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Abstract 

In this thesis I examine the relationship between two key concepts in the 

'Critical Tradition' within German philosophy: social constitution and 

reconciliation (or social autonomy). The former stresses the importance of 

understanding all forms of social organisation as practically constituted by flesh- 

and-blood human beings and resists the tendency to reify particular social forms. 

The latter stresses the ethical value of types of social organisation that resist 

forms of estrangement and promote the recognition of human dignity. Both 

concepts can be essentially read as responses to the problem of alienation. 

I locate the origin of both notions in the thought of G. W. F. Hegel, albeit in an 

incohate form. I then move on to assess their development in the thought of 

Theodor W. Adorno. It is Adorno's use of Hegelian categories that allows him to 

articulate why the world that we practically create takes upon the appearance of 

something above and beyond our control. This, I believe, gives him a critical 

edge over his second generation Frankfurt School critics, whom tend towards the 

reification of the capitalist social form. 

What ultimately differentiates Adorno from both Hegel, on the one hand, and 

the second generation Frankfurt School, on the other, is the materialist turn in his 

thinking. This inflects both his commitment to a concept of social constitution 

which incorporates the natural as well as the cultural in addition to his 

conception of social autonomy (or solidarity) rooted in a bodily response to need 

and suffering. 
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1) Introduction 

1) After Auschwitz 
Theodor Adorno wrote against a backdrop of unimaginable barbarism. ' Those 

who had promised the liberation of mankind and mankind's liberation from 

philosophy had delivered uncompromising cruelty from Moscow to Beijing, 

whilst Western Europe emerged from the shadow of Nazi genocide. ' For 

Adorno, the atrocities of the twentieth century had made a mockery of the 

optimistic narratives of historical progress that had characterised the 

philosophical traditions of the previous two centuries. Equally, however, neither 

Auschwitz nor the Gulags could signal anything permanent or immutable about 

the human condition. Such absolute despair, for Adorno, would be heretical in 

light of the victims suffering. Instead, our overriding imperative in light of such 

barbarism was to arrange our 'thinking and conduct' so that that 'nothing similar 

ever happens again'. ' 

Adorno's response here is deeply aporetic, as he had nothing even approaching 

a political programme for delivering upon such an imperative. Indeed, the retreat 

' Theodor Wiesgrund Adorno (1903-1969). Principle works refered to in the thesis are Negative 

Dialectics (1973) translated by E. B. Ashton (London: Routledge, Kegan and Paul), Minima 

Moralia (1974) translated by E. F. N Jephcott (London: Verso), Hegel: Three Studies (1993) 

translated by Shirley Weber-Nicholson (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), Problems of 

Moral Philosophy (2000) translated by Rodney Livingstone (Oxford: Blackwell), Dialectic of 

Enlightenment (1997) (with Max Horkheimer) translated by John Cumming (London: Verso), 

Aesthetic Theory (1997) translated by Robert Hullot-Kentor (Athlone, London). Other texts and 

essays are referenced separately. 

2 Adorno (1973) p. I. Marx (1992) p. 57. 

3 Adorno (1973) p. 365. 

6 



into obscure works of 20' Century modernism for which Adorno was most 

famous appear to imply a supreme indifference towards the practical matters of 

politics. On the one hand, this is because of the depth at which Adomo takes the 

problem to lie. He does not take the holocaust, for example, to be a unique 

deviation from the otherwise triumphant march of reason and enlightenment but, 

instead, presents it as the apogee of a universal process of societal 

rationalisation, in which relationships between human beings become ever more 

instrumental. Auschwitz is the culmination of Enlightenment's dark side rather 

than the diametric opposite of enlightened reason. This is only part of the story, 

however, as Adorno is also comn-dtted to a highly radical notion of social 

constitution, of human beings as socially, self- determining beings. Such a notion 

refuses to confine the possibilities for the development of human societies to the 

terms of present social organisation. Indeed, it is in virtue of such a utopian 

moment in Adorno's thinking that the uncompromising nature of his politics is to 

be understood. Adorno's extreme negativism towards the society of Max 

Weber's 'iron cage" combined with his utopian commitment to the possibility of 

radically different forms of social organisation sits uncomfortably with our 

everyday understanding of politics as negotiating compromises between 

unsavoury options. 

' Sheldon Wolin offeres an exellent account of Weber's iron cage, defining it in terms of "legal 

codes and administrative organisations that promise order, predictable decisions, regularity of 

procedures, and responsible, objective and qualified officials; into economics that operate 

according to principles of calculated advantage, efficiency and means-end strategies; into 

technologies that promote standardisation, mechanical behaviours and uniform tastes. " Wolin, S. 

(1984) Max Weber: Legitimation, Method and the Politics of 71beory (Basil Blackwell, Oxford) 

p. 71. 
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This dialectic, between a utopian exploration of social possibility and an 

impotent pessimism in the face of barbarism, highlights a key problem in the 

critical tradition. How exactly can this radical commitment to a notion of social 

constitution be reconciled with our situatedness in a world we are apparently 

impotent to change? The key claim of critical theory is that, however much 

forms of social relations may have the appearance of immutability, existing 

above and beyond human social practice, the social and practical constitution of 

such abstractions can be unpacked. The closed discourse of 'economics', for 

example, is not a timeless set of rules and laws, against which societies can 

measure their success or failure, but a distillation of perverted social practices, 

already presupposing the commoditization and alienation of human labour. Key 

to this understanding is the notion of inversion. It is the labour of human subjects 

that is the material basis of the reproduction of capitalist society and yet, in the 

mechanism of exchange, we come to see value as a mystical property of the 

commodity itself rather than as an expression of a social relation between 

producers. For Adorno, this understanding of social processes being inverted or 

4passing into' their opposite is rooted in the Hegelian notion of dialectic. ' 

To appropriate Hegel's metaphysics for critical purposes is a risky business, as 

Hegel's central notion of Spirit is radically incompatible with materialist 

thinking. Firstly, Spirit qua god, is an autonomous source of content of which we 

' G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831). Principle works referred to in the thesis are Phenomenology of 

Spirit (1977) translated by AN. Miller (Oxford, OUP), Faith and Knowledge (1977b) (Albany, 

State University of NY Press), Encyclopaedia Logic (1991) tr. T. F. Geraets, W. A. Suchting, 

H. S. Harris (Hackett, Indianapolis), Science of Logic (1998) tr. AN. Miller (OUP, Oxford), The 

Philosophy of Right (1991) tarnslated by Allen Wood (OUP, Oxford), Early Theological 

Writings (1961) (University of Pennsylvania Press). Other texts are referenced separately. 
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humans are merely vehicles. Secondly, Spirit operates according to a strictly 

teleological sense of rational necessity, which undermines the notion of social 

constitution. Finally, grasping the movement of the Absolute from the inside 

requires access to an avowedly mystical form of experience. Despite this, 

however, there is an important sense in which an understanding of Hegel is 

essential to the theory of social constitution, which is best articulated in 

Adorno's Three Studies and Negative Dialectics. Reading Hegel's philosophy, 

not in its own terms but as a sedimentation of social relations, Adorno takes the 

operation of Spirit to be analogous to the operation of capital in its subsumption 

and incorporation of all heterogeneous qualities into the universal. Furthermore, 

Hegel's failure to recognise Spirit as an alienated form of human social practice, 

instead representing it as a manifestation of God, is analogous to the failure of 

human subjects to recognise capital as an alienated form of living labour. 

Understanding Hegel in this way gives us clues as to how to conceptualise this 

process of inversion. 

In addition, the idea of social constitution is not merely a tool for the critical 

theorist to unveil the socio-practical content of seemingly abstract and 

immutable categories. It also provides a powerful ethical critique of alienation 

and disempowerment. The object of critique is, in Adorno's words, a life that no 

longer lives, seemingly operating in accordance with a logic outside the practical 

activity of human subjects. The implicit ethical aim of critical theory is thus 

social autonomy, whereby subjects are able to collectively take control over their 

destiny. It is the connection between social constitution and social autonomy that 

is the focus of this thesis. 
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Again, it is to Hegel that we must initially turn to grasp the significance of this 

idea. In the Phenomenology of Spirit Hegel develops the notion of mutual 

recognition, a radically egalitarian state of affairs in which each mutually 

recognises the moral worth of each other. ' This idea is strongly connected to the 

Hegelian idea of reconciliation, whereby the social world acts as the foundation 

and source of each individual's sense of value and self-determination.. 

Reconciliation, in its Hegelian guise, is a concept of human freedom which both 

builds upon and challenges the negative formulation of freedom found in much 

liberal thought (that is an idea of freedom restricted to discussion of the 

legitimate boundaries of state interference in the lives of individuals). It is not 

the case that Hegel thinks of the demands of negative freedom as unimportant. 

Such demands fall under the heading of "abstract right", a key component of 

ethical life. However, Hegel wants to broaden discussion to question why we 

take forms of social authority to be alien in the first place - such that we can only 

think of freedom as a conflict between the interests of the state and those of 

individuals. Freedom of a more comprehensive nature is attained within social 

forms that satisfy deep human needs (primarily the need for recognition) and, 

hence, with which subjects can identify. Reconciliation, thus, can be read as an 

antonym for alienation and, more generally, as a concept which connects the 

discussion of alienation to the question of human freedom. 

Hegel shifts from a more radical, egalitarian position in his later work, as 

reconciliation is deemed only to be possible within an institutional framework 

comprised of the nuclear family, a market economy and a strong state to crush 

Hegel (1977) pp. 104-110. 
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the 'penurious rabble" whose existence is a tragic but necessary consequence of 

the injustices of capitalism. For Adorno, this constitutes a cowardly capitulation. 

In many ways, the difference between Hegel's modest faith in the institutions 

of the modern world and Adorno's radical negativism can be explained 

historically. Hegel writes in the aftermath of a wave of revolutionary optimism 

across Europe and sees his task as convincing his contemporaries that there is a 

fundamental rationality to the institutions and practices of the modern world. 

Such institutions and practices are capable of instantiating an almost spontaneous 

sense of obligation and morality in modern subjects. In contradistinction, Adorno 

provides an account of a world 'after Auschwitz' in which the dominant 

institutional forms (and interlinked forms of consciousness) continually 

undermine any motivational basis for ethical action. In light of the horrors of the 

twentieth century, it is mutual indifference that is the predominant form of 

ethical relationship. 

However, the historical compulsion, after Auschwitz, to develop critique to a 

more radical point cannot alone explain the difference in Hegel and Adorno's 

positions. The difference is also philosophical. As I shall later argue, although 

Hegel begins with a critical procedure, determinate negation, this procedure is 

compromised by the limitations of his notion of the negation of the negation. In 

Hegel, negation always moves back to the positive. For example, the negation of 

one limited form of the market state (der Notstax) leads us to a more 
8 comprehensive idea of the rational state (der Staat). Adorno, however, takes as 

his starting point the negation of negative conditions and, as such, his thinking 

has far a more radical reach than Hegel's social theory. What allows Adorno to 

Hegel (1991) p. 267. 

'See, for example, Hegel (199 1) p. 275. 
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make this move, a move unavailable to Hegel, is that he is committed to the 

notion of social constitution. Critique, in Hegel, is always ultimately limited by 

the designs of Spirit, an autonomous source of content which is structured in 

terms of its formal-final cause. In Adorno, in contradistinction, critique is open- 

ended, as a consequence of his conunitment to social constitution.. 

As I have suggested, the idea of social constitution can be taken to express the 

simple idea that social forms owe their entire existence to the socio-practical 

activity of human beings. As a form of critique, it resists any tendency to view 

social forms as fixed, immutable or subject to laws outside the control of 

practical human activity. It identifies such tendencies with the condition of 

alienation - whereby the world is felt to operate in accordance with its own, 

independent logic. According to the idea of social constitution, however, the 

condition of alienation can itself be understood in terms of the societal 

mechanisms of inversion and reffication which characterise the capitalist social 

form. 

2) Social Autonomy and Liberal Autonomy 
Before proceeding, it is worth noting in more detail how such notions of social 

constitution and reconciliation sit in relation to the more dominant liberal 

tradition in political philosophy, in order to grasp what is at stake in a broader 

sense. On the one hand, it would appear that modern liberal thinking has been 

shaped by rejection of the very traditions (of German Idealism and Marxism) in 

which such notions are anchored. " This can be understood, in part, as a reaction 

against the grim record of 'really existing socialism' in the 20th Century. In the 

Two famous tracts in which such a rejection is made explicit are Berlin, 1. (1969) Four Essays 

on Liberty (Oxford, OUP) and Popper, K (1968) The Open Society and its Enemies (Routledge, 

London). 
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shadow of the gulags, all large-scale projects of societal transformation are cast 

as totalitarian. " Additionally, such a rejection must be understood against the 

backdrop of the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, the growing acceptance of 

economic liberalism and the lack of any apparent alternatives to global 

capitalism. 

If, negatively, liberalism has been characterised in terms of a suspicion of 

authoritarianism, positively, it has tended to be associated with a commitment to 

autonomy. Crudely understood, this has meant an understanding of freedom, as 

Hegel once remarked disapprovingly, as the freedom 'to do as one pleases'. " A 

free society is one in which governmental authority interferes as little as possible 

in the lives of its citizens and whereby individuals are able to pursue whatever 

lifestyle choices, desires or preferences they see fit, unless, of course, such 

actions cause readily identifiable damage to persons or property. 

This, of course, would be to oversimplify grossly. Firstly, the commitment to 

autonomy can be seen to overlap with the critical tradition via thinkers such as 

Kant and Fichte. If the claim of the minimal or negative notion of freedom is that 

it best allows people to spontaneously pursue their own desires and inclinations, 

then it must provide an account of whether or not such actions genuinely stem 

from the individual herself. There are many instances where we act not 

independently on the basis of our own authority but on the basis of social 

pressures, for example, the demands made upon us by the mass media, marketing 

strategists, advertisers, religious authorities, new age mystics and celebrity role 

'0 See, for example, Zizek, S. (2001) Did somebody say totalitarianism? : Five interventions in 

the (mis)use of a Notion (Verson, London) for a good account of the liberal manipulation of the 

cocnept of totalitarianism. 

