual recognition
requires two self-conscious beings to prove that their freedom means more
to them than their lives. And servants find themselves in their condition
because they favor life. Yet, once the servant is in bondage she must dedi-
cate her life and labor to another, a form of mortification that accustoms
her to renouncing the very life she originally sought to preserve. In the
course of its development, spirit internalizes and deepens its capacity for
renunciation until it has finally prepared itself for the ultimate sacrifice and
is thus ready to attain true independence and to choose freedom over death.

In the world of spirit, our hopes to attain freedom lie in the life of sac-
rifice, service, and labor. Whereas Marx may be said to indicate that our
long history of struggle for liberation unfolds in a series of revolutions that
result from changes in the material basis of society, the mode of produc-
tion, Hegel maintains that spirit’s long path to freedom has its basis in the
self-conscious demand for self-certainty through recognition. However,
Hegel, in anticipation of Marx, maintains that the attainment of inde-
pendence through recognition emerges from a decisive (we might even be
tempted to say revolutionary) reversal in the condition of servitude, itself
a life of production that leads to our emancipation from nature, subjuga-
tion, and estrangement.

The Tragedy of the Master

Hegel’s discussion is oriented by his interest in independence, and this
leads him to focus more on the life of servitude and its larger consequences
for the life of spirit than on the fate of the master. But is there not, perhaps,
something tragic about the reversal in the life of mastery? After all, Hegel
maintains that the story of the master begins prior to the establishment of
her relation to the servant, in the life and death struggle, and that it gets off
to a rather magnificent start. The master first achieves her status because she
chooses freedom over life, an act that requires valor and strength, extraor-
dinary courage, even abandon, in the face of death. In order to achieve
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independence through recognition, self-consciousness must “show that it
is tied to no particular existence, certainly not to the universal singularity of
existence, that it is not tied to life.”42 Masters arise from the conflict as
masters because they demonstrate their readiness to part with life, they
invite risk, and demonstrate steadfast certainty of themselves amidst dan-
ger. Yet, once the relationship of mastery and servitude is put into place,
the life of the master turns brutish, sloth-like, and soft. All former splen-
dor and daring forgotten, the master’s existence unfolds as one long binge
of consumption, until, one day, she awakes to find herself dependent on
her dependent. If the Hegelian reversal in lordship and bondage forms a
victory of the servant over her own condition, does it signal a sort of tragic
downfall for the master?

Some have wondered. If many scholars, and, perhaps among them
those with more Marxian leanings, take inspiration from Hegel’s discussion,
then others, perhaps especially those indebted to a certain Nietzschean her-
itage, take issue. Of course, none of Nietzsche’s works offer any thematic or
sustained discussion of the Hegelian presentation of mastery and servitude.
But, there is an important vein of continental Hegel studies that is deeply
influenced by Nietzsche’s view (in texts such as the Genealogy of Morals) that
the highest potentials of human freedom arise in the noble ranks, in the
powerful displays of the sovereign, in the active life of the warrior.43 From
this more Nietzschean standpoint, we might argue, the Hegelian figure that
best represents our aspirations for freedom is not the submissive and timid
servant but, instead, the figure in the life and death struggle that becomes
master. From this vantage point the interpretation of Hegel’s reversal in
mastery and servitude would not unfold as an account of our liberation
from oppression, but rather appears under the auspices of a Nietzschean
‘slave revolt.’ Cast in this light, the mollification and pacification that results
from the master’s life of consumption would signal the breakdown, decay,
and ultimately the demise of genuine freedom, while the successes of the
servant would suggest the birth of an epoch of slavish mediocrity pervaded
by sickness, mortification, inhibition, repression, and docility.

Perhaps one of the most provocative and innovative heirs of the
Nietzschean approach to Hegel’s discussion of mastery and servitude is the
young Derrida.44 Of course, Derrida’s project is not simply to reconstruct
Hegel’s intention, that is, his thematic view, of the independence of self-
consciousness, but, rather, to enter into an interpretive engagement with
Hegel’s text that reads both with and against Hegel in order to release orig-
inal perspectives from his text, which, as we shall see, provide new insights
into the finitude of human freedom.45
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Derrida is nothing if not an original thinker, and although there can
be little question that his works on Hegel are imbued with a number of
Nietzschean themes, Derrida’s approach to the Hegelian discussion of
mastery and servitude exceeds many of the confines of Nietzsche’s project
in the Genealogy of Morals. In the essay, “From Restricted to General
Economy, A Hegelianism without Reserve,” Derrida approaches Hegel
indirectly by means of an interpretation of Georges Bataille’s work on
Hegel, and, as Heinz Kimmerle notes, Derrida construes his approach to
Hegel’s discussion of mastery and servitude as an effort to “correct Bataille’s
interpretation.”46 Even so, Derrida shares in both Bataille’s Nietzschean
intuitions about freedom and Bataille’s misgiving that Nietzsche never
completely grasped the Hegelian view of mastery and servitude. Derrida
cites from Bataille’s L’experience intérieure:

Nietzsche knew of Hegel only in the usual vulgarization. The Genealogy
of Morals is the singular proof of the state of general ignorance in which
remained, and remains today, the dialectic of master and slave, whose
lucidity is blinding. . . .47

Even though Derrida wishes to maintain a certain critical distance from
Bataille, Derrida, like Bataille, not only approaches Hegel in a Zarathustrian
idiom but also suspects that not even Nietzsche himself fully appreciated
Hegel’s master/servant relation.

Like many of his earlier writings, Derrida’s “From Restricted to General
Economy” is in part programmatic in nature, and one of his chief purposes
in this piece is to elucidate crucial tenets of his own conception of inter-
pretative practice, deconstruction.48 In light of this, it is no surprise that
Derrida focuses on implications of Bataille’s reading that speak to the fea-
tures of Hegel’s account that concern signification and meaning. Derrida’s
interest is guided by the insight that in the Hegelian conception of spirit,
it is self-consciousness’ demand for self-certainty that first gives rise to
intersubjective interpretation and understanding, and, in particular, to a
certain form of signs.49 For Hegel, relationships of recognition emerge
because self-consciousness learned through experience that in order to achieve
satisfaction, it must not only enter into relations with another self-
conscious being, but also have the operations of recognition mediated by a
‘third term.’ In the case of mastery and servitude, the relationship is medi-
ated by the things that the lord receives from her dependent. But, the
employment of such a third term constitutes a certain birth of the sym-
bolic in the life of spirit, given that the thing carries a spiritual import,
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which exceeds its material form. In the initial case, for example, the things
provided to the master by the servant are not simply ‘something to eat,’
but, more importantly, they ‘say,’ something, namely, that the satisfaction
of the interests and desires of the master form the purpose of the servant’s
existence.

Derrida’s elucidation of his conception of deconstruction takes its cue
from a distinction, which Bataille developed in his interpretation of Hegel
between ‘general economy’ and ‘restricted economy.’ Derrida develops his
approach based on what he sees as a slippage in Hegel’s account between
‘sovereignty,’ on the one hand, and ‘lordship,’ or ‘mastery,’ on the other.50

In Derrida’s piece, the notion of ‘sovereignty’ refers to the condition of the
figure that is ready to choose freedom over life in the struggle with another
for recognition. By contrast, ‘mastery’ refers to this same figure, but once
she suddenly finds herself to be a master bound up in a relation to the ser-
vant. To Derrida’s mind, the life of sovereignty unfolds in Zarathustrian
fashion, for the sovereign’s radical openness, even abandon, in the face of
her own death, constitutes an unrestricted form of affirmation that exceeds
not only self-consciousness’ demand for self-certainty, but also, and by the
same token, the limits of sense as such.51 Once the relationship of recog-
nition is established in the aftermath of the struggle, however, the master
becomes a dependent. For Derrida this is not simply because the master
comes to rely on the servant for her bread (although this is true). More cru-
cially, it is because in the transition to a relation of recognition, the master
trades in her radical openness to the utter loss of life and sense for the cer-
tainty of self she gains through the recognition by the servant. Thereby, the
master submits to the demand for self-certainty as a law to guide and
restrict all forms of signification.52

Derrida discerns a trace of the more Nietzschean vision of aristocratic,
warrior-like freedom in the text of the Phenomenology and recasts Bataille’s
insights into an excessive, free play of desire in semantic terms. Bataille, in
regard to somewhat different concerns, considers the notion that society
must from time to time break out in a supersaturated, open-ended, general
economy of expenditure because life gives rise to desires that exceed more
restricted economies of exchange.53 Bataille believes that this general econ-
omy is exemplified in the cultural practice of many Native American peo-
ples: the potlatch, ritual of superabundant, overflowing, even outlandish
expenditure, or “the exchange of gifts, in which the givers try to outdo each
other in the giving-away of their own wealth.”54 Derrida, for his part, envi-
sions deconstructive practice itself as a sort of “potlatch of signs” guided by
the radical freedom of the sovereign, her readiness to stake the absolute loss
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of life and sense, an expenditure without reserve, all for the sake of noth-
ing but the risk itself, for free play, and the affirmative production of seman-
tic displacements.55 For Derrida, Hegel’s most prescient insights into our
prospects for freedom exceed his intention and thus have little to do with
the Hegelian vision of an independent subject, liberated both from the
condition of servitude and from nature. Instead, our greatest aspirations lie
in sovereignty and in the unrestricted expenditure that puts the very possi-
bility of the subject in play.

From the more Nietzschean standpoint that Derrida creatively appro-
priates, the reversal in mastery and servitude must be seen as both more
and less than tragic, perhaps even quasi-tragic.56 First and foremost, the
transition from what Derrida calls the condition of sovereignty to the life
of the master must be seen to have something tragic about it, since it forms
a decisive turning point that signals the eradication of genuine affirmative,
free play in the sphere of practical life and of interpretive practice. Yet, to
the extent that the notion of tragedy, even in its varied senses, connotes a
sort of representation or disclosure, the transition from sovereignty to mas-
tery must be seen as beyond tragedy. This becomes clear if we consider
Derrida’s claim that sovereignty forms the “repressed origin” of mastery.57

On the one hand, the life of sovereignty forms the source for mastery, as
the sovereign’s openness to the loss of life forms a necessary condition of
the struggle that brings about the relation of mastery and servitude in the
first place.58 But on the other hand, this origin remains repressed in the
sense that the sovereign’s initial openness, her staking of her own life, is
inexpressible. This is not only because the radically free act of the sovereign
itself is logically and temporally prior to the establishment of a relationship
of recognition that would first give rise to the very possibility of intersub-
jective meaning in the first place, but also because this free act is itself in
violation of the structural dynamics of recognition that work to govern sig-
nification and stabilize the relation of signifier and signified.

From the Derridian standpoint, the transition from sovereignty to
mastery forms much more than a tragic reversal, in the sense that it com-
prises a loss of freedom so complete that it cannot even be memorialized in
language. One of Hegel’s thematic intentions in the Phenomenology is to
show that it is only in relationships of mutual recognition that it is possi-
ble to achieve true independence. On Derrida’s deconstruction of Hegel,
however, the establishment of any relationship of recognition, even the
bare relation of lordship and bondage, constitutes not only the loss of sov-
ereign freedom but, moreover, the loss of the loss, for it necessarily recedes
into inarticulate oblivion. Yet by the same token, there is a sense in which
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the transition from sovereignty to mastery is also less than tragic, since it
never appears. In Derrida’s view, the tragedy of the sovereign is only dis-
cernible in traces and forms a drama that is impossible to stage. Hegel’s
reversal of mastery and servitude is so tragic that it is not tragic at all, and
the larger life of spirit unfolds not as a long path to independence but,
instead, as a long process of development guided by radical forms of alien-
ation and repression.

The Tragedy of the Servant

On his thematic view, Hegel believes that the human spirit is indexed to
the achievement of independence, and that the reversal in the life of servi-
tude forms the triumphant first step in our liberation from subjugation
and estrangement. But, whereas figures such as Derrida wish to subvert
this Hegelian picture by considering Hegel’s silence on the tragic aspects of
the sovereign, the one who becomes master, it is also possible to discern
novel insights into finitude and freedom in reference to certain tragic ele-
ments in Hegel’s portrayal of the servant. Certainly, the discourse on sov-
ereignty that emerges from the constellation of Nietzsche, Bataille, and
Derrida (and others) makes an important contribution to current efforts
to mine post-modern possibilities from Hegel’s discussion of self-
consciousness. However, even if Hegel’s overall picture of the path to inde-
pendence inaugurated in servitude stands among the great intellectual
monuments of modern optimism, it is nonetheless animated by the tragic
themes of absurdity, anxiety, pain, and loss. Moreover, as commentators
such as Hans-Georg Gadamer emphasize, the kind of freedom suggested
by Hegel’s account of servitude is inextricably tied to the servant’s relation
to death.59 From this standpoint, Hegel’s depiction of the tragic side of the
reversal in the servant’s fortunes point to a vision of human prospects for
freedom guided neither by the apparition of independence, nor, for that
matter, by the more Nietzschean portrait of the sovereign’s unrestricted
risk and play. Rather, it suggests what Gadamer refers to as a finite freedom
of ability (Können), characterized by the constant presence of the specter of
death, as well as by insuperable limitations on our efforts to achieve self-
certainty and to transform the conditions of our existence.

In order to illuminate this side of Hegel’s account, it is crucial to
remember that for him, the reversal in the life of servitude not only gives
rise to a progressive, forward motion that places the servant on the path to
independence, but also throws the servant back on herself and forces her
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to come to terms with her own mortality and its consequences for her exis-
tence. For, we recall, the servant first finds herself in the condition of
bondage precisely because she is dedicated not to freedom and to struggle
but rather to the preservation of her own life, and to the pursuit of her
more natural and immediate desires. Yet, Hegel maintains that once the
master/servant relation has been created, the lord maintains her authority
over her subordinate by means of the continuous threat of death. If the ser-
vant submits to her condition certain that this will protect her life, experi-
ence teaches her that the reverse is true. Under the tyranny of the master
and as a result of her constant intimidation, the servant

has not had anxiety in this moment or that, but instead in its entire
being; for it has sensed the fear of death, the absolute master. It is thereby
utterly undone, has been set atremble through and through, and every-
thing fixed in it has been shaken to the core.60

The reversal in mastery and servitude forms a testament not only to inde-
pendence and liberation but also to the more tragic fate of the humble fig-
ure who, though she wished for nothing more than to live, is consigned to
a life reigned by and shot through with the one thing she feared most.

To Hegel’s mind, all of spirit’s progress beyond servitude, our further
cultivation of discipline and skill, and our long struggle for liberation are
contingent on the servant’s tragic surrender of her commitments to natu-
ral life. And Hegel argues that the relationship of recognition forms the
chief condition of our independence, because recognition results from a
crucible that forces us to choose freedom over existence. The relation of
mastery and servitude arises because the servant eschews this choice. But,
the circumstances of servitude nevertheless open the path to freedom because
the threats of the master force the servant to renounce her ties to her natural
existence after all. Gadamer explains,

Thus the reason why it [i.e., self-consciousness] must put its own life on
the line is not that it is unable to become certain of itself without anni-
hilation of the other and accordingly without a conflict with the other,
but rather that it is unable to achieve true being-for-self without over-
coming its attachment to life, i.e., annihilation of itself as mere ‘life.’61

Although the relation of mastery and servitude arises from the servant’s
failure to choose freedom and to surmount her fear of death in the strug-
gle for recognition, the condition of bondage leads her nonetheless, and by
the logic of a certain tragic necessity, to disavow her natural existence.
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Indeed, Hegel’s emphasis upon the presence of the absolute master
might lead one to argue that the more tragic side of Hegel’s approach to
servitude, elicited here by Gadamer, might suggest a relation of freedom
and death that in some regards speaks to the depths of human finitude at
least as fully as even Derrida has. Certainly, Derrida takes human finitude
seriously, and, as we have seen, he maintains that the attainment of sover-
eignty is predicated on an affirmation of the ubiquitous and constant pos-
sibility of death. For him, the sovereign is openness to the unrestrained play
of meaning is possible only on the basis of her readiness to risk the absolute
extinction of sense and life. As we have seen, Derrida associates one of the
summits of human freedom with the sovereign readiness to expend life and
sense without reserve, to risk absolute loss for the sake of the transitory,
productive play of meanings. Further, he indicates, the relationship of
recognition in mastery and servitude comprises a restricted economy that
forecloses the effectiveness of this play, a condition of slavishness that
infects the existence of both master and servant. Thus, Derrida’s concern
for finitude leads him, too, to point out a certain kinship of freedom and
death, insofar as he believes that the attainment of sovereignty is contin-
gent on an affirmation of the ubiquitous and constant possibility of death.

Yet, despite Derrida’s wish to show that sovereign freedom is foreclosed
by the restricted economics established in the relation of mastery and servi-
tude, the more tragic side of Hegel’s account of servitude itself suggest that
its freedom, too, is conditioned by the finitude exposed by our susceptibil-
ity to death. For the presence of the absolute master, the threat of death, is
a constitutive and constant condition of the life of servitude as such, and
one that creeps into every fiber of the servant’s being until it ‘undoes’ her.
Contrary to Derrida, who suggests that the relation of mastery and servi-
tude suppresses and obviates the genuine affinity of freedom and death, it
appears that the dynamics of the relation set up circumstances under which
the presence of death as a condition of freedom first emerges.

On his thematic view, Hegel remains firm in his conviction that the
human spirit is bound to a sense of independence that would liberate us not
only from relationships of dependency, but also from the constraints imposed
on us in our more uncultivated, immediate state. Nonetheless, the implica-
tions of the more tragic side of Hegel’s account of servitude suggests a
notion of finite freedom, characterized by incompleteness and transience,
and the achievement of only provisional and temporary forms of self-
certainty that arise from our merely partial ability to modify and adapt
conditions of our existence through labor. In the reversal of mastery and servi-
tude, it is precisely the master’s reliance on the threat of death to exercise her
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dominion that, ironically, operates to loosen the master’s hold on the ser-
vant. This is because it is nothing other than the constant presence of the
absolute master in the servant’s life that throws her back on herself, and
wrests her from her certainty that her human master determines her reason
for being. Moreover, the servant’s new perspective, in turn, allows her to
understand the fruits of her labor not simply as means to recognize her
master, but, rather also as a form of self-expression. Again, Gadamer:

although it appeared to be foreign to itself in labor for the master (and,
as service, truly was) . . . consciousness that serves becomes conscious of
itself insofar as it surrenders to labor as labor—and not simply to the
master. Insofar as it ‘puts out’ the form as its own, i.e., produces, it
knows itself in the therein and thus in labor is its own: “That I can do!”62

It is finally under the directive of the absolutely other, death, that the ser-
vant absolves herself of being-for-another, the master, and learns to live for
herself. This relationship to death, in its turn, releases our powers to create
for ourselves, a ‘can do,’ or, ability (Können), and enables her to discover
herself in the things she produces.

Some of Hegel’s thematic hopes about our prospects for independence
notwithstanding, his conception of the presence of death in the life of servi-
tude points to an aspect of the finitude in human freedom, understood here
as ability. Perhaps not unlike Heidegger’s Dasein, the self-consciousness of
ability finds itself always already thrown into a world, and, in the Hegelian
frame, a world in which it is always already subjected to the logic of subor-
dination and to potentials for mortal violence that force it to surrender
itself to the wishes of another. However, precisely these constituent features
of (Hegelian) thrownness free up this self-consciousness’ ability, and enable
it to project itself onto its possibilities for being itself. Certainly, we might
doubt if it is within the scope of our powers ever to overcome dependency,
subjugation. Moreover, to read with Hegel’s emphasis on the presence of
death in our lives, even if thereby to read against some of the assumptions
of his overall view, his account draws out that our efforts to achieve self-
certainty in labor are as transitory as they are fractional. For the self-
consciousness of ability, one might infer, freedom is not only enabled, but also
limited by the presence of death, in that the imminence of the possibility of
our own death delimits the scope of our powers to transform the conditions
of existence, threatens to interrupt all our projects, and also to transform
the meaning of our projects and thereby to subvert our intentions.

