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ABSTRACT
Hegel on Social Critique. Life, Action and the Good in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.

Lars Thimo Immanuel Heisenberg

This dissertation defends a Hegelian model of our relationship to social roles. This model
functions both as a new interpretation of Hegel’s own view, and as a contribution to the
contemporary debate about role obligations. On this model, it is constitutive of our agency, and
therefore obligatory, to carry out our social roles. Yet, ‘carrying out’ our roles also necessarily
involves that we persistently develop our roles, and the social order of which they are part,
towards realizing the human good. In that process, we are required to lead society through a
process of social evolution, whose basic structure mirrors the development of natural life at a
higher, self-conscious level.

From the standpoint of Hegel scholarship, the main upshot of my interpretation is that
Hegel’s vision of social participation does not only leave room for social critique, as
commentators have recently argued, but rather centrally requires such critique. In fact, I argue
that Hegel has — what I will call — a Neo-Aristotelian model of social critique (centered around
the idea of ‘living unity’) that is an essential component of his account of how we should relate
to social roles, but that has been hitherto overlooked.

From the standpoint of the contemporary debate on role obligations, the main upshot of
my interpretation is that Hegel offers an account that neither limits the normativity of social roles
to those roles we have actually accepted, nor to the roles that are reflectively acceptable. Instead,
Hegel develops an account on which even reflectively unacceptable roles give us obligations —

namely obligations to evolve them, through a process of social experimentation, into something



better. It is this view — and the central function that it attributes to social evolution as part of our
role obligations — that make Hegel an interesting, but often overlooked, contributor to the debate

about role obligations today.
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Introduction

1. Main thesis and mission of this dissertation

How should we, as modern individuals, relate to the various social roles that we happen to
occupy? How are we to navigate the demands that these social positions — as e.g. mothers and
fathers, as professors, as graduate students or as citizens of a state — place on us? Are we simply
to embrace them, under all circumstances? Or should we, alternatively, reject their demands in
some instances, if these roles do not meet certain standards? And if that’s so, then what are those
standards that make a role acceptable to us?

Traditionally, G.W.F. Hegel’s answer to this tangle of questions has been thought to be
one of the least promising parts of his practical philosophy!. This is because, traditionally, Hegel
is taken to hold the conservative view that modern individuals ought to simply accept the
demands of their roles, independently of circumstances2. They should accept, in other words,
‘their station and their duty’3 and embrace their social function as part of their identity, just like a
biological organ subordinates itself to the overall working of the social organism.

Indeed, Hegel’s view of how we should relate to our social roles is often taken to be so

implausible, that it serves as a ‘paradigm example’ for what, philosophically, to avoid when we

! This diagnosis is shared by Michael Hardimon, “Role Obligations,” Journal of Philosophy vol. 32, no. 7 (1994):
333-363 as well as, e.g. by Dean Moyar, Hegel s Conscience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 3-14.

2 A locus classicus for this kind of reading is Ernst Tugendhat, Self~-Consciousness and Self-Determination
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

3 This phrase, of course, is famously associated with the ethics of F.H.B. Bradley. For a more sympathetic reading
of Bradley, see — for example — Robert Stern, Understanding Moral Obligation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2012), 164-170.



try to think about roles and role obligations*. It has been the subject of numerous critiques by
later commentators and is often put into the foreground by those who want to argue that Hegel’s
social philosophy is largely outdated and does hold little insight for us today>. Even the recent
resurgence of interest in other parts of Hegel’s practical philosophy¢ has not been able to change
any of this: even sympathetic commentators often argue that Hegel’s concrete view of how
modern individuals should navigate their social world is one part of his philosophy that we
ultimately shouldnt try to revitalize — simply because it is too ‘conventionalist’ and does not
leave enough room for critical distance from our respective roles.

This dissertation aims to reverse this picture. Going further than previous commentators’,
I argue that Hegel’s view as to how we should relate to our roles does not only leave ‘room’ for a
critique of our roles, but even requires such critique. On my reading, which I will argue for in the
following chapters, Hegel develops a vision for life in our roles, on which individuals not only
ought to be persistently sensitive to social problems and contradictions arising — but on which
they also have to take up the ethical task of healing and growing society whenever such

problems and contradictions do arise. Hence, Hegel holds, or so I want to claim, neither the view

4 See e.g. Hardimon, “Role Obligations,” 337-342.

3 Criticisms of this type already go back, of course, go back to Hegel’s own time, see — for example — Rudolf Haym
in Rudolf Haym, Hegel und seine Zeit (Berlin: Rudolf Gértner, 1857), 369-370 as quoted in Materialien zu Hegels
Rechtsphilosophie, ed. Manfred Riedel (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1975), 376.

6 For example the recent resurgence of interest in Hegel’s concept of agency, see e.g. Michael Quante, Hegel's
Concept of Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), Robert Pippin, Hegel's Practical Philosophy:
Rational Agency as Ethical Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) or Arto Laitinen et al., Hegel on
Action (Houndsmill/Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

7 Hegel’s concept of how we modern individuals ought to relate to the social order has been thematized, more
recently, e.g. in Alan Patten, Hegel’s Concept of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), Frederick
Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegel’s Social Theory (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000) and Andreja
Novakovic, Hegel on Second Nature in Ethical Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). All of these
approaches try to push back against the traditional reading of Hegel’s vision of modern social participation (‘my
station, my duty’), but are still significantly less optimistic than the present study about the place of social critique in
Hegel’s vision of modern ethical life.



that modern individuals should simply perpetuate their roles nor that social critique is a mere
option for them — but rather that detecting and resolving social problems is an ineliminable
feature as well as an ineliminable requirement for what it means to adequately participate in
modern social life.