" Hegel (199 1) The Philosophy ofRight (OUP, Oxford) p. 48. 
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models. Indeed, in a world in which we are constantly surrounded by such 

pressures, we must have reason to think that the desires and inclinations we 

pursue are 'our own' and that we act upon them for good reasons which we can 

make intelligible to ourselves and others. What we require is some form of 

reasoning process or a series of thought experiments that help us to determine 

whether or not we are the source of authority of our actions. Hence, freedom 

cannot be so easily separated from an account of rationality and we begin to push 

in the direction of a Kantian-Fichtean' notion of autonomy, if we think that it is 

something worth taking seriously. 

This commitment can be developed further: If freedom requires self- 

determination, or a certain critical orientation towards our impulses, desires and 

the social world in general, then an account must be given as to how social 

institutions and practices best nurture such a capacity in individuals. To take 

freedom seriously as a valuable (perhaps the most valuable) social goal, one 

must give a thicker account of the form of social organisation best placed to 

procure it. Such social forms must not only maintain and protect the practical 

operation of our freedom, for example, providing protection for civil liberties, or 

upholding due legal procedure. They must also provide a cultural environment in 

12 Kant and his successor Fichte share an understanding of autonomy that involves taking a 

particular stance towards ones contingent desires and inclinations. One is free only when on acts 

on the basis of reason, as to act on the basis of desire and inclination is a form of heteronomy. 

For Kant's account of freedom see Kant, 1. (1993) The Critique of Practical Reason (trans L. W. 

Beck) (Macmillian, New York). See also Kant, 1. (1964) and The Groundwork for the 

Metaphysics of Morals (tr. H. Paton) (HarperCollins, New York). For Fichte's account of 

autonomy see Fichte, G. (1982) The Science of Knowledge (tr. Heath and Lacks) (CUP, 

Cambridge). 
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which the goal of self-determination is socially and culturally instantiated. " At 

this point we are not far from a Hegelian account of social autonomy. 

Furthermore, many liberals envisage a fundamental role for society in 

guaranteeing the autonomy of individuals in that it must distribute wealth and 

resources such that people are not merely 'free' in the abstract (people are all 

technically 'free' to buy whatever is legally available on the market) but free in 

the sense that they can tangibly pursue their life projects on an equal footing. " 

However, such concerns tend to be confined to the sphere of distribution and 

circulation and do not touch the basis of production in alienated labour. Adopting 

the notions of social constitution and social autonomy allows us not only to 

" Much can be said by value pluralists to counter the idea that social institutions be responsible 

for nurturing such a thick notion of autonomy, particularly in that it does not recognise cultures 

or religious believers whose understanding of authority is incompatible with a strong notion of 

autonomy. I do not fully address this question in the thesis for a couple of reasons. Firstly, I take 

something of a Marxist view that such cultural or religious determinations are fluid and 

contingent upon relations of power and should never be essentialised. Marxists tend to treat the 

problem of cultural difference from the point of view of its potential transcendence - as 

something to be dissolved in the realisation of a common humanity. What this thesis is largely 

concerned with is how freedom is so integral to grasping what this common humanity might 

mean. Secondly, as I will argue, I take the Hegelian notion of freedom to be far richer and more 

inclusive than more narrowly liberal understandings of autonomy. 

14 Much can be said regarding the libertarian challenge to such egalitarian comn-titments as being 

illiberal, although the vast discussion of the relationship between social justice and freedom falls 

outside the scope of this thesis. For an important Libertarian critique of egalitarianism see 

Nozik, R. (1977) Anarchy, State and Utopia (Basic Books, New York). For the classic liberal 

defence of egalitarianism see Rawls, J. (1972) A Theory of Justice (OUP, London). See also 

Barry, B. Justice as Impartiality. For a Marxist critique of Liberal egalitarianism see Calinicos, 

A. (2000) Equality (Malden, MA). 

15 



envisage possibilities beyond the relationship of wage labour but also underlines 

the ethical imperative for doing so. It is this concern with alienation in addition 

to social justice as a presupposition of autonomy that can be seen to a distinctive 

feature of the critical tradition. The claim is that freedom requires the existence 

of universally available meaningful and flourishing life projects through which 

we can freely establish our identities. If the roles we occupy are alienating and 

degrading then we will always see the world as a barrier to our sense of 

autonomy. If the social world provides us with a sense of recognition or self- 

worth then we take such a world to be facilitating our sense of autonomy. 

Thus, the idea of social autonomy can be taken to be a development of many of 

the themes of the liberal account of autonomy. Social autonomy requires (a) the 

legal and constitutional guarantee of our basic freedoms (b) a material basis for 

being able to pursue our life-projects (c) a capacity for identifying our drives and 

inclinations as our o" and (d) a form of social organisation that ethically 

engenders such a capacity but also that we have (e) the existence (and 

recognition) of meaningful goals, activities and exercises in self- development 

and creativity. If the world confronts us as degrading and alienating then we lose 

something very important in terms of human freedom. These various 

components go some way towards defining what an idea of social autonomy 

might look like, contra the minimal notion of negative liberty. However, if 

treated seriously, they also constitute a powerful ethical rejection of many 

16 



features of what has become Marxist orthodoxy. " The idea of social autonomy is 

as opposed to crude Marxist-Leninist collectivism as it is to liberal atomism. 

Firstly, the idea of social constitution excludes the possibility of substituting 

the self-activity of those in struggle with the operation of a revolutionary 

vanguard. Societal transformation cannot be imposed upon subjects, as it is only 

in self-activity that the 'spell' of reification is broken. Secondly, the ethical idea 

of social autonomy excludes the possibility of instrumentally suspending the 

commitment to self-determination in the name of revolution, for example, 

through 'democratic centralism' or calculated acts of terror or brutality. If we 

trace the origin of the concept from the Kantian Kingdom of Ends, through 

Hegel's commitment to the mutual acknowledgement of moral worth to Marx's 

critique of the devaluation of human dignity, a sharp contrast should be obvious 

to the trajectory of Marxist-Leninism. " 

3) Recent Developments in the Interpretation of Hegel 
Having given an initial outline of the problem and its relationship to the 

broader concerns of political philosophy, I now want to examine the relationship 

of this thesis to existing scholarship on both Hegel and Adorno, starting with 

Hegel. The interpretation and appropriation of Hegel's work is perhaps 

" For an examination of the role of ethics in orthodox Marxism see, for example, Lukes, S. 

(1985) Marx and Morality (OUP, Oxford), Buchanan, A. (1982) Marx and Justice: The Political 

Critique of Liberalism (Rowman and Littlefields, London), Plamenatz, J. (1975) Karl Marx's 

Philosophy of Man (OUP, Oxford), Wood, A. (1981) Karl Marx (Routledge, Keegan and Paul, 

London) and Geras, N. (1985)'Ibe controversy over Marx and Justice (New Left Review 158). 

16 See, for example, Lenin, V. I. (1966) 1920 Speech at the 3rd Komosal Congress, 2 Oct 1920 in 

Collected Worls Vol. 31 (Foreign Languages Publishing House, Progress Publishing, Moscow) 

and Trotsky, L., Dewey, J. And Novach, G. (1982) Their Morals and Ours (New York, 

Pathfinder). 
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unparalleled in the level of contention and controversy it arouses. Even in 

Hegel's own times, his adherents were split into conservative monarchists and 

theologians, on the one hand, and radical reformists, on the other, both of which 

saw Hegel as 'their man'. Since the emergence of Marxism, Hegel has largely 

been seen as a political reactionary whose most radical contribution to political 

thought was found in his contribution to logic (the dialectic) and not in his 

political philosophy. By the mid 20th Century, Hegel had been re-invented as a 

totalitarian menace, strongly attacked in two tracts that were to become 

canonical in the liberal response to totalitarianism. These are Berlin's 'Two 

concepts of Liberty' and Popper's 'Open Society and its Enemies'. " Such an 

interpretation, however, finds few adherents amongst Hegel scholars. " 

Furthermore, the image of Hegel as an apologist for Prussian despotism has now 

become something of a myth in the light of recent historical work. " As a 

consequence of this and of the decline of Marxism, interest has re-emerged in 

Hegel in his own right, particularly in the ethical foundations of his thinking. In 

terms of the re-introduction of Hegel into political philosophy we can think of 

Charles Taylor's Hegel and Modem Society and Allen Wood's Hegel's Ethical 

Thought" as ground breaking works. Both, instead of treating Hegel's political 

'7 Berlin, 1. (1969) For Essays on Liberty (Oxford, OUP). Popper, K. (1968) The Open Society 

and its Enermies (Routledge, London). 

" See Franco, P. (2000) Hegel's Philosophy of Freedom (Yale University Press, New Haven) p. 

180-82, Beiser (2005) Hegel (Routledge, London) p. 202-5 and Patten (1999) Hegel's Idea of 

Freedom (OUP, Oxford) p73-82 for some good responses to Berlin 

'9 See Beiser (2005) p219-223 

'0 Wood, A. (1990) Hegel's Ethical Thought (CUP, Cambridge). Taylor, C. (1979) Hegel and 

Modem Society (CUP, Cambridge). 

18 



philosophy as some sort of throwback from nineteenth century Prussia, treat the 

ethical foundations of Hegel's thinking seriously and analytically. 

Within the last decade, a number of important contributions have been made to 

the understanding of Hegel's political philosophy, particularly focusing on the 

notions of reconciliation and freedom. Hardimon's Hegel's Social Philosophy : 

The Project of Reconciliation" takes on the widespread belief that the idea of 

reconciliation is inherently conservative, with the project of making us feel 'at 

home in the world' being simply a means of adjusting us to existing structures of 

power instead of providing us with a basis for criticism. Hegel is, instead, 

presented as being engaged in a type of inu-nanent critique, holding institutions 

and practices up to account in terms of the conspicuous ethical standards to 

which they appeal. That Hegel refuses to posit any basis for ethical criteria 

outside actually lived social practices does not mean that he is a political 

reactionary. 

Following from this work, a number of others have attempted to grapple with 

Hegel's understanding of reconciliation, only strategically choosing to adopt the 

language of freedom due to the conservative connotations of the idea of 

reconciliation. 22 Alan Patten's Hegel's Idea of Freedom' adopts a strongly 

Kant ian-Fichtean interpretation of Hegel, although he also stresses Hegel's 

uniqueness in terms of the emphasis he places on recognition and Bildung as 

necessary pre-requisites for freedom. Furthermore, Patten's 'civic humanist' 

reading of Hegel offers a direct challenge to more entrenched understandings of 

" Hardimon, Michael (1994) Hegel's Social Philosophy, The Project of Reconciliation 

(Cambridge, CUP) 

22 Neuhouser, F. (2000) Foundations of Hegel's Social Theory (Harvard, Cambridge) p. 3. 

23 Patten, Alan (1999) Hegel's Idea of Freedom (Oxford, OUP). 
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his work, namely readings of Hegel as a conventionalist, historicist or as a 

metaphysical mystic. Covering much of the same ground, although addressed 

more in terms of social theory, is Fredrick Neuhouser's Foundations of Hegel's 

Social Theory, Actualising Freedom. "' Neuhouser gives an impressive account of 

the ethical basis of Hegel's notion of freedom qua reconciliation, stressing the 

vital importance of our roles within social institutions as being a source of our 

identities and self-worth. Finally, and of particular interest, is Dudley Knowles' 

Introduction to the Philosophy of Right' a work which, written from more of a 

moral philosophy standpoint, manages to do a great deal of justice to the 

complexity of Hegel's conception of freedom. In such works, amongst others, 

Hegel is taken to have much to say in terms of debates in contemporary political 

philosophy, in areas such as the balancing of rights and social obligations, the 

relationship between particular identities and universal citizenship and civic 

participation and education. 

Whilst these texts have done much to promote Hegel from the realm of 

historical curiosity to a figure with much to add to contemporary debates in 

political philosophy, I still take there to be problems in terms of how Hegel can 

'speak' to us arising from the nature of the world in which he wrote. Firstly, 

when Hegel was writing, capitalism was very much in its infancy. This makes 

his insistence that the realm of civil society' could remain distinct and bounded, 

" Neuhouser, F. (2000). 

" Knowles, D. (2002) Hegel and the Philosophy of Right (Routledge, London). 

26 Hegel means something very different by 'civil society' compared to our contemporary 

understanding. Civil society essentially refers to the market, whereby individuals, whilst working 

on the basis of self-interest, come to meet common need. 71bis term contrasts with the state, 

which, for Hegel, is established upon the idea of citizenship. Citizenship, for Hegel, is based 
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alongside the distinct realms of the private sphere and the state, appear rather 

naYve. Since Hegel's day we have seen the emergence of mass industrial 

capitalism and a corresponding decline in traditional social bonds. This has 

created immense challenges for any ethical project of reconciliation. Secondly, 

the world in which Hegel lived was one of expectation and optimism, situated in 

the aftermath of a wave of revolutionary activity across Europe. In the world in 

which we find ourselves now, such faith is more ambiguous. We know that 

modernity has provided us with the means to cure previously incurable diseases, 

provide universal education, feed and shelter the global population etc. but also 

that such things are systematically denied to vast sections of the global 

population. Moreover, the 20' century is littered with examples of obscene 

brutality and violence, from the holocaust to the genocide in Rwanda. As I have 

suggested, it is the viability of the pursuit of reconciliation after Auschwitz that 

is the subject of this thesis, something which has not explicitly been addressed in 

the literature. 

4) Recent Developments in the Interpretation of Adorno 
The interpretation and appropriation of Adorno's work has also undergone a 

considerable shift. Initially, Adorno was regarded as inseparable from the 

Marxist Tradition in general and the Frankfurt School specifically. The work of 

the Frankftirt School responded to many of the challenges facing the progressive 

left of its time, situated in the context of the rise and fall of fascism in Europe, 

the horrors of 'really existing socialism' and the growing acceptance of 

consumer capitalism by the western populace. The interdisciplinary approach of 

the Frankfurt School, drawing upon disciplines which were hitherto not usually 

upon a self-conscious identification with the state as serving the public good. See Patten (1999) 

p. 167-76 for an interesting discussion of this distinction. 
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associated with Marxism, such as psychoanalysis, literary criticism and 

aesthetics, attempted to find new resources to face down such challenges. " 

Adorno and Horkheimer's Dialectic of Enlightenment" was widely distributed 

around European universities during the political tumult of 1968 and is also 

credited with significantly influencing the US 'New-Left'. " However, such an 

appropriation should strike one as immediately odd. Is Adorno not the figure 

who once declared that he had no interest in political activity because he was 

'too fat'? 30 It is difficult to think of an individual less at home amid the political 

radicalism of 1968 than Adorno, who was often portrayed as a rather miserable, 

self-indulgent aesthete. Of all the members of the Frankfurt School, Adorno 

would appear to be the furthest removed from anything approaching the 

traditional left, given his trenchant critique of Enlightenment scientism, his 

27 For a seminal account of the history of the Frankfurt School see Wiggershaus, Rolf (1994) The 

Frankfurt School Its I-listory, Theories and Political Significance translated by Michael Robertson 

(Polity, Cambridge). 