Of the numerous heritages of Hegel scholarship concerned with his con-
sideration of self-consciousness, independence, recognition, and the relation
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of mastery and servitude, many from nineteenth- and twentieth-century
continental thought coalesce around a desire to release relevant and novel
insights into freedom from Hegel’s account that exceed many of his own
tenets. From such standpoints, the idea seems to be that “one can think
better without Hegel,” as one commentator puts it, “by thinking with
him.”63 But, despite the influence of Derrida’s deconstructivist approach,
with its emphasis on Hegel’s blindness to the tragedy of the sovereign, per-
haps some of the deepest insights into finitude and freedom are won by
focusing on what I have referred to as some of the more tragic aspects of
Hegel’s depiction of servitude. Certainly, as we have seen, Derrida’s “From
Restricted to General Economy” essay points to important ties to freedom
and death. And yet, in Derrida’s approach, perhaps not entirely unlike in
Nietzsche’s approach to sovereignty in the Genealogy of Morals, “First Essay,”
the kinship of freedom and death might be said to indicate much less
about the limitations of our powers than about what could be construed as
a sort of unlimited power to affirm ourselves and to produce the new. By
contrast, the tragic mien of Hegel’s servant reminds us that human free-
dom is shot through with limits, and that constraints imposed by relation-
ships to other self-conscious beings, subjugation, and even natural life all
comprise inescapable conditions of our possibilities as such. Hegel’s dis-
cussion of the tragedy of the servant associates the origins of our produc-
tive practices not with our prospects to achieve sovereignty, but instead
with the more humble insight that our possibilities for freedom are actu-
ally subject to, and born of, our limits.
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The Tragedy of Ethical Life

Hegel’s Phenomenology culminates in the views not only that the human
spirit is destined to attain an absolute form of self-knowledge, but also that
it is indexed to its potential to achieve independence. Yet, Hegel’s dedica-
tion to the project of speculation requires him not simply to entertain
these spiritual possibilities in the abstract but also to explain their emer-
gence from out of actual developments in our conscious lives. In each dis-
cussion, he depends on the resources of tragedy to illuminate our most
monstrous encounters with finitude in the course of our struggle to under-
stand what and who we are, our place in the world, and our abilities to
transform the conditions of our existence. But, the speculative approach
further demands that Hegel also elucidate political, social, and ethical
questions in concrete, historical terms, and his discussion reaches one of its
highest summits in his account of ethical life (Sittlichkeit). Hegel’s depic-
tion of ethical life in the Phenomenology is among the most difficult to
unpack because Hegel will associate it not only with an important stage in
the development of self-conscious rationality, but also with the historical
period of ancient Greece, as well as with a range of issues of community
life, state power, factions, family, gender and sex, war, epochal change, and
tradition.

But one of Hegel’s chief purposes in his discussion of ethical life, a
concern that is interwoven through all of the others, is to elaborate on con-
sciousness’ struggle to come to terms with a certain crisis it encounters in
its efforts to find its place as a rational being in a larger world of political,
social, historical, and filial relations. His consideration of ethical life is
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much more comprehensively oriented by questions of tragedy than either
his treatment of experience or his treatment of freedom, in which his use
of tragedy was restricted primarily to a single concept, that of tragic rever-
sal. In his portrayal of ethical life, by contrast, Hegel not only incorporates
other important ideas from Aristotle’s Poetics but also relies extensively on
Sophocles’ Antigone—its central themes, its dramatic structure, characters,
and action—as a sort of template for his presentation as a whole. Of
course, it is difficult not to see a certain logic to the intensification of
Hegel’s interest in tragedy as his presentation progresses. Hegel believes
that as the history of spirit unfolds, consciousness expands its awareness of
itself and thus, we might extrapolate, also of the forms of difficulty, ten-
sion, anxiety, pain, and failure that animate its affairs. So, if Hegel under-
stands the most poignant of these encounters with finitude as matters of
tragedy, then it makes sense that consciousness’ education would unfold,
at least in part, as a broadening and deepening of its insight into the tragic
aspects of its life.

It should also make sense to us that Hegel would associate questions of
political, social, and ethical concern with Sophocles’ Antigone, and Hegel’s
interest belongs to the heritages of modern European philosophical, schol-
arly, artistic, and political thought deeply influenced by the drama.1 The
pervasive attention given to the Antigone not only extends into the post-
modern age from out of the modern period, but also spreads over a number
of disciplines, to include not just philosophy, but also psychoanalysis, liter-
ary criticism, and feminism. No doubt the heightened interest received by
the Antigone is due at least in part to its resonance with current and modern
sensibilities about the dangers of state power, male domination, and, 
perhaps even more broadly, the sanctity and freedom of the individual.2

Hegel, too, understands that the Antigone is one of the great testa-
ments to the dangers of authoritarian political power and to the imperative
that we defy it. One important dimension of Hegel’s view, which finds one
of its more innovative and recent uses in Christoph Menke’s Die Tragödie
im Sittlichen, is that the Antigone gives expression to a crucial, initial stage
in the formation of the modern, free individual as it emerges from the cru-
cible of consciousness’ struggle against state power and the authority of
custom.3 But, it would be reductive to suppose that Hegel’s concern for
the Antigone in the chapter on ethical life is reducible to issues of the
epochal shift beyond antiquity. Hegel sees the Antigone as a rich and fertile
ground to treat a number of interrelated issues, and his purpose in the
Phenomenology need not be grasped solely as a characterization of con-
sciousness’ efforts to establish a sense of the individual under the threat of

74 Tragedies of Spirit



state power. Rather, it may also be seen as an inquiry into what it means
for consciousness actually to embrace a number of broader political, social,
and ethical commitments while allowing for an individual to remain true
to itself. In this light, Hegel employs the Antigone primarily to depict con-
sciousness’ efforts to reconcile its awareness that it has ineluctable and
legitimate duties to fulfill the demands placed on it by its community, its
heritage, the law, and family with its knowledge of itself as a genuinely
rational being that must give itself the principles it uses to guide its life and
actions.4

Yet, as we shall see, consciousness’ experience of ethical life exposes
that it simply cannot harmonize all of its divergent commitments. Hegel’s
reliance on the Antigone as a matrix for his presentation results in the
insight that even consciousness’ most principled actions may turn out to
be criminal, and, ultimately, that all of a rational agent’s actions are inex-
tricably bound up with a certain guilt. Indeed, Hegel will hold that
because the rational agent’s guilt is inherent in action as such, it cannot be
interpreted as a simple moral or ethical failure. But, neither will Hegel
evoke a doctrine of original sin to trace back the rational agent’s guiltiness
to a failure of some first free choice. Instead, I will suggest, Hegel associates
guilt with a certain interpretation of the Greek notion of ‘������́�, way-
wardness, or errancy. Hegel is well aware that this notion plays an integral
role not only in Aristotle’s Poetics but also in much of sixth century Attic
tragedy, and he will introduce it into his discussion to suggest that actions
are bound up with guilt not because the agent fails to act properly, but
because even the most proper action is susceptible to multiple forms of
failure. In ethical life, consciousness is forced to learn that we release our
purposes into the world through action like prodigal sons, or daughters,
always with the danger that their consequences will contravene our plans
for them, and with the potential for devastating results. The experience of
ethical life teaches that even rational beings who act on sound principles
may unavoidably and inadvertently become embroiled in conflict, strife,
and violence.

It is true that for Hegel, consciousness comes ultimately to triumph
over this form of vulnerability, insofar as it overcomes guiltiness by means
of sublation in the dialectical development of spirit. Yet, Hegel’s larger
view suggests that it is only in the highest phases of consciousness’ devel-
opment, in the achievement of higher-order, reflective experiences of phi-
losophy, religion, and art, through the experience of forgiveness, that it
comes to unify its experiences of the difficulties of practical life, such as
those that emerge from ethical life. Hegel’s Phenomenology “could only see
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a redeemed . . . form of life,” as Pinkard puts it, in contemplative activity,
and not in the arenas of raw, practical action.5 From this standpoint, it is
possible to suggest that even though Hegel believes that certain reflective
forms of life allow us to make peace with the more hostile aspects of our
practical affairs, his treatment of guilt nonetheless poses significant and
enduring questions about praxis. With this in mind, we shall see that
Hegel’s association of guilt with errancy both anticipates and sheds 
new light on important themes in existentialism, such as Sartre’s notion of
abandonment.

Ethical Life and Rational Agency

Hegel’s conceptions of ethical life and agency are bound up in his vision of
the ancient Greek world, and much of his presentation may be seen to
form a sort of speculative response to a number of his contemporaries’
views of antiquity. At the dawn of classical Germany, many important
intellectuals maintained what now appears to be a decidedly artificial con-
ception of antiquity and imagined that ancient society formed a highly
perfected, beautiful, and harmonious whole. Important strands of intellec-
tual discourse in this period may even be seen as being shadowed by a cer-
tain nostalgia for what was perceived as the greatness of Greek political,
social, and cultural life.6 Hegel’s conception of antiquity is informed by an
extensive and rich knowledge of Greek history, politics, culture, arts, and
language, but there can be no question that he also holds a rather stylized
view of the ancient world, based on fantasy as well as fact. Not unlike a
number of intellectuals of his day, Hegel, too, holds up ancient Greece as
a certain ideal form of spiritual life. But, whereas some in Hegel’s genera-
tion may have been persuaded that the Hellenic ideal formed a genuine
alternative to the conditions of the modern world, Hegel argues that
despite initial appearances, the ethical life of the ancient polis is fractured
and fraught with internal tensions.7 As we shall see later in the chapter,
Hegel further argues that the majestic splendor of the Greek world disap-
pears from the face of the earth not because it is overrun by external pow-
ers, or due to extraneous, or arbitrary circumstances; rather, it falls into
oblivion because it collapses under the weight of its own dialectic.

But how does Hegel characterize the ethical life of the Greek polis?
What does his view tell us about rational agency?

Hegel maintains that as our spiritual development arrives at the stage
of ethical life, one of consciousness’ deepest concerns is to reconcile its
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conception of itself as a rational being with its knowledge that it belongs
to a world larger than itself. Consciousness begins to feel the burden of this
bifurcation of its self-understanding as the result of a number of experi-
ences that expand its awareness, consciousness learns that it is governed by
its capacity for reason, and, because of this, that the subject’s synthetic rela-
tion to the world, both in its theoretical and practical endeavors, is drawn
to the assertion of general laws.8 In the arena of practical affairs, con-
sciousness’ discovery of its affinity for the universal has led it to recognize,
as the result of a dialectical progression inaugurated in its experience of ‘the
actualization of rational self-consciousness through itself,’ that it is the
inviolable legislator and arbiter of the laws it must rely on to guide all of its
endeavors.9 Schmidt explains, “[t]his means simply, as Kant had shown,
that consciousness lays down the law in each and every deed; each of its
actions has the weight of a universal action.”10 It is true that Hegel treats
some important features of Kant’s view under the rubric of conscience, an
advanced stage in its development that comes well after ethical life. But, he
claims that even before our consciousness arrives at ethical life, it has
already learned of the centrality of reason for its life and, thus, that all of
its affairs must be governed by laws of its own making.11

In ethical life, consciousness is dedicated to the harmonization of its
knowledge of itself as a legislative being with the awareness that its life is
also guided by multiple commitments and conditions that it does not
author. Hegel’s presentation indicates that consciousness’s perception of its
larger world is informed by a number of issues of political life, sociality,
and nature. In its awareness of ethical life, its view of things is oriented first
and foremost by questions of historicity and tradition, or, in a current
idiom, what we might call cultural heritage.12 For Hegel, the ancient
Greeks had a profound sense of history and Greek society sustained and
preserved itself by means of the continual renewal of traditions and 
customs. In this light, he defines the ethical life of an ancient Greek polis
primarily in terms of the societal efforts made in its present to uphold what
he calls its “ethical substance,” its customary body of ethical laws (Sitten).13

Hegel’s basic idea is that this customary body of law, in turn, pre-
scribes an organic nexus of official duties or, perhaps, offices (in the sense
of the original Latin officium—as a function or charge). In the ethical life
of a people, these duties are assigned to specific individuals in the political
sphere, who, in turn, work to perpetuate their heritage through their ful-
fillment of their responsibilities. Figures such as Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe
and Jean-Luc Nancy have characterized the dynamics of ethical life as a
form of ‘autopoesy,’ a process by which a people continually restores its sense
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of identity to full presence through the appropriation of the central myths,
beliefs, and values from its heritage.14 For his part, Hegel defines the ethi-
cal life of a people as a “general work [Werk] that is engendered by the
activity [Tun] of one and all as their unity.”15 Hegel envisions ancient soci-
eties as self-sustaining creations, though, of course, this is not to say that
he sees them as the handiwork of some divine craftsman or demiurge.
Rather, he believes that the polis unfolds under the auspices of a sort of self-
sufficient life, which persists of its own efforts in its chronic revival of its
traditions. Hegel’s notion of Greek ethical life might be seen to owe debts
to Kant’s account of nature as an ‘internal teleology’ in the third Critique,
and Hegel holds that the ethical life of Greek society is both an end and a
means to itself, generated (and thereby conserved) by the particular
rational agents allotted to uphold its most time-honored ethical laws.16

What conception of rational agency and action emerge from this
depiction of ethical life? Charles Taylor places Hegel’s conception within a
family of ‘qualitative’ theories of action that arise within the post-Kantian
continental European tradition in response to more mainstream, ‘causal’
accounts that can be found in both the Cartesian and empiricist traditions.
Taylor maintains that causal views are characterized by a strict and clear
separation between an agent’s motives—the purposes, intentions, beliefs,
and desires that give rise to her actions—and the actions that follow on
them. Within a Cartesian schema, the separation between an agent’s
motives and actions is calibrated to an ontological split: mind, or immate-
rial substance, forms the seat of our intentions, whereas our actions unfold
within the spatiotemporal realm of material substances. Certainly, many
empiricists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries held out hope, per-
haps not unlike proponents of reductive materialism in our day, that
scientific research might someday reinterpret certain mental phenomena
such as intentions and desires as physical events and thus overcome
Cartesian-style dualism. But, even so, many who have accepted a more
physicalistic framework continue to maintain a distinction between the
motivation that guides an agent and the actions that result.17

By contrast, Hegel rejects the idea that our motivations cause our
actions and believes instead that there is a sense in which our purposes
actually constitute the actions that flow from them. Taylor explains, a
rational agent’s “actions are what we might call intrinsically directed.
Actions are in a sense inhabited by the purposes that direct them. . . .”18

Whereas causal theorists maintain that an agent’s purposes are antecedent
to her actions, Hegel believes that purposes and actions are co-primordial,
even co-constitutive. This Hegelian conception of rational agency rests not
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on Cartesian or empiricist assumptions but, instead, is influenced by the
effective history of the Aristotelian notion of informed matter, and Hegel
maintains that our purposes suffuse our actions and give shape to them.
From this standpoint, there is no ultimate disparity between a rational
agent’s purposes and her actions, and thus all of our actions must be
understood not as the effects, but rather as expressions of intentions. To
Hegel’s mind, motivations do not lie ‘behind’ our actions; rather, our 
purposes are ‘in’ our actions as what gives them direction.

Just as important to Hegel’s view is the claim that the cultural heritage
of a people, in the shape of its ethical substance, plays a decisive role in 
the formation of the purposes that govern individual agents’ endeavors. The
presumption of Cartesian-style dualism makes it easy to suppose that the
individual enjoys a power to determine her intentions that is separate from
her historical situation. But, on the Hegelian position, there is no onto-
logical gap between the domain of intentions, purposes, beliefs, and
desires, and the world of concrete affairs. Owing to this view, he is able to
see that ostensibly external sources, such as the principles, beliefs, and val-
ues inherited from the past, help to determine even our deepest aspirations
and desires. Moreover, for the ethical life of a Greek people, Hegel holds,
the realization of the people’s ethical substance is understood to be univer-
sally effective and binding, the “ground and point of departure for the activ-
ity of all.”19 Thus, although it is ultimately the force of tradition that
assigns specific offices to rational agents in the polis, these agents experi-
ence their charges not as coercive or arbitrary impositions, but, instead, as
legitimate duties compatible with their own powers of legislation. It is a
Hegelian claim put well by Terry Pinkard:

There was no discontinuity between how individuals understood them-
selves as individuals, and how they understood society. . . . The Greek
individual understood himself in terms of his social role; his individual-
ity is filled out by his social role, not by any idiosyncratic and contingent
features of himself.20

In the Greek world, consciousness’ twofold conception of its commit-
ments to a larger world and to itself is opened up by a certain awareness of
its historicity, and, specifically, of the ethical substance embedded in cul-
tural heritage. For Hegel, the rational agent is governed neither by abstract
rules nor by physical impulses. She is rather an expressive and permeable
subject guided by the purposes that originate from a world that is beyond
herself and yet her own.

The Tragedy of Ethical Life 79



Does Hegel believe that a rational agent’s knowledge of her purposes
is ‘corrigible?’ Taylor maintains that since the Hegelian agent’s intentions
always permeate her actions, it is impossible for her ever completely to lack
at least some sense of her purposes. Yet, an agent’s purposes become
entirely manifest only as they come to fruition through action, and for
Taylor, this implies that on Hegel’s view, even an agent herself must revise
and correct her knowledge of her purposes as her endeavors unfold. As one
recent commentator on the corrigiblist position explains, “an agent’s expe-
rience . . . [of ] what she understands herself to intend, may, for example,
change in the course of the action or may be adequately understood only
when the action has been completed and seen in its full context.”21 On the
basis of such a view, Taylor argues that whereas causal theorists may imag-
ine that rational agents enjoy a sort of incorrigible, immediate knowledge
of their motives ‘before’ they act on them, Hegel’s view reveals that we do
not fully know what we wish to do until we have done it. Before we com-
plete our actions, we may have some sense of our purposes, but they may
remain “dim, inarticulate, or subliminal. . . .”22 Is this picture of Hegelian
agency accurate? Surely, Hegel believes that consciousness, at the stage of
ethical life, has not yet achieved complete self-conscious awareness, and,
thus, in a sense, remains at this level only incompletely aware of itself and
its ends. Certainly, too, the overall tenor of Hegel’s approach would rec-
ommend that the consciousness of rational agents, like consciousness of all
kinds, increase their self-knowledge only by means of experience, so that it
would only be possible to develop a more robust sense of one’s own inten-
tions in the course of practice.

Yet, even if Hegel’s view suggests that an agent’s knowledge of her pur-
poses may be corrigible, it does not necessarily imply that it may be said cat-
egorically that her initial sense of her intentions is indistinct, unformed, or
vague. For in the ethical life of the Greeks, it would seem, rational agents
enter into the arena of practical affairs with a sound sense of the offices
assigned to them by their heritage, and thus also of the purposes that must
guide them if they are to fulfill their duties. It is this view that will later allow
Hegel, in his discussion of the principal agents of the dialectical unraveling
of the Greek ethical world, to claim of their ethical action that it is guided by
genuine, law-governed duty, and is not characterized by indecision, nor by
arbitrary desire or passion.23 Although in ethical life rational agents do not
yet enjoy complete self-awareness, and thus remain in some sense only dimly
aware of their vocation and of the stakes of their endeavors, they are
nonetheless fully aware of the universal form, and substantive content, of the
purposes prescribed to them by the ethical substance of their people.
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The Crisis of the Ethical World

Although the ethical life of the Greeks, in its initial stage, is summoned to
sustain and preserve itself by means of the constant revivification of its tra-
ditional ethical substance, Hegel holds that as consciousness’ experience of
ethical life begins to unfold, the opposition between its awareness of its
more global ties to the world around it and of its sense of itself as the
author of the law will come to a head, until it is forced to concede that the
“simple substance of spirit divides itself. . . .”24 With this insight, con-
sciousness shifts its focus from an awareness of the general character of eth-
ical life (Sittlichkeit) to more specific aspects of the actual Greek ethical
world (die sittliche Welt).25 In this transition, consciousness’ broader inter-
est in ancient society’s ethical substance undergoes a certain distillation,
and it telescopes in on what it comes to see as the polis’ two most essential
laws. Hegel writes, “the plurality of ethical moments becomes the duality
of a law of singularity and of universality.”26 As consciousness moves from
an awareness of ethical life to the ethical world, it moves beyond questions
concerned with the conservation of a people’s ethical substance and comes
to see that this substance contains two indispensable but antithetical laws
that embody its twofold commitments to itself and to its larger world.