Indeed, I think that if we read Hegel through this new perspective, we can detect, in his
texts, detailed and hitherto unnoticed arguments as to how and why modern individuals ought to
take this specific stance towards the social order they inhabit. Regarding the how: Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right — or so I will hope to show in what follows — pioneers a kind of Neo-
Aristotelian model of social critique, on which social members have to draw on the characteristic
function of society as the ultimate ground for their detection and correction of social problems.
Arguing that it is the ultimate function of all societies to realize the human good?, Hegel claims
that it is the responsibility of social members to bring society to stably fulfill this characteristic
function and to shape its institutions in accordance with it. That way, social critique is neither
tied to norms that are already realized in society?, nor is it tied to abstract moral ideals that have
no connection to societal reality at all: much rather, Hegel conceives social critique as the
process through which individuals develop society such that it fulfills its true purpose.

This suggests, if my interpretation is successful, an interesting reversal as to how we
should conceive of Hegel’s relationship to contemporary Critical Theory. After all: contemporary
Critical Theorists from Adorno to Honneth — despite their explicitly acknowledged debt to Hegel

— have often articulated great hesitation when it comes to Hegel’s concrete view of how modern

8 We will return to Hegel’s argument for this claim in Chapter 1 of this dissertation.

9 This, of course, is the idea of social critique as it is often associated with contemporary critical theory. For an
excellent discussion of this, see — for example — Titus Stahl, Immanente Kritik. Elemente einer Theorie sozialer
Praktiken (Frankfurt/New York: Campus, 2013), esp, 122-190.



individuals should navigate their social roles!?. This, or so it is argued here, is the part of Hegel’s
view that represents a kind of regression to a social conservatism that betrays more promising
beginnings (e.g. in Hegel’s early theological writings or in the Phenomenology) and might,
perhaps, be an unsavory side-effect of the mature Hegel’s obsession with social and
philosophical systematics!!.

But if my above claims are correct, it seems that things look quite differently. Indeed, it
would seem that we should grasp Hegel’s Philosophy of Right not as a betrayal of his more
progressive roots, but as a continuation of this perspective: it is here, or so I want to claim, that
Hegel lays out a critical vision of social participation that, in some ways, might even be more
critical than contemporary critical theory. For, unlike many critical theorists (beginning,
arguably, with Marx!2), Hegel does not think that social critique should limit itself to holding
society to the values that are already realized within its institutions — but it rather should hold
society to its essential purpose, even if this purpose is not yet realized in society (but rather a
mere, as of yet, non-actualized potential).

Regarding the question why modern individuals should take this kind of specific stance
towards the social order: Here, Hegel pioneers — or so I want to argue — the idea that it is actually
part of the structure of agency that we enter into this specific relationship to our social

institutions. We cannot — or so he is going to argue — be fully author of our ends, as long as we do

10 This, of course, is a central thesis of Honneth in Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition. The Moral
Grammar of Social Conflicts (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), Part .

11 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 31-64.

12 For this, see e.g. Andrew Buchwalter, “Hegel, Marx, and the Concept of Immanent Critique,” Journal of the
History of Philosophy 29, no. 2 (1991): 253-279. I ultimately, of course, disagree with Buchwalter’s thesis that
Hegel, in some way, anticipates Marx’ model of critique — rather, I argue that Hegel’s model is different, but
nevertheless quite ambitious.



not take up this specific relationship to our social world: refusing to do so is, hence, a way of
undermining our own agency.

This interpretation has the advantage that it puts Hegel into surprisingly close dialogue
with contemporary Anglo-American views, which have tried to locate substantive normative
requirements in the constitution of agency (most importantly, of course, Christine Korsgaard’s
view!3). These kinds of views — sometimes summarize under the umbrella term ‘constitutivism’14
— however, are usually associated with a Kantian agenda, and with a commitment to the
Categorical Imperative as the content of moral normativity. Yet, the present interpretation shows
a different, and new kind of, constitutivism: one in which agency still is the source of
normativity, but where the relevant norm is not an abstract moral law, but rather a concrete and
complex social practice.

Hence, by elaborating this new interpretation of Hegel’s vision of social participation —
and its sow and why — we are not only led into a new understanding of Hegel’s social philosophy,
but also of his social ontology and of his meta-ethics. Moreover, on this new understanding, we
can see that Hegel’s vision of social participation — above and beyond its immediate relevance
for the contemporary debate about ‘role obligations’ — speaks to modern debates about social
critique and how to engage in it, as well as to modern debates about agency and what it
normatively demands of us. Instead of appearing, therefore, as the ultimate proof for how

Hegel’s social philosophy is outdated and has little to offer us anymore, Hegel’s vision of social

13 See, for example, Christine Korsgaard, Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, Integrity (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009).

14 Helpful for a general articulation of constitutivism is Paul Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics:
Nietzschean Constitutivism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), Ch. 1 and 2.



participation shows, or so I hope, the considerable vitality of Hegel’s view for contemporary

social and ethical thought.

II. The key to my reading: natural life and spiritual life

By now, the reader will wonder how, exactly, my interpretation will be able to substantiate some
of the claims I just made. After all: many very careful readers of Hegel have attributed to him a
different, in some sense much more conservative view than the one I just outlined. What, then,
will enable me to go in a different direction? What is the textual evidence that my interpretation
will be based on, and how will it be able to deal with (at least on the surface) countervailing
pieces of textual evidence in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right?

There is, of course, not a ‘one size fits all’-answer to this question. But one central
interpretative move that will be underlying many of the claims I will be making in this
dissertation, is the following idea: as is widely acknowledged, Hegel generally uses ‘organicist’
and ‘biologistic’ vocabulary to describe the relationship that modern individuals ought to have to
their respective social roles!s. They ought to behave, Hegel claims, like organs in an overarching
social organism, which perpetuate the social order very much like individual organs in a
biological organism perpetuate the structure of the biological organism. In that way — as Hegel
also expresses it — the relationship between individuals and the institutions they inhabit should
mirror the structure of ‘life’, and — as such — be a higher, self-conscious expression of the ‘living

unity’ that also characterizes biological organisms.