2' Adorno, Theodor Wiesengrund and Horkheimer, Max (1997) Dialectic of Enlightenment 

translated by John Cumming (Verso, London). 

29 See Rorty, R. (2004) The Oversimplification of Politics in Delanty, G. (ed. ) Theodor W 

Adorno (Sage, London) 

30 'Adorno had a genius for finding general reasons for doing what he wanted to do and not 

doing things he wanted to avoid, although sometimes even he seemed to be scraping the bottom 

of the barrel of his theoretical imagination as when at one point in the 1960s he claimed he could 

not take part in a political demonstration because he was too fat' Geuss (1999) p. 103. 

31 Particularly Adorno (2004) and Adorno (1997). 

3032 See Hullot-Kentor, (1989) p372-377. Hullot-Kentor, in his historical account of the 

reception of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, accuses Habermas of being responsible for many 

misconceptions of the text and its authorship, largely in order to preserve his own self-perceived 

role as torch-holder of the enlightenment. 
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seemingly elitist dismissal of mass culture and his scepticism towards any form 

of political organisation. 

Indeed, we are confronted with a puzzle here as it is Adorno who seems to be 

the only Frankfurt school member who has enjoyed something of a renaissance 

in the past decade whilst figures such as Marcuse tend to be treated very much as 

'of their time'. I suggest that there are a number of reasons why interest in 

Adorno has increased. Firstly, better translations of texts into English have made 

Adorno more approachable by scholars outside the German speaking world, " 

contributing to the growth of Adorno scholarship in the US and UK. Secondly, 

better interpretative work and scholarship has helped to reclaim Adorno from the 

overly simplistic caricature of an obscurantist and elitist aesthete. Much of the 

blame for such a caricature lies with Jurgen Habermas and the second generation 

Frankfurt School, for whom it was important to mark out the communicative turn 

as the true inheritance of the aims of critical theory in contrast to the aestheticism 

of the first generation, for which the blame was left at Adorno's door. " Thirdly, 

much of the recent work on Adorno has focused on his contribution to 'ethics', 

an area of his thought which had been previously neglected. Adorno's work on 

ethics can be seen to have a great deal of import into contemporary ethical 

debates, dealing primarily with the predominance of mutual indifference. 

Adorno's ethics is always present yet rarely expressed systematically or 

directly. It is rumoured that Adorno intended to complete a volume on ethics 

alongside Negative Dialectics and aesthetic theory to create a trilogy to mirror 

Kants's three critiques, but the accuracy of such claims is unclear. His published 

31 

32 
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Lectures on Moral Philosophy" discuss everything but moral philosophy and 

when Adorno is addressing explicitly moral questions, for example our response 

to Auschwitz, his argumentation is always suggestive rather than direct and the 

presentation seemingly chaotic and fragmented. " Recent work has focused on 

deciphering Adorno's ethics through an understanding of his epistemology rather 

than look for any explicit references in his work. " As I will latter argue, it is in 

33 

34 33 Adorno's style or means of philosophical intervention can only be understood in relation to 

his claim, in Negative Dialectics, that concepts as ordinarily used distort or mask social reality. 

Thus, his aim is to provide a mode of presentation that can properly articulate or at least strive to 

articulate a non-reffied relationship of thought with its object. This leads Adorno to prioritise this 

objective over and above ease of communication - 'Truth is objective, not plausible' Adorno 

(1973) p. 42. Perhaps one of the most commonly used devices in Adorno's presentation is 

parataxis - the positioning of often extreme propositions in a manner which does not indicate 

relations of integration or subordination between them. 'Ibis means of presentation evades or 

circumscribes the conceptual domination of the object by positioning concepts in a 

'constellation' whereby each exists unsubordinated to the other. 

" See Bernstein, J. (2001) Adorno - Disenchantment and Ethics (Cambridge: CUP), Bernstein, J. 

(2004) Negative Dialectic as Fate: Adorno and Hegel in The Cambridge Companion to Adorno 

(CUP, Cambridge), Finlayson, Gordon (2002) Adorno on the Ethical and the Ineffable in 

European Journal of Philosophy (Volume 10: Number 1), Menke, C. (2004) Genealogy and 

Critique - Two Forms of Ethical Questioning of Morality in The Cambridge Companion to 

Adorno (CUP, Cambridge), Schweppenhauser, G. (2004) Adorno's Negative Moral Philosophy 

in The Cambridge Companion to Adorno (CUP, Cambridge), Pritchard, E. (2004) Bilderverbot 

Meets Body in Adorno's Inverse 7heology in Delanty, G. (ed. ) Theodor W. Adorno (Sage, 

London). 
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the critique of identity thinking, a rigid and formalised imposition of concepts 

onto objects, that Adorno's ethics lies, for it is this form of conceptualisation that 

is responsible for undermining our ability to respond ethically to one another. 

This capacity, for Adorno, is located in bodily empathy for the suffering of 

others. In situating our capacity for ethical responses in a bodily, felt notion of 

Solidarity, Adorno is implicitly criticising rule based and formalistic notions of 

morality. Part of the object of this thesis is to make some of Adorno's ethical 

claims more explicit, especially in relationship to ideas of freedom and 

autonomy. 

5) Outline of Thesis 
I want to begin the thesis with a critical exegesis of Hegel's idea of 'Spirit'. 

Hegel's concept of 'Spirit' is key to grasping both his understanding of 

constitution and agency and his notion of freedom as reconciliation. I begin by 

outlining the problems that the concept of 'Spirit' is intended to address. These 

can be taken to be the wounds that have emerged in the process of modernity, the 

schism between human beings and nature, human reason and desire and 

individuals and society. In addressing Hegel's response to such schisms, I want 

to emphasise the metaphysical aspects of Hegel's thinking and cast doubt upon 

non-metaphysical interpretations of Spirit, which simply treat it as a synonym for 

society. I argue that Hegel's understanding of Spirit is, firstly, grounded in an 

idiosyncratic reading of Christianity, secondly, that it is rigidly teleological and, 

thirdly, that it relies upon a mystical form of experience in order to be 
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comprehended from the inside. In emphasising such aspects, I highlight some of 

the potential risks involved in Adorno's attempts to put Hegel back on his feet. 

In Chapter Two, I move more specifically to the ethical and political dimension 

of Hegel's thinking and examine the notion of reconciliation (or social 

autonomy). This chapter is broken down into examinations of subjective and 

objective freedom. Under the heading of subjective freedom, I examine what a 

'free attitude' entails in relation to both our desires and inclinations and the roles 

we fulfil in the world. Under the heading of objective freedom, I examine the 

formative processes embedded in Hegel's conception of 'ethical life', paying 

particular attention to the role of institutions and practices in securing and 

nurturing mutual recognition. According to Hegel, the key institutions of ethical 

life, the family, civil society and the state, in conjunction, allow for individuals 

to obtain recognition of different aspects of their personhood. 

This chapter develops three of the central themes running through the thesis, 

the relationship between impulse and reason, the notion of 'mutual recognition' 

and the concept of Bildung. If Chapter One highlighted some of the risks 

involved in appealing to Hegel, this chapter, operating at the level of his social 

and political thinking, presents Hegel as a more fruitful a resource for 

understanding human freedom. However, ultimately, Hegel's thinking can be 

seen to be compromised by the absence of a critique of capitalism. It is here 

where Adorno steps in. 

In Chapter Three, I begin to render problematic Hegel's schema, both at the 

political and metaphysical levels. Firstly, I want to claim that Hegel's inability to 

develop a critique of capitalism severely weakens his case that the institutions of 

ethical life can provide for freedom in a meaningful sense. Secondly, pace 
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Adorno, I want to claim that this is not merely a problem with Hegel's politics 

but a problem with his metaphysical starting point. As Adorno argues, the logic 

of the development of Hegel's Spirit is analogous to the logic of capital 

accumulation. Hegel's system is read as a sedimented expression of the labour- 

capital relationship, which is antithetical to human emancipation. However, it is 

precisely by modelling his understanding of capital relations upon Hegel's 

absolute that Adorno articulates his own critique of capitalism. Features which 

Adorno identifies with Hegel, for example, the inversion of constitutem. and 

constituems or the disavowal of particularity, " are not read simply as mistakes 

on Hegel's part but as insights into the mechanism of capital accumulation. More 

specifically, it is through this analogy that Adorno develops his own notion of 

social constitution. 

In Chapter Four, I develop Adorno's notion of social constitution more closely 

by focusing upon his critique of 'identity thinking'. I read this critique largely as 

a means to undermine reified forms of thought and understanding, which treat 

social relations as fixed and immutable. To begin with, I deal with some key 

objections to Adorno's critique of identity thinking from the second generation 

Frankfurt School. For such thinkers, the scope of Adorno's critique is so broad as 

to undermine its very foundation. To counter these claims, I defend Adorno's 

version of immanent critique (itself developed through Hegel) and take his critics 

to task for relying upon precisely the sort of transcendental claims that Adorno's 

thinking seeks to undermine. In the remainder of the chapter I examine some of 

the models Adorno develops to undern-dne identity thinking, with particular 

reference to the influence of Walter Benjamin. Although I argue that Benjamin is 

hugely influential upon Adorno in this respect, Adorno's Hegelianism ultimately 
36 See Chapter Three, section 3.2. 
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shines through in chastisement of Benjamin for lacking a Hegelian account of 

mediation. 

The final chapter attempts to more closely tie together the notions of social 

constitution and reconciliation with which I began. I do so by exarnining 

Adorno's response to the traditional philosophical oppositions of nature and 

culture (or reason and impulse). I argue that Adorno adds a materialist inflection 

to the idea of social constitution in seeking to undern-dne such oppositions. In 

one sense, this sets him apart from Hegel, although his dialectical understanding 

of nature and culture is of an Hegelian form. In 'bringing nature back in' Adorno 

also develops a notion of reconciliation qua solidarity, whereby our ethical 

responses to one another are rooted in an ability to somatically register the 

neediness and vulnerability of others. This idea of solidarity can be understood 

as tying together the ideas of social constitution and reconciliation. 
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Reconciliation and SpIffit 

1) Introduction 
This chapter begins to map out what is at stake for Adorno in developing a 

notion of social-constitution through the critique of Hegel's metaphysics. I focus 

here on the central concept of Hegel's metaphysics, Spirit, which is also the most 

contested notion in Hegel's thinking, interpreted as anything from God itself 

through to social relations. " Hegel scholars are faced with a dilemma in this 

respect. Either one can to try to make Hegel's thinking intelligible without the 

metaphysics, in which case the result is often something quite vacuous, or else 

one can embrace Hegel's system and run the risk of leaping into what Michael 

Rosen describes as a 'neo-platonic fantasy'. " The account I provide here is 

sceptical of non-metaphysical interpretations of Hegel and argues that Spirit is, 

firstly, irreducibly theological, secondly, restrictively teleological and, thirdly, 

reliant upon a mystical form of experience in order to comprehend it from the 

inside. By interpreting Hegel in this way, I highlight the risks of appropriating 

Hegel's metaphysical categories for Adorno's philosophy of social constitution. 

However, whilst stressing such risks, this chapter also has the function of 

introducing many of the Hegelian categories and concepts that I will later take to 

be essential to Adorno's own development of the notion of dialectic. How 

Adorno can reconcile the adoption of such critical tools with their mystical roots 

is the subject of later chapters. 

To begin with, I want to look at the problems which Hegel's ontological 

category of Spitit is intended to resolve. I want to contextualise the concept of 

37 See Taylor, C. (1975) for the former view and Patten (1999) for the latter view. 

38 Rosen, M. (1982) Hegel's Dialectic and its Criticism Cambridge (CUP, Cambridge) p179. 



Spirit as a response to a number of conflicts facing modern subjects, namely 

conflicts between man and nature, reason and desire and individual and society. 

Each of these conflicts, as I will later argue, can be taken to be of equal concern 

to Adorno. Hegel's response to such schisms is to understand finite human 

subjects in terms of a wider framework, as vehicles of infinite Spirit. It is only at 

this level that the conflicts of modernity can be resolved. In order to provide a 

richer account of this notion I want to draw on its religious, romantic and 

organicist sources. Understanding such sources also highlights some of the more 

mystical underpinnings of Hegel's metaphysics. Following on from this 

discussion, I will focus upon Hegel's account of the development of Spirit 

towards full self-consciousness of itself by looking at the notions of 'deterrninate 

negation' and 'rational necessity'. Against many interpreters of Hegel, I argue 

that Hegel employs a restrictively strong sense of rational necessity. I move on to 

examine the retrospective character of Hegel's philosophy and its implications 

for an account of subjectivity, highlighting the difference between it and both 

Marxist and liberal notions of subjectivity. Next, I examine Rosen's claim that 

Hegel's system is only intelligible by an appeal to a decidedly mystical form of 

experience. " In conclusion, I look at the manner in which the notion of Spirit 

(properly understood) can be said to reconcile some of the conflicts I identified 

as facing the modern subject. 

2) Hegel's account of Subjectivity 
Essential to Hegel's project is a drive towards overcoming various oppositions 

that have emerged following the break up of the expressive unity of the ancient 

Greek polis. Given the ineluctable development of the principle subjectivity in 

and through the emergence of Christianity, we have become divided from nature, 
39Rosen (1982) p. 179. 
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both internal and external, from community and from cosmic Spirit (or fate). ' 

Hegel's project, broadly speaking, involves reconciling such oppositions whilst 

retaining the consciousness of differentiation, which is an inevitable 

consequence of the break down of ancient Greek ethical life. In his attempts to 

do so, Hegel weaves a course in between the romantic desire for unity and the 

Kantian-Fichtean trajectory of radical autonomy. 