Hegel’s presentation of the Greek ethical world is profoundly influ-
enced by Sophocles’ Antigone, and although Hegel hardly mentions the
tragedy directly in this section of his discussion, he uses the storyline and
characters of the drama as a sort of speculative script for his portrayal of
consciousness’ experience of the collision between the law of universality
and the law of individuality. Hegel will return to Sophocles’ play more
explicitly later in his presentation of spirit, to elaborate on its speculative
significance as a work of dramatic art.27 But, in his depiction of ethical life,
Hegel treats the drama primarily as an artistic reflection of the actual struc-
tures and dynamics of political and social life in antiquity. Hegel, like
Sophocles, contends that the tensions between the laws of universality and
of singularity manifest themselves most explicitly at a precarious and pecu-
liar site within society, one that cleaves our lives and draws us at once
toward communal, civic life, and toward more private affairs: the family.28

If ethical life has its deepest origins in questions of cultural heritage and
tradition, then the ethical world’s deepest wounds are cut across our natu-
ral ties to others, our blood relations. Hegel recognizes that the opposition
between the two laws permeates all the important aspects of family life and
that it expresses itself in the institution of marriage, in the acquisition of
family capital, and in the education of children.29 But, the structure of
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Hegel’s presentation, forged in large part on the model of Sophocles, sug-
gests that the mutual repulsion of the twinned laws reaches its most
extreme and clearest form in the guise of a collision between the ‘human
law’ and the ‘divine law’ over the issue of burial.30 Of course, quite a lot has
been said, and said quite well, about Hegel’s account of this collision,
much more than could fruitfully be treated here. In what follows, I wish
only to reiterate and develop certain themes of his account that will prove
relevant to the questions of tragedy and agency I raise in this chapter.

In this light, one of Hegel’s chief claims about burial is that the cus-
tomary performance of last rites is a spiritual effort to achieve political and
social unity and cohesion through the memorialization of the dead. The
observation of the interment ceremony and, we might infer from Hegel’s
exposition, other rituals that surround it, help to inscribe the corpse with
significance in our thoughts, so that the deceased may, in a certain sense,
be reintegrated into society. Through burial,

the blood relative supplements the abstract, natural movement [of the
corpse’s destruction through physical decay], in that [she] adds the
movement of consciousness to it, interrupts the work of nature, and 
rescues her kin from destruction. . . .31

Hegel’s dedication to the speculative approach leads him to what we might
call a holistic stance on burial, and his view suggests that if society is to be
complete, it must embrace not only the living but also the dead by incor-
porating the memory of those from the past into its present. Certainly, one
can argue that the completion of rituals such as the preparation of the
corpse, the death knell, the funeral, the eulogy, the dirge, the shroud, the
wake, and the entombment are significant for a wide range of reasons and
that customs associated with death afford those who remain alive impor-
tant occasions to grieve their loss. Hegel does not consider such matters at
any length in his account of the ethical world, but focuses rather on what
he takes to be the speculatively decisive need: to spiritualize the dead
through the act of mourning, and thus to offset the processes of nature
that precipitate the dissolution of the corpse into oblivion.

In this light, as consciousness initially enters in the ethical world of the
Greeks, it interprets the human law as the greatest embodiment of its
larger political and social commitments, and it finds that the highest
meaning of the human law comes to the fore in the law’s ramifications for
questions of burial. Hegel identifies the human law primarily as a sort of
self-conscious, higher-order law that commands us to respect all other laws
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of our society as law; or, put another way, the human law universally com-
pels every individual to submit, or, to recognize, the universal scope and
binding force of the legal code itself.32 The fulfillment of the human law is
charged to the government (on the model of the Antigone, ultimately, to its
supreme governor, the monarch) and the regime discharges its duty to this
law in its continual efforts to promulgate and enforce society’s ethical
law.33 On this view, the human law forms an absolute expression of con-
sciousness’ awareness of its broader commitments because of its height-
ened relation to the universal. The human law charges the government to
establish universal recognition of the universal force of law; and as a result,
it introduces a powerful, cohesive force into society, one that induces a
people to coalesce, bind, and unify.

Hegel’s account of the human law is keyed to Sophocles’ depiction,
and in Hegel’s presentation, too, the demands of the human law for the
universal and for societal cohesion reach one of their highest summits in
the regime’s use of its power to prohibit the interment of those who, in life,
betrayed their people, that is, national traitors, such as Polynices. For
Hegel, the human law forms an ineluctable and legitimate component of
community life, and thus he denies that there is anything sinister about its
enforcement. This is a conviction implicit in claims he makes about the
Antigone, posed in a somewhat different context, that “Creon is not a
tyrant, but rather just an ethical power. Creon is not unjust.”34 From the
standpoint of the human law, traditional burial rituals are preeminently a
legal and societal matter, aimed to incorporate our memory into the life of
the polis, and our entitlement to last rites rests ultimately on our status as
subjects of the law. Thus, the logic of the human law dictates that mem-
bers of the polis who recognized the binding force of law in life receive
proper burial. But, by contrast, members of the polis who refuse to recog-
nize the universality of the law of the land—that is to say, traitors: those
who reject the binding force of her people’s ethical substance as such, and
who not simply transgress one law or other—must be left unburied.
Thereby, the human law safeguards the cohesive unity of the people by
means of a prohibition on burial that effectively excludes and erases the
traitor’s transgression from the memory of society. The human law, as
Sophocles’ Creon put it, prescribes that the government’s treatment of
individuals should be “never the same for the patriot and the traitor,” not
only in life, but even in death.35

Hegel’s explanation of consciousness’ interest in the divine law is multi-
layered and nuanced, and concerns a number of issues derived from mat-
ters of Greek religious and social life.36 If he maintains that consciousness
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interprets the human law as the highest embodiment of its broader politi-
cal and social ties, then one of his chief claims about the divine law is that
consciousness embraces it as one of the deepest expressions of the singular.
Whereas the human law demands that the state assert its legal authority
over burial practices and treat the dead as subjects of the law primarily as
the indirect result of its more general charge to uphold society’s ethical
substance, the divine law’s object of the singular focuses it explicitly
focused upon the issue of burial.37 The divine law commands that society’s
obligation to bury the dead is universal, so that the last rites must be per-
formed for all people, regardless of whether, in life, they were patriots or
traitors. Moreover, in the Greek ethical world, tradition assigns the duty to
fulfill the divine law not to the state, but rather, in each case, to the fami-
lies that survive their deceased relative.38

Consciousness’ education thus far has already prepared it to recognize
the connection between itself as a self-legislating being and its relation to
death. Hegel recognizes that in this phase of its development, conscious-
ness conceives of itself preeminently as a rational agent, and thus even its
sense of self is inextricably bound up with the universal, in that rational
agents understand that their actions must be governed by universalizable
principles. However, as a self-legislating being, consciousness knows itself
to be a singular being because its efforts to lay down the law must be car-
ried out under the sign of a certain ‘mineness,’ since its assertion of law
flows in each case from an irreducibly spontaneous, first-person act.39 But,
as Schmidt observes, consciousness already knows that its spontaneity and
singularity are bound up with its relation to death from its experience of
servitude, for in this phase of its development, we recall, consciousness
learned that both its own spontaneous freedom of ability as well as its sense
of self as a self-conscious being originated in the process of singularization
that resulted from its experience of the absolute master.40

Hegel is dedicated to the belief that the divine law’s focus on singular-
ity interpenetrates every aspect of the family’s duty, and it is really this con-
viction that guides what is by now one of Hegel’s most notorious claims:
that within the family, the obligation to inter the corpse falls on the
women. Hegel’s speculative approach typically leads him to resist unreflec-
tive stereotypes and commonsense views, and his interpretation of issues of
gender and sex is in fact informed by extensive and original research.41

Although his purpose in this portion of the Phenomenology is to present
speculatively consciousness’ experience of the Greek ethical world and not
to use external standards to criticize it, it would be difficult to ignore that his
discussion of family life and of women resonates deeply with bourgeois,
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sexist values of nineteenth-century Germany. Hegel’s thought seems to be
that the divine law favors the family’s women because whereas the pre-
eminent and proper place of men is the world of political and economic
affairs, the purview of women is domestic life or the home.

Yet, difficult as it is to separate Hegel’s genuine insights into the divine
law, family life, and women from his unforgivably obvious blindness to
issues of gender and sex, his discussion nevertheless illuminates important
features of rational agency, and also sets the stage for both creative appro-
priations and critical responses in feminism.42 Hegel conceives of filial life
primarily in terms of power relations and gender roles, and he maintains
that the family women must achieve a certain equality of power to perform
last rites properly. Hegel believes that from among all of the family women,
their potential to reach equality culminates in one figure in particular, the
sister, and, once again, plainly, he has Antigone, the courageous and pow-
erful sister of Polynices, Eteocles, and Ismene in mind. Indeed, Hegel’s dis-
cussion appears to be guided by one of Antigone’s statements from near
the end of the drama, though he does not cite it directly. Just before
Sophocles has Antigone go to die, he has her pronounce,

Never, I tell you,
if I had been the mother of children
or if my husband died, exposed and rotting—
I’d never have taken this ordeal upon myself,
never defied our people’s will.43

Antigone’s explanation of the privileged status of a woman’s role as sister
over that of mother or that of wife is enigmatic, but it appears to focus on
the irreplaceability of the sister’s bond to her brother. Antigone states that
insofar as a woman may be a mother, she may replace a dead child with
another, and insofar as she may be a wife, she may replace a dead husband
through remarriage. Antigone then says that for a woman whose parents
are dead, as hers are, is it impossible, as sister, to replace a dead brother.44

Hegel’s conception of the exemplarity of a woman’s role as sister also
turns on issues of irreplaceability, but from a subtly different point of view.
For Hegel, the divine law favors the sister because in contrast with all other
filial women, only she is able to treat the dead as an irreplaceable, singular,
and unique being. Hegel focuses on filial relations between wife and husband,
parent and child, and sister and brother. (He has not much to say about other
possible family relations, such as, for example, blended family relations,
same-sex partnerships, or, for that matter, brother-brother or sister-sister
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relations.)45 His position indicates that husbands typically hold sexual
power over their wives, and that parents typically maintain a kind of natu-
ral authority over their children until the children come of age, so that
fathers hold sway over their daughters.46 But, he argues that because the
dynamics of power between sister and brother are guided neither by sexual
power nor by parental authority, they have the potential to reach an “equi-
librium.”47 Due to this, Hegel reasons, a family’s sisters have more freedom to
fulfill the divine law than its other women. For the divine law requires the
family to treat the dead as fully singular beings; but since men’s place in
society is more than in the home, and since husbands and fathers subject
their wives and daughters to male domination, only the sisters’ commitments
are unmixed, and thus only sisters are able to mourn the dead suitably.

Hegel’s discussion of the affinity between the divine law and the sin-
gular reaches its summit in his treatment of the object of the sister’s labors:
her brother’s lifeless body, the corpse. From the standpoint of the divine
law, not only does the sister’s duty to perform burial rites extend beyond
the purview of the human law, but also the corpse itself forms a singular-
ity that stands outside of the human law’s jurisdiction. Hegel writes that
whereas in life a Greek society’s inhabitants are “actual and substantial,” in
death the individual becomes a merely “irreal, pithless shade.”48 While still
alive an individual is, whatever else it is, always a member of the larger
society’s political, social, and economic life, and, as such, all of its endeav-
ors remained within the domain of the human law, the force of govern-
ment, and the pull of social cohesion. From the standpoint of the divine law,
however, an individual’s death releases her from all duties to the human
law, and what remains is nothing other than the unqualified uniqueness of
the former individual. Jacques Derrida, indefatigable in his attention to
matters of difference and singularity, explains,

The family . . . has as its object only the singular, the essentially singular,
that which, without reaching the universality of the city [i.e., the polis]
strips itself of every empiric characteristic. This pure singularity, stripped
but incapable of passing to universality, is the dead— . . . the corpse.49

Under the sign of divine law the corpse is regarded not simply as a legal
subject but rather as a unique being, absolved of the political, social, and
ethical status of its former self.

Hegel believes that consciousness’ experience of the Greek ethical world
leads it into a tragic crisis. As consciousness initially reaches this stage in its
development, it longs to reconcile its awareness that it has indispensable

86 Tragedies of Spirit



political, social, and ethical commitments with its equally indispensable
sense of self as the unique author of its own principles. And consciousness
identifies its dual loyalties, respectively, with the human and divine laws.
Yet, as experience unfolds, consciousness is forced to learn that even though
it sees both of these laws as imperatives, they are nevertheless, at root,
mutually incompatible. For the human and divine laws charge their agents
in the political sphere, the monarch and the sister, with duties that will col-
lide over questions about the burial of those who, in life, betrayed their
people’s ethical substance. From the standpoint of the human law, entitle-
ment to last rites is restricted to those who, in life, respected the people’s
traditional legal code, whereas, by contrast, the divine law dictates that
everyone deserves proper burial not because of their loyalty to the people
or to law in life, but, on the contrary, due to the fact that in death, they are
the sheer remains of singular beings.

Hegel maintains that although consciousness eventually comes to
terms with this crisis of burial as its education unfolds, it ultimately does
so only in the higher-order activities of philosophy, religion, and art, achieved
in the aftermath of its development of conscience and the capacity for for-
giveness. But, his presentation suggests that consciousness’ confrontation
with the crisis of burial reveals a fundamental, and implacable, rupture of
practical life. Consciousness’ awareness of its conflicted commitments to
the universal and to the singular proves to be a recalcitrant feature of its
broader development, even if the tension comes to assume different, more
subtle and complex, shapes over the course of its educational path. Indeed,
even in the ethical world of the Greeks, the collision of the laws of the uni-
versal and of the singular comes to form what Hegel (famously) refers to as
an “eternal irony.”50 Hegel associates this irony with family life and with
the feminine, and, certainly, figures such as Luce Irigaray have shown us
that Hegel’s association of this irony with questions about domestic life,
women, and sex deserves careful attention.51 Perhaps one of the most impor-
tant provocations that arises from Hegel’s claim, however, is that practical
life is grounded not in a potential for cohesion and unity, but, instead, an
insuperable paradox, an ineradicable fault line, of our broader ties to the
world, and our sense of ourselves.

Rational Agency, Guilt, and Errancy

Hegel turns to Sophocles’ Antigone as a sort of matrix for the ethical world
of the Greeks, and his use of the tragedy centers on the unavoidable and
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irresolvable crisis that arises from the collision of the law of universality,
expressed by the human law, and the law of singularity, embodied in the
divine law. Of course, Hegel believes that consciousness’ experience of the
ethical world, like all of its experiences, leads it to transform itself, to grow,
and to attain a higher level of spiritual development. In the aftermath of
consciousness’ encounter with the ethical world and its discontents, Hegel
has spirit’s journey advance from the epoch of classical Greece to the epoch
of Rome, and, with it, to an awareness of the Roman legalistic interpreta-
tion of human beings as persons.52 This transformation from classical Hel-
lenic society and culture to the Roman Republic may be seen as one of the
most important epochal shifts in the sweep of the history of spirit, as con-
sciousness’ discovery of personhood forms an important anticipation,
albeit in an impoverished, abstract, and crude form, of the modern, free
individual.53

Yet, Hegel maintains that the emergence of the Roman world is ulti-
mately enabled by the downfall of Greece, and he claims that the Greek
ethical world collapses because the collision between the human law and
the divine law reveals a decisive limit of our powers to find our place in the
sphere of political, social, and filial life as self-legislating, unique beings.
He argues that consciousness’ encounter with the Greeks culminates in the
tragic insight that as participants in a larger arena of practical affairs, rational
action is, by virtue of its own structures and operations, inviolably bound
up with guilt (Schuld ). In the aftermath of its encounter with the ethical
world, consciousness is forced to see that a rational agent, through her
action alone, or, “by the deed,” alone, “becomes guilt,” and that “innocence
is therefore simply non-action, like the being of a stone, not even that of a
child.”54 Hegel’s reliance on the Antigone to discuss the Greek ethical
world reveals that the lives of rational agents are pervaded by finitude—
insofar as rational action itself is essentially indexed to a peculiar form of
failure.

But, what is it about consciousness’ experience of the collision between
the human law and divine law that leads it to believe that rational action 
is inherently ridden with guilt? What does Hegel mean by guilt in this 
context?

Some of Hegel’s most important answers to these questions turn on the
lessons we learn from the tragic structure of consciousness’ encounter with
the collision of the human law and the divine law. For on Hegel’s presentation
of the Greek ethical world, consciousness’ encounter with traitor’s corpse
reveals that the protection of either the human or divine law results in the
violation of the other. In research on a somewhat different topic, Lore
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Hühn explains that Hegel conceives of the “basic figure” of tragedy as the
collision of

two equally legitimate powers that never attain any advantage over one
another because both inhere in each other as one of the other’s moments.
This means that from a theoretical standpoint on tragedy, each side brings
the unity of the whole to presence such that the doer and victim collapse
into one.55

In the Greek ethical world, both the human law and divine law prescribe
legitimate and necessary duties, and thus the agents who are assigned to
uphold the laws, the monarch and the sister, are bound by reason and cus-
tom to fulfill their duties. But, in practice the two laws prove to be mutually
intertwined, entangled, and repellant, until the claims they stake on the land-
scape of our ethical commitments come to form a sort of speculative Catch-
22. Confronted with the traitor’s corpse, neither agent is able to avoid guilt,
for the action each takes to uphold one law serves to disobey the other.

One of Hegel’s most provocative conclusions is that consciousness’
confrontation with this enigma of the ethical world compels it to the view
that not only rational agency on behalf of the human and divine laws but
also all rational agency, is intrinsically guilty. Hegel’s explanation of why
consciousness draws this conclusion is complex, but it is possible to argue
that his view suggests, in part, that the lessons we learn from the conflict
of human and divine laws reveals a general rule of rational action. The pur-
pose of the law of universality, the human law, is to enforce respect for the
universal scope and binding force of law and, thus, there is a sense in which
the human law guides all law-governed actions. Moreover, the government
and the male citizens of the community who adhere to their duty to this
law cannot help but remain blind to the claims made on them by the
divine law. At the same time, this divine law of the singular also interpen-
etrates the practical arena, making its claim on the figure of woman, who
must also in a certain sense remain blind to the demands of the human
law.56 So if the laws of universality and of singularity suffuse all agency in
the ethical world, and if these laws prove to be mutually incompatible and
antithetical in the crucible of concrete practice, then, the argument would
go, all rational actions leads to guilt.

Even if we were to accept such claims, is it right to say that rational
agents become guilty simply because their law-governed actions turn out
to violate some other law? It seems natural to object that rational agents
should be held accountable only for what is more or less directly under
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their purview and control. From this viewpoint, it might be argued that
although we often have good reasons to hold agents accountable for their
purposes, intentions, beliefs, and desires, there is at times much less reason
to condemn agents for the unintended repercussions of their actions. Since
Antigone, for example, is guided by a time-honored and rational law, she
seems to be basically innocent, even if the fulfillment of her purposes 
fortuitously leads her to violate Creon’s decree.

Yet, this sort of objection fails to address the central tenets of Hegel’s
qualitative theory of action. Hegel maintains that, in contrast with more
causal theories of action, there is no ultimate ontological or epistemic dis-
junction between an agent’s intentions, purposes, beliefs, and desires and
the actions that flow from them. Thus on the Hegelian view, the measure
of an agent’s innocence or guilt turns on her purposes, her efforts to bring
them to bear on the world, as well as their deliberate and unintended con-
sequences taken as a whole and not on her intentions alone, abstracted from
the sphere of actual, concrete affairs. He writes, “the deed is its doing, and
the doing its inmost nature,” and, because of this, “the agent [das Handelnde]
cannot deny the crime or his guilt; —the deed is this: to set into motion
what was unmoved and to bring forth what was first locked up in possibil-
ity. . . .”57 For Hegel, rational agents must answer to more than is imme-
diately before them in consciousness, or is under their influence and
control, and guilt results from the structure of action itself and not merely
from the election of an illegitimate or inadequate intention.