15 This is discussed, for example, in Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegels Social Theory, Ch. 4.
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Now, of course, this ‘organicist’ and ‘biologistic’ language can easily be taken to be
further evidence for the supposed conservatism that pervades Hegel’s position: after all,
intuitively, speaking of a ‘social organism’ and of ‘living unity’ with one’s social roles certainly
does not sound like Hegel’s conception is allowing for much distance or criticism of the
institution one inhabits. After all: organisms are in homeostasis — they maintain themselves, or so
one might initially think, as they are — and, if that is what individuals ultimately ought to do to
society, this seems to imply, rather directly, a conservative outlook.

But it is here that the interpretative strategy I propose diverges. After all: with a
systematic philosopher like Hegel we can’t simply rely on our intuitions about what this
‘organicist’ language does or does not imply. Much rather, we need to consider Hegel’s
philosophical biology (as part of his Logic and his Philosophy of Nature) to see what, for Hegel
himself, this ‘organicist’ language does imply. We need, in other words, to engage in the rarely
undertaken project of reading Hegel’s social theory against the background of his philosophical
biology, his theory of social life against his theory of organic life.

And if we do that, we will soon see that — for Hegel — parts of an organism do not simply
perpetuate the structure of an organic whole in its current shape. Rather, parts of an organic
whole are perpetually sensitive to potential problems and pathologies arising in the organism (a
disposition Hegel calls perpetual ‘irritability’ (e.g. PN § 354)) — and, even more, they heal and
grow the organism such that it fulfills its characteristic purpose or function: namely self-
preservation (and the perpetuation of its species). Indeed, Hegel has an elaborate discussion of

‘pathology (Krankheit)’ within the organism (e.g. PN § 371-374) and of how, ultimately, a truly



organic structure has the capacity to detect, forestall and cure such pathologies to restore the full
functionality of the biological organism.

If we apply this to the social and self-conscious level — as Hegel himself encourages us to
do — then we are led, I want to propose, to the kind of picture I was alluding to previously:
namely one in which social members are perpetually sensitive to potential problems and
pathologies arising in the social organism (i.e. in the social world they inhabit) — and in which
they heal and grow this organism such that it fulfills its characteristic purpose or function:
namely the realization of the human good. That way, individuals are not simply perpetuating the
social organism as is — but rather give it a proper ‘immune response’ to detect and to deal with

social pathology whenever it arises.

II1. Chapter overview

This dissertation unfolds its argument in five chapters. Chapter 1 broadly outlines my new
interpretation of Hegel’s view how modern individuals ought to relate to their social roles.
Drawing on Hegel’s philosophical biology (as part of his Logic and his Philosophy of Nature), it
shows that the ‘living unity’ individuals should have with their roles has a different structure than
it is usually thought to have: far from imagining that individuals simply perpetuate their social
roles in their current form, Hegel draws up a picture on which individuals ought to be
persistently sensitive to social problems — and on which they heal and grow society, whenever

such problems do occur.



Chapter 2 turns to the philosophical resources that underly Hegel’s vision of how modern
individuals ought to relate to their roles (as Chapter 1 interprets it). More specifically speaking, it
examines Hegel’s concept of the human good. What exactly is Hegel’s concept of the human
good? Looking at Hegel’s text itself, one initially just gets a fairly mysterious picture. The good,
as he presents it in his most explicit discussion, is a state of the world which achieves the
‘unity’ (Einheit) of two, very different normative demands — namely a state of the world which
brings together the realization of everyone’s ‘right’ (Recht) with a realization of everyone’s
‘welfare’ (Wohl) (PR §128, § 129R, § 130). This general formula of the Good as the ‘unity of
right and welfare’, however, clearly calls for further elaboration. Three deceptively simple
questions, specifically, need to be clarified: What does Hegel mean here by the realization of
everyone’s ‘right’? What does he mean here by the realization of everyone’s ‘welfare’? And what
does he mean by saying that these two components are brought into “unity’ within the Good?

Now, initially it might seem as if these three questions can easily be settled by looking at
the previous secondary literature on Hegel’s concept of the Good. After all, the secondary
literature contains a widely shared standard answer to these three questions!6. On this reading,
the Good is a state of the world in which universal respect for the boundaries of the body and
property of agents (= ‘right”), is married with a universal realization of every agent's self-chosen
conception of happiness (=‘welfare’) — where this ‘unity’ is characterized by a general priority of

right over welfare: whenever the claims of right and welfare collide, the claims of right prevail.

16 This standard reading originates, as far as I can tell, with Allen Wood in his Hegel's Ethical Thought (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 144-146 and again in his “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” in G.W.F. Hegel —
Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, ed. Ludwig Siep (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2014), 132-135. But it is also
endorsed in other central works of the literature on Hegel’s practical philosophy, such as Adriaan Peperzak, Modern
Freedom — Hegel’s Legal, Moral and Political Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2001),
362-364; Dudley Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right (London: Routledge, 2002) 191-192; Neuhouser,
Foundations of Hegel s Social Theory, 167 and 237-238.



More colloquially speaking, the standard reading understands Hegel’s Good as a state of the
world in which agents respect the boundaries of each others' bodies and properties, and — within
these limits — realize the conception of happiness they have chosen for themselves.

In Chapter 2, however, I argue that the standard interpretation is mistaken on all three
counts: it misinterprets what ‘right’ means here, what ‘welfare’ means here and what ‘unity’
means here. The common thread running through this is that the standard interpretation
overlooks the significance that the satisfaction of everyone’s basic needs (i.e. of the necessities of
‘life’) has for Hegel’s concept of the Good. Indeed, I show that, on a close reading, it turns out
that this satisfaction of basic needs is, in some respects, the most important component of the
Good for Hegel — more important than the realization of everyone’s personal rights or the
realization of everyone’s happiness.