What, then, are these oppositions? Firstly, external nature is no longer seen as 

possessing or expressing any purpose or idea. Instead, following Kant, it is the 

human mind that imposes any such form upon external nature. All we can know 

is things as experienced by the human mind, with nature in-itself placed in the 

noumenal realm. A schism thus opens up between the human mind on one side 

(which structures and organises a sensory manifold in accordance with its own 

necessary form) and raw nature itself. " This sets in motion a further opposition 

between the nature of the human mind as having to know its object thoroughly 

and its establishment of limits upon what is knowable, lirnits which can easily 

' Taylor (1975) Ch 1.2. 

"This schism is one of the prime concerns of the German romantics, whom sought reconciliation 

with sensuous nature. Take this example from Schiller's God's of Greece: 

When poetry's magic cloak, 

Still with delight enfolded truth, 

Life's fullness flowed through creation, 

And there felt what never more will feel, 

Man acknowledged a higher nobility in nature, 

To press her to loves breast; 

Everything to the initiates eye, 

Showed the trace of God. 

Taken from Ferber, M. (2006) European Romantic Poetry (Mishawaka, IN) 
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slip into a form of scepticism. ' Secondly, we experience a division between our 

own internal drives and desires (our internal nature) and the demands of reason. 

We want to pursue the noble ideals of the Enlightenment, coldly derived from 

logic and reason against the pull of obscurantism and irrationalism, yet we also 

want to do so on the basis of motives and desires that stem from ourselves. 

However, this would mean taking our own natural drives and desires as 

authoritative, being governed by nature and not by reason. " Thirdly, the demand 

for autonomy stands us against society and community, whose authority is no 

longer seen as immutable. However, given that such a notion of autonomy is 

itself a product of Bildung (the thick, cultural aspirations which are socially 

nurtured); the undermining of community authority is itself an undern-dning of 

the principle of autonorny. ' As I will later argue, we can understand Hegel's 

idea of Spirit as a response to these diremptions. 

In order to understand this move, it is necessary to understand more precisely 

how Hegel conceives of the subject more generally. Charles Taylor claims that 

"' This was the distinction drawn by Kant and a primary focus of Hegel's criticism. See Kant 

(1969) The Critique of Pure Reason translated by Norman Kemp-Smith (St. Martin, New York) 

p. 27. For Hegel's response to the noumena-phenomena distinction see, for example, Hegel 

(1977) plO. I elaborate this response in section 3.1. 

" Again, Kant is the focus here, this time the (1993) Critique of Practical Reason which deals 

with the practical operation of morality. Kant thinks that we act freely and morally only when 

following reason alone and raising ourselves above our contingent desires and inclinations. I deal 

with Hegel's response to this claim in detail in Chapter Two. 

" This tension was explored at great length by political philosophers of many persuasions of 

which Hegel was aware and eager to challenge. These include contractarians (for example 

Hobbes and Locke in the UK and Rousseau in France), German romantics (for example Schiller, 

and Novalis) in addition to Kant and Fichte. 
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Hegel draws upon both Aristotle and Herder in his conception of subjectivity. 

From Aristotle, he takes the notion of human beings as a 'self- organising, self- 

maintaining form', ' which can only operate in material embodiment. This is a 

radically anti-dualistic conception of human beings. It denies that there is any 

domain of 'the mind' into which we may withdraw, free from embodiment in our 

animality. However, whereas it may be plausible to think of human beings as 

material and yet, in adapting to particular surroundings, demonstrating features 

we normally associate with 'mind' (i. e. intelligence or merely purpose), the 

Aristotelian notion of form is very limited. It is difficult to think that 

mathematics, logic, or problems in moral philosophy, for example, could be seen 

as embodied in any way in our animality. Here, Taylor claims, Hegel turns to 

Herder. ' Thought, it is argued, must be embodied in an external medium, for 

example language or art. Not only is thought impossible without language (or 

any other medium) but the medium itself is inseparable from the content it 

expresses. Hegel does not, Taylor argues, distinguish between what is added by 

the content of pure Thought and what is added by its mode of expression. This 

45 Taylor (1975) p. 8 1. 

' See Herder (2002) Treatise on the Origin of Language in Philosophical Writings (CUP, 

Cambridge) p65-166. 'Without language the human being has no reason and without reason no 

language' p9l. Michael Rosen challenges Taylor's interpretation of Hegel as having directly 

absorbed Herder's views on language into his thinking. Taylor is claiming that, for Hegel, (1) 

That there is no thought without language and (2) that thought is shaped by its medium. Rosen 

argues that Hegel accepts the former claim but is opposed to the latter. According to Rosen, 

Hegel thinks that Thought is logically independent of its embodiment and that Spirit has its own 

element. As he argues, 'Only by withdrawing into this realm of truth can Spirit attain free self- 

realisation'. Taylor (1975) p. 85. 
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&expressionist' notion of the subject, therefore, retains the anti-dualism of 

Aristotle by denying the existence of a realm of pure Thought outside its 

necessarily embodied existence. 

How then are we to understand this relation to nature? If Taylor is right, Hegel 

thinks that human beings should be seen as a totality but a radically different 

totality to an amoeba or a sheep, for example. That we have reflective 

consciousness radically impacts upon our natural drives and instincts, just as our 

material form is the condition of possibility of consciousness itself. In this sense 

we are a symbiotic totality. On the other hand we are at the top of a hierarchy of 

self-consciousness, which, perhaps, descends through primates and dolphins to 

amoebas. There is a hierarchy of different totalities. 

Hegel, however, adds a new element to this picture from Kantian idealism, that 

of consciousness requiring a constant struggle to extricate itself from nature. 

Reason requires a self-sufficiency of thinking, which involves separating oneself 

off from ones inclinations and desires. As Taylor argues: 

The thinking rational subject can only exist as embodied. In this sense we can truly say that the 

subject is his embodiment ... And yet at the same time this embodiment in life has a tendency to 

carry us along the stream of inclination, of impulse towards unreflecting unity within ourselves 

and with nature. Reason has to struggle against this in order to realise itself, And in this sense his 

embodiment is not only other than the thinking rational subject, but in a sense his opposite, his 

limit, his opponent. ' 

3) The Supra-Individual Nature of Subjectivity 
Hegel attempts to resolve this conflict in appealing to a wider, rational plan 

underlying nature. Humans have to be conceived not as separate finite units but 

of vehicles of infinite Spirit. By understanding themselves in this way they are 

Taylor (1975) p. 83. 
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reconciled with the external world, their own nature, and their community. 

Individuals, therefore, have to cultivate their own nature to tune it to the 

demands of reason, on the basis of understanding themselves as the embodiment 

of infinite Spirit. Simultaneously, they must preserve the consciousness of the 

division that set in motion the demand for reconciliation in the first place, as it is 

only through the collapse of the original unity and the emergence of subjectivity 

that the terms of such reconciliation could be established. 

This conception of subjectivity can be seen in opposition to that of Kant. In 

Kant, the content or material synthesized by the subject is always viewed as 

external to the subject itselO The subject is seen as ordering or subsuming an 

external sensuous manifold. For Hegel, the Idea (as we shall see) is constitutive 

of content itself That subject is constitutive or creative of the underlying 

structure of reality entails that it is necessarily supra individual. However, as I 

will argue, rather than identify this supra-individual subject with the collective 

activity of flesh-and-blood human beings, as is the case in the Marxist tradition, 

Spirit, for Hegel, is an autonomous source of content. Before dealing more 

thoroughly with the notion of Spirit I want to, firstly, give a brief genealogical 

account of the evolution of the concept in terms of some of Hegel's broader 

concerns. To this end, I will briefly examine Hegel's work on love, his organicist 

naturphilosophie, and his religious thought in order to place the idea of Spirit in 

a broader context. In all these cases, Spirit can be understood as a philosophical 

response to the problem of alienation, as a form of reconciliation between man 

and man, man and nature and man and God. 

48 Kant (1969) p. 5 1. 
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3.1) Some Background Themes 

3.1.1) Love 

In the 'Spirit of Christianity', Hegel describes love in terms of 'pure subject- 

object identity'. ' In loving someone, one looses something of ones self in 

committing to the other, only to find oneself as part of a greater whole. 

Furthermore, although love involves a kind of abandonment to the other, it also 

involves a kind of mutual recognition, 'a recognition of the independence of 

each partner. What is thus gained by such abandonment is a rediscovery of 

oneself through the other and a form of recognition of independence. 

Hegel takes this to be archetypal for his idea of freedom as reconciliation. " As 

we shall see in Chapter Two, reconciliation involves a process in which the self 

ceases to define itself in opposition to others but, instead, comes to see itself as 

dependent upon a greater whole. The self sees this greater whole as constitutive 

of its identity and self- understanding rather than an external threat to its 

existence. It is clear that Hegel is thinking not only of love in its romantic form, 

but also in terms of Christian love for ones brethren. Hegel takes Christianity, 

understood highly idiosyncratically, to be key to motivating his contemporaries 

to reconcile themselves to the po st-revo lutio nary world. 
4' Hegel, G. (1948) Early Theological Writings (University of Chicago Press, Chicago) p. 308. 

50 'The family, as the immidiate substantiality of mind, is specifically charecterised by love, 

which is mind's feeling of its own unity. Hence in a family, one's frame of mind is to have self- 

consciousness of one's individuality within this unity as the absolute essence of oneself, with the 

result that one is in it not as an independent person but as a member' Hegel, G. W. F. (1991) p. 

110. 

51 t 

... terms that appear initially to be bound together are in fact not alien to one another; instead, 

they are moments of one whole each of which, being related to the other, is at home with itself, 

andgoes together with itself. 'Hegel (1991) p. 232. Also see Hegel (1969) p. 603. 
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There are, however, differences between the description of love in the Spirit of 

Christianity and the notion of reconciliation in Hegel's latter works, developed at 

the level of Hegel's metaphysics in the Phenomenology and Logic and at the 

political level in the Philosophy of Right. Firstly, the Spirit of Christianity is 

written at a time when Hegel's metaphysics takes an avowedly mystical turn. 

Love, at that point, is something that cannot be grasped discursively. As a 

mysterious and ideal form of reconciliation, it cannot be comprehended by the 

(Kantian) Understanding, which divides and analyses. In later works, " whilst 

maintaining that love cannot be grasped by the Understanding, Hegel argues that 

it can be grasped by the faculty of Reason, which transcends the limitations of 

the Understanding. Secondly, in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel abandons his 

description of love as a relationship of equality, instead arguing that men are 

calculating and rational whereas women are intuitive and impulsive and hence 

not on an equal footing. " Thirdly, Hegel, in the Philosophy of Right, demotes the 

importance of love to its role in the family. Love, here, is seen as a inchoate form 

of reconciliation, expressed more self-consciously through the notion of mutual 

recognition which is inscribed into the roles and interrelation of subjects in 

ethical life. " Despite these changes, however, the 'gain- through-submissio n' that 

is achieved in Love provides an important analogy for Hegel's broader concern 

" See, for example, Hegel, (199 1) p. 26-7. 

53 , ... [Mlan has his actual substantive life in the state, in learning, and so forth, as well as in 

labour and struggle with the external world .... Woman, on the other hand, has her substantive 

destiny in the familly, and to be imbued with family piety is her ethical frame of mind. ' Hegel 

(199 1) p. 114. 

54 Note that the discussion of love in the Philosophy of Right is confined to the section on family 

life. Hegel (1991) pp. 199-208. In an addition to 158, Hegel differentiates between conscious 

unity (in the state) and unity based on feeling (in the family) p. 199. 
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with reconciliation and provides some initial indicators as to what the notion of 

Spirit may amount to. Freedom, for Hegel, is realised only in understanding 

oneself as being part of a larger entity, as vehicles of Spirit. 

3.1.2) Organicism 

Another important strand of influence upon Hegel's notion of Spirit is the 

organicist tradition, which was of great significance as a movement against 

mechanism in the late 18th century, and absorbed by romantic thinkers such as 

Novalis, Schelling and H61derlin. " Organicism can be defined in terms of two 

main features. Firstly, whereas mechanism explains events only in terms of one 

body acting upon another, as an external chain of causality, organicism takes 

cause and effect to be internally related. Hence, organicism takes living beings to 

be self-organising and self- generating. Furthermore, organisms develop in 

accordance with their formal-final cause i. e. they are structured teleologically. 

Secondly, the adoption of the Aristotelian notion of a formal-final cause means 

that an organism has to be understood as a totum, in which the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts, rather than a compositum, in which the parts precede 

the whole. The whole is not reducible to its embodiments but is their foundation, 

source and substance. Beiser" qualifies this distinction in an important respect 

by arguing that, for Hegel, the whole is only prior in the order of explanation and 

55 For a good overview of German Romanticism see Beiser, F. (2003) The Romantic Imperative 

(Harvard, Cambridge), Beiser, F. (1996) The Early Political Writings of the German Romantics 

(CUP, Cambridge). For opposing accounts of Hegel's affiliation with romanticism see Pinkhard 

(2000) Hegel: A Biography (CUP, Cambridge) p. 77 and Beiser (2005) p34-6. For a sympathetic 

account of Hegel's naturphilosophie see Houlgate, S. (1998) Hegel and the Philosophy of Nature 

(Sunny Press, Albany). 

" Beiser (2005), p56-7 
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not existence. To determine what a thing is we understand it in terms of 

universals, in order to define its nature or essence. Such an essence or purpose 

only comes into existence, however, through the immanent development of the 

thing. 

It should be obvious why this holistic way of thinking would have appealed to 

Hegel, whose main concern is the estrangement of man from nature and man 

from man. Organicism conceives of all living things as internally structured 

organisms and, moreover, conceives of the natural world as a whole (including 

human beings) as a complex organism. However, despite its appeal for Hegel, it 

was not a way of thinking that he adopted uncritically. Hegel was well aware of 

Kant's sceptical arguments against organicism in the Critique of Judgement" and 

58 
made great efforts to distance himself from its extremes. Firstly, Hegel did not 

think that ascribing a purpose to all living things meant ascribing intentionality. 