Since Hegel contends that human beings’ propensity for failure in
practical affairs is ineluctable, his conception of guilt points to a deep
ontological structure of action. However, even though Hegel’s view thus
elicits comparisons to the doctrine of original sin, it is fruitful to keep in
mind differences between Christian and Greek sensibilities.58 For although
the Hegelian view of (Greek) guilt, not unlike a standard notion of origi-
nal sin, suggests that the condition of guilt is an inevitable and unavoid-
able result of human action, Hegel will identify it primarily as an
implication of finitude and not as the consequence of an original evil act.
Of course, discourses about original sin are highly developed and sophisti-
cated. But, in the most general terms, broadly Augustinian, a basic account
might be said to start with the idea of the human being in a perfected con-
dition, in which it is possible to act freely and responsibly, and to avoid
evil. But, due to God’s just punishment for original sin, human beings
now live in a fallen state, and are condemned to a life marked by what
Augustine, for example, eventually described in reference to terms such as
ignorance and difficulty.59 But, even if such a characterization of original
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sin might be associated with a conception of guilt that is intrinsic to
human being, it nonetheless appears, at least, to involve a notion of a prior
type of human being that is not yet infected with sinfulness.

Of course, Hegel’s position differs from the Augustinian model of orig-
inal sin along a number of lines. Most salient for the present matter, how-
ever, is that on Hegel’s account of the Hellenic notion of action, there is no
condition in which human beings are free from guilt. On Hegel’s approach
to the Greek view, human beings are always already guilty, and not guilty
simply as the consequence of any punishment or fall. The Greek experience
of ethical life turns on the insight that practical action is simply subject to a
certain finitude, and that an agent’s encounter with guilt results not from a
previous sin but from inescapable structural tensions that emerge in our
efforts to participate in a larger practical world as unique beings.

If Hegel’s account of guiltiness resists both the more mainstream,
modern assumptions of the causal theory as well as the main lines of the
Christian doctrine of original sin, then, I suggest, it registers a deep affin-
ity for the ancient Greek notion of ‘������́�, waywardness, or errancy.
Hegel introduces the concept of tragic errancy into his discussion only
obliquely, in a quotation from Sophocles’ drama, but the idea nonetheless
plays a decisive role in Hegel’s conception of guilt. Hegel claims that the
rational agent’s guiltiness is similar to Creon’s and Antigone’s guilt, and
then, to clarify what this guilt is, he enlists a passage from the drama in which
Antigone reflects upon the nature of her failure. Hegel cites Sophocles’
character Antigone, “because we suffer, we recognize that we have erred.”60

Given that the rest of Hegel’s discussion of the Greek ethical world makes
only circuitous use of Sophocles’ drama, Hegel’s direct quotation of the
text stands out as an especially salient moment in his treatment. Indeed,
Hegel’s citation of the Antigone gains more emphasis when we notice that
the form of his argument here, namely, that Hegel clarifies his own posi-
tion based on the quotation of another text, is extremely rare within the
Phenomenology. Hegel quotes directly from only a few poetic works in his
entire book (another, from Friedrich Schiller’s An die Freude, forms the
final passage of Hegel’s text).61 Hegel’s quotation from the Antigone illu-
minates his conception of guilt because the passage contains the verbal
form of a word from the same family as the substantive ‘������́�: the
English ‘. . . erred ’ is a translation of the German ‘. . . gefehlt,’ in turn, in
Sophocles’ drama, ‘. . . ‘������́�o�
�́.’62

In discussions of Attic tragedy the notion of ‘������́� is typically
associated with a drama’s tragic hero or protagonist, and, perhaps due in
part to the continuing influence of a long heritage of efforts to place a
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moral frame around the notion, it is still relatively common to identify
‘������́� not as errancy, but, instead, as something that emerges from a
sort of failure of moral fiber.63 It is possible to argue, however, that in the
Greek imagination ‘������́� had little to do with an agent’s moral recti-
tude. Hegel enlists the passage from the Antigone to help to distinguish his
conception of guilt from more modern and Christian interpretations, and,
in this light, ‘������́� singles out not something like an agent’s improper
use of the free will or vulgar disposition but, rather, an involuntary ten-
dency to err, to go astray, in all of her actions. Yet, the original sense of
‘������́� differs not only from the idea of character flaw but also from
that of happenstance or bad luck.64 While the Greeks thought that an
agent’s penchant to miss the mark is involuntary, this errancy does not
result from external, fortuitous, or arbitrary circumstances. Instead, our
proclivity in life to drift wayward forms an intrinsic, if unintended, aspect
of our actions as actions.

On Hegel’s discussion of the ancient world, consciousness’ efforts to
reconcile its awareness that it belongs to a broader world with its knowledge
of itself as a rational agent result in collision and crisis and, ultimately, shed
light on a crucial aspect of human finitude. Hegel’s conception of antiquity
is complex and intricate, and his account weaves together debates among
his contemporaries about Hellenic culture, a speculative interpretation of
Sophocles’ Antigone, issues of cultural heritage and the law, family life, gen-
der and sex, memory, and death. Some of the central lines of Hegel’s treat-
ment of Greece turn, however, on consciousness’ efforts to come to terms
with the question: what does it mean to participate in a political, social, and
ethical world comprised of other rational individuals yet to remain true to
oneself as a legislative being? Hegel concludes that one of the deepest mean-
ings of rational agency is guilt—that, as rational agents, all of our efforts to
realize our ends result in a certain failure, regardless of the rightness of our
purposes, the strength of our character, or the conviviality of our circum-
stances. Human beings, as rational agents, are subject to a certain finitude of
vulnerability, not simply due to external forces or to our reliance on external
goods but, rather, by virtue of our own nature as errant.

From Errancy to Existence

Surely Hegel’s insistence on our prospects to achieve the absolute, and his
overall emphasis on our synthetic powers to unify our experience, strains all
connective tissues between Hegelian speculation and existential philosophy.
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Yet, despite the more triumphant, thematic strand of Hegel’s thought, his
use of Sophoclean tragedy to associate rational agency with errancy never-
theless anticipates a number of important themes in existentialist thought.65

We are tempted to ask ourselves, for example, if Hegel’s association of con-
sciousness’ experience of rational agency and guilt with errancy might not
reverberate in Heidegger’s existential analytic in Being and Time and
Heidegger’s account of Dasein’s encounter with guilt. But provocative
though this issue might be, the relationship between Heidegger and Hegel
is as profound and intricate as it is ambiguous, and it lies beyond the scope
of our work to flesh it out in any detail.

Perhaps one of the deepest resonances between Hegel’s account of
rational agency and existentialist philosophy would lead us not only to
Heidegger’s Being and Time but also to Jean-Paul Sartre and, in particular, to
his 1946 lecture, “Existentialism is a Humanism.” There may be some rea-
son for caution about this piece, at least in part because it is susceptible to
interpretations that misrepresent Sartre’s position as commensurate with a
sort of voluntarism. But, Sartre’s “Existentialism is a Humanism” forms a
concise statement of his view, and, moreover, reveals unmistakable, if some-
what oblique, ties between Hegel’s discussion of rational agency and the exis-
tentialist view of human action. Of course, Sartre consistently characterizes
the project of existentialism in opposition to Hegelian speculation, and
many of the differences between Sartrean existentialism and Hegel’s thought
are decisive. Still, as many scholars recognize, Sartre’s thought is profoundly
influenced by Hegel, and often more so than Sartre himself admits.66

In “Existentialism is a Humanism” Sartre proposes to defend existen-
tialism against its many critics and to explain in straightforward language
the meaning of the existentialist motto, ‘existence precedes essence.’ Sartre
first defends existentialist philosophy against the charge that it leads to
subjectivism and, in particular, against the claim that the existentialist posi-
tion leads to the view that moral or ethical choices rest on nothing more
than individual impulse or caprice. On the existentialist view, a human
being chooses her essence in every deed, and all of our actions unfold
under the sign of universality, not idiosyncratic whim. Sartre introduces
the notion of ‘anguish’ to characterize the indefeasible and decisive form of
responsibility placed on us by virtue of the universal aspect of each of our
endeavors. He writes,

When a man commits himself to anything, fully realizing that he is not
only choosing what he will be, but is thereby at the same time a legislator
deciding for the whole of mankind—in such a moment a man cannot
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escape from the sense of complete and profound responsibility. There are
many, indeed, who show no such anxiety. But we affirm that they are
merely disguising their anguish or are in flight from it.67

Sartre maintains that on the existentialist view, and to this extent his posi-
tion remains consistent with Hegelian and Kantian frameworks, it is uni-
versalizable principle, not whim, that not only determines what and who
we are but also governs every one of our actions, even though we wish,
often enough, not to acknowledge it.

Yet, Sartre further argues that for existentialists, there is no ultimate
court of appeals that can tell us what universal principles we must allow to
guide our actions. For existentialists, there is an insurmountable disjunc-
tion between humans as legislative beings and the impenetrable thickness
and arational sheen of the world, so that although it is impossible for us to
relinquish our anguish, it is just as impossible for us to determine what
purposes we should have, or, for that matter, to know if the purposes we
do have will bring about our desired effects. For Sartre, the absence of any
ultimate arbiter or a priori basis for the principles of our actions results in
‘abandonment.’ He explains,

There can no longer be any good a priori, since there is no infinite and
perfect consciousness to think it. . . . Dostoevsky once wrote “If god did
not exist, everything would be permitted”; and that, for existentialism, is
the starting point. . . . [M]an is in consequence forlorn, for he cannot
find anything to depend upon either within or outside himself.68

Since there is no divine being or any other power to ensure that the
grounds of universality are cut to fit the world, we find no inviolable link
between the two, and, as a consequence, there is no terra firma from which
we might view the principles of our actions. For Sartre, existentialism
teaches not only that universal principles necessarily govern our actions
but, moreover, that it is impossible to verify the credentials of the princi-
ples we choose to follow.

The Sartrean conception of human existence relies on Heidegger’s
thought and other developments of post-Hegelian German and French phi-
losophy, and Sartre’s position forms a radical departure from the Hegelian
view that the speculative unity contains within it rationality, history, and
their opposition. But, Sartre’s vision of the ramifications of abandonment
exhibits remarkable parallels to Hegel’s conceptions of rational agency and
errancy. Sartre registers one of the deepest points of contact between 
his position and Hegel’s in a story he recounts to illustrate the notion of
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abandonment. Sartre tells of a student who, during the war, sought his
advice about whether to travel to England to join the Free French Forces
or to stay in France to care for his languishing mother.69 “Consequently,”
Sartre observes, his student “found himself confronted by two very dif-
ferent modes of action; the one concrete, immediate, but directed towards
only one individual; and the other an action addressed to an end infi-
nitely greater, a national collectivity. . . .”70 Sartre claims that there are no
ethical resources that might help the student come to a decision—not
Christian doctrine, not the Kantian categorical imperative, nothing. Thus
the student experiences not only anguish due to the universal weight of 
his choice but also abandonment, in that his decision must be made
entirely without the guidance of any eternal verities or certain principles to
guide him.71

The parallels between Sartre’s anecdote about his student to illustrate
abandonment and Hegel’s use of the Antigone to examine guiltiness, or
errancy, cannot be denied. It is true that Sartre’s story unfolds not in anti-
quity but rather in modern day Europe, and that it addresses itself to
Kantian moral philosophy and Christianity. It is also true that Sartre’s
story focuses not on an irreconcilable collision of two rational agents in the
political sphere but rather on an irresolvable dilemma faced by a single
individual.72 Yet, in both Sartre’s and Hegel’s accounts, questions about
rational agency gravitate toward our awareness of our dual commitments
to the broader world and to our more immediate matters; and for both
Sartre and Hegel, the incompatibility of these two concerns reaches one 
of its most tenacious expressions in the collision of our loyalties to the 
state and to our families. Moreover, both Sartre and Hegel believe that our
encounter with this conflict forces us to confront an important aspect of
the finitude of our powers as rational agents. Taken together, Sartre’s and
Hegel’s views complement one another and help us to form a broader
picture of the essential limitations we face in our practical affairs. For 
if Sartre’s discussion of abandonment emphasizes a form of finitude we
encounter in our efforts to adjudicate our intentions or purposes, then
Hegel’s account of guilt reminds us that whichever purpose we choose, our
fulfillment of our intentions is subject to errancy.

The instructive similarities between Sartre’s “Existentialism is a
Humanism” and Hegel’s discussion of ethical life underscore the rapproche-
ment between important themes in post-Hegelian philosophy and themes
that emerge in Hegel’s own thought as a result of his reliance on Greek
tragedy. If Hegel’s speculative philosophy forms a certain summit of phi-
losophical movements in the Western tradition, then it is perhaps no 
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surprise to find that similar questions animate the thought of figures such
as Sartre who stand in its aftermath. Although Hegel’s more triumphant,
modern vision of the human spirit leads to the view that we ultimately find
reconciliation in the consolations of philosophy, religion, art, and forgive-
ness, his reliance on the Antigone to discuss agency not only marks a return
to the remotest origins of the Western heritage but also points beyond the
trajectories of the very traditions that Hegel wishes to complete. For Hegel’s
reliance on the resources of tragedy to elaborate on ethical life and rational
agency, not unlike his uses of tragedy to discuss human freedom and expe-
rience, reveals that although speculative thought announces itself as a 
philosophy of infinite identity, its dedication to the incorporation of multi-
plicity, disunion, difference, and strife perhaps tells us no more about our
relation to the absolute than it speaks to our finitude.
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Tragic Wisdom

Nietzsche’s thematic purposes in the Birth of Tragedy center on his interests
in the significance of ancient Greek drama and reveal his early hopes for
the revival of a culture of tragedy in modern Germany. But in point of fact,
he devotes a great share of his focus in this text to the critique of Socratism,
one of his first names, we might suggest, for the impulse he sees behind
philosophical tenets that profess to achieve transcendence, to discern per-
manence and identities, to attain wholeness and unity.1 For whatever
ostensible purposes they may have, Nietzsche tells us in this work, philoso-
phers in the West have always been directed by “the Socratic delight in
knowledge and the delusion that through it we will be able to heal the
eternal wound of existence.”2 Nietzsche’s pronouncement recommends
itself as evidence for those detractors discomfited by his alleged romanti-
cism, and, years later, even Nietzsche himself conveys the regret that the
Birth of Tragedy was “marked by every defect of youth.”3 But one of the
chief upshots of this book—and it is one that will continue to permeate his
more mature thought—is that philosophical attempts to establish a com-
plete and coherent picture of things characteristically amount to little
more than so many masks for a subterranean, reactive need to avoid, or
even to deny, what has typically been perceived as “the terrible, icy current
of existence.”4 Thus, Nietzsche’s repudiation of Socratism can be seen as 
an important, preliminary statement of his celebrated suspicion of meta-
physical, epistemological, and ethical theories that purport to systematize,
unify, and in this manner, to mend the wounds of the disjointedness and
variegation of life.

4
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Nietzsche’s diagnosis of the philosophical heritage of the West is meant
to be comprehensive in scope, and he declares, for example, that the entire
history of thought since the fifth-century B.C.E., to include the philo-
sophical climate of his times, continues to stand in the ever longer shadow
of Socrates.5 But as Gilles Deleuze (and others) point out, Nietzsche directs
crucial aspects of his critique of the tradition against tenets of Hegel’s
thought, such as, for example, Hegel’s notion of dialectic.6 In light of this,
it perhaps comes as no surprise that the choice of words Nietzsche uses to
admonish Socratism might also be cast as a sort of critical parody of a pas-
sage from Hegel’s Phenomenology. Ironically, the phrase of Hegel’s appears
in his discussion of self-renunciation and forgiveness, important issues of
human finitude. Nonetheless, as if to substantiate Nietzsche’s claim that
Hegel’s thought is infected with an acute case of Socratism, Hegel not only
asserts that consciousness surpasses these experiences of limits, but further
announces that “the wounds of spirit heal and leave no scars behind.”7

It remains unclear whether, and to what extent, Nietzsche himself may
be said to overcome the Socratic impulse he so readily finds in others; and
some scholars argue that despite all of Nietzsche’s efforts to outstrip Hegel,
it is ultimately Hegel’s critical relation to the tradition that is the more com-
pelling and radical of the two.8 In any case, Hegel’s identification of his
project in the Phenomenology with a sense of unity that aims to doctor the
wounds of spirit comes into sharpest focus in his discussion of the last
phases in the development of spirit. Finally, near the end of its career, con-
sciousness has become explicitly aware of its speculative nature, and has
thus also come to recognize that its greatest hopes to synthesize its experi-
ence lie in higher-order practices of reflective life, and not in the more raw
arenas of, for example, ethical action and labor. In chapter 1, we consid-
ered Hegel’s association of the perfection of self-conscious reflection with
absolute knowledge, and, in the final chapter of his presentation, Hegel
identifies speculative philosophy as the seat of this achievement. But, as 
we shall see, for Hegel speculative philosophy is itself only the highest form
of ‘absolute spirit,’ and derives from other, lower forms of reflective life,
emerging from a dialectic that passes through consciousness’ experience of
the ‘revealed religion,’ or Christianity, as well as its predecessor, the Greek
‘religion of art,’ and, more originally still, through natural religion.9

Insofar as the attainment of the absolute constitutes the organizing prin-
ciple of this dialectic as a whole, Hegel’s discussion of philosophy, religion,
and art may be seen as the culmination of the more triumphant, modern
aspirations of his project in the Phenomenology. With this in mind, one is
perhaps led to wonder whether the conclusion of Hegel’s account might
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actually counter his, otherwise, intense interest in the tragic, serving not to
deepen, but rather to mitigate, temper, perhaps, even undermine his pre-
vious sensitivity to the scope and weight of the tragic side of spirit. Yet,
despite the stress of the absolute in Hegel’s presentation of the dialectical
advance to philosophy through Christian, Greek, and natural religion, his
discussion of ‘absolute spirit’ nonetheless draws him once again within the
vicinity of the tragic. For even though he holds that the Greek religion of art
is superceded by more advanced forms of consciousness, his elucidation of
ancient art comes to focus on the tragic drama of the Attic period, and on the
roles played by tragic drama in the religious and civic life of Hellenic society.

In this last of Hegel’s uses of tragedy in the Phenomenology, he con-
siders tragic drama, for the first time, explicitly as a form of art, and not
simply as a template of model for another form of experience. Although
Hegel’s conception of tragic drama is intricate and complex, it will not be
difficult to see similarities with some hermeneutical views to art, such as
the one developed by Gadamer.10 Hegel’s approach is governed by the
belief that, like philosophy, the tragic art of antiquity was animated by a
speculative directive. From this standpoint, the vocation of tragic drama
would have been to represent foundational contours of the Greek spirit:
roughly, what might be called the basic truths of the historical time and
place in terms of which human beings of the age understood their world
and themselves. Thus, on this view, the spectators of a performance of
tragedy would have been met with an occasion not simply to experience a
fiction, but, moreover, to reflect on fundamental conditions of their lives.
For Hegel, the speculative significance of the tragic work of art will be
determined neither by its capacity to entertain, divert, or produce pleasur-
able affects, nor, for that matter, by its adherence to formal rules or other
standards set out by the aesthete or art critic.11 Rather, his discussion will
indicate that for the spectators of antiquity, the performance of tragic
drama unfolded above all as an interpretive event that culminated in the
disclosure of a certain form of tragic knowledge.

So, even if Nietzsche’s diagnosis of Hegel’s Socratism caution us to be
beware of Hegel’s faith in the healing power of the absolute, Hegel’s account
of the insight offered by tragic art may nonetheless point to important
aspects of finitude. In comparison to speculative philosophy, which Hegel
believes to supercede all restrictive conditions, we shall see that tragic art
remains dependent on a number of historical, material, and cultural con-
ditions. Moreover, if philosophy is supposed to involve a form of purified
thought that completely unifies our experience, tragic art will offer an only
attenuated sense of unity that remains wedded to image and affect. Yet,

Tragic Wisdom 99



perhaps what will strike us most about Hegel’s view is its implication that
in antiquity, the religion of tragic art led not to pessimism or cynicism,
but, instead, to what appears to be an affirmative, even beautiful, relation
of life. For, as we shall see, Hegel concludes that for spectators in antiquity,
tragic drama led to a sense of acceptance, or repose, that allowed them to
embrace, perhaps even to love, the forms of vulnerability and suffering
they watched on stage.