Chapter 3 and 4, then, continue the investigation into the philosophical resources that
underly Hegel’s vision of how modern individuals ought to relate to their roles — thereby fleshing
out this conception even more. Both chapters, essentially, ask the question: Given that ‘living
unity’ with our roles is clearly, in some ways, normatively demanding on us as individuals — it
demands e.g. that we, under certain circumstances, forego the gratification of certain individual
desires — why should we do it? After all: it is one thing to show what ‘living unity’ consists in
(Chapter 1) and what kind of normative standard it aspires to (Chapter 2) — and a different thing
altogether to show why individuals are under any obligation or under any normative ‘pull’ to
enter into this kind of living unity with their roles.

The answer to this latter question that I propose in Chapters 3 and 4, is this: Hegel holds

the unusual view that it is a requirement of our own agency to enter into living unity with our

10



social roles. We cannot, he thinks, fully be the authors of our own ends, as long as we do not
enter into the kind of ‘living unity’ with our social position that Chapter 1 has described.
Therefore, as long as we are committed to acting in any way at all (a commitment, of course, that
no one of us can ever avoid, since trying to avoid it would itself be an action!), we are also
committed to entering into living unity with our roles. Falling short of this specific kind of
identification with our roles, by the same token, is a way of undermining our own agency and of
losing control over our very own ends.

This interpretation — as I already mentioned previously — has the distinct advantage that it
puts Hegel in close dialogue with contemporary Anglo-American views of a constitutivist
variety. But instead of developing this constitutivism into a Kantian direction — with a
commitment to the Categorical Imperative as the content of moral normativity — Hegel goes a
different social-historical route: one on which agency still is the source of normativity, but where
the relevant norm is not an abstract moral law, but rather a concrete and complex social practice
(namely ‘living unity’ with our roles).

Chapter 5, finally, returns to the level of Hegel’s social theory. It analyzes and describes
Hegel’s often neglected discussion of ‘spiritual death (geistiger Tod)’ (e.g. PR § 152Z). Spiritual
death is Hegel’s name for the kind of social pathology that arises when individuals completely
cease to reflect on their roles and on how to interpret them. Individuals who have been affected
by this condition, Hegel thinks, mechanically carry out the standards associated with their social
station, rendering themselves, ultimately, unable to adapt their roles to changing circumstances
and new environments — and thereby endangering both their own individual flourishing as well

as the flourishing of the social order as a whole.
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Hegel does not only take this kind of social pathology very seriously, he also analyzes its
causes and develops a view as to how a rational social order can forestall and cure spiritual
death, whenever it occurs. Indeed, as Chapter 5 shows, the text of the Philosophy of Right
presents a surprising amount of detailed reflection on what a rational social order can do in order
to, in limited and well-calculated ways, ‘shake up’ the routines of its members and revitalize their
social participation — thereby preventing them from falling into the kind of mechanical
relationship to their role that is characteristic for spiritual death.

That Hegel is so worried about ‘spiritual death’, of course, does only underline — and
further substantiate — the main theme of this dissertation: namely the significance of an active,
and problem-sensitive, attitude that social members should have to the social order in which they
live. Hegel, therefore, is far from valorizing an attitude towards the state that is unreflectively
trusting and, therefore, desensitized to social problems and contradictions as they arise. Such an
attitude, for Hegel, is not a sign of healthy social life — but rather a symptom of spiritual death,

which a rational social order needs to shake its own members out of.
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Chapter 1: Hegel on living our social roles

Abstract. In this chapter, I propose a new interpretation of how, on Hegel’s view, modern
individuals should relate to their respective social roles. Contrary to standard readings, I argue
that — if we read Hegel’s social philosophy against the background of his Logic and, even more
importantly, against the background of his biological writings — Hegel’s view does not only
allow, but even requires that modern individuals hold their respective roles, and the social order
to which they belong, to an abstract ethical standard (namely the human good), even if this
standard is not yet endorsed anywhere explicitly or implicitly in that particular society. Indeed,
on my view, Hegel conceives of the ideal relationship between modern individuals and their
roles as one in which individuals persistently develop their roles, and the underlying social order,
towards realizing the human good, leading society through a process of social evolution, whose
basic structure mirrors the development of natural life at a higher, self-conscious level.

1.1. Introduction

In the last section of his Philosophy of Right, Hegel turns to a topic that he thinks is specifically
pressing for us today: namely the question how we, as modern individuals, ought to relate to the
various social roles that we occupy. How, Hegel asks, are we to navigate the demands that these
roles — e.g. as mothers and as fathers, as professors, graduate students or citizens of the state —
put on us? Are we simply to embrace them, under all circumstances? Or should we, alternatively,
reject their demands in some instances, if these roles don’t meet certain standards? And, if that’s
what we were doing, do we have a responsibility to reform our roles? Or should we simply
abandon them and emancipate ourselves from their grasp?

Hegel’s somewhat enigmatic answer to this tangle of questions is this: Modern
individuals, he claims, ought to enter into “living unity (lebendige Einheit)” (PR § 272, cf. PR §

127, VPR Henrich 123 VPR Hoppe 150/151), with their respective roles, whatever these happen
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to be!’. Indeed, it is this ‘living unity’ that ought to characterize their relationship to their various
individual social positions within the family (where they are mothers and fathers, sons and
daughters), within Civil Society (where they occupy various professional roles) and within the
political community i.e. within the state (where they occupy the role of citizen). ‘Living unity’,
hence, is Hegel’s central recommendation of how we, as modern individuals, ultimately should
relate to the institutional positions that we, partly by birth and partly by choice, have been placed
in and to whose demands we have therefore become exposed.