It is perfectly possible to ascribe a formal-final cause to an organism without 

assuming intention on its part. Secondly, Hegel rejected many of the animist or 

vitalist associations of organicism, for example, the idea of a supernatural force 

or agency running though nature. Most importantly, Hegel, unlike Schelling, 

resisted the naturalistic tendencies of organicism. Whilst he thought of human 

subjectivity as something arising though and within nature, Hegel emphasised 

those realms most associated with self-consciousness and reflection (politics, 

culture and art) as being the highest level of development and organization of 

nature. As I suggest in the section on necessity, Hegel takes such capacities for 

human freedom and self-reflection to be the highest stage in the organization and 

development of nature. However, he marries this prizing of subjectivity and 

" Kant (1987) Critique of Judgement translated by W. S. Pluhar (Hackett, Indianapolis) § 64-5. 

51 See Beiser p. 95-103 for a detailed discussion of Kant's argument and Hegel's response. 
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freedom with an organicist conception of necessity, whereby such development 

inheres within the form of nature itself. Of central importance for Hegel is the 

potential that organicism offers in overcoming Kant's dualism of the nournenal 

and phenomenal realms. Whereas Kant distinguishes between the noumenal 

realm of reason and the phenomenal realm of cause and effect, or between the 

ideal and the empirical, the notion of organicism. suggests that the ideal form is 

inherent in the matter itself. 

Understanding Hegel's organicist world-view, therefore, can be seen to 

contribute two important dimensions to our understanding of the notion of Spirit. 

Firstly, Spirit must be understood as a complex organism in which individual 

moments are internally related to each other. Furthermore, the whole, upon 

which individual moments depend, is greater than the sum of its parts. Secondly, 

Spirit moves teleologically in accordance with its formal-final cause. 

3.1.3) Religion 

The final contributing factor to the development of Hegel's notion of Spirit 

which I want to examine is the religious dimension. " This is the area which is 

most problematic for those who want to develop non-metaphysical readings of 

Hegel. " I suggested above, that Hegel sees the Christian religion as an important 

vehicle for bringing about reconciliation between man and world. There is a 

certain amount of expediency in this belief, as it appears that this is only the case 

in the absence of there being any other major belief system in place capable of 

appealing to the heart and imagination of the Prussian masses. Hegel makes 

"61 See Beiser Ch 4, Stern pp190-194 and Pinkard pp 221-68 for a fuller discussion of Hegel's 

relationship to Christianity. 

60 See, for example, Patten (1999) p. 16-27. 
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many criticisms of Christianity in his writings, making one question whether 

there is anything Christian about his theological views at all. Firstly, he claims 

that the charitable imperatives of Christianity undermine property relations. " 

Secondly, he argues that the teachings of Jesus require people to become 

followers or disciples rather than discover truth for themselves. It is Socrates, not 

Jesus, who is the better exemplar of morality. " Thirdly, Hegel takes the 

Christian notion of brethren to be too exclusive to apply to the whole human 

race. Fourthly, for Hegel, Christians are archetypal of the 'beautiful soul', " 

preferring to abstain from getting their hands dirty and making difficult 

compromises and instead opting to condemn from above. 

The most fundamental critique of Christianity, however, is of its idea of a 

transcendent God. Christianity can only conceive of the highest good as 

something beyond the world, outside and above the earthy city of disease and 

corruption. Indeed, rather than be a vehicle for reconciliation, Christianity has 

served as a vehicle for alienation, projecting notions of the good into a 

transcendent realm rather than endeavouring to create 'heaven on hearth'. ' In 

contradistinction, Hegel's God is an immanent God, of which we finite 

individuals are all vehicles. For Hegel, we are all manifestations of God, literally 

his life function and expression. Charles Taylor, the most prominent 

metaphysical interpreter of Hegel, compares Hegel's conception of the universe 

" Hegel (1984) The Berne Fragments in Týree Essays translated by P. Fuss and I Dobbins 

(University of Notre Dame press, Notre Dame) p. 61-2. 

62 Hegel (1971) p. 119-20. 

6' Hegel (1977) p. 383. 

64 Hegel (1977) pp. 294-364, see especially p. 364. 
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to a text in which God says what he is. God is nothing without the universe of 

finite entities and we, as the self-positing of God, are nothing without God. 

As Taylor argues, this is because (for Hegel) God must assume a material 

existence. 65 It must be somewhere at sometime. Because finite Spirits are 

necessarily localised in space and time, there must be a multitude of finite Spirits 

in which God can exist. These must be living beings, as only living beings are 

capable of expressing themselves and thus capable of expressing God's 

existence. Moreover they must be rational animals, capable of the highest form 

of expression, living against background of lower forms of life and inanimate 

nature, which are their foundation. Hegel argues that the existence of three 

levels, finite conscious Spirits (humans), finite Spirits without consciousness 

(animals) and pure externality (inanimate nature) provide the richest and most 

differentiated design of the universe possible, within which God can externalise 

itself. 

Hegel's rather unorthodox Christian God brought forth many contemporary 

accusations of Pantheism. ' As Beiser 67 contends, these accusations, whilst 

partially true, often missed the point. Hegel charges his accusers with not 

'5 Taylor (1977) p. 90. See also Hegel (1998) § 505. 

6' Tony Smith, in response to John Rosenthal's 'Myth of Dialectics' tries to bring out some of the 

radical implications of such acosmism rather than decry Hegel's system as Christian Mysticism. 

'The divine Spirit that is affirmed at the culmination of his Philosophy of religion turns out to be 

the Spirit that unifies a human community, a notion that unquestionably anticipates the 

discussion of Solidarity by radical liberation theologians' Smith (2002) p193. In rejecting the 

notion of a self-sufficient God, outside the world and denying a mystical, transcendental realm, 

which alone has truth, Hegel is fundamentally challenging Christian orthodoxy. This is especially 

radical, given the conditions of censorship employed in early nineteenth century Prussia. 

" Acosmism is the disappearance of the finite in the infinite. 
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understanding what Pantheism means. Pantheism, for Hegel, (more precisely 

understood as acosmism) does not simply identify the divine with the totality of 

all living things. To simply identify a universal with a set of particulars is what 

Hegel calls an 'abstract universal' . 
6' The pantheist, however, is making a more 

specific claim that, whilst God is not transcendent, neither is it merely the sum 

total of living things. Instead, it is the foundation, source and form of all finite 

beings, more than simply the sum of their parts. At this level, we can see a 

connection with Pantheist theology. However, in spite of this, Hegel does not 

take Pantheism to have adequately developed the principle of Subjectivity, a 

principle that is of such importance to his Philosophy. Hegel, as I have 

suggested, prizes those areas most associated with self-consciousness and 

subjectivity, for example, art, philosophy and religion, as being the highest forms 

of expression of god's existence. It is this concern with subjectivity that 

differentiates Hegel from pantheism. However, as I shall argue in the following 

sections, Hegel's attempts to reconcile this concern with human subjectivity with 

his metaphysics are deeply flawed from the standpoint of social constitution. 

3.2) Substance and Subject 

In his preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel makes the claim 

'everything turns on grasping and expressing the true, not as substance, but 

equally as subject. "' 

68 

" See Hegel (1991) p. 102-3 for the distinction between abstract and concrete universality. 

Hegel (1977), p. 23. 
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By this, Hegel means that human experience is both self-conscious and self- 

constituting. However, we only understand it as such at the end of a process of 

development, 

Of the absolute it must be said that it is essentially a result, that only in the end is it what it really 

is; and that precisely in this consists its nature viz. To be actual subject, the spontaneous becoming 

of itself. " 

The 'end' in question is the 'representation of the absolute as Spirit'. " This 

consists in the realisation that everything we know and everything there is, is the 

creation of a self- determining subject-object. This point is attained through a 

journey whereby lower forms of consciousness discover (albeit without 

intention) that what they take to be knowledge is in fact flawed or inadequate, 

requiring the formation of more complex forms of knowledge. This is a process 

of detenninate negation, the negation of a flawed or imperfect yet determinate 

content to give rise to a less flawed or less imperfect determinate content. 

Determinate negation contrasts with abstract negation in that it maps itself onto 

the contours of what it negates transforn-ting a determinate object and not merely 

standing in an external relation to its content: 

[S]uch a negation is not all negation but the negation of the determinate subject-matter which 

dissolves and is thus determinate negation, so that the form from which it results is essentially 

contained in the result. "' 

Hegel employs a 'comparison of consciousness with itself', in that he relates 

the knowledge of the world available to a specific level of consciousness to its 

claims about what knowledge is itself. The inadequacy of the actual knowledge 

71 Hegel (1977), p. 24. 

' Hegel (1977), p. 28. 

" Hegel (1998) § 35. 
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of lower levels of consciousness is seen to result from an inadequate conception 

of what knowledge is. The process of progression of human knowledge is, 

therefore, both one of actual knowledge and the criterion of what counts as 

knowledge itself. Hegel's comparison of consciousness with itself takes place 

from the point of view of the completion of the system whereby we can claim 

that the development from lower to higher modes of consciousness is of 

necessity, that flaws in one level have entailed their resolution at a higher level. 

To the level of consciousness being described, however, such a movement has 

the appearance of externality or chance. As I have said, this process terminates in 

Spirit's knowledge of itself as underpinning everything. It comprehends that 

knowledge is not mere knowledge of an external world but the self- 

understanding of Spirit. 

A number of key points should be apparent from this preliminary account. 

Firstly, through this characterisation of the developmental nature of Spirit, 

Beiser's distinction between the universal as first in the order of explanation and 

first in the order of existence should be clearer (see above). From the point of 

view of the absolute, we come to understand all previous shapes of Spirit as 

inchoate forms of its articulation. Moreover, such shapes come to be seen as 

necessary stages in the development of the absolute, the diremptions of subject 

and object, immanence and transcendence and real and empirical being 

necessary to the self-realisation of Spirit. However, from the point of view of 

existence, Spirit begins as Substance, innate and not conscious of itself. 

Secondly, whereas Hegel seeks to understand the distinctions that unfold in the 

development of Spirit, as expressed in, for example, Descartes n-dnd-body 

dualism or Kant's noumena-phenomena distinction, he is also a radically anti- 
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dualist thinker in that his aim is to both explain and surmount such divisions. 

Hegel conceives as both subject and object as essentially having the same 

structure. Begrif (or the concept) is the name Hegel gives to both the inherent 

form of all reality and the structure reason must assume in order to comprehend 

reality. In order for an object to be intelligible, reason must be structured in 

terms of the rational concept. This is because the structure of the rational concept 

is also that of reality as a whole. 

Finally, to paint this picture presented in the preface to the Phenomenology, 

into the theological argument above, the development of Spirit corresponds to 

the realisation that we are in fact vehicles of the infinite Spirit. For Taylor, this 

involves a constellation of self-awareness, freedom and reason. Spirit is made 

determinate, or expressed through finite Spirits. It teleologically progresses 

towards more and more adequate expressions of itself whereby eventually finite 

Spirits recognise that the structure of the universe is as it is so Spirit can be. It 

becomes 'self-knowledge of a universal Spirit of which we have become the 

vehicles'. " 

Having given this preliminary account of Spirit I want to move on to look at 

some key issues in more detail. These are, firstly, the strength of the notion of 

necessity underlying Spirit's existence and development, secondly, the extent to 

which his system is intelligible to those standing outside it and, thirdly, the 

retrospective character of Hegel's thinking. Finally I want to deal with some of 

the arguments surrounding whether Hegel can be made intelligible without some 

74 Taylor, (1977) p. 90. '[I]n coming to self-awareness, Spirit has also come to its fullest self- 

expression, hence freedom. It has shaped its vehicle to a perfect expression of itself. And since 

the essence of that vehicle, man, is to be the vehicle of Spirit, he too knows himself as fully self- 

expressed i. e. free' Taylor (1977) p. 92. 
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of his more bizarre metaphysical claims. On all these points, as I have indicated, 

I want highlight the gap between Hegel's metaphysics and the notion of social 

constitution in order to raise the stakes for Adorno's critical appropriation of 

Hegel. As I will argue in more detail, I take both Hegel and Adorno to have 

started from a similar problem, alienation, focusing on the conflicts between man 

and both external and internal nature and between individual and community. If, 

as I have suggested, Hegel's account of Spirit is irredeemably bound up with his 

mysticism, there are obvious difficulties in Adorno appropriating the Hegelian 

language of reconciliation. If what is doing the work, for Hegel, in terms of 

healing such wounds is a mystical meta-subject, Spirit, then we must ask what 

Adorno has to offer in its place. We must ask whether there is a way of 

appropriating Hegelian categories in a way which is consistent with the 

materialist insistence that flesh-and-blood human beings are the sole authors of 

history. Whether or not Adorno succeeds in extirpating the rational kernel from 

the mystical shell is the subject of Chapter Three. 

3.3) Rational Necessity 
It is fundamental to Hegel's system that developments in Spirit be characterised 

as having come about of necessity. Necessity, in Hegel, could be understood in 

two main senses. Firstly, Hegel's account of history could be taken as describing 

developments that are necessary in the looser sense of being the best or most 

plausible course history could have taken. This could apply, for example, to 

Chapter Six of the Phenomenology of Spirit which roughly follows human 

history from ancient Greece to the French Revolution. " The movement 

" Although Hegel often makes far stronger claims in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History, 

'It is only an inference from the history of the world, that its development has been a rational 

process; that the history in question has constituted the rational necessary course of the world- 
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underlying the development from lower to higher levels of consciousness is 

experienced as external or accidental by the participants in Spirit's self- 

realisation. Only for those at the end point of this process, can it be seen as 

necessarily having unfolded in this way. Secondly, necessity can be seen as 

referring to ontological facts, that, for example, finite entities exist necessarily as 

mediated through the whole. In this sense, the structure of the Logic can be seen 

to be elucidating the ontological structures of meaning. 

Some, like Paul Franco, attempt to n-dnimise the significance of the notion of 

necessity in Hegel's thought, particularly to his social, political and historical 

thought. " Furthermore, according to this view, it is mistaken to think of reason 

alone generating content which rational individuals must accommodate 

themselves to. ' Findlay's forward to the Phenomenology makes similar claims 

to Franco, arguing that necessity refers only to the most plausible route that the 

development of Spirit could have taken and not the only route. " Findlay claims 

Spirit - that Spirit whose nature is always one and the same, but which unfolds this one nature in 

the phenomena of the worlds existence' Hegel (1975) Lectures on the Philosophy of World 

History translated by H. B. Nisbert (CUP, Cambridge) p. 10. Such lecture notes were compiled by 

Hegel's students and their authenticity is disputed. 