It may be said of Hegel, as it may also be said of many other philosophers
before and after him, that his view associates the perfection of knowledge
with the notion of wisdom. In his celebrated lectures on Hegel, Kojève
argues that Hegel’s conception of wisdom has a number of facets.12 But it is
safe to say, minimally, that Hegel associates his notion of wisdom with the
consciousness of the absolute achieved in speculative philosophy. Certainly,
as Kojève points out (and as I hint at near the outset of chapter 2), there is
a sense in which Hegel’s speculative philosophy is no longer philosophy at
all, to the extent that the term ‘philosophy’ may be used to designate not
the full possession of wisdom, but, rather, its ongoing pursuit.13 It is, fur-
thermore, not difficult to discern in Hegel’s wisdom of the absolute a num-
ber of presumptions of modernity whose credentials have been lost. Yet, even
if important aspects of Hegel’s official view of wisdom no longer appear
plausible, his consideration of tragic drama may nevertheless provide insight
into a different, more ancient, perhaps even Delphic, and, too, also more
sustaining vision of wisdom operative in his text. In what follows, I would
like to open up this other, more tragic vision of wisdom, suggesting that it
turns not on the attainment of an absolute form of knowledge, but, rather,
on a certain acknowledgement of limits, and, indeed, an acknowledgement
that exposes the hubris in Hegel’s own, thematic belief in the power of
thought to remove the scars left by the wounds of spirit.

The Theoretical and the Theater

What does Hegel mean by his claim that speculative philosophy, as well 
as both religion and art, are forms of reflective life? In what sense does 
the purpose of reflection inform the Hellenic experience of tragic art?
Scholarship on Hegel’s notion of ‘absolute spirit’ admits of a greater range
of interpretations that would be fruitful to consider here.14 Perhaps at least
one of Charles Taylor’s claims about Hegel’s approach captures a more
common thread in the literature. For Taylor, the purpose of philosophy,
religion, and art is to permit spirit “to come to a full . . . knowledge of
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itself.”15 From this standpoint, all three forms of absolute spirit may be
seen as self-referential aspects of spirit, which, Taylor argues, involve self-
conscious forms of cognition that serve as the “vehicle” in virtue of which
spirit comes to know itself.16 Thus, in its highest forms, spirit as it were
folds over and in onto itself, and culminates in the performance of a cer-
tain interpretive circle. On the one hand, it is spirit, by means of the self-
conscious activities of philosophy, religion, and art, that serves in the role
of interpretive subject, of knower, poised to achieve new awareness and
insight. On the other hand, in these absolute forms of spirit, it is of course
also none other than spirit itself, now taken in the historical totality of its
substantial elements, which comprises the interpretive object, the pheno-
menon that is to be known.

Yet, even though Hegel envisions the attainment of spiritual self-
knowledge as the highest and, thus, last stage in the development of spirit, 
he also maintains, at the same time, that philosophy, religion, and art play a
foundational role in the constitution of spiritual life. In the mainstreams of
recent Hegel studies, Terry Pinkard is among those who capture the point
nicely. Pinkard’s description of philosophy, religion, and art as forms of
“absolute reflection” echoes the idea that they aim to achieve spiritual self-
knowledge, and he holds that this type of reflection is governed by the
demand of spirit to achieve “authoritative” knowledge of its own essence and
goals.17 But for Pinkard, further, each of Hegel’s three forms of absolute
reflection may be seen as “a type of practice that has come to count in . . . [a]
community as being itself warranted to articulate what else in that commu-
nity is definitive for it.”18 Not only does Hegel view philosophy, religion,
and art as the highest flowers in the development of consciousness, but he
also maintains, at the same time, that these practices fulfill a mythopoetic
function, constituting the spiritual fundaments of a community.

Some of Hegel’s most basic sensibilities about the purpose of philo-
sophy, religion, and art may be discerned, too, in connotations that arise
from his association of them with the term ‘speculation’ itself. Jacques
Taminiaux asserts that the first, extensive, thematic use of the term in
modern philosophy appears in Kant, and he notes that Hegel’s extensive and
positive use of the word may in part be seen as a kind of rejoinder to the
pejorative sense Kant often ascribes to it.19 But Taminiaux also calls atten-
tion the fact that Hegel’s employment of the term exploits its etymological
origins in the Latin speculum.20 On this view, to associate speculation with
philosophy, religion, and art, is to emblemize them as forms of spiritual
self-mirroring. Furthermore, Hegel associates this speculative mirror-play
with a certain modern revision of the ancient Greek notion of ����́�,
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which Taminiaux translates as the “beholding [of ] beings as they truly
are.”21 Surely, Hegel would affirm that there is much about philosophical
practice, religious experience, and both the production and reception of
art that appear, on the surface at least, to diverge from any interest in self-
reflection or ����́�. Yet, Hegel’s view indicates that properly grasped, the
highest goal of all three forms of absolute spirit is to establish an autho-
ritative, foundational account, in a special sense, a ‘theory,’ of what spirit
itself is.

One of Hegel’s chief claims is that spirit’s efforts to achieve this theo-
retical insight, or self-knowledge, reach complete adequacy only in philos-
ophy, and not in religion and art. So, even if an identical theoretical drive
guides all three forms, it is finally only in philosophy that this need is sat-
isfied fully.22 As is well-known, Hegel places his view on a historical matrix,
such that philosophy is said to reach its apotheosis in modernity (and in
particular, in the culmination of German Idealism in his own system); reli-
gion in Christian Europe; and art in ancient Greece.23 But the general lines
of Hegel’s distinction between philosophy and the other forms of absolute
spirit also incorporate some staples of modern critiques of religion. Now, the
difference should not be reduced to an opposition between enlightenment
and superstition, as Hegel treats this antagonism as a discrete and nuanced
stage in the development of consciousness.24 But philosophy, he tells us,
culminates in systematic and rigorous science (Wissenschaft), whose ration-
ality and legitimacy is embodied in the concept (Begriff ), itself independ-
ent of all restrictive conditions.25 By contrast, religious consciousness
(which, in the Phenomenology, includes both the Christian religion and the
Greek religion of art) is inadequate. For, although it is the same theoretical
interest that governs all forms of religion, religious and artistic practice
result not in the complete and direct conceptual expression, but rather
only in incomplete, dependent forms of depiction. Hegel characterizes the
lower, religious forms of expression as mere “representation” (Vorstellung),
insofar as they remain wedded to sensation.26 Moreover, whereas philo-
sophical reflection is completely self-conscious, religious and artistic prac-
tice, foremost in their Christian and Greek forms, remain bound by the
unreflective recapitulation of traditional beliefs, customs, and myths.27

Does Hegel’s identification of philosophy as the perfection of theory, or
science, mean that he believes it to achieve a ‘transhistorical’ point of view?
Hegel’s characterization of speculative philosophy as a genuine science
suggests that he believes his position to conform to the belief, typical of
modernity, that science must meet legitimate standards of objectivity and
certainty.28 Yet, Hegel would differ from those who hold that justification in
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science turns on the establishment of proper criteria for induction.29 For, to
Hegel’s mind the objectivity of philosophical reflection, of science, depends
on the achievement not of a transhistorical perspective, but rather of an omni-
historical stance. Here, the perfection of science does not depend on attain-
ing a standpoint that purports somehow to remove itself completely from
conditions of history. Instead, spirit achieves an objective view of itself as the
result of an exhaustively historical form of reflection that recollects the entire
range of experiences that have contributed to its own development. Of
absolute knowledge, Burbridge writes, for example, that it is “the awareness,
at a more encompassing level, of the process of experience and learning that
has marked each stage of the phenomenological odyssey.”30 Hegel is con-
cerned with the modern drive for objectivity and certainty. But in contrast
with many of his contemporaries and predecessors in modernity, his view
suggests that the perfection of knowledge is won not in the flight from his-
tory, but rather in an exhaustive, even totalizing engagement with it.

Important for Hegel’s view is that once the education of spirit reaches
its fruition in the modern period in philosophy, religious practice and the
work of art lose their authority as occasions for speculative reflection. Hegel
maintains that in the modern age of philosophy, it is no longer a “highest
need” of spirit that directs our interest in religion and art, such that “how-
ever much we would like to find the Greek divine images pertinent [vortr-
efflich], or to see the Holy Father, Christ, and Mary reverentially [würdig]
and consummately [vollendet] presented, it does not matter, we of course no
longer bend our knee.”31 From this modern vantage, we come to see art as
“a thing of the past” (ein Vergangenes).32 Of course he does not mean by
these assertions that once spirit achieves the level of philosophy, religion
and art disappear from the face of the earth; nor does he mean that believ-
ers suddenly lose their faith and artists cease to create, nor that the semi-
naries, churches, the art galleries, and auction houses promptly empty out.
Rather, his contention is that part and parcel of the ascension of philosophy
in the modern period is the demise of religion and art as the highest sources
of meaning for spirit.33 Philosophical reflection, due to the completeness,
robustness, and transparency of the knowledge it provides, comes to super-
cede religion and art as the touchstone of our knowledge of what and who
we are. As a consequence, in the historical age of philosophy, religion and
art are reduced to a speculatively secondary and derivative status.

Several important figures in twentieth-century continental European phi-
losophy, such as Heidegger, Gadamer, Derrida, and, more recently, Giorgio
Agamben develop an ambiguous relation to Hegel’s contention, and
recognize a grain of truth in Hegel’s claim that the modern age has seen the
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displacement of religion and art from their once prominent position within
society.34 Yet, these figures disagree with Hegel about the cause of religion’s
and art’s demise, and Gadamer, for example, associates the marginalization of
art not with the rise of German Idealism, but rather with the historical con-
sciousness, diagnosed early on by Nietzsche, that begins to take hold in the
deterioration of traditional Christian and humanist cultural forms.35 Some
twentieth-century figures will also agree with Hegel’s related claim that the
gradual downfall and demise of religion and art in modern times coincides
with the birth of the modern museum, though, to be sure, they explain the
reasons for this birth along very different lines than Hegel will. Gadamer,
again here among those to see in Hegel’s position a challenge, characterizes
the emergence of the museum in modern times as a symptom of the estrange-
ment of art and of the dislocation of art from its important position in polit-
ical, social, and religious life, relegating it to an artificial, even derivate social
space.36 The phenomenon is not difficult to reconstruct. On a recent journey
through the Alsace, for example, I visited a museum in Colmar to see the
Grünewald altarpiece housed there.37 Magnificent and powerful as the work
was, my encounter with it in a museum was cut off from its original world of
signification, its place in the church and its rituals, as well as the central role
these played in the community life of the period. Due to this, the experience
of the piece inevitably lost some of its fullness, and, indeed, appeared at least
as much as a historical artifact as it did a work of art.38

Although Hegel finds the ascendancy of philosophical science and not
the leveling of the life-world responsible for the death of religion and art,
he, too, conceives of the modern museum first and foremost as a sort of
mausoleum designed to house and preserve religious and artistic works from
the past. His philosophical interest in the museum reaches its height during
the time he lived in Berlin in the 1820s, and some of his convictions appear
at least as visibly in his practical affairs as they do in his written works or his
lectures from that time. As Andreas Grossmann maintains, the Hegel of this
later period became concerned that the dissolution of our speculative need
for religion and art might lead modern societies to neglect their heritages of
religious and artistic works, spurring in him an interest in the possibility of
a museum to house the monumenta nationum historica.39 Hegel believes that
while modern society gives rise to an indubitable and exhaustive form of
philosophical reflection and thus progresses beyond all speculative need of
religious ritual, mythic icon, and artistic image, he nonetheless recognizes a
need for a kind of archival space that would allow us to conserve and catalog
the remnants of world history.
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Yet, despite the fact that Hegel’s more triumphant view of philosoph-
ical science leads to the foreclosure or, as he puts it, the “remission” of the
relation between our pursuit of absolute knowledge and our concern for
art, his speculative approach to the work of art actually opens up new paths
of inquiry that continue to play an important role in research now.40 For
notwithstanding his claims about modernity and the dissolution of our
speculative need for art, Hegel nonetheless defends in his discussion of the
absolute art of ancient Greece the affinity between our aspirations for
knowledge and the resource of art. Thus, even if Hegel’s doctrine of the
pastness of art poses a decisive challenge to current inquiries into the sig-
nificance and function of art—and, indeed, a challenge that has drawn the
attention of galactic figures of post-Hegelian continental thought—his con-
ception of the speculative impulse that guides art might nonetheless shed
original light on the potential of art, in tragic drama, at least, to provide
insight into the conditions of finitude that inform historical life.

Readers of Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics will know that in his later years
he developed an expansive body of work on the subject, which addresses,
among other things, both the history of art and its forms, numerous aes-
thetic theories of beauty and art, and an enormous number of individual
artworks.41 Although Hegel’s Phenomenology approach to the religion of art
is largely consonant with his later views, the interest that guides him is
somewhat different, and his treatment is much more condensed.42 It would
not be fruitful for purposes of the present inquiry, however, to focus on the
relation of Hegel’s Aesthetics to the Phenomenology, nor, for that matter, to
delve too deeply into the capillaries of his approach in the Phenomenology
itself, as my principal focus here is to consider the implications of Hegel’s
general approach to art for the notion of tragic wisdom that emerges from
it. To this end, it will suffice to outline in broad strokes some of the princi-
pal features of the view that arises from Hegel’s discussion. A more general
picture of the notion of art at issue here begins to take shape in some of the
suggestions made by Hegel about the production and reception of art; one
of the important rationale behind the special status he affords to tragic
drama may be drawn from some of his views of artistic genre.

Production—Genius versus Expert

It would be reductive to assert that Hegel’s approach to the production of
art is completely opposed to romanticism, and it is possible to argue that
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he appropriates and reconfigures romantic themes into his own view.43

One aspect of Hegel’s creative use of a standard of romanticism is found in
his claim, asserted expressly in the Lectures on Aesthetics, but consistent
with his account in the Phenomenology, that imaginative genius is required
by the artist who produces spiritually significant art. Hegel defines imagi-
native genius as “the general capacity to produce the true work of art, as
well as the energy by which it is trained and applied.”44 Here, the power of
the artist to create works of art is thought to derive from an intrinsic gift
for expression, which, though it may be cultivated through the develop-
ment of technical expertise, cannot be instilled in a would-be artist from
whole cloth. Hegel writes, again in the Lectures on Aesthetics,

Certainly, to all of the arts there belongs expansive study, incessant indus-
triousness, and manifold polished skill; however, the greater and more
extensive is the talent and genius, the less it knows of arduousness in the
acquisition of the facilities necessary for production.45

Hegel would not deny that expertise is required for the production of art,
but holds that distinct from, and deeper than, the artist’s technical skill is
the genius she simply finds in herself. On this view, the ultimate powers of
an artist to create derive not from her intentional efforts to master her
craft, but to a serendipitous dispensation of talent.

But Hegel holds that the production of art is of speculative signifi-
cance, and he rejects the idea that works of art express only, say, the mys-
tical or inward feelings of the artist. Rather, Hegel’s view suggests that it is
one of the hallmarks of genius to produce works of art that actually express
general truths of spirit. Hegel’s vision of the production of art might thus
also be said to turn on a notion of inspiration, insofar as creations of genius
reflect something larger than the subjective, interior world of the artist.
Furthermore, in contrast with some prevalent currents of romanticism in
his time, as well as the Kant of the Critique of Judgment, Hegel believes that
it is the larger world of spirit, and not of nature, that issues forth in the
fruits of the genius’ labors. Similar in some regards to Hegel, Kant also asso-
ciates the production of great art with genius. Yet, Kant characterizes the
genius as a “favorite of nature,” whose special gift is “the inborn tempera-
ment (ingenium) through which nature gives the rule to art.”46 By contrast,
Hegel holds that it is not the foremost features of the extra-spiritual world
of nature, but, rather, the fundamental aspects of spirit itself that ‘give the
rule’ to art. From the Hegelian angle, the artist may be cast as something
of a medium through which the basic structures and dynamics of spirit
itself come to be represented in a concrete, tangible form. Of course,
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Hegel’s attention to the tragic aspects of spirit remind us that many of these
structures and dynamics are imbued with rupture, conflict, violence, loss,
and the exposure of limits. It may be in part for this reason that the Hegel
of the Phenomenology refers to the artist, whose genius brings her to express
such crises of spirit in her art, as “the vessel of its sorrows.”47

Reception—Festival and Work

How does Hegel conceive of the reception of artworks created by imagi-
native genius? Although he provides no explicit ‘reception theory’ in the
Phenomenology, we shall see that he makes many of his most direct claims
about the matter in his discussion of the spectators’ relation to the per-
formance of tragic art in antiquity. However, some of the most provocative
and instructive ideas Hegel has about the reception of art may be derived
from implications of his overall account of the dialectical process by which
the Hellenic religion of art develops. Hegel locates tragic drama as the sec-
ond of three forms of ‘spiritual art,’ which itself is his name for the highest
phase in the development of the Greek religion of art. But he holds, fur-
ther, that ‘spiritual art’ arises from two previous phases, first, the ‘abstract
work of art,’ and then, in turn, the ‘living work of art.’48 In the broadest
terms, one of Hegel’s labors in these sections is to present the dialectic by
which Hellenic artistic practice developed more and more self-conscious
spiritual means of producing an adequate expression of the idea. In regard
of this, Hegel conceives of the Greek religion of art as a dialectical progres-
sion in which spirit comes to learn that the representation of the idea unfolds
as something human beings produce or make. Here, the representation of
the idea is no longer grasped, as it was in the religion of nature, as something
indeterminately and vaguely symbolized in something seen as outside or
beyond.49

Hegel outlines the advance of the tradition of Hellenic art to its zenith
in the ‘spiritual’ forms of epic, tragic, and comic poetry through a number
of lower stages, and he discusses as one of the early phases of this tradition
the emergence of the Greek statue, which he interprets as an originary
production of spirit that embodies the image of spirit itself.50 Some of the
richest connotations of his view arise, however, from his conviction that
the development of the ancient religion of art as a whole must pass through
a phase that centers on the performance of religious and civic festivals. In
his discussion of the ‘living work of art,’ Hegel turns to forms of spiritual
practice that employ spiritual means to produce not an abstract image of
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spirit, but rather an immediate, direct expression of it. Here, he tells us,
spirit, ultimately, the entire people, becomes a collective form of practice
that serves to represent itself.51

Hegel’s discussion circles in on three shapes of ‘living art,’ which,
though historically more or less contemporaneous, nonetheless fall out in
a dialectic of increasingly more robust forms. In the course of his treatment,
he specifies as an initial type of living art the religious mysteries of Demeter
and Dionysus, and then considers, in turn, the famed athletic games held
in the period.52 But the cairn of his account focuses on the festival (das
Fest), exemplified in the sanctioned, public processions that surrounded
events such as not only the Olympics, but also the performance of epic and
dramatic art.53 Grasped as ‘living art,’ the celebration of these festivals
unfold as occasions in which spirit, in the figure of the community as a
whole, becomes an artist that depicts to itself its own organic structure and
basic aspects. In the processions, H. S. Harris summarizes, “every citizen
lives out the experience of identity with the divine subject of the City’s substance.”54

As living art, the festival may, in short, be construed as a large-scale form
of civic self-expression.