But what exactly does ‘living unity’ mean here? Needless to say, this question has been —
albeit not always in these terms — at the center of a vivid controversy in the literature. For some
more critical commentators, Hegel’s recommendation of ‘living unity’ with our roles expresses,
ultimately, a highly conservative position!$. On this conservative reading, ‘living unity’ with our
roles requires that we accept the demands of our roles under all circumstances and simply
implement their defining standards in our lives. Read that way, Hegel’s answer to the difficult
question of how we, as modern individuals, are to relate to our respective social station would be
that, at the end of the day, modern individuals should just embrace their particular social station
unconditionally and subject themselves to its demands.

By contrast, other commentators — worried about attributing such a highly conservative
position to Hegel — have pushed a different line how the idea of ‘living unity’ with our roles is to

be understood. On this reading, Hegel’s recommendation of ‘living unity’ with our roles

17 The ‘living unity’ between individuals and their roles, of course, is only a partial element of the living unity that
characterizes Ethical Life as a whole (PR § 142).

18 This is how many critics have read Hegel’s position. One particularly clear example is Ernst Tugendhat, Self-
Consciousness and Self-Determination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).
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expresses a more moderate position'’?. More specifically speaking, it expresses the view that
modern individuals should accept the demands of their roles in most cases, but may engage in
internal critique, if the role falls short of the ethical ideals that the society itself implicitly or
explicitly endorses (ideals such as, to pick examples from some contemporary Western societies,
‘equality between the genders’ or ‘one person, one vote’2%). On such an understanding, then, we
get more distance between modern individuals and their respective roles than on the previous
interpretation. After all: on this second, moderate reading, it is part of the ‘living unity’ with my
roles that I sometimes may take a critical stance towards my role, pointing out and resolving
internal contradictions between my role and the ideals that my society already holds firm.

In this paper, however, I want to develop a third alternative, which goes farther than both
the conservative and the moderate reading I briefly sketched above. On this third interpretation,
Hegel’s recommendation of ‘living unity’ with our roles does not only allow, but even requires
that modern individuals hold their roles, and the underlying social order, to an abstract ethical
standard (namely the human good), even if this standard is not yet endorsed anywhere explicitly
or implicitly in that particular society?!. Indeed, on my view, Hegel conceives of the ideal
relationship between modern individuals and their roles as one in which individuals persistently
evolve their roles, and the institutions of which they are part, towards the human good, even if
this involves transcending the level of current social ideals within their society. That way,

Hegel’s Philosophy of Right turns out to recommend, initial appearances to the contrary, what

19 Versions of this reading can be found in Frederick Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegels Social Theory (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2000), Ch. 7 and Andreja Novakovic, Hegel on Second Nature in Ethical Life
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), Ch, 3.

20 The latter is the example discussed in Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegel s Social Theory, 258

21 This does, of course, not mean that there is not some remaining sense in which the human good is an ‘immanent’
ideal and the resulting critique, therefore, an ‘immanent’ critique. See my remarks in Section 3.3.
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one should think of as a rather critical relationship to our modern roles: one in which individuals
are required to appeal to a standard beyond our current societal norms and values, and evolve
their own roles, and the social order they are part of, towards meeting this standard.

The key to this new reading lies in the very phrase ‘living unity (lebendige Einheit)’
itself. More specifically speaking, I think that, if we read the word ‘living (lebendig)’ in the
technical Hegelian sense of this term then we are led to the kind of new reading I suggested
above (which then is even further confirmed by other, often overlooked, passages from the
Philosophy of Right). The reason why commentators usually do not notice this is that Hegel
doesn’t develop his technical definition of ‘life’ in the Philosophy of Right itself, but rather in
other parts of his philosophical system, namely in the Logic and, even more importantly, in his
rarely read biological writings (as part of his Philosophy of Nature). And this makes it so that the
specific, technical meaning of Hegel’s recommendation of ‘/iving unity’ is often lost to readers,
especially if the Philosophy of Right is — as this often happens — approached as a self-standing
philosophical text, instead of as only a part of a larger philosophical system.

This, then, is the plan for this chapter. Following this Introduction (Section 1), I
reconstruct Hegel’s technical definition of ‘life’ from his Logic and his biological writings
(Section 2) and then use this technical definition of ‘life' to generate my new interpretation of
Hegel’s vision of ‘living unity’ with our roles (Section 3). Since this interpretation conflicts with
received interpretations of the Philosophy of Right, I consider and reply to some objections in the
last section (Section 4) — which will hopefully further substantiate, and render plausible, the

progressive reading I set out to defend here.
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Needless to say, the present analysis is, I hope, relevant even beyond the boundaries of
Hegel scholarship. After all: it seems that — after a period of some neglect in the first half of the
20th century?? — the topic of social roles, and how we modern individuals should relate to them,
is back on the philosophical agenda23. And how could it not be? Social roles continue to
structure our everyday ethical pursuits, and continue to play a prominent role in ordinary moral
reasoning. One only needs to note the prevalence of formulations such as ‘As a mother, ...”, ’As
a professor,...” or ‘As a citizen,...” in everyday moral discourse, in order to see how central
social roles are in our attempts to give structure to our lives. It seems, therefore, imperative that
we give philosophical attention to how we should relate to our roles and to the claims that they
confront us with. And it is here that Hegel, and his idea of a ‘living unity’ with our roles, offers
us a surprisingly sophisticated account, if only we strip it of the conservative veneer that it

posses at first glance and bring out its full potential.