76 'Distinguishing between the stronger claim that Hegels dialectical progressions constitute the 

only possible resolutions to the internal contradictions of previous forms of consciousness and 

the weaker claim that they represent the best possible resolutions so far, I think all that is 

important about Hegels general approach can be defended on the latter' Franco (1999) p. 86. 

' 'While it is true that Hegel does, at some level, identify freedom with rational necessity, he 

does not see this necessity as a kind of fact that first exists outside of human freedom and only 

later comes to lose its alien character by being understood' Franco (1999) p. 18 1. 

78 "Ibere is no reason to think that Hegel thought that the path traced in the Phenomenology, 

through consisting throughout of necessary steps, was the only path that the conscious Spirit 

could have taken in rising from sensuous immediacy to absolute knowledge' Hegel (1977) p. I 
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that Hegel's dialectic is far subtler than a mechanism that merely pursues a set 

rational course. Hegel recognised that even mathematics could arrive at proofs 

though a number of different paths and certainly saw his own logic as a higher 

and more comprehensive expression of consciousness. " Likewise, Kaufman 

claims that, for Hegel, necessity is an antonym for arbitrariness. If something 

happens out of necessity, what Hegel really means is that it happens for good 

reasons and not randomly or by chance. " 

However, such interpretations can be found wanting in many respects. Firstly, 

for example, Findlay argues in his preface to the Phenomenology, that Hegel 

allows for there being much that is contingent in history. However, whilst this is 

true8l, it does not necessarily contradict with a strong notion of rational necessity. 

The basic direction of history, the basic structure of the universe and the 

progression of levels of consciousness all unfold according to rational necessity. 

There are elements of contingency in the world, however, but elements, which 

exist of necessity. The world necessarily contains different levels of being, the 

higher levels perfectly manifesting the necessity underlying them with the lower 

levels doing so only imperfectly and manifesting elements of contingency. " 

" Hegel (1998) p. 202-4. 

'0 Kaufman (1966) Hegel: Texts and Commentary (Weidenfeld and Nicholson) p. 85. 

" Findlay in Hegel (1977) pii. See Hegel (1991) p. 217-218 for Hegel's discussion of 

contingency in nature. Hegel's discussion here could either be taken as an admission of the 

problem of natural contingency or of an admission of the limits of philosophical deduction. The 

latter appears to be a more plausible reading. That the philosopher cannot deduce the number of 

species of parrot, for example, from absolute necessity is not reason for Hegel to deny that a 

particular number of parrot species exists of necessity. 

82 See for example Hegel (1977) the Difference Between Fichte's and Schelling's System of 

Philosophy (SUNY Press, Albany) p. 9 1. 
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Furthermore such a loose notion of necessity fails to grasp Hegel's project of 

reconciliation seriously. The object of Hegel's philosophy is the reconciliation of 

man to the world. This requires that mankind understand that the modern world 

has developed the objective capacity to be a home not just for 'good' or 

'plausible' reasons but as a consequence of rational necessity. It is this 

recognition, that the modern world is the way it is as the consequence of a 

necessary process of development, which gives weight to the demand for 

reconciliation. Hegel frequently identifies reconciliation with the recognition of 

rational necessity. " To give a famous example: 

To recognise reason as the rose in the cross of the present and thereby to delight in the present - 

this rational insight is the reconciliation with actuality which philosophy grants to those who have 

received the inner call to comprehend. " 

The notion of necessity is also deeply entwined with Hegel's conception of 

freedom. The level of freedom one obtains through recognising oneself as a 

vehicle of Spirit is infinitely greater than that one can realise as a finite Spirit. 

The reason for this is that, as finite Spirits, much of what we are is given by 

nature. Taylor claims that we are expressive beings yet much of what we do must 

be understood in terms of life functions (digestion, procreation etc. ) and even 

those activities that are expressive should be seen as very much conditioned by 

our animality. " Here, I take it that Taylor is claiming that the Aristotelian and 

Expressivist notions of the subject cannot be reconciled exactly in relation to 

13 It is indeed debatable whether or not the Hegelian needs to make such strong claims - an issue 

I will examine in terms of its political implications in Chapter Two. However, for the moment, 

the use of the notion of rational necessity in grounding a notion of reconciliation can be seen as 

what makes the project for finding a 'home' in the world distinctly Hegelian. 

" Hegel (1991) p. 22. 

85 Taylor (1977) p. 89-91 
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finite Spirits, only in relation to Spirit. The point is, therefore, that there is a 

certain giveness that cannot be transcended by the finite Spirit conceived as such. 

Spirit, however, posits its own embodiment. Its externalisation in the universe is 

both the expression and condition of its possibility. Hence there is no giveness. 

Spirit is entirely determined by itself. 

This radical freedom achieved by Spirit is intrinsically bound to its following 

rational necessity. That is, Spirit follows reason alone and in following a line of 

rational necessity it comes to be driven by nothing outside reason, or nothing 

given. As Taylor argues: 

If one had a line of action which was grounded entirely on rational, conceptual necessity, without 

reposing on any merely given premises, then we would have a pure expression of subjectivity as 

reason, one in which Spirit would recognise itself as expressed, and hence free, in a total 

unadulterated way; something immeasurably greater than the freedom of finite Spirits. " 

However, there is still one given that has to underlie this argument, that Spirit 

be or that Spirit realise itself. As Raymond Geuss argues, this is the only 

imperative that can be obtained from Hegel's philosophy and even, as such, it is 

radically impersonal and not directed at anything anyone could conceivably do. 

Is it still a given though? Taylor claims it is not; as to claim that Spirit should 

'be' is not a limit on its freedom but the very basis of freedom itself. That Spirit 

'be' is the very foundation of the possibility of freedom, everything else follows 

from this point by rational necessity undetermined by anything outside reason. 

Furthermore, that reason is the vehicle for subjectivity follows from its very 

nature. Free subjectivity can only be realised through clear, discursive, 

" Geuss (2003) 'Outside Ethics', European Journal of Philosophy (Volume 11, Number 1), p. 

93. 
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conceptual thought as only then can Spirit accurately grasp itself as both 

substance and subject. 

I suggested that the requirement that 'Spirit be' is the only presupposition 

underlying Spirit's development of rational necessity. However, Hegel still has 

to prove this presupposition. He has to show that if we look at the structure of the 

world, it could be no other way than a manifestation of Gods self- realisation. 

Hegel is not arguing that, because the world appears to have properties that have 

been the creation of a designer it is most probable that they are the manifestation 

of God. Instead, Hegel demonstrates his point through dialectical argument, by 

seeing contradiction in all finite things that point towards having to understand 

them as moments of a wider reality. We climb through various inadequate forms 

of relating consciousness to its objects until we reach knowledge of Spirit as 

positing the world as its necessary embodiment. At this point, all the previous 

contradictions and antagonisms through which Spirit gained self- realisation are 

preserved within a differentiated unity. Spirit both knows itself fully and knows 

how it arrived at its self- realisat ion. 

The ontological necessity described by Hegel posits finite identities as having a 

necessary relationship to something else and ultimately the whole. We can see 

this dialectic operating throughout Hegel's thinking, for example, in the claim 

that everything immediate is (on closer exarnination) mediated. " Likewise, the 

"87 
... [Ilt is quite n-dndless not to see that the unity of distinct determinations is not just a purely 

immediate ... unity but that what is posited in it is precisely that one of the determinations has truth 

only through its mediation by the other; or, in other words, that each of them is mediated with the 

truth only through the other. Hegel (199 1) p. 70. 

88 Spinoza was radically deterministic, claiming that all human actions and thoughts are modes 

of the divine nature. See Beiser (2005) pp. 71-5 for a good discussion of Hegel's relationship to 
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notion that the true infinity is self-related or circular rather than an infinitely 

extending sequence of finite entities can be seen to extend from this principle. 

The idea that things cannot exist on their own because they are contradictory 

and, hence, must pass over into something else, is raised to an ontological 

principle. 

This strong notion of necessity makes Hegel's concept of freedom appear 

rather counter intuitive. In the face of the then dominant Kantian-Fichtean notion 

of autonomy, with its emphasis on choice and subjectivity, does Hegel not 

represent a move back to Spinoza? " Are we not left with a system of thinking 

that is both radically deterministic and quietist (in that nothing human beings do 

can alter the path of human history)? Like the romantics, Hegel was very much 

attracted to the idealist notion of freedom in Fichte but was also attracted to 

Spinoza's naturalism in that it did not posit a distinction between an empirical 

and transcendent realm or between noumena and phenomena. It was precisely 

such dualisms, so integral to the Kantian-Fichtean concept of autonomy, that 

Hegel wanted to supersede. However, he wanted to do so in a form that rescued 

something of the Spitit of the idealist notion of freedom. To 'square the circle', 

Hegel claims human subjectivity to be the highest development of the powers of 

nature. " Those realms most closely connected with human subjectivity, culture, 

politics, art and Christianity, are prized as the highest realizations of reason in 

Spinoza. 

88 

" These are the areas Hegel associates with 'Absolute Spirit', namely art, religion and 

philosophy (see Hegel (1998) § 553) These are the areas in which individuals are most conscious 

of God's existence. 
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history. However, they are so of necessity, coming to the fore at the moment of 

Spirit's self-realisation i. e. its telos. 

3.4) The Retrospective Character of Philosophy 
A further respect in which Hegel can be seen to avoid the quietist implications 

of Spinoza's theology is in that Gods self- realisatio n, for Hegel, is achieved only 

though the subjective self- realisat ion of finite beings. God is as dependant upon 

human activity asfinite human beings are dependent upon God. " What sort of 

subject can this be, however, if it comprehends what it has done only in 

retrospect? Hegel's notion of the subject seems far removed from that of the 

Fichtean who shapes his path in accordance with his choices. Hegel's notion of 

subjectivity can in fact be separated both from individualist liberal models of the 

subject and the idea of constitutive subjectivity in the critical tradition. " The 

former, crudely understood, tends towards understanding individuals as a 

culmination of their choices, holding them responsible for the life decisions they 

have made for themselves. Whereas Hegel tends to ascribe such a self- 

understanding to modern individuals, the strong notion of unintended 

consequences expressed through the 'cunning of reason' seems to undercut such 

a notion (see below). Hegel shares the radical historicism of the latter, taking all 

human beliefs and practices to derive solely from their cultural and social 

context. However he also subscribes to a strong notion of historical determinism, 

echoing Kant, Schelling, and Herder before him and influencing many Marxists 

after him. Hegel was opposed to any form of historical relativism, seeing History 

90 Hegel (1998) § 505. 

"' For a basic account of the Marxist account of subjectivity and historical progress see 

Callinicos, A. (1983) p. 82-105. 
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as corresponding to rational laws of progress. " Not only does such faith appear 

naYve in the light of the 20'h century, such determinism places Hegel in 

opposition to the unity of theory and practice in the critical tradition, which 

requires that people be understood as being able to practically and collectively 

transform the world and to re-interpret themselves and the world they inhabit 

through such transformation. In contradistinction, Hegel's notion of Spirit is 

radically impersonal, involving a radical separation of theory and practice, 

whereby the Owl of Minerva flies only at the fall of dusk, once Spirit has 

culminated in its own self- realisatio n. 93 

Hegel describes this unintended evolution of history on a rational path in terms 

of one his most controversial ideas, 'the cunning of reason'. This idea originated 

in the populist 'Lectures on the Philosophy of History', authored not by Hegel 

but by his students. As such, its significance should be treated with scepticism. ' 

The doctrine states that human beings essentially act out of self-interest. In 

Hegel's words: '[T]here is no room in reality for empty notions like that of 

pursuing goodness for its own sake. "' 

" Hegel (1975) p. 10. 

9' Hegel (199 1) p. 13. 

94 The lectures, because they are the most readable of Hegel's texts, have become the most 

popular entry point into Hegel's thinking. Although their authenticity is questionable, as they are 

compiled from fragments of lecture notes, a number of scholarly defences have been made of 

their central claims. See, for example, McCamey, J. (2000) Hegel on History (London, 

Routledge). I take the view that, however important the lectures are in terms of their legacy and, 

more importantly, the reaction against them, it is difficult to view the idealist notions of 'reason 

in history' and 'the cunning of reason' as anything but obscure historical relics. 

99 Hegel (1975) p. 84. 
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Furthermore, we always act as if we believe our actions to be freely 

determined, by doing what we please. Our actions, however, without our 

purposeful intention, contribute to the rational unfolding of history. However 

much we think we are acting selfishly, indifferent to moral ideals, we are always 

pawns in history's rational plan. 'The cunning of reason' is supposed to be 

Hegel's answer to the objection that, for him to hold such a teleological account 

of history, he would have to assume a rather naYve view of human agency as 

guided by the ideals of freedom and morality. If the 'cunning of reason' thesis 

holds, one can maintain a progressive account of human history, without 

resorting to an idealistic account of the moral motivation of historical actors. 

Furthermore, to return to the question of the association of a strong concept of 

necessity with both determinism and quietism, the 'cunning of reason' thesis 

appears to include the demand (1) that the agency of human beings is essential to 

historical progress and (2) that human beings understand their actions as freely 

determined. Both demands are reconciled with a strongly rationalistic and 

teleological account of historical progress. 

Given this separation between individuals' own self- understanding of their 

actions and the designs of reason, Hegel's ethics seem radically impersonal. 

From the standpoint of the absolute, that is from the point of view of the 

Hegelian, the key ethical question of 'what ought I to do' seems to become 

"100 Geuss (2003) p. 35. The account of ethics implied by the notion of the cunning of reason is 

very different from that presented in the Philosophy of Right. In the Philosophy of Right, it does 

matter to Hegel that people do the right thing for the right reasons and that they can make such 

reasons intelligible to thernsleves and others. It is also important that people act on the right sort 

of inclination and desire for each reason, for example that marriage is undertaken on the basis of 

love. Hegel (1991) pp. 199-208. 
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largely sidelined. It becomes difficult to ascribe any intentionality to any agent, 

irrespective of how they phenomenologically perceive the situation. This can be 

addressed more clearly by examining what Hegel describes as the 'objective' and 

'subjective' conditions for Spirit's self-realisation. 