Hegel’s conception of the difference and relation of ‘spiritual’ and ‘living’
art is complex and nuanced. But, even though he would argue that spiritual
art is a discrete and higher form than living art, his presentation nonethe-
less raises the idea that the performance of spiritual art, such as tragedy, is
predicated on the establishment of a broad-based, communal form of self-
awareness. From such an angle, the reception of art, though itself governed
by a speculative impulse, might nonetheless be seen as bound up with the
creation of a politically and socially charged ethos, one of intense and com-
mon interest in the body politic. Thus, important features of the Hegelian
framework suggest that the reception of art, or at least, in his lexicon, of
spiritual art, could not be reduced to a private affair, and resists the assump-
tion that the experience of art is a merely subjective, contingent matter.
Instead, Hegel’s connection of the work of art to the festival points to the
possibility that the reception of art arises from an intersubjective milieu,
guided by shared interpretive questions and presuppositions.

Genre—Dramatic versus Epic

Hegel’s presentation of the religion of art maps the dialectical stages in the
development of Hellenic art in reference not only to history, but also to
genre.55 Thus, although Hegel conceives of the development of spiritual art
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in historical stages, he also differentiates the forms of spiritual art with refer-
ence to the generic and specific differences of the forms of spiritual art.
Hegel’s presentation of Greek art reaches its dialectical summit in ‘spiritual
art,’ and, in the Phenomenology, his discussion comes to center on three
genres: the epic, tragedy, and comedy. But, the larger division that informs his
account, however, is between epic poetry, on the one hand, and dramatic
poetry, of which tragedy and comedy are species, on the other. In fact, Hegel’s
view of the central lines of the difference between epic and dramatic art may
be seen as hearkening back to a distinction made already by Aristotle. In the
Poetics, the demarcation of the epic from drama is cast foremost as a matter of
their divergent manners or styles of presentation. Aristotle states,

One may speak at one moment in narrative and another in an assumed
character, as Homer does; or one may remain the same throughout, with-
out any change; or the imitators may represent the entire story dramati-
cally, as though they were doing the things described.56

Aristotle’s position appears to owe debts to Plato’s discussion of different
poetic forms in Book II of the Republic, and suggests that whereas the
manner of representation in epic poems unfolds (either in part or in full)
as narration, dramatic representation takes shape in performance.

Hegel associates dramatic performance with a “higher language” than
epic narration,57 and his assertion may be interpreted as a certain progeny of
Aristotle’s view. But in Hegel, the distinction between performance and nar-
ration appears with a new significance. We have already seen that for Hegel,
the vocation of philosophy, religion, and art is to arrive at unrestricted knowl-
edge of the essential structures of spirit. Whereas in philosophy our knowl-
edge of spirit reaches an omnihistorical and conceptual form as the result of
exhaustive mediation, absolute art culminates only in a representation of this
knowledge in immediate, sensuous intuition. Thus, in the idiom of a certain
Platonism, Hegel might be said to believe that if philosophy offers us the
genuine idea of spirit, art shows us only a likeness of it.58

Yet, even though Hegel never doubts that philosophy is superior to
art, he nonetheless argues that drama offers a more perfect image than the
epic. For on his view, dramatic performance gives its audience the impres-
sion of immediacy, while an epic reminds its listener (or reader) of the dif-
ference between the narration and the events it retells. Hegel’s account
accommodates the idea that a number of historical, cultural, and material
conditions contribute to the success of a performance. He would be able to
agree, for example, that the performance of tragedy is dependent on the
aesthetic space created by the structures of the theater, the stage, and
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orchestra, even the scenery and props. But Hegel’s discussion telescopes to
one such condition in particular, the use of oversized masks by the actors
on stage.59 Indeed, Hegel conceives of the employment of these masks as
an essential element of tragic drama, precisely because it contributes to the
impression created by dramatic performance that we are confronted with
characters and actions immediately before our eyes, and not in the idiom
of narrative recapitulation.60

Earlier we noted Taminiaux’s observation that Hegel associates the
vocation of philosophy, religion, and art with a special sense of the Greek
notion of ����́�. Even if Hegel conceives philosophy as the perfection of
this ����́�, Taminiaux’s discussion nonetheless helps to ground Hegel’s
contention of the ‘theoretical’ purpose that informed ancient Greek tragic
drama, too. In the course of his discussion, Taminiaux asserts that with
Plato, the notion of ����́� often refers to the pure, philosophical con-
templation of ideas. But Taminiaux suggests, further, that Plato’s more
technical use forms a contrast to a family of ordinary Greek words that
associate ����́� with dramatic art. He states, “The Greek work for the-
ater, theatron, means a place for seeing. The Greek word for seeing is theo-
rein. Prior to Plato, theoria meant beholding a spectacle, and the theorists
par excellence were the spectators in the theater.”61 If Hegel aligns specu-
lative philosophy with a sense of ����́� that might be closer in spirit to 
a Platonic employment of the word, then his conception of the speculative
vocation of tragic art, in turn, could be said to belong to a further, even
more customary, Greek usage.

Message and Medium, the Riddle

But if Hegel’s discussion suggests that absolute art reaches its height in the
experience of Attic tragedy, what, specifically, does he think this tragic art
showed? If his overall account points to the importance of tragic perform-
ances for Hellenic life, and casts tragic art as the vessel of the sorrows of
spirit, what, after all, did the ancient Greek spectators of tragedy glean? In
his classic lecture “Hegel’s Theory of Tragedy,” A. C. Bradley reminds us
that on the Hegelian view, tragic drama not only produces sadness in us
but also provides insights into the reasons for our pain. He writes,

That tragedy is a story of suffering is probably to many people the most
obvious fact about it. Hegel says very little of this; partly, perhaps,
because it is obvious, but more because the essential point to him is not
the suffering, but its cause, namely, the action or conflict.62
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In Hegel, the speculative impulse that animates the experience of art
directs its audiences to reflect on the specific forms the conflict presented
on stage take, and to understand why they lead to anguish and pain. But
Hegel’s account focuses on the idea that the spectator’s reflective comport-
ment to a performance of a tragic drama is recreated within the drama
itself, in the image of the chorus. He states, “consciousness of the specta-
tor,” or, “the crowd of spectators . . . have in the chorus their counterpart,
or rather, their own thought expressing itself.”63 So, if the spectators fulfill
the purpose of tragic art in their interpretive relation to the drama, and
what this drama teaches them about their world, themselves, and their
anguish, then the lessons they learn are duplicated by the expression of the
chorus. Indeed, because it embodies this “wisdom” of tragic drama, Hegel
refers to the chorus as the “general ground” of tragedy.64

Hegel’s discussion of the chorus leads him to consider its specific role
in the dramatic structure of Attic tragedy, and his approach could again 
be seen to owe a number of debts to Aristotle’s Poetics. Hegel’s Lectures on
Aesthetics will characterize the work of art as a complex unity that inte-
grates both formal and material elements. In the Phenomenology, Hegel’s
discussion suggests of tragic art that its organicity involves the synthesis of
an internal opposition in the structure of the drama between the segments
of the chorus (the parados, stasima, and exodus), and of the action (the
episodes). One might even say that the ontological separation of the actual
world of the spectators and the imaginary world of the drama is represented
in the tragic work of art itself in the separation of the chorus and the action.
Schmidt explains, “[t]he wellspring of the tragic is found in the antithesis
between the acting subjects of the drama, who confront the world as a real-
ity to be negated, and the chorus, who confront the action as a truth to be
known.”65

Hegel’s insistence on the theoretical mission of tragic drama and on the
relation of spectators and chorus elicits comparisons with other figures from
the German heritage in which his view places him. Certainly, in twentieth-
century continental philosophy, Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s respective beliefs
that the vocation of art is to reveal truth each owe a substantial debt to
Hegel’s approach.66 But, Hegel’s claims also show signs of the influence of
aesthetic and dramatic theory written by number of his contemporaries, such
as Schiller’s claim in On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Letters
that art answers to a need for cultivation.67 Perhaps somewhat less directly,
Hegel’s ideas of art may also have been influenced Lessing.68

But, even if we accept the Hegelian picture of tragedy, what does he
believe the chorus teaches us? What message, finally, do the spectators see
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mirrored in the knowledge expressed by the chorus? Hegel would surely
agree that the tragic dramas of the period, as well as the lessons to be gleaned
from its choral odes, are multiple. But the centerpiece of his discussion
refers first of all to the collision of ethical powers depicted in Sophocles’
Antigone.69 Of course, this does not come as much of a surprise. Hegel’s
broader idea, after all, is that in ancient Greece, the religious and civic per-
formance of tragic art provided the members of the polis with the chance
to confront and think about the foundational features and dynamics of the
world in which they find themselves. However, as we have seen, Hegel
holds that the ethical life of the Greeks was dominated by the tension
between the human and divine law, the government and the family. So,
even if one of Hegel’s aims is to consider the function of the chorus in gen-
eral terms, he could choose no better representative of the lessons it was to
learn than those represented in the action of the Antigone.

Hegel’s discussion extends further, though, and he also considers the
spectators’ (and the chorus’) reflection on the interpenetration of knowl-
edge and ignorance that afflicts tragic heroes, not only in the Antigone, but
it would seem, to tragedies more generally.70 Hegel’s idea is that as inter-
preters of the dramatic action, spectators and chorus are able to see that a
tragic hero’s knowledge of her own situation, motivations, and fate is one-
sided and partial, whereas the tragic hero, as an agent, is bound to a form
of consciousness whose knowing is, at once, also a not-knowing.71 In the
Antigone, for example, the spectators and chorus are able to tell that Creon’s
grasp of things is only half of the story, while Creon’s action remains com-
pletely blind to Antigone’s point of view.72

Perhaps the most provocative thing that emerges from Hegel’s account
is the connection it appears to suggest between this entanglement of
knowledge and ignorance and the idiom of the riddle. Now, it is true 
that Hegel provides no explicit reason why he invokes the notion of the
riddle at this juncture, nor does he explicitly define the term. Yet, in the
course of his efforts to illustrate the conjunction of knowledge and igno-
rance in the tragic hero, Hegel refers to several celebrated dramas, and
focuses on the riddles that face their protagonists. He refers, for example,
to Sophocles’ depiction of the riddle of the Sphinx in Oedipus Tyrannus, to
the role of the Oracle at Delphi in the stories of Oedipus and Orestes, to
Shakespeare’s portrayal of the prognostications of the weird sisters in
Macbeth, and to his representation of the demands placed on Hamlet by
his father’s ghost.73

Hegel’s discussion of the spectators and the chorus touches on the issue
of the riddle only indirectly and briefly, and it does not form a central
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theme in his account. Yet, the connection he suggests between the ambigu-
ous knowledge of the tragic hero and the riddle is redolent and warrants
further attention. If Hegel holds that the spectators and chorus learn some-
thing from their reflection on the knowledge and ignorance of the tragic
hero, for example, what might it mean to associate this lesson with the rid-
dle? As I wish to consider, it might be that the tragic riddle forms not only
an expressive medium, but, moreover, a certain message. For perhaps
whatever other insights the spectators and chorus are to gather from dra-
matic action, it is that in the throws of conflict and action, human beings
inevitably become a certain riddle to themselves.

Although Hegel does not mention Aristotle’s Poetics in this context, it
is an influential and vital resource on the tragic use of riddles. In recent
scholarship, Schmidt is among those who shed much fresh light on Aristotle’s
interest in the riddle as a form of diction that reflects, even redoubles, 
the substantial contents and themes of tragic plot.74 As is mentioned in
chapter 1, much of Aristotle’s discussion in the Poetics flows from his claim
that tragic drama contains six basic parts. Of the elements, Aristotle con-
siders the plot and characters to be most crucial. Even though his analysis
of diction is nothing if not thorough (he considers not only the character-
istic poetic styles of tragedy but also their elements, all the way down to the
syllable and the letter), it does not appear to be among Aristotle’s most cen-
tral concerns.75 But Aristotle nonetheless insists that the form of speech
best suited to tragedy is the riddle, (incidentally, he remarks, along with
the joke), which he casts as an extreme type of metaphor. Aristotle writes
that for the tragedian,

It is a great thing, indeed, to make a proper use of these poetical forms,
as also of compounds and strange words. But the greatest thing by far is
to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from
others; and it is also a sign of genius. . . .76

For Aristotle the formal style of the riddle, itself the most intense type of
metaphor, is the pinnacle of tragic diction, such that it may be seen to
square more fully with the spirit of tragic drama than other forms of speech.

But what is it about the riddle that grants it such a special status for
tragedy? What about the riddle cuts it to fit tragedy so well? Certainly,
Aristotle’s discussion appears to imply that tragic art distinguishes itself
from other genres in part due to the monstrousness and scope of the diffi-
culties it depicts.77 After all, even a cursory survey of the tragic plots of
interest to Aristotle would reveal not only multiple instances of violent
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conflict, but also numerous tragic heroes confronted with unpredictable
breeches in the rhythms of everyday life, ethical entanglements, paradoxes,
and perhaps even absurdities. What Schmidt’s approach emphasizes is that
Aristotle’s definition of the riddle offers a sort of semantic double of these
tragic representations of action. Schmidt cites Aristotle, “the very nature
indeed of a riddle is this, to describe a fact in an impossible combination
of words (which cannot be done with a combination of other names, but
can be done with a combination of metaphors).”78 On this view, Schmidt
argues, the riddle, as a figure of speech that interconnects opposites, inter-
twines irreconcilables, and thereby gives expression to the inconceivable, is
exceptionally suited to express and enhance the tragic action of the plot.79

In short, Schmidt cites J.P. Vernant and P. Vidal-Naquet, “the dramatist
plays on this [i.e., the power of the riddle] to transmit his tragic vision of a
world divided against itself and rent with contradictions.”80 From such a
standpoint, Aristotle may be seen to cast the riddle as an acme of tragic
diction due to the peculiar semantic force that allows it to reiterate, redou-
ble, and sharpen the tragedian’s portrayal of tragic events.

It would be a mistake to suppose that Hegel overtakes Aristotle’s view
wholesale, or even to assume that Hegel develops his view expressly in
regard of the Poetics. However, Hegel’s introduction of questions about
tragic diction into his discussion of the chorus appears to suggest, too, that 
the formal style of the riddle encapsulates one of the principal lessons of
tragedy. As we have seen, Hegel conceives of the encounter with tragic
drama from a speculative standpoint as an interpretive event that unfolds
as an occasion for its spectators, through the chorus, to reflect on the fun-
damental conditions of their lives. If what the spectators and chorus con-
front is the riddle, then one of the lessons they are to see is, perhaps, that
human life itself is a riddle of sorts. Indeed, the tragic riddle may perhaps
be seen as a certain motto of the inescapable ambiguities that guide the fate
of tragedies’ heroes, and, thus, a token of finitude.

If one of Hegel’s wishes is to elucidate his vision of the riddle by means
of illustrations, then among his allusions to tragic riddles, it is perhaps his
reference to Sophocles’ depiction of Oedipus that bears out the implica-
tions of Hegel’s view the best. Indeed, as Schmidt suggests in the context
of his discussion of Aristotle, it may be that Sophocles indicates something
of a model of the riddle in his portrayal of the enigma that Oedipus comes
to pose to himself.81 The story begins, as we know, in the city of Thebes in
the aftermath of its liberation from the Sphinx by Oedipus, who has been
rewarded for his ability to solve the Sphinx’s riddle with the throne. But, of
course, something remains afoul in Thebes, and, as the action unfolds, it
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becomes clear that although Oedipus was able to solve one riddle about
the human being, he nonetheless fails to grasp the riddle of his own fate.
For, despite all of his efforts to outwit the prophesy that he would murder
his father and marry his mother, he is foiled by his ultimate ignorance of
his own identity. Oedipus, the only human being to discern that the cor-
rect response to the riddle of the Sphinx was ‘human being,’ fails to see
that his answer itself actually points to another, even darker mystery: one
that he himself exemplifies and embodies, but, yet, cannot decipher.

Tragic Wisdom

Hegel’s conviction that the speculative philosophy of the absolute supercedes
the forms of insight won in religion and art may be seen to counter, even to
threaten, his otherwise extensive and careful attention to the tragic limits
encountered by consciousness in its long course of development. For in the
framework of Hegel’s thought, the philosophical wisdom of absolute science
finally serves to remainder religion and art, and, along with them, the tragic
representation of the riddles of human finitude. Yet, Hegel’s overall approach
to tragic art may nevertheless be viewed as the summit of his concern for
tragic limits in the Phenomenology, and his discussion of it culminates in a
consideration of the greatest insight, the final wisdom, that the spectators
and chorus take from their experience of tragic art. In contrast with his
vision of philosophical wisdom, which might appear to harbor an impossi-
ble desire to surmount all boundaries, his depiction of this tragic wisdom, by
contrast, encourages us to recognize and embrace the forms of finitude sig-
nified in the tragic riddles represented on stage. To the extent that the pres-
ent age continues to stand under the sign of what the young Nietzsche
referred to as Socratism, and to embrace the central tenets of modernity that
he would see as growing from it, we might expect this more tragic sense of
wisdom to be received as a negative or downbeat view of life. But not unlike
Nietzsche’s later vision of the tragic, Hegel’s discussion of tragic wisdom
points to a life-affirming and even beautiful view of things that would allow
us to accept the forms of finitude that imbue human life.

As we have seen, Hegel maintains that whereas the knowledge we
achieve in philosophical reflection is purely conceptual, the insight that
the spectators glean from a tragic drama remains imbued with sensation.
But Hegel’s discussion suggests that our experience of this emotional insight
distinguishes itself from other types of affect because it is communicable
and may thus in some sense be shared among those who undergo it.
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Despite the significant differences between Hegel’s and Kant’s views of aes-
thetic life, one is tempted to wonder if Hegel’s description of the sociality
of this emotional insight might elicit comparisons with Kant’s notion of
the sensus communis from his analysis of judgments of taste in the third
Critique. Regardless, Hegel’s overall vision does suggest lines of continuity
between the Phenomenology and his Frankfurt writing on love. For, perhaps
just as the Hegel of the Phenomenology describes the collective insights we
win from tragedy as a socially shared, or, at least, sharable, emotion, so the
younger Hegel of the Frankfurt period casts our communal bonds as a
form of love. He writes of that love that it

is a feeling, though not a single feeling; . . . in love the whole is not held
together as in the sum of many individuals, or separated moments; . . .
in love there is still the separated, but no longer as separated, [but instead]
as the own, and the living feels the living.82

If Hegel’s Phenomenology account of our tragic sense of the common
retains features of his earlier belief, then the quickening of social bonds felt
in response to tragic art may be seen to culminate in a complex affective
relation. Illuminated by Hegel’s earliest notion of love, the kind of togeth-
erness forged among the spectators of tragic drama is predicated on the
presence of individual difference. It is even possible to wonder if, in the
constitution of such a bond of love, commonality itself might be consti-
tuted focally as a shared sense of separateness.

Even if the Phenomenology discussion of tragic wisdom appears to flow
from his earlier interest in love, it unfolds along very different lines. For
Hegel believes that our encounters with tragic drama reach a more positive
insight only in virtue of our experience of the negative, painful emotions
of fear and pity.83 Hegel’s enlistment of these terms place him one more
time in Aristotle’s debt, not to mention the heritages in poetics that draw
on Aristotle’s approach. But, from the speculative standpoint, the specta-
tors’ experiences of fear and pity, registered in the chorus, may be seen as a
constitutive feature of the lesson that tragedy teaches. The members of the
chorus, H. S. Harris asserts, “lead us, the audience, into the right ethical
understanding” of what happens on stage.84 Hegel’s elucidation is com-
pact, and his initial move is to acknowledge that the spectators’ reflective
affects of fear and pity find their echo not in every word of the chorus, but
instead only in those portions of its odes guided by an “earnestness of the
concept.”85 Hegel’s explanation of this distinction, though brief, points to
a number of issues. One of his chief aims is to cordon off the portion of the
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spectators’ experience expressed in the chorus that aims at a complete, uni-
fied understanding of the plot. For much of a drama, he tells us, the spec-
tators lack the reflective distance to gather together the meanings of the
series of events presented to them. This experience, in turn, is expressed in
those choral odes in which the chorus appears not to consider the entire
round of action in its unity, but rather simply to respond or react to indi-
vidual episodes.86 Hegel’s assertions suggest that spectators nonetheless
eventually attain heightened moments of reflection, in which they sum-
mate the specific events of the plot and thereby grasp the tragic import of
the action as a whole. Given expression in the chorus, it is just such a
kairos that adumbrates the serious, synthetic force of the concept, even if
only at the level of representation.