1.2. Hegel’s technical concept of ‘life’

In this section, I will analyze Hegel’s concept of ‘life’, drawing both on the Logic — where Hegel
explains this concept in the most general terms — and on Hegel’s biological writings (as part of
his Philosophy of Nature), in which Hegel further develops the concept. These discussions will

initially seem as if they lead us far afield from the context of Hegel’s social and political

22 This neglect is sharply criticized, for example, in Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 7-8; Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 179 and Alasdair Mclntyre, After Virtue ((Notre Dame: Notre Dame University
Press, 1981).

23 See e.g. Michael Hardimon, “Role Obligations,” Journal of Philosophy vol. 32, no. 7 (1994): 333-363; Rahel
Jaeggi, Entfremdung. Zur Aktualitdt eines philosophischen Problems (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2005), Ch. I1.2.
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philosophy — but I hope the ‘pay off” will become philosophically obvious, once we return to the
social realm in the next section. For the moment, we need to simply stick with Hegel for a bit
and open ourselves up to a discussion that is rarely attended to by readers and commentators of
Hegel — especially by those whose interest is primarily in Hegel’s social philosophy and his
Philosophy of Right.

With that being said, the content of Hegel’s concept of ‘life’ can be, I propose,
summarized in three central points?*. The first point is that, for Hegel, life is self-reproductive
activity. This thought is rather straightforward and immediately plausible, even from the
standpoint of contemporary science: living things perpetuate themselves over time and maintain
their own identity through their own activity. The biological organism, for example, perfectly
illustrates this: it remains the same largely through its own cyclical metabolic activity, which
preserves its form throughout multiple material changes. In that sense, a living thing is always its
own product and its own persistent project — in a way that, of course, sets it apart from non-living
things, such as rocks and stones, which don’t reproduces themselves (and are, in fact, not
conducting any activity at all).

Hegel makes this first point already very clearly in the abstract discussion of the Logic,
when he writes that life is “a process” (EL § 217) in which the living thing makes itself “its own
object (zu seinem Objekte)” (EL § 218). The living thing, Hegel writes here, is therefore
constitutively engaged in an “activity (7dtigkeit)” (EL § 218) that feeds back into itself, and in

which, hence, “only the [same] subject is produced” (Ibid.). In a very similar vein, Hegel

24 My understanding of Hegel’s discussion of life has been clarified by Mark Alznauer perspicuous discussion of
conceptual development in Mark Alznauer, Hegels Theory of Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2015), Ch. 1.
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highlights the self-reproductive constitution of life in his writings on biology. In his discussion of
the animal organism, he writes in all clarity that “the organism preserves its selfish unity through
its own process” (PN § 350): unlike non-living things, the organism therefore “is not and does
not persist as a [mere] thing (Seiendes), rather, it only is, insofar it makes itself, what it is” (PN §
352, emphasis is Hegel’s own).

Crucially, however, this self-reproductive activity is not mere self-duplication: the living
thing does not just replicate itself with all the particular qualities it has at a given time. After all:
as we can immediately see once we approach concrete examples, this would be absurd: the oak
tree that has been struck by lightening does not reduplicate its bruises and burns, even though —
of courses — these bruises and burns are among the particular qualities that the tree has a at a
given time. Much rather, in such a situation, the tree — at least as long as it still qualifies as a
living thing — restores and heals itself, thereby precisely overcoming the particular qualities that
it has at a given time. An analogous point can be made, if we attend not to instances of healing,
but rather to instances of growth. An oak tree that is still in the state of being a sapling does not
reproduce itself with the particular qualities that it has at this given time (namely as a sapling).
Much rather, the oak tree proves that it is alive precisely by overcoming the particular
constitution that it has at this given time (as a sapling) and by instead developing itself towards
its fully developed state.

Hegel captures all of this — and this is the second point that we need to attend to here — by
saying that living things do not just reduplicate itself, but rather develop themselves such that
they are able to fulfill their characteristic function well: which, in the case of the organism, is

self-preservation as well as preservation of its species (EL § 220, PN § 353). Since Hegel thinks
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that this characteristic function is completely determined by a thing’s concept or essence (Ibid.),
this point can also be put in the following slogan: life is not mere self-duplication, but rather self-
reproductive activity under the guise of its concept. What this means concretely is that living
things (such as the aforementioned oak tree) do not reduplicate their particular constitution, but
rather engage in a goal-oriented process aimed at maintaining or developing their full
functionality. And this is, of course, precisely what we observed already in the case of the
scorched oak tree as well as in the sapling: the scorched oak tree does not reduplicate its scorch
marks, but rather develops itself to a healthy state in which can much more easily reproduce
itself or its species (e.g. because its capacity of growing acorns has been fully restored). And the
sapling does not reduplicate its underdeveloped form as a sapling, but it develops itself into its
fully grown form in which it is strong enough to preserve itself over time as well as to generate
acorns that lead, ultimately, to the growth of further oak trees.

Hegel describes all this in much detail already in the highly general discussion of his
Logic. There, he writes that the “living individual” (EL § 220), in the life process, develops itself
under the guise of “[its own] concept” (Ibid.) and, therefore, “develops and actualizes itself (sich
entwickelt und objektiviert)” in the external world such that its functions come to full expression
(EL § 219). Indeed, from that perspective, life proves to be a “perpetual struggle” (EL § 219Z) in
which the living thing grows towards, dynamically maintains and, if needed, restores its full
functionality against the various external and internal force that threaten its integrity. In the
discussion of the animal organism in the Philosophy of Nature, in a very similar vein, Hegel
argues that the animal organism is “its own product” (PN § 3527) and, in that process, develops

itself to full functionality (PN § 353). This development under the guise of its characteristic
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function, then, presents itself as a perpetual balancing act, in which the animal organism
maintains and recovers its ability to perpetuate itself and its species (PN § 354).