When we talk about the reconciliation that marks the end point of Spirit's self- 

realisation we are talking about something 'objective' in the sense that the world 

must be this way for it to accommodate Spirit. As we shall see in the next 

section, the objective conditions of freedom are those in which Spirit can find a 

home. It is referred to as 'objective' precisely, as I have said, because it is not the 

outcome of subjective intentions, as something intentionally 'brought about' by 

any individual or group of individuals. As Raymond Geuss argues, 

Spartacus would not himself have been able to end ancient slavery even if he had intended to that 

(which, as far as we know, he did not), nor could indeed all the slaves in the ancient world, acting 

together, have put an end once and for all to the conditions of slavery unless the historical 

conditions were right. " 

When Hegel refers to the subjective conditions of reconciliation, that we 

subjectively feel at home in the world, again this is not because we see ourselves 

as having intentionally got there. So, to return to the slavery example, we 

understand, from the standpoint of the absolute, that the overthrow of slavery 

was necessary in the course of developing a world in which Spirit can find a 

home but do not see the process of its overthrow as being anything intentional, 

anything that could be attributed to a 'real, determinate, practically effective 

historical agent, who existed in the time in question'. " 

96 

" Geuss (2003) p. 35. 
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In these circumstances, as I have said, the implications of Hegel's philosophy 

become very different to those which assume intentionality of some sort. The 

imperative 'let Spirit realise itself cannot be predicated to any individual or 

group of individuals. Just as no individual or group can abolish ancient slavery, 

no individual can 'realise Spirit'. It is something that happens as the result of a 

gradual, unintended process. 

3.5) The Intelligibility of Hegel's System - Rosen's 
Critique 

Given this description of the movement of Spirit, a further question is raised as 

to how one comes to gain knowledge of the absolute. It has long been the retort 

of the Hegelian that those who criticise aspects of his thinking fail to understand 

the whole on which it is premised. This has provided Hegel and his followers 

with an opportunity to side-step rational criticism of his system on the basis that 

the critic stands outside the holistic, organic view of he who has come to gain 

knowledge of the absolute. Michael Rosen's starting point is precisely that 

Hegel's dialectic is closed to rational criticism. As his interpretation of Hegel 

will be important in deciphering Adorno's dialectic in Chapter Three, it is worth 

turning to some of the issues he raises. 

Rosen invokes the 'post festurn paradox', which he defines as f6flows. Truth, 

for Hegel, requires a system and can only be understood at the point of 

completion of this systern. 

'The true is the whole. But the whole is only the essence which completes itself through its 

development. It is to be said of the Absolute that it is essentially result, that only at the end is it 

that which it is in truth'. " 

" Hegel (1977) p. 2 1. 
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Critics, however, should be interested in whether the individual arguments that 

Hegel advances to get to the point of completion hold or not. Rosen's key 

example is that of the issue of determinate negation, whereby Hegel claims that 

to negate determinate content yields a positive result. Hegel's method of 

philosophical critique, for example, is driven forward through challenging the 

incompleteness of previous philosophical theories. This argument is claimed to 

be false in that (as Karl Popper argues in 'What is Dialectic? ')" Refutation can 

have a significant role in producing better theories but it does not have a logical 

role. Negation does not of logical necessity deliver positive results. Furthermore, 

the procedure of immanent critique, that is the negation of specific content 

within its own parameters, cannot itself be justified on the basis of immanent 

critique. The procedure of immanent critique is often invoked as a means of side- 

stepping the need for transcendental justification. However, the procedure itself 

requires justification that cannot logically fall back on the notion of immanent 

critique itself For Hegel, however, to criticise such arguments in isolation from 

the system is to fail to acknowledge Hegel's insistence upon truth as a totality. 

to criticise from any point other than the point of completion violates a crucial presupposition of 

the system itself, namely that only someone who has really attained its final point can perceive the 

rationality of its attainment. 100 

Rosen's answer to this paradox is precisely to deny that Hegel holds a universal 

and presuppositionless conception of rationality. What he does, instead, is to 

develop an experiential basis for his system through which his claims become 

intelligible. Through this mode of philosophical experience, Pure Thought, the 

99 Popper, K. (1940) 'What is Dialectic? ' Mind (No. 49) pp. 403-26. 

100 Rosen (1982) p. 24. 

101 Rosen (1982) p. 179. 
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claims of Hegel's system make sense. Instead of describing his system as to 

make it intelligible, Hegel presupposes acquaintance with it, an ability to 

practically engage with and participate within its rules and structures. Hence, it 

only makes sense to those within it and remains mystical to those outside. As a 

parallel example we could think of the moral sceptic standing outside the moral 

point of view, unable to engage unless she adopted something of the assumptions 

and argumentative procedure entailed in ascertaining moral truths. In Hegel's 

case, however, the experiential basis appears far more obscure, the experience of 

Pure Thought. This is the 'neo-platonic fantasy' alluded to above. ' 

In defining Hegel's approach as neo-platonic, Rosen cannot be referring to 

Hegel's ontology. The neo-platonic metaphor that God exists as a pool or source, 

separated from the world by high-reaching waterfalls could not be further from 

Hegel's radically unorthodox Christianity. However, Rosen is, I think, right that 

that Hegel's system requires access to some level of experience out with that of 

ordinary practical engagement with the world in order to be intelligible. He is 

also right to worry that any attempt to try to rehabilitate Hegel by taking away 

the rational claims away from their mystical context (for example Adorno) fails 

to recognise that all Hegel's claims derive from this mystical notion of 

experience. Given that I want to argue that both Hegel and Adorno share a 

common understanding of immanent critique, this is problematic. However, in 

Chapters Three and Four, I argue that this is not ultimately debilitating for 

Adorno. Firstly, I present a more modest notion of immanent critique, which 

does not rely upon a strong notion of rational necessity. Secondly, although I 

reject such a strong notion of necessity, I argue that often moves too far in 

rejecting certain features of Hegel's understanding of negation. 
10'102 Franco (1999) p. 84. 
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The picture of Hegel's system which I have presented so far is one which 

highlights the risks of Adorno's appropriation of Hegelian categories for 

materialist purposes. For many Hegel interpreters, one can extirpate the 

mysticism from Hegel's system simply by substituting 'Spirit' for 'society' or 

&social relations'. The claim is not that Hegel did not hold decidedly mystical 

views about God, only that his notion of Spirit is equally intelligible as a notion 

of human inter-subjectivity in general. I do not deal with the Marxist claim that 

Hegel fails to decipher the true origin of Spirit in social labour and thus really 

refers to social processes albeit in a mystical form. This is Adorno's more 

complex interpretative claim, which I deal with in Chapter Three. I, instead, have 

in mind Franco's claim that 'it is not necessary to import into this concept 

[Spirit] any dubious metaphysical or cosmic connotations"" or Patten's claim 

that Hegel's mystic theology is inessential to the key arguments he makes. I want 

to argue that such an interpretation is fundamentally mistaken and that his 

system is intrinsically bound up with 'dubious metaphysical or cosmic 

connotations'. 

Patten's critique of Taylor"' in this respect makes a number of claims, of 

which I will deal with just two. His underlying concern is that there are many 

important elements to Hegel's philosophy which do not fit into the cosmic or 

metaphysical picture and that can be supported outside it. Firstly, Patten argues 

that Spirit refers to a number of different entities, individuals, peoples 

(Volksgeist) and the cosmic Spirit (WeItgeist). Some uses carry metaphysical 

connotations and some don not. Secondly, Patten claims that the argument that 

we are vehicles of God does little work in-itself in generating the content of 

'0'107 Patten (1999) p. 16-27. 
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many of Hegel's claims. So, for example, it is unclear why Hegel should believe 

that specifically modern Sittlichkeit should be the most appropriate mode of 

God's self- realisation and not any other form of community or indeed why he 

believes that we need a community at all. God is not important in raising the 

specific claims Hegel makes. On one level Patten is right, many aspects of 

Hegel's political philosophy, for example, can be justified without appeal to 

Hegel's system. In the next chapter I look more closely at whether Hegel's 

understanding of freedom in his political philosophy needs to be predicated on 

such a metaphysical basis. For the moment I will make a few tentative 

suggestions. Firstly, in terms of Hegel's self-understanding, it seems undeniable 

that these various shapes of Spirit are all mediated through each other and that 

the highest level of mediation is the Weltgeist. The lower levels of Spirit are 

essential to the differentiation and self-realisation of God and whilst their cosrnic 

status is not always explicit, it is presupposed in the underlying framework of 

Hegel's system. Secondly, it would appear that there is a theological 

underpinning for the content of modern Sittlichkeit in that a significant feature of 

the project is to accommodate the Christian notion of subjectivity. Whether this 

notion can be sustained on different grounds is debatable, but if Rosen is right, 

once we grasp precisely what Hegel means by subjectivity it is very difficult to 

separate it from its mystical shell. Finally, it seems difficult to take two of 

Hegel's notions, reconciliation and concrete universality, both of which do so 

much work in terms of Hegel's political philosophy, away from their place in 

the system. I examine both in more detail in the next chapter. 
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4) Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have drawn attention to the conflicts that Hegel takes the 

subject to be confronted with in modernity. As I will argue in subsequent 

chapters, I take Adorno to be also centrally preoccupied with such problems. At 

present, however, Hegel's solutions appear radically inadequate. The reading of 

Spirit I have presented in this chapter has been strongly metaphysical, drawing 

attention to its religious basis, the strong sense of necessity underlying its 

movement and the mystical notion of experience required to understand the 

Absolute from the inside. It is difficult to imagine, at this stage, how such claims 

are to be appropriated by Adorno, who was both atheist and radically anti- 

determinist. In further chapters, however, I will go on to broadly defend 

Adorno's understanding of dialectic and immanent critique, both of which can be 

seen to have firn-dy Hegelian roots. Before I do this, however, I want to look 

more closely at Hegel's political philosophy to see if he has anything more to 

offer in terms of responding to the problem of alienation. I will go on to argue 

that it is in the Philosophy of Right that Hegel provides his most interesting 

account of alienation and reconciliation. Indeed, I will argue that there is much in 

the Philosophy of Right to be appropriated by Marxists and critical theorists. 
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2) Freedom and Reconciliation in 

Hegel"s Political Philosophy 

1) Introduction 
I suggested in the introduction that the notion of social constitution is not solely 

concerned with the explanation and understanding of social processes. It is also 

an ethical concept, offering a powerful critique of alienation. In Chapter One, I 

outlined the various ways in which the notion of Spirit underpins Hegel's 

metaphysical account of reconciliation, itself a response to the problem of 

alienation. I argued that this response is fatally flawed by Hegel's failure to 

understand Spirit as the collective activity of flesh-and-blood human beings, and 

instead treat it as an autonomous source of content. In this chapter, I move to 

consider Hegel's account of reconciliation in the realm of 'Objective Spirit' 

(politics, jurisprudence and morality) as it is at this level that some of the ethical 

issues associated with the idea of reconciliation are articulated more clearly. 

More specifically, this chapter outlines Hegel's notion of reconciliation qua 

social autonomy and begins to examine the extent to which it is compromised 

both by Hegel's metaphysics and his politics. 

Hegel, in the Philosophy of Right, again equates freedom with self- 

determination, the property of being seýf-related or being-with-oneself. One can 

be said to be self-determined when one is dependent upon nothing outside 

oneself. Hegel's ontology, however, commits him to the view there can be 

nothing purely immediate, nothing which is not related to (or mediated through) 

anything else. " Hence, Hegel formulates freedom as the property of being-with- 

'04 Hegel (1991) p. 70. 
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onesetf-in-an-other. " In realising self-determination, one no longer sees social 

institutions or society in general as a restriction upon or interference in ones 

freedom. We have already seen an inchoate form of such reconciliation in the 

notion of Love in Hegel's early writing. Furthermore, we have already seen that 

in comprehending oneself as a vehicle of infinite Spirit, Hegel believes that we 

can begin to resolve the diremption of man from his world and man from his 

own natural being. What appear to be individual dilemmas or conflicts are 

uprooted in their wider contextualisation. His understanding of freedom in the 

Philosophy of Right continues in this trajectory, rooting freedom in a rational 

social order that not only facilitates our freedom but also constitutes us as free, 

self-determining beings. Against its negative, Hobbesian, formulation, Hegelian 

freedom is not an arena in which man can exercise its will freely without the 

interference of any power, 'being able to do as one pleases'. " Instead it is the 

negation of the otherness of such constraints. For Hegel, this requires a shift in 

consciousness, or a change in the way in which we relate to and practically 

engage in the world. It also requires the development of objectively rational, 

freedom-promoting institutions, institutions that Hegel believed had come to the 

fore in post-revolutionary Europe. These two conditions can be described as 

subjective and objective freedom respectively. 

As I have said, the focus of this chapter is 'practical freedom'. Unlike 

speculative freedom, which is essentially about our cognitive relation to the 

world and gained in philosophical activity, practical freedom is concerned 

primarily with the will and its real engagement in the external world. What I 

want to look at, firstly, is the subjective faculties Hegel associates with Freedom. 

10' Hegel (1991) pp. 54-55. 

'06 Hegel (1991) p. 48 
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There is much discussion as to whether Hegel's notion of freedom is close to a 

Kantian-Fichtean notion of autonomy or whether he develops a less oppositional 

understanding of the relationship between reason and inclination. " I develop the 

latter interpretation in order to draw connections with Adorno's understanding of 

the reconciliation of discursive reason and impulse and desire. A second, related 

issue is the extent to which Hegel's notion of freedom is conducive to social 

criticism or moral reflection. Whereas I take Hegel to be requiring that agents 

subjectively and reflectively endorse the rationality of ethical life, I take Hegel to 

be claiming that the day-to-day operation of our morality is unreflective and 

spontaneous. Rather than take this as a limitation of Hegel's political philosophy, 

I take this to be an important contribution to the question of moral motivation. 

That it is the nature of the social relations within which agents operate that is 

formative of ones ethical disposition is a claim that Marxists also want to make. 

Such a disposition is to become a 'second nature' to the individual. A third issue 

is the counter-intuitive idea that freedom, for Hegel, requires identity with social 

institutions whereby such institutions (or more precisely our roles within them) 

are seen as an antecedent condition for peoples self-understandings and sense of 

self-worth. In attempting to ground this claim, I will discuss Hegel's notion of 

mutual recognition and the role of social institutions in nurturing and sustaining 

its development. I take the demand for mutual recognition to be at the ethical 

core of Hegel's thinking. Finally, it is necessary to understand what Hegel means 

by objective freedom, the rational institutions which constitute us as free agents. 