Hegel asserts that as the consciousness of the spectator reaches its
summit, it comes to see itself as subject to a “foreign fate.”87 But, while he
believes this knowledge to be rational, he nonetheless holds that it bears
itself out as a complex affective response. The initial phase of this emo-
tional dynamic is negative, and involves, first of all, an element, or, to
employ a Hegelian idiom that he himself does not invoke in this case, 
a ‘moment’ of fear. Hegel’s idea is that the culmination of the spectators’
interpretive relation to the dramatic events portrayed in the episodes, the
fulguration of their grasp of the meaning of the action, expresses itself as 
a shudder of horror. Hegel illustrates this view in reference to Sophocles’
Antigone. As the spectators (along with the chorus) observe the episodes,
their interpretive understanding of the action goes back and forth, until, at
a decisive moment, they grasp that taken as a meaningful whole, the action
represents the ineluctability of the collision of the “higher powers” embod-
ied in the struggle between Creon and Antigone.88 But the advent of this
tragic insight expresses itself, Hegel’s view suggests, in the spectators’ expe-
rience of a sudden onset of fear in the face of these opposed ethical pow-
ers, their conflict, and the destruction that this conflict brings about.

The negative side of the spectators’ affective response also entails a
moment of pity. For Hegel, the crucial instant in which the spectators
understand the meaning of the action as a whole brings on not just fear,
but also compassion in the face of the monstrous suffering of the tragic
heroes. Furthermore, the spectators’ experience of this compassion also
serves as a mutually felt empathy for themselves, since, Hegel tells us, they
see that the terrible plight of the tragic hero is nothing else than a depic-
tion of crucial conditions of their own lives.89 The spectators of the Antigone,
for example, feel pity for Antigone, condemned to a horrible death before
her life had really begun; and, too, even for Creon, whose fulfillment of his
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duty to the human law leads him to lose everything dear to him.90 In turn,
Hegel would hold, the spectators would then also feel pity for one another
and for themselves, since they would see that the story of Antigone and
Creon is itself a poetic image of the fault lines of an ethical world in which
their own lives unfold.91

But, Hegel’s discussion suggests that the spectators’ affective response
results in a sudden turnaround or switch, a transport, in which the negative
emotions of fear and pity give way to a positive sentiment. It would be hard
to avoid the presumption that Hegel’s conception of this positive outcome is
patterned on Aristotle’s notion of catharsis. But it is instructive that Hegel’s
Phenomenology does not appropriate Aristotle’s language to denote the posi-
tive side of the spectators’ affective response, even though Hegel expressly
used Aristotelian terms to describe its negative aspects. For, Hegel’s absten-
tion from Aristotle’s ‘catharsis’ might lead us to suspect he wished to avoid
confusions that might arise from predominant interpretations in which
catharsis is described along more or less medical lines of a kind of therapeu-
tic release of emotions or a purge.92 Of course, there is no reason to suppose
that this is the only heritage of interpretive approaches to catharsis with
which Hegel would have been familiar; but it is certainly one that runs con-
trary to his consideration of the purpose of art. Hegel’s conviction is that 
a speculative need governs the encounter with art, and so even though he
believes the spectators’ response to tragic drama is affective, he nonetheless
thinks of the emotions produced by tragedy to comprise a form of insight.
Thus, in Hegel, the spectators’ experience of a positive emotion brought
about by fear and pity should not be cast as, say, a kind of curative discharge,
but, instead, as the final, affirmative lesson of tragic drama.

Hegel identifies the spectators’ experience of this positive, affective
awareness as a sense of “empty repose” (Ruhe).93 For him, however, this sen-
sation of calm does not refer to, say, the relief that spectators must have felt
once the terrible events of the plot had run their course and the dramatic
tension had unraveled. Rather, he believes that the spectators’ positive qui-
escence arises from their decision to accept the negative insights embodied
in their experience of fear and pity. For Hegel, the spectators’ repose unfolds
as a “surrender to necessity.”94 Yet, Hegel specifies that the spectators’ 
surrender is not to ‘necessity’ understood in terms of the obligation that
guides the characters’ action, which in the Greek ethical world, as we saw 
in chapter 3, derives from the ethical substance of a people.95 But neither do
the spectators see this ‘necessity’ as an “operation of the absolute essence.”96

Rather, Hegel’s approach suggests a perspective on ‘necessity’ that refers to the
recalcitrant resistance of the real that foils all human intention, effort, and
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skill. In this view, one might recognize a divergence from modern notions of
the necessary, such as those that govern, for example, a Newtonian image of
the universe, and a return to the much more ancient sense of ’���́���. On
this view, the spectators’ ultimate emotional response turns on the composure
that comes over them when they acknowledge the causes of their fear and pity
cannot be controlled or changed, but rather only endured.

For Hegel, then, the highest lesson of tragic art teaches us to acquiesce
to the painful fact that spiritual life is imbued with potentials for catastro-
phe, collision, and conflict over which we are powerless. It might be that
Hegel’s conception of speculative philosophy is infected by a hidden desire
to reinscribe control over life, to the extent that it turns on a form of knowl-
edge that is restricted by nothing foreign to mind. But Hegel’s treatment of
the spectators’ complex and dynamic emotional response to tragedy indi-
cates the possibility of an insight that speaks less to the masterful powers of
reason than to the forms of finitude that pervade spiritual life. Indeed,
Hegel’s view points to the idea that the encounter with tragic art unfolds
as an experience in which the spectators would be compelled to relinquish
all pretenses of control. For, the spectators of tragedy are confronted not
only by insuperable and destructive fault lines of spirit, but also their
impotence to mitigate or to dissolve them.

Hegel’s discussion of the education spectators received from tragic art
in ancient Greece might be seen as a capstone of all his other uses of
tragedy in his phenomenology of spirit. Hegel’s elucidation of the con-
sciousness of the spectator centers on Attic tragedy, and on Sophoclean
drama in particular. But his discussion nonetheless points to implications
that might be applied more broadly to his interest in tragedy. Throughout
Hegel’s presentation of its experience, one of consciousness’ deepest needs
is to integrate and unify its experience. In one of Hegel’s more poetic turns
of phrase, this aspiration is consciousness’ desire to recognize itself as being
at home in the world.97 But as we have seen, in the course of conscious-
ness’ development, it is continually forced to concede that this destination
of home remains beyond its reach, and, thus, that it remains a stranger in
its world. If it were possible to extrapolate from Hegel’s account of the
spectators’ response to tragic drama, tragedy might be thought of as a form
of art that would enable us to gather together these tragedies of spirit, to
suffer fear and pity in the face of them, and, in turn, to affirm them as
ineluctable features of life. From this standpoint, the final wisdom of
tragedy would emphasize not the scope of our powers to understand and
transform the conditions of existence, but, rather, the transformation we
ourselves undergo as we reflect on our limits.
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The influence of Hegel on subsequent movements of continental European,
British, and American philosophy is so extensive that it is impossible credi-
bly to question his importance for current discussions. However, one might
worry that the past century has seen scholarly interest in Hegel drift from its
once more prominent place both on the continent and in the Anglophone
world. Moreover, it may also be that over the past half-century Anglo-
American approaches to metaphysics, epistemology, value theory, and lan-
guage attend less to historical figures and themes than their counterparts in
the continental traditions of thought. Indeed, even if in more recent ‘ana-
lytic’ approaches historical figures have become more important, it could be
suggested that figures in British empiricism and Kant, for example, have
received more attention than Hegel.1 Traditionally, continental heritages of
philosophy, even those schools of thought directed by the aspirations to
overturn traditional forms of philosophical inquiry, have typically endowed
philosophers from the past with much more credence. But, even here it is
possible to be concerned that some have begun to take a de-historicized
approach to Hegel that treats him more as an icon of the wrong-headedness
of modernity than as a crucial and rich resource to help us work through it.2

If the current status (and future) of Hegel’s importance for philosoph-
ical research is shadowed by ambiguity, it might perhaps be in part due to
warranted concerns about the grander side of his story of spirit, and this
despite a growing body of scholarship that seeks to put Hegel’s claims in 
a more ‘modest’ light.3 After all, he believes that the education of spirit cul-
minates in our philosophical reflection on an unconditioned, ‘absolute’
form of knowing, which unfolds as a thoroughly conceptual comprehension
that supercedes the kind of insight won in religion and art. It is true that
Hegel believes philosophical reflection to incorporate and contain within
it consciousness’ memory of the myriad forms of limit it encountered
along the long path of experience. His position nonetheless suggests that
philosophy achieves a form of knowledge that unifies our experience. For,
although philosophical reflection does not operate to suppress or ignore
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the memory of its tragedies of spirit, it nonetheless diffuses their painful,
rougher edges through an act of integration that incorporates them into 
a larger, comprehensible, and organic whole.

Recent scholarship suggests that for many, perhaps especially those
beholden to more postmodern claims and sensibilities, Hegel’s vision of
philosophical reflection in the Phenomenology might stand not so much as
a sign of mature thought, but as a symptom of a hubris of some kind. Yet,
as we have seen, it is precisely Hegel’s speculative ambitions that led him to
tarry on the complexity and richness of the human experience and to grap-
ple with an expansive range of phenomena. Hegel’s belief in the affinity
between the project of speculation and the resources of tragedy remains
vital because it broaches questions and problems that emerge from our
efforts to come to terms with the impenetrability of our condition, the
pervasiveness of confusion, failure, and conflict in our lives, and the anxi-
ety and pain that result. Although Hegel enlists a number of resources to
develop his tragedies of spirit, it may fairly be said that Sophocles’ dramas
find a special place in his discourse. Of Sophocles’ three Theban plays,
Hegel’s Phenomenology pays the most attention to the Antigone, and, also,
pays heed to Oedipus Tyrannus. But, it may also be that some of Hegel’s
comments about Oedipus at Colonus from the later Lectures on Aesthetics
add further perspective on the tragic side of Hegel’s project in the
Phenomenology.

Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus is a multilayered and subtle work that
treats a host of themes, such as the Greek cultic worship of mythic heroes,
the political affairs of Athens, militarism, hospitality, and, too, the signifi-
cance of Sophocles’ other works, especially the Antigone.4 Perhaps above all
else, however, this drama portrays the unsurpassed tragic hero, Oedipus,
now an old man, engaged in the paradigmatic tragic struggle: his encounter
with his own death. The drama’s plot is driven by a number of tensions,
but of central importance is the relation between the gods and Oedipus;
and throughout the course of action, we encounter a pensive Oedipus who
awaits a sign from the gods that it is time for him to die. Of Oedipus’ lines,
he delivers one that captures the essence of a tragic sense of life the
moment after the gods bring him the word. He states, “My life hangs in
the balance. / I must not die in bad faith . . .”5 If Hegel’s later interest in
Oedipus at Colonus may be seen as an afterimage of his earlier Phenomenology
interest in the tragedies of spirit, then perhaps it leaves us with the idea
that not only does life hang in the balance of conditions we can neither
control nor even understand, but that we are called to face up to this fact
and its consequences.
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Death and Life

How might Sophocles’ portrayal of Oedipus’ final words inform our inter-
pretation of Hegel? What is the relation between the tragic view of life and
the rapport with death? On the one hand, maybe it should come as a sur-
prise that Hegel takes up Oedipus at Colonus later in his life, more than 
a decade after his speculative faith in philosophy, modernity, and the con-
cept had replaced his more youthful and radical concerns for tragedy. Then
again, on the other hand maybe it should make sense that this drama
would capture his attention at a later stage: for, might not Hegel, as his
own course of life drew toward its end, be drawn to the drama Sophocles
wrote later in his own life about the theme of death? Hegel comments on
Oedipus at Colonus at some length, in any case, near the end of his Lectures
on Aesthetics. His discussion appears in the third and final part of his lec-
tures, the purpose of which is to elucidate the system of what he under-
stands to be the principal individual forms of art.6 But, a number of his
comments on the drama concern its place in the development of the 
history of religious and artistic consciousness.

Hegel devotes himself more fully to questions about the history of art
not in the third, but rather in the second part of his Lectures on Aesthetics,
and his approach is as grand in scope as it is precise in detail. At the most
superordinate level, he organizes his account of the evolution of art from
its earliest origins to the German art of his time into three phases: sym-
bolic, classical, and romantic art.7 The bright line he wishes to cut between
romanticism and classicism operates to parse off the developments of
modern, (and, more remotely, medieval and Roman) art from the art of
ancient Greece.8 As problematic as Hegel’s speculative reinscription of the
epochal fault lines between the modern and the ancient is, it permeates
important aspects of his interpretation of Oedipus at Colonus. For, Hegel
asserts that while Oedipus at Colonus still belongs to the classical period, it
involves a sense of subjectivity that places it at the cusp of the modernity
typical of the romantic period.9 Oedipus at Colonus may then be seen to
represent a highest stage in the evolution of Attic tragedy, and even to
stand at a certain extreme limit of ancient art as such. Yet, from the specu-
lative standpoint, and, in particular, in light of his doctrine of determinate
negation, every limit not only forms the completion of one thing but also
the transition to something new. In view of this, Oedipus at Colonus would
not only express the cumulative tragic insights of antiquity but, at the same
time, anticipate the romantic world of art as it emerges in the Roman and
early Christian world.
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Hegel’s treatment of Oedipus at Colonus in this portion of the Lectures
on Aesthetics focuses not upon the formal elements of the play but rather
principally upon the significance of its substantial content; and despite the
grandeur and scale of his conception of the history of art and the place of
Sophocles’ drama within it, his comments on the drama primarily concern
the protagonist’s comportment to the prospect of his own demise. His dis-
cussion suggests that the centerpiece of the play is what he calls Oedipus’
“transfiguration in death.”10 Hegel maintains that Sophocles’ Oedipus at
Colonus anticipates the birth of the post-classical world because, in con-
trast with much of the Attic tragedy that precedes it, the conflicts that
drive the plot turn not primarily upon broader ethical concerns of a his-
torical people, but also upon issues of individuality and personality.11

Hegel further offers that Sophocles’ almost modern emphasis on the indi-
vidual, coupled with his stress on the interrelation of Oedipus’ redemption
and death, might tempt us to interpret the drama as a kind of proto-
Christian narrative. Hegel writes,

One wants to find a Christian tone here, an illustration of a sinner
whom God takes up into grace and of a destiny that unravels in finitude
and is rewarded in death with bliss.12

From a Christian standpoint Sophocles’ portrayal of Oedipus’ transfigura-
tion in death might suggest a story of redemption through repentance and
eternal reward in the afterlife.

But, Hegel asserts that even if Oedipus at Colonus reflects a world in
transition, it nonetheless remains a work of antiquity, which, thus, does
not yet represent fantasies of a salvific afterlife, nor of a transcendent and
transfinite soul but, instead, portrays the realities of this life. He argues,

But Christian religious reconciliation is a transfiguration of the soul that,
bathed in the source of eternal salvation, raises itself above actuality and
action . . . and holds firmly onto the certainty of eternal, purely spiritual
bliss. By contrast, Oedipus’ transfiguration remains the product of an
ancient consciousness that arises from the strife of ethical powers. . . .13

Whereas the Christian worldview characterizes transfiguration in death as
the ascension of the soul of an individual to Heaven, Sophocles treats it as
a profound issue for ethical life. Hegel’s conception of the Christian vision
of things might be captured by the image of, say, a St. Sebastian; but the
Hellenic, tragic view of life, at the limit, might be said to be encapsulated by
the figure of the elder Oedipus. Moreover, since death forms the ultimate
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limit of life, Oedipus’ encounter with the prospect of his own end may be
seen as a form of an emblem or motto for all tragic limits as such. In the
Phenomenology, Hegel tells us that the principal lesson of tragic art is that
we, like the Oedipus of Oedipus Tyrannus, are inscrutable to ourselves. His ref-
erence to Oedipus at Colonus in the third part of his Lectures on Aesthetics
points to the idea that nothing reminds us of this riddle more than mortality,
the specter of death.

In this light, Oedipus’ transfiguration would concern not our ambi-
tions to overcome death but, rather, our capacity to acknowledge death as
an integral aspect of life. From such a point of view, Oedipus’ assertion
that life hangs in the balance might serve as a reminder that to live life
properly and fully is, at least in part, to remain aware of the proximity of
death. Oedipus’ statement does not tell us that in order to achieve mercy
we must prepare for the afterlife and atone for our sins before we die.
Rather, his words may be seen as a gift for those left alive, advising that the
perfection of this life, its dignity, value, and depth, depends on our aware-
ness that death inhabits all human endeavors.

Preapprehensions of this Sophoclean transfiguration in death, as well
as his insistence upon the interplay of death and life, may be sensed in each
of the tragedies of spirit he presents in the Phenomenology. We have seen
that one of Hegel’s chief aims in his project is to present the absolute as it
emerges in the history of spirit through experience. Although Hegel’s broader
concern for the absolute guides his account, his conception of experience
nonetheless points to the insight that the most consequential moments of
our lives are tied, if not to death proper, then, to multiple forms of demise
and loss. Hegel tells us in his lectures on the philosophy of history that
there are many periods of the past in which nothing much transpires, and
he reminds us that the annals of time contain more blank pages than not.14

Our knowledge of the absolute emerges only from our experience; but
only the smaller share of occurrences count as experience. For Hegel, the
expansion of our awareness ultimately results only from those occasions in
life that transform our conception of ourselves, our world, and our past.
Hegel identifies the principal structural feature of experience as a move-
ment in consciousness from certainty to truth, and his characterization of
this dynamic as a reversal remind us that maturation, growth, and change
require us to relinquish our certainty of past views and to endure the anx-
iety and pain that accompanies such a loss. Hegel’s doctrine of experience
teaches that the highpoints in life, the most intense and fullest moments
that reshape what and who we are, are those that remain closest to the
death of purported certainties.
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There can be little doubt that Hegel views independence as one of the
greatest aspirations of human life. In his discussion of the remotest origin
of the struggle for independence, the reversal in the relation of mastery and
servitude, he recognizes that the aspirations for freedom are intertwined
with our relation to death. For Hegel, the reversal of the servant’s condi-
tion may be seen to comprise a crucial, initial step in the struggle for lib-
eration. Whereas the sovereignty of the master dissipates as this figure
becomes a slave to immediate, natural desires, the servant’s life of labor
actually begins a path to self-sufficiency, insofar as it forces the servant to
cultivate discipline and skill. Yet, Hegel’s discussion of mastery and servi-
tude suggests that there is also a tragic side to the fortunes of both the mas-
ter and the servant. We have seen that the reversal in the life of servitude,
for example, has as its crux an intimate tie between freedom and death. For
masters retain their power over servants by means of the threat of murder,
and thus the servile consciousness, which entered into bondage precisely to
avoid death, now finds its course of life guided by the prospect of its own
demise. But, it is precisely because of the master’s threats that the servant
acquiesces to the master’s demands and undertakes the labors that will
awaken this figure’s potential to be free. If Hegel associates the complete-
ness of our lives with our freedom, then it might be said that the servant—
the figure guided by death—lives most fully.

What about ethical life? Although Hegel’s presentation of the Greek
ethical world centers on questions of community, custom, and agency, his
discussion as a whole is animated by a figure of death which he enlists from
Sophocles’ Antigone: the deceased brother. Hegel maintains that spirit
reaches its explicit form in the communal and historical life of a people.
Even if this spiritual world must be governed by principles and laws, how-
ever, the corpse reveals that universality and unity devoid of respect for the
singular is empty. Hegel’s discussion of ethical life could thus seem, at
least, to indicate that the presence of death in the figure of the corpse does
more to disrupt and destroy the polis than to sustain it. But, perhaps one
lesson to take from the discussion of ethical life is that a community
unable to come to grips with the tensions that emerge between the living
and the dead is liable to fall into ruin.15

Hegel’s account of our encounters with tragic art speaks to the kinship
of life and death as well. He maintains that a theoretical interest guides our
experiences of art, and he characterizes our reflection on art not as an activ-
ity divorced from life but rather as a highly concentrated and transforma-
tive aspect of living. Hegel argues that in Attic tragedy we come upon a form
of art that in a sense challenges us and engages us more than all other forms
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of art, and he shows that our experience of ancient tragedy thus offers us
some of the deepest insights into our condition as human beings. Yet, he
recognizes that the lessons of tragedy concern the multiple forms of
calamity and failure, destruction, limit, violence, and death that interpen-
etrate our lives. For Hegel, contemplative experience of tragic art unfolds
as a festive occasion or kairos in the course of our lives, though it is a high-
point directed by a desire to reflect upon death and disasters in the neigh-
borhood of death.