Given this definition of life as self-reproduction under the guise of full functionality,
then, Hegel — and this is the third point that we need to attend to in this context — Hegel
distinguishes three distinct modes of life i.e. three distinct states, in which life can occur,
depending on how the particular living thing relates to its underlying function2s. The first such
mode, which I will call dynamic self-maintenance, obtains when the particular living thing
fulfills its underlying function well. In such a state — we can, for example, think of an oak tree
that is healthy and fully grown — life manifests itself as the dynamic self-maintenance of the
respective particular constitution that the living thing has at the given time: being at the peak of
its development, in other words, the particular thing tries to hold on to its given constitution and
tries to stably maintain it over time.

More specifically speaking, Hegel — in his discussion of the animal organism in his
philosophical biology — describes this mode of dynamic self-maintenance as consisting of both a
negative and positive dimension (PN § 351), which are held in a kind of fluid equilibrium: on the
one hand, the animal organism destroys and dissolves external nature, such as food, drink and air
(e.g. PN § 356) and, on the other hand, it transforms this matter in a productive way so that it can
maintain the kind of particular shape that it has at that time (PN §363f.). Life, as Hegel argues

here, is therefore even in its most stable mode (namely the mode of dynamic self-maintenance)

25 By distinguishing these three states, we — of course — don’t have to attribute to Hegel the view that, in practice,
there are completely sharp lines between these three states. In fact, it seems reasonable to assume that the transition
between these three states is gradual and not binary.
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tied to perpetual destruction and re-construction: namely to the destruction and re-construction
that represents its metabolic cycle.

If these points seem unclear or obscure, we can turn, once again, to the example of the
fully grown, healthy oak tree. Within such a tree, life takes on precisely the stable mode that is
dynamic self-maintenance. In such a tree, the organism is fully capable of performing its
function well (it has e.g. a healthy capacity to produce acorns), such that all that life has to do in
these kinds of cases is to maintain this fully developed state. It does this, firstly, by destroying
and dissolving external nature (e.g, the water it acquires through its roots, the air it acquires
through its leafs) and, then, secondly, by productively “assimilating” (PN § 363) these materials
such that the particular shape of the tree is maintained in its current configuration.

Even more, in his analysis of this first mode of life, Hegel is careful to point out that
dynamic self-maintenance always constitutively involves, on the part of the living thing, some
background sensitivity of whether the concept is still fully instantiated. Such sensitivity, after all,
is inevitably needed in order to detect and, if possible, to forestall pathologies, as they occur or
are threatening to occur (which would require life to enter into a different mode, see below). In
his discussion of the animal organism, Hegel calls this background sensitivity an aspect of a
living thing’s “irritability” (e.g. PN § 354) and describes it as a thoroughgoing “sensitivity to
otherness (Reizbarkeit durch Anderes)” (Ibid.) both inside and outside the animal, through which
the animal detects alien elements that threaten its unity and then initiates a reaction to them. That
way, the animal is capable of launching a “reaction of self-preservation (Riickwirkung der
Selbsterhaltung)” (Ibid.) in cases where such a reaction is already needed or might be needed in

the future (e.g.when an illness threatens).
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This discussion, of course, seamlessly leads us to the discussion of the two other modes,
in which life — according to Hegel — can present itself: namely growth (Wachstum) and healing
(Heilung). These two modes have structurally a lot in common, which is why it makes sense to
discuss them jointly. What sets them apart, however, is their respective — and if you will:
diametrically opposed — starting point: growth always occurs in cases where a living thing does
not yet have full functionality (e.g. the tree is still a sapling and not yet a fully developed tree),
healing occurs, for the most part?, in cases where the concept of a living thing is not anymore
fully functional (e.g. the tree has been scorched by lightening and needs to repair itself). In that
way, growth represents the journey of a particular thing towards full functionality, whereas
healing represents the journey of a particular thing back to full functionality.

In other respects, both modes of life are structurally analogous. Crucially, Hegel thinks
that in both processes the negative (i.e. destructive) and the positive (i.e. productive) aspect of
the life process — which we already detected in the analysis of the metabolic cycle — do both
recur. They recur, however, in substantially modified and, if you will, more extreme versions of
themselves. To start with the negative side: in both growth and healing, the living thing does not
only destroy and dissolve external nature (e.g. food, drink and air) for the maintenance of its
particular shape — rather it destroys and dissolves parts of its particular shape itself: namely the
parts of its particular shape that do not yet or do not anymore serve its characteristic function.

We can make this line of argument vivid, if we once again return to the example of the
oak tree that has been occupying us in the past pages. An oak tree that heals itself from the

scorch marks of a burn does not only turn against external nature (such as the water of the

26 Of course, there can be borderline cases, such as when e.g. a sapling is wounded or falls ill.
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ground and the surrounding air, through which it maintains itself), but it rather turns against itself’
and its particular shape in ‘dissolving’ its scorched parts and clearing them away for the
regeneration of full functionality. Similarly, a sapling that grows towards the fully developed
form of a tree does not only digest external nature in its metabolic cycle (although, of course, it
also does that), but it rather, to a certain extent, digests itself (for example, its underdeveloped,
thin bark) and thereby clears the path for the generation of its full and developed form.

Hegel expresses this line of thought throughout the Logic, but it comes out most fully and
most clearly in his discussion of “pathology (Krankheit)”27 (PN § 371-374) in his biological
writings. Here, Hegel describes vividly how the healing process — if it does indeed occur —
involves that the organism starts to “devour (verdauen)” (PN § 372Z) parts of itself and makes
them ‘fluid’ (Fluidisation, PN § 372Z7), such that the sweat we excrete when we heal actually
represents the pathological part of our body being expelled from it through our pores (Ibid.).
From that perspective, it is then completely intelligible why Hegel says — in a somewhat stunning
formulation — that life can and does occasionally involve a bounded and limited form of “killing
oneself (Ertoten seiner selbst)” (PN 354Z): after all, there is a clear sense in which life — when it
takes on the mode of healing or the mode of growth — has to ‘kill oft” parts of itself, in order to
make room for the development that healing and growth itself represents.

A similar picture emerges once we look at the positive side of the life process. Here, as on
the negative side, we can detect a more extreme and, in a way, radicalized version of the
production that has already been involved in the metabolic cycle (as we discussed it above).

After all: in growth and in healing, the living thing does not merely re-construct its own

27 A recent helpful discussion of these passages on pathology are in Johannes-Georg Schiilein, “Hegel’s theory of
sickness between nature and spirit” (Unpublished Manuscript).
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particular shape, but it rather builds itself a new shape — namely a particular shape that better
serves its characteristic function. Put in a more concise slogan: in the first mode of life (dynamic
self-maintenance), its productive side is primarily re-creative, while in the second and third mode
of life (growth and healing), it is genuinely innovative.

Again, this innovative side of the life process in growth and healing can be made vivid,
once we return to the example of the oak tree. After all: in a process such as the healing of the
scorched oak tree, it is, of course, vital that the tree does not merely ‘kill of (ertoten)’ the shape
of itself that is pathological (i.e. burned, bruised, unviable etc.), but that the tree also — in the
particular circumstances in which it finds itself — comes to reinvent itself, over a set of
intermediary developmental stages, so that it becomes fully functional yet again. Similarly, a
growing sapling does not only destroy its own under-developed shape (with its lack of full
foliage, thin skin etc.), but it also, given the various present conditions of its growth, invents for
itself, over the course of various intermediary stages, a new, particular shape that serves its
characteristic function well.

It is crucial that, in this context, Hegel does nof imagine that a thing’s function acts as
some kind of blueprint or building plan for the innovative side of the life process. That, after all,
would be impossible. As Hegel stresses constantly, a thing’s function is by its very nature
abstract and can, in principle, be served by many different concrete configurations (PN § 356).
For that very reason, the characteristic function itself is much too indeterminate to serve as a
developed blueprint for a building process: it simply does not possess the requisite information

that would be required to deduce an unambiguous plan how that particular thing (with such and
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such particular qualities, under such and such specific circumstances etc.) needs to transform
itself, in order to bring it to full functionality.

Instead, the innovative side of the life process has a more complex structure. In lieu of
being the blueprint-like approximation of full functionality, it rather represents a gradual
evolution of the living thing towards all functionality: in this process, the individual — over
various stages of experimentation, approximation and experience — evolves itself (anbilden, PN §
368A) into multiple shapes, until it has reached a shape in which it is fully functional. What form
that will be precisely is impossible to precisely predict even form the perspective of someone
who knows the characteristic function of the particular living thing: much rather, it depends on
the precise circumstances in which and through which the particular thing is developing, such
that a certain shape can only turn out to represent (but cannot be precisely predicted to represent)
the particular constitution that the innovative process was aiming at.

Hegel captures this complexity of the innovative side of the life process in remarkable
terms, when he highlights what he calls the “weakness” of the abstract functionality of a given
thing (PN § 368A): it simply cannot be used as a blueprint for a particular, concrete shape that is
fully functional. Rather, in its development towards expression of the concept, the living
individual needs to “subject itself (unterwerfen)” (Ibid.) to a long Bildungsprozess, filled with
experimentation and “external contingencies (duferlichen Zufdlligkeiten)” (Ibid.), until it finds a
form that “holds firm to (festhalten)” (Ibid.) the concept. It is for this reason that the innovatory
side of the life process is always irremediably — to appropriate a famous phrase of the
Phenomenology — a ‘path of desperation (Weg der Verzweifelung)’ (PhG Preface, cf. PN § 368A):

it unavoidably involves ‘dead ends’, evolutionary experiments that fail and evolutionary stages
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that, even though they seem promising initially, ultimately turn out to be non-sustainable and
non-expressive of the concept.

Let’s summarize, then, what we have seen through the preceding three points about
Hegel’s technical notion of ‘life’. As we have seen, Hegel conceives of life as self-reproduction
under the guise of full functionality. As such, life is not mere self-duplication, rather, it can
instantiate itself in three distinct modes of life: dynamic self-maintenance, growth and healing.
All these three modes have a negative (i.e. destructive) and positive (i.e. productive) side to
them, but these two sides are differently instantiated in each mode: in dynamic self-maintenance,
they are contained in the destructive and reconstructive aspect of the metabolic cycle, whereas in
growth and healing, they turn against the shape of the particular thing itself and, through a long

Bildungsprozess, bring it to have a new shape that is fully functional.

1.3. Hegel on social roles in modern Ethical Life: ‘living unity’ and its meaning

In the previous section, we came to recognize that Hegel has a rather complex and technical
understanding of what ‘life’ involves. In this section, I now want to bring these insights to bear
on Hegel’s social philosophy, and, more specifically speaking, on his recommendation that
modern individuals should enter into ‘/iving unity’ with their roles. Since this is a complicated
matter, my argument will be broken down in three sub-sections.

(a) Introducing my proposal

Let me first introduce my proposal in a little bit more detail, picking up, as it were, at the very

point where we started this paper. As we have seen there, Hegel’s discussion of modern Ethical
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Life begins with a question that he considers particularly urgent — namely the question of how
we, as modern individuals, should relate to our particular social roles (as e.g. mothers, fathers or
citizens). As we already know, Hegel’s somewhat enigmatic answer, presented in the Philosophy
of Right, is that we should enter into ‘living unity (lebendige Einheit)’ with them. Indeed, for
him, it is this ‘living unity’ that ought to determine how we relate to our various social stations
and to the demands that they put on us.

The question that this poses, is, of course, what Hegel means here by recommending
’living unity’ with our roles. Now, of course, given that