It is not my intention to discuss the detailed constitutional plan that Hegel 

advances in the Philosophy of Right. This section shall focus, firstly on the 

" For example, see Patten, A. (1999) pp. 47-8 for the former view and Pinkard (2000) p. 473 for 

the latter. 
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requirement that a rational social order correspond to the rational concept. 

Secondly, I shall examine the formative role of social institutions in nurturing 

capacities for freedorrý giving some illustrative examples from Hegel's 

discussion of the family, civil society and the state. Again, what I find most 

interesting in this account is the relationship between Bildung and the ethical 

disposition of agents in Hegel's account of social autonomy. 

2) The Free Will 

2.1) Three Determinations of the Will - Natural., Arbitrary and 

Rational 

Before being able to progress towards some of the more difficult issues in 

relation to Hegel's understanding of freedom, it is necessary to first give an 

exposition of Hegel's concept of the free will and its three distinct forms, 

natural, arbitrary and rational. The introduction to the Philosophy of Right is 

dedicated to deriving a 'true' concept of the free will, one which will go on to 

inform his development of a rational social order that best promotes and 

engenders such freedom. 

Hegel does not see the will as a separate faculty, which mediates between 

thinking and acting. "' Instead he thinks of the will as a type of (practical) 

thinking concerned with translating our subjective aims and interests into 

existence in the world. It is essentially about externalising our ends and 

objectives. 

"' 'The distinction between thought and the will is simply that between theoretical and practical 

attitudes. But they are not two separate faculties; on the contrary the will is a particular way of 

thinking - thinking translating itself into existence - thinking as the drive to give itself existence. ' 

Hegel (199 1) p. 35. 
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Hegel begins by discussing two ineliminable elements of the will, the first 

being the moment of 'pure indeterminacy'. This is a formal capacity for 

abstraction, for holding oneself above ones embodiment in a particular social 

order or entanglement in particular ethical commitments. This Hegel describes as 

the 'I's pure reflection into itself, in which every limitation, every content, 

whether present immediately through nature, through needs, desires and drives 

or given and determined in some way, is dissolved'. " Hegel, firstly, associates 

this notion with Brahmanism, a form of Hindu fanaticism in which thought 

reaches such a level of abstraction or pure contemplation that it has no 

discernable subject. Hegel also associates this element of the will with terrorism 

and nihilism, most famously when he talks of the 'fury of destruction' in the 

French revolutionary terror. The will that attempts to flee any limitation or 

determination, what Hegel describes as 'negative freedom' (not to be confused 

with Berlin's 'Negative Freedom'), ̀ is pathological, "' characterised by a 

certain wanton, aimless destruction. 

[T]here is left for it only negative action; it is merely the fury of destruction. ' 12 

Furthermore: 

The sole work and deed of universal freedom is therefore death, a death too which has no inner 

significance or filling, for what is negated is the empty point of the absolutely free self It is thus 

the coldest and meanest of all deaths, with no more significance than cutting off a head of cabbage 

or swallowing a mouthful of water. "' 

Hegel (1991) p. 37. 

Berlin. (1969). 

See Knowles (2002) pp. 29-30. 

Hegel (1977) p. 359. 

Hegel (1977) p. 360. 
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This formal capacity for abstraction becomes pathological if left unchecked by 

a second element of the will, the moment of particularity. This is, essentially, the 

idea that something is willed or that the will resolves on a certain action. "' Each 

time one resolves on a certain path of action, one limits other potential outcomes 

or other possibilities of what one could make of oneself. For example, embarking 

on a PhD in philosophy makes it less likely that I will become a plumber or 

electrician. "' Thus a tension develops between the universal and particular 

elements of the will. From this point, Hegel moves to the moment of 

individuality, in which the will both wills something determinate yet still 

remains 'with-itself' or universal (i. e. it still sees itself as being capable of 

abstracting from all content). At this stage the moment of individuality is more 

of a desideraturn, with much more philosophical work needed to get there. 

From this point, Hegel changes tack and proceeds to look at three distinct 

determinations of the will from the perspective of both its form (the subjective 

ends that it hopes to translate into objectivity) and its content (what it wills). The 

first of these is the natural or immediate will. Hegel does not equate this concept 

of the will with animality, as he believes that humans have the unique capacity to 

stand above their drives and posit them as theirs own. "' Instead, the natural will 

originates in the multitude of drives confronting a human being. Not only are we 

confronted by a number of different drives but also a number of different objects 

with which so satisfy such desires. "' To cancel this double indeterminacy one 

114 Hegel (1991) pp. 39-40. 

Stem (2002) pp. 162-8. 

The human being 'stands above his drives and can determine and posit them as his own', 

Hegel (1991) p. 45. 

117 Hegel (1991) § 12. 
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has to resolve on something, to take the desire for hunger (for example) and seek 

to satisfy it by desiring a particular object (for example a steak). In Hegel's 

terms, the form of the will is entirely indeterminate, marked by the 'abstract 

universality' described above. Yet in terms of content, the will is determinate, 

the process of resolving on something being essential to the detern-driation of the 

will. In contrast to this is the 'beautiful soul' which refuses to resolve upon 

anything determinate. "' 

In the second determination of the will, the arbitrary will, the indeterminacy 

associated with the natural will becomes explicit. Hegel refers to this 

determination of the will as arbitrary because, although it involves the explicit 

and self-conscious 'choosing' of ones ends, it still regards the content of what it 

chooses as external to, or separate from ones ability to choose. "' Like the natural 

will, its content is still made up of drives and inclinations given by nature. Being 

contingent (i. e. externally related to the subject) the content is in contradiction 

with the form of the will, which explicitly resolves on certain ends. 

This claim also applies to more complicated determinations of the arbitrary 

will, whereby we attempt to incorporate our inclinations into a rational system. " 

Our 'choices' are then determined by some universal aim or project and not on 

the basis of particular resolutions upon drives or inclinations. Hegel, here, has in 

"' See Hegel (1977) pp. 383409. 

"9 'The commonest idea we have of freedom is arbitrariness - the mean position of reflection 

between the will as determined soley by natural drives, and the will which is free in and for itself. 

When we haer it said that freedom in general consists of being able to do what one pleases, such 

an idea can only be taken to indicate a complete lack of interllectual culture, for it shows not the 

least awareness of what constitutes the will which is free in and for itself, or right, or ethics and 

so forth. ' Hegel (1991) p. 48. 

"0 Hegel (199 1) p. 50. 
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mind the idea of happiness, in which we attempt to develop a more coherent 

system of desire satisfaction aimed towards the universal aim of well-being. Still, 

however, Hegel sees the content of this determination as external to its form. The 

content is still our contingent desires and inclinations, despite the universalistic 

ambitions of its form. However, against Alan Patten, for whom Hegel's critique 

of the happiness model is taken as confirmation of his affinity with Kantian- 

Fichtean autonomy, "' Hegel's response here needs to be understood carefully. 

Kant clearly rejects the happiness model on the basis of his nature-reason 

dualism. Hegel, however, who questions such an oppositional approach to nature 

and otherness in general, sees the aspirations of the happiness model as 

fundamentally progressive: 

... the freedom of man, as regards his natural impulses, consists not in his being rid of such 

impulses altogether and thus striving to escape from his nature but in his recognition of them as 

necessity and as something rational; and in realising them accordingly through his will, he finds 

himself constrained only in so far as he creates for himself accidental and arbitrary impressions 

and purposes in opposition to the universal. 122 

Having rejected the happiness model, Hegel still thinks that its underlying 

aspiration can be better realised in the notion of freedom, whereby the will takes 

upon the determination of the rational will. The rational will is identical in terms 

of both form and content in that what is willed is freedom itself i. e. it is freedom 

willed by freedom. Hence not only do we have determinate, subjective ends but 

also a determinate content to resolve upon. Understanding precisely what Hegel 

means by this is the concern of the next section. 

121 See Patten (1999) p. 56. 

122 Hegel (1986) Philosophical Propadeutic, translated by AN. Mller (Basil Blackwell, Oxford) 

43. 

71 



3) Subjective Freedom 

3.1) Hegel's Critique of Kant and the Empty Formalism 

Objection 

The notion of freedom willed by freedom strongly suggests that, for Hegel, 

freedom has a value beyond mere instrumentality and the process of striving for 

freedom should reflect this. Freedom is clearly a good in itself, not merely of 

utilitarian import as, for example, in John Stuart Mill. This formulation can also 

be taken to suggest that agents do not act on the basis of authority, social mores 

or inclination but on the basis of a rationally construed understanding of the free 

will. If acting otherwise, the form and the content of the will come into conflict. 

Alan Patten takes up a very strong interpretation of what Hegelian freedom 

demands of us, arguing that, properly understood, Hegel demands a level of 

critical scrutiny of our practices that goes all the way down. "' Here, Patten 

employs the Hegelian term, 'infinite subjectivity', a term Hegel employs only in 

the morality section of the Philosophy of Right, which is an incomplete and 

indeterminate form of Right. 114 If Patten is right, however, and Hegel does 

demand no less than the 'infinite subjectivity' of modern agents, coupled with 

the demand that we take freedom as an end-in-itself, we are faced with the 

crucial question of how it is possible to derive content from this end. 

Furthermore, if Hegel is to make the 'empty formalism objection' against Kant, 

the claim that Kant's notion of freedom is vacuous because it is impossible to 

derive content from it, it would appear that he has to offer something that Kant 

does not. 

"' Patten (1999) p. 44. 

124 Hegel (199 1) p. 158. 
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At this stage, I think that it is important to identify Hegel's relationship to Kant 

as regards the content of freedom. There are two related issues here (1) what 

motivates us to pursue freedom as an end? and (2) how can we derive duty or 

morality from the idea of freedom alone? If Patten is right, and Hegel is indeed 

firn-dy within the Kantian-Fichtean trajectory of autonomy, then it is unclear as 

to why he so virulently attacks Kant's position as empty and vacuous. Hegel 

claims that, against Kant's nature-reason dualism, desires are an essential 

precondition for action. Furthermore, he argues that desires can have ethical 

status, for example, love in marriage or showing patriotism towards the state. 

Patten balances this apparent discrepancy by arguing that the motivational basis 

of action in Kant and Hegel is very different whilst simultaneously claiming that 

both share an understanding of freedom as separate from one's contingent 

desires and inclinations. "' His objection to Kant is not that he understands 

freedom wrongly but that his notion of 'duty for duty's sake' fails to carry any 

motivational weight. Hence, in Hegel, it is argued that we must be motivated 

neither by duty nor by the fact that an end is prescribed by reason. For Kant, that 

an action is demanded by the categorical imperative is reason enough to pursue 

it. For Hegel, we also need to act on ends which are justified on the basis of 

reason alone and not on the basis of desire or inclination. However, our 

motivation to do so must come from an inclination appropriate to that end. For 

example, Hegel sees marriage as objectively rational, as central to the existence 

of modern ethical life and (therefore) essential to our self- realisation. However, 

my motivation to get married is not that it is justified by reason (although I must 

be aware that this is the case) but the inclination appropriate to this end, love or a 

115 Patten (1999) p. 53-63. 
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desire for companionship. 116 Patten argues, furthermore, that the appropriateness 

or inappropriateness of our inclinations must itself be justified by reason. " The 

point, then, is that Hegel's criticisms of Kant do not apply to himself because of 

his more nuanced understanding of the motivational basis of pursuing ends 

justified by reason. At this stage it is difficult to see how Patten avoids an infinite 

regress in his interpretation. If our motivations are to be justified on the basis of 

reason alone, then it is unclear why we should be motivated to think that a 

particular desire is appropriate to motivate us towards a particular end prescribed 

by reason. In other words, if we are to take Hegel's criticism of Kant seriously it 

must go all the way down and the answer thus far seems to stop arbitrarily. 

Part of Patten's problem, I think, is that he overemphasises a dualism between 

freedom and natural desire or inclination in Hegel, a dualism I take Hegel as 

having sublated. It is the overcoming of nature-reason dualism that I take to be 

central to the concept of reconciliation. Patten draws a parallel between external 

authority and nature, arguing that both are antithetical to freedom. 12' He goes on 

to argue that an essential element of our understanding of freedom is the idea of 

making ones actions our own and thinking through things for ourselves. In the 

case of external authority (for example the case of acting uncritically upon the 

basis of religious authority) and the case of acting upon the basis of natural 

drives we are failing to realise this property of freedom. This parallel is not 

referred to explicitly in Hegel's work although it does rely upon a key element of 

Hegel's thinking, being aware of the rationality of ones actions and not following 

duty blindly. The immediate identification with ones world, for Hegel, 

"' Hegel (1991) p. 200-201. 

127 Patten (1999) p. 63. 

"' Patten (1999) pp. 63-73. 
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characterises ancient Greek ethical life. " As I will argue latter, however, 

Hegel's critique of the immediacy of ancient Greek ethical life does not translate 

necessarily into the advocacy of critical reflexivity that Patten wants. Whilst, 

understanding the rationality of the institutions of ethical life is central to the 

realisation of freedom, it is rectitude that he praises rather than reflexivity. 130 

There is a second respect in which Patten's analogy connects with Hegel's 

project in regards to Hegel's critique of romanticism. The spontaneous freedom 

achieved by pursuing the drives and passions is seen, in fact, to be nothing other 

than the pursuit of desires ingrained in and through social mores. Such desires 

must be moulded in relation to the demands of a rational social order. That 

desires strike us as particularly compelling is no good reason in itself to believe 

that we should pursue them. 

As I have suggested, Patten tends towards too dualistic a reading of Hegel and 

his understanding of the relationship between reason and nature or otherness in 

general. As Pinkard argues, Kant claims that freedom entails some sort of non- 

natural causality (a transcendental causality) above and beyond the natural, 

causal order. This transcendental causality is capable of initiating chains of 

causality, which are not themselves the effect of any earlier causal chain. In 

contradistinction Hegel sees freedom in terms of the way in which we 

understand our stance towards our natural inclinations and desires"'. What is at 

... See Hegel (1977) pp. 267-289 

"' '[I]t is easy to say what someone must do and what the duties are which he has to fulfil in 

order to be virtuous. He must simply do what is prescribed, expressly stated, and known to him 

within his situation. Rectitude is the universal quality which may be required of him partly by 

right and partly by ethics' (Hegel (1991) p. 193) See below on the critical disposition of subjects 

within ethical life. 

"' Pinkard (2000) p. 472. 
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