Whereas we may worry that Hegel’s more thematic picture of the
human spirit downplays, perhaps even represses, the interconnectedness of
death and life, both his comments on Oedipus at Colonus and his earlier
tragedies of spirit indicate that we carry out our lives in full view of the
precariousness of their interplay.16 Hegel’s more tragic vision of spirit
reminds us that the greatness of human life lies not in our masterful con-
trol of the circumstances of our existence, nor in our power to achieve cer-
titude in knowledge but, rather, in our capacity to affirm our limitations.
But, if there is beauty in the tragic side of Hegel’s view, it is sustained by a
certain foreboding, for it suggests that to embrace limits is at the same time
to acknowledge the inestimable, the dangerous, and the unstable. Here,
unexpected reversals of fortune would be the rule, in life as in art. In the
spirit of figures such as Heidegger, Nietzsche, and many of the existential-
ists, the tragic side of Hegel’s Phenomenology might call upon us to reject as
deceptive excessive faith in calculative reason and its power to offer ade-
quate shelter. The life turned away from death, as Hegel’s tragedies of spirit
seem to suggest, is diminished and incomplete. By contrast, the richest
form of life, which is to say life in the preeminent or proper sense, would
be one turned toward limits.

After and Before

Although the conclusions of Hegel’s speculative idealism epitomize the
presuppositions of modernity that many now call into question, there are
nonetheless far-reaching and resilient connective tissues between move-
ments in post-Hegelian philosophy concerned with human limits and the
Phenomenology’s tragedies of spirit. Questions of human finitude are often
associated with Nietzsche, Freud, the phenomenological and existential
traditions, and philosophical hermeneutics. But no doubt, thanks in part to
the French reception of Hegelian thought in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as
Heidegger’s revival of interest in nineteenth-century German philosophy,
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it has once again become possible to recognize deep ties between issues of
human limit and Hegel’s thought. As we have seen, claims to the contem-
porary relevance of the Phenomenology gain some of their greatest support
from the study of Hegel’s reliance on the resources of tragedy to elucidate
the structures and operations of our limits in certain crucial aspects of life.
Yet, the fruitfulness of our study of Hegel’s tragedies of spirit points to fur-
ther questions and urges us to expand out inquiry not simply to philoso-
phers of tragedy that emerge after Hegel but, moreover, to philosophers,
critics, and poets who develop original conceptions and uses of tragedy
before him, in the intellectually imaginative, productive, but volatile years
between the appearance of Kant’s Critique of Judgment and Hegel’s com-
pletion of the Phenomenology. If the philosophical projects of our day draw
sustenance from the Phenomenology’s tragedies of spirit, then there are fur-
ther resources that await in Hegel’s earlier writings, in F. W. J. Schelling, in
Friedrich Schlegel, and in Friedrich Hölderlin.

Hegel’s Phenomenology and his later works may be said to associate the
speculative unity, despite all of his innovations, with a heritage that traces
itself back to Platonist accounts of the idea, even though, as we have seen,
he enlists tragedy in the Phenomenology in his efforts to elaborate on the
multiple forms of limit our consciousness encounters in the course of its
development. In the initial phases of his intellectual life, however, especially
in the Frankfurt and Tübingen periods and in his first years in Jena, Hegel
appears to tarry on the idea that the speculative unity is actually more akin
to the unity of art than anything else. Hegel points to the kinship between
speculation and art at a number of junctures, for example, in preliminary
versions of his Jena philosophy of spirit and in his Frankfurt essays on life
and love.17 It is difficult to reconstruct a complete picture of the young
Hegel’s concept of speculation from these pieces, not only because many of
his claims about it in this period are formulated primarily as provocations
and suggestions, but also due to the fact that portions of his early texts have
been lost.18 But, in one of his early extended and systematic essays, On the
Scientific Treatment of Natural Law, Its Place in Practical Philosophy, and its
Relation to the Sciences of Positive Law (1802), Hegel enlists the notion of
tragedy to characterize the speculative unity of political life.

Hegel’s essay on natural law is ambitious and he dedicates the larger
portion of his discussion to differentiating a genuinely scientific or specu-
lative view of natural law from other, merely abstract approaches.19 One of
the themes that emerges from Hegel’s account is a rejection of the Kantian
claim that the domains of practical reason and right are heteronymous, and
his overall view involves the claim that rationality infuses the institutions
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and practices of the political and ethical spheres. In anticipation of the
much later Philosophy of Right, the young Hegel suggests that it is the eth-
ical life of a people that unites the political sphere; and, in addition, he
argues that ethical life is a dialectical movement that synthesizes antitheti-
cal moments of political, social, and economic life.20 In his 1802 view, he
believes that the ethical life of a people is comprised primarily as a unity of
two classes: the ‘universal’ class of political leaders that place rationality
and the interests of the state ahead of their other desires (and thus live in
freedom), and the ‘particular class’ of those dedicated to individual politi-
cal, legal and economic gain.21

Throughout his philosophical life, Hegel characterizes the ethical life of
a people as a complex and dynamic form of political and social unity com-
prised of and sustained by multiple forms of conflict. But the younger Hegel
of the natural law essay associates the political unity achieved in ethical life
not ultimately with the rationality of the concept, but rather with the struc-
ture of tragedy; and, in a celebrated turn of phrase, he maintains that the
unification of the universal and particular classes unfolds as “the perform-
ance of the tragedy in the ethical.”22 In the same essay, he goes on to proffer
Aeschylus’ Orestia as something of a speculative image of the political, and
he suggests that the conclusion of the drama—the transformation of the
furies into good spirits through Orestes’ trial—represents the tragic unity of
ethical life in all of its dividedness, tenuousness, and fragility.23 What differ-
ence might it make to assert that ethical life is burdened by conflict, one
whose very constitution unfolds as a kind of tragedy? What is at stake in the
distinction between Hegel’s Phenomenology association of the structure of
ethical life with the Antigone, and his Natural Law essay use of the Orestia?

If the Hegel of the 1802 natural law essay characterizes political life 
as a tragic drama, then the young Schelling, several years earlier, in his
Philosophical Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism (1796), turns to tragedy
as a model for nothing short of the ontological identity of reason and reality.
Schelling maintains his speculative interest in art throughout his life. But
the collection of ten Letters formed an important early publication, written
while he was still a student at the Stift in Tübingen, and they may be seen
to comprise one of his most provocative statements of the philosophical
import of tragedy. The questions that guide the Letters concern the nature
and unity of reason, and one of Schelling’s chief aims is to articulate a
rejoinder to the Kantian claim from the first Critique that our cognitive
power of reason is essentially limited. Schelling endorses the Kantian view
that the highest and proper vocation of reason is to represent the absolute
unity of the subject and the world. He further subscribes to what he sees as
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the yield of the Kantian “Third Antinomy of Pure Reason,” which, as we
have seen, is that even our most rational efforts to establish a complete pic-
ture of the universe compel us to assent to two mutually antithetical and
divergent views of the ultimate source of events in the phenomenal order:
first, that everything in the universe is directed by powers of nature, and, sec-
ond, that at least some events are guided by the spontaneous, free powers of
the rational subject.24

Yet, Schelling claims that reason nonetheless forms a unity, and in his
“Tenth Letter” he suggests that tragic drama, especially in its ancient Greek
form, provides a synthetic image of reason that incorporates its antinomial
aspect. Not unlike Hegel and others after him, Schelling recognizes that
tragic drama is a form of art dedicated to the representation of irreconcil-
able difference, conflict, crisis, and catastrophe. But Schelling goes further
to entertain the idea that the preeminent vocation of tragic drama is to
represent the unity of reason itself. Schelling wonders at “how Greek rea-
son could bear the contradictions of its tragedy,” and proposes that one
drama, Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus, actually forms an artistic view of the
structure of reason itself.25 Schelling believes that the plot of Oedipus
Tyrannus unfolds in the conflict between the purposes of its protagonist
and the recalcitrance of his circumstances. But, Schelling contends that
“the ground of this contradiction lay in the strife of human freedom with
the power of the objective world,” and he argues that this tension forms an
expression of human reason’s divergent views of causation.26

From this standpoint, Sophocles’ drama—the Oracle’s prophecy,
Oedipus’ efforts to outwit his fate, the concatenation of events that lead
Oedipus to fulfill his destiny—represents not simply a marvelous story,
but the dynamic structure of human reason itself. For, Sophocles’ tragic
drama may be seen not only as a unity that integrates and joins together
the two sides of the conflict that drive the plot. The dramatic tension of
the work itself may be seen as being guided by the same antithetical claims
of reason that Kant saw in his ‘Third Antinomy.’ From this standpoint,
Oedipus’ conviction that he may through his own actions avoid his fate
forms an image of reason’s view that the spontaneous and free subject is the
origin of at least some events in the universe. But the Oracle’s prophecy
and its fulfillment suggest otherwise and serve to represent reason’s other
view: that the powers of the world that lie beyond the subject (though the
Greeks might associate these powers not with causation, but the ‘gods’ or
‘fate’) guide everything.

About a decade before Hegel completed the Phenomenology of Spirit,
Schelling indicated not simply that the world of human affairs is permeated
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by tragedy but that our greatest cognitive talent, reason, is itself tragic. He
also suggested that reason’s capacity to represent the unity of the subject and
the world might unfold in tragic art. How might we conceive of the conse-
quences of Schelling’s tragic view of reason? What might it mean further to
develop Schelling’s tragic conception of human cognition? To what extent
does Schelling’s identification of rationality with the tragic inform the young
Hegel’s association of the speculative unity with tragedy?

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy point out that the early
German Romantics envisioned themselves as the intellectual avant-garde of
the philosophical and literary culture of their day.27 But a number of figures
in the Romantic Movement devoted extensive attention to questions of
antiquity and tragedy, and their innovation on “the romantic genre par
excellence,” the fragment, may be seen to reverberate with important formal
elements of tragic art.28 Of course, as Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy indicate,
the Romantics did not invent the notion of the fragment from whole cloth,
and it has important precedents in the English and French traditions, such
as the genre of the essay.29 But, the early German Romantics, and, in par-
ticular, Friedrich Schlegel, developed the idea of the fragment as something
of an autonomous and unique style of philosophical and literary criticism,
which should be seen as different not only from more traditional forms
such as the treatise, but also from the superficially similar aphorism, as well
as from works of the past that have been partially lost to time, such as the
writings of the pre-Socratics.30

Schlegel was a pivotal player among the Romantics thanks to his role
in the Athenaeum and to his work as a translator in addition to his innovative
and original contributions in the Athenaeum Fragments, Critical Fragments,
and Ideas. The Romantics’ collections of fragments concern a wide range
of issues in philosophy, criticism, and poetry; they anticipate important
aspects of our current views of knowledge, system, and history; and they
provide provocative insights into themes such as friendship and religion.31

Indeed, many of his fragments consider the specific character and virtues
of tragic drama. But, we see perhaps Schlegel’s deepest debts to the notion
of tragedy in the stylistic structure of the fragment itself, and not in his
explicit comments about tragedy. For the representational form of the frag-
ment appears, at least in part, to be infused with the characteristic 
thematic lessons of tragic art, such that the fragment always indicates,
whatever else it says, irretrievable absence and loss, incompleteness, ambi-
guity, and the tension between our affinity for wholeness and our con-
frontation with limits.32 Is the fragment an heir of tragedy? If so, what does
this tell us about the representational powers of the fragment? Of tragic
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drama? What might the concept of the fragment and its reliance upon the
notion of tragedy teach us about the finitude of our capacity to represent
our ideas?

The Most Joyous

Few of Hegel’s contemporaries reflect upon the divide that separates
modernity and its sensibilities from the Greeks and their culture of tragedy
more pointedly than Hölderlin. Although Hölderlin is an extraordinarily
innovative and original poet who develops a provocative and idiosyncratic
vision of the Greeks, there is no doubt that he, like many German intel-
lectuals of the period, imagined the Greeks to embody one of the highest
points in human culture. Yet, whereas some of his contemporaries call for
a revival of the Greek worldview in modern Germany, some of Hölderlin’s
work suggests that he questions not simply whether we moderns can
embrace the lessons of tragedy but whether we are able to fathom them at
all.33 Have the triumphant visions of the modern philosophers; have two
millennia of Christianity cut us off from the wisdom of the Greeks? Has
the course of European history come to foreclose the insights of the Greeks?

Hölderlin sees questions about the continued viability of ancient
tragedy as matters not simply of theoretical concern but rather of discur-
sive, literary, and poetic practice.34 Is it possible to create a modern German
translation of an Attic tragedy? Would the modern tongue support the
ancient tragic insights, or might the modern version offer nothing but an
empty husk of the original? Further, would it be possible for a modern
poet, today, not simply to translate but even to create an ancient drama?
Hölderlin provides no easy answers to these questions; but one fears that
the difficulties of his own labors as a translator and a poet suggest a response.
He completed German renditions of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and
Antigone, but the apparent idiosyncrasy of his versions might lead some to
question their viability. In addition to his translations of Greek drama,
Hölderlin attempted to write a modern tragedy whose protagonist is
named after a Greek figure, entitled The Death of Empedocles. But the proj-
ect appears to have proved complicated, too, as he has bequeathed to us
three versions of the drama.

In the Phenomenology, Hegel, too, holds that we in the modern world
cannot return to the sensibilities of the ancients, though for him this is
because of the progress of our knowledge beyond the limits of consciousness
in antiquity and not due to our irretrievable loss of the Greeks’ original
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insights into the instabilities of human life.35 Yet, as we have seen, Hegel
returns time and again to the resources of tragedy in order to ensure his
fidelity to the complexity and difficulty of life. Although we might question
whether Hegel finally violates this trust, the cumulative result of his tragedies
of spirit suggests a positive and human view of our condition. Despite the
numerous differences between the two figures, Hölderlin, like Hegel, derives
many of his ideas of the tragic from Sophocles, and it may be that a couplet
penned by Hölderlin in Tübingen in 1801 offers a suitable last word on the
core of Hegel’s affinity for the tragic. Under the title, “Sophocles,” Hölderlin
writes,

To no avail many have tried to say the most joyous joyfully.
Here finally it expresses itself to me, here in mourning.36

For Hölderlin it is ultimately the voice of Sophocles, of the tragic, that
speak of the most joyous. Certainly, we might wonder if Hegel’s joy in the
absolute runs counter to Hölderlin’s joy in Sophocles, and, too, how Hegel’s
dedication to the absolute might color his capacity to mourn. But his deep
concern for tragedy may nonetheless point to the different joy, one perhaps
cognate to Hölderlin’s, that arises for those who learn to accept that they
belong to a world they cannot master and who come to see that their lives
are governed by conflicts and tensions that cannot be reconciled.
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Notes

Preface

1. Alfred Denker and Michael Vater, “Introduction,” in Hegel’s Phenomenology of
Spirit, New Critical Essays (New York: Humanity Books, 2003), 8.

2. Although Hegel’s conception of the philosophical treatment of the history of phi-
losophy is in fact complex and nuanced, motivation for such a claim about Hegel might be
found, for example, in his Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie.

3. Hegel, Differenz des Fichte’schen und Schelling’schen Systems der Philosophie, in
Werke, Volume 2, 16. I have used H. S. Harris’ and Walter Cerf ’s translation, in Hegel, The
Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy, trans. H. S. Harris and Walter
Cerf (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 86.

4. Ibid. Once again here, I have used Harris’ and Cerf ’s translation, in Hegel,
Difference, 86.

5. Ibid., 19.

Introduction

1. Hegel contributes to his elucidation of his conception of speculative philosophy as 
a demonstration of absolute unity at a number of junctures in the Phenomenology. See, for
example, Hegel’s association of speculation with “the rational and the rhythm of the organic
whole,” at Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes, in Werke in 20 Bände, Volume 3 (Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1986), 55. Cf. Miller translation, 34/§ 56. See also Hegel’s elucidation of the
“speculative proposition” at Hegel, Phänomenologie, 61 ff. Cf. Miller, 38/§ 61 ff.

2. Of the figures associated with these approaches to Hegel, which are sometimes
labeled as ‘non-metaphysical,’ or, ‘epistemological,’ see, for example, Robert Pippin.
Although this trend in Hegel studies is multifaceted, it might be that one of the things at
stake in it is to motivate the importance of, and thus also to stimulate new interest in, Hegel
for current philosophical debate, sometimes, one might further suggest, with an eye turned
toward more Anglo-American approaches to questions in fields such as epistemology, the
philosophy of science, and the philosophy of language. A survey of the relevant literature
might reveal that one of the aims of these approaches is to question whether the scope and
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sweep of Hegel’s metaphysical claims is as ambitious as many commentators have custom-
arily thought. Once demythologized, the emphasis is shifted to more modest aspects of
Hegel’s thought that take up questions pertinent to many mainstreams of current research.
In this vein, it might also be noted that a typical move is to turn to features of Hegel’s
thought that unfold as a response to Kant.

In his The Company of Words, Hegel, Language, and Systematic Philosophy, John
McCumber approaches Hegel as a philosopher of language with affinities to Wittgenstein
and Davidson, developing a number of issues including Hegelian notions of system and
truth. As K. R. Dove notes, McCumber “displays an impressively wide acquaintance with
much of the enormous Hegel literature in German, English, and French” (K. R. Dove,
Review of John McCumber, “The Company of Words”, Journal of the History of Philosophy
32, no. 4 (1994): 681, and his approach should not be reduced to any one school within
Hegel studies. He recognizes the merits of non-metaphysical approaches to the extent that
he views them as absolving Hegel of “several monstrously untenable ontological commit-
ments” (John McCumber, The Company of Words, Hegel, Language, and Systematic
Philosophy (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 25–26). In light of this, it is
perhaps not a surprise that his “Introduction” contains a series of interrogatives that could
also be taken to be consistent with some presuppositions of the non-metaphysical option. 
He asks:

What if (the real) Hegel was not an idealist or a metaphysician, but simply developed the
empirical side of Kant’s philosophy in a way that took seriously history and the sciences of
his day? What if he were neither a ‘realist’ nor an ‘idealist,’ in the usual sense acceptations
of these terms, but sought to develop an ontologically neutral philosophical vocabulary?
What if Hegel did not deny the reality of rupture at all, so that his narrative of spirit, far
from seamless, is compatible with all kinds of breaks and demarcations? (McCumber, The
Company of Words, 2).

Of course, the appearance of interpretive approaches suggested by questions such as these
represents a consequential and also highly productive development in Hegel studies.

Yet, it does not seem to me that there is enough reason to think that non-metaphysical
views would somehow supplant the interpretive interests that guide many continental
approaches to Hegel. One important concern in continental approaches to Hegel has been,
roughly, that Hegel’s thought forms a certain summit of metaphysical heritages that have
become untenable, and, thus, must be approached critically and carefully. On the surface, 
it would seem that if Hegel is ‘non-metaphysical,’ then there is not so much to worry about
as some in continental philosophy would seem to suppose. Once again, McCumber’s
“Introduction,” contains a question that may be seen to get at the point: “What if
Heidegger, Foucault, and Derrida all undertake to deconstruct something that Hegel never
constructed, and thereby leave his real achievement untouched?” (McCumber, The
Company of Words, 2). This is a provocative question, and one that deserves and has garnered
much attention. It occurs to me, however, that while scholarship on the ‘non-metaphysical’
Hegel could be seen to pose challenges to some presuppositions of continental approaches to
Hegel, continental approaches might equally be seen to pose challenges to proponents of the
non-metaphysical approach. From this standpoint, continental approaches to Hegel might
be seen to offer important critical resources to evaluate and delimit the plausibility and
appeal of views that stem from non-metaphysical interpretations.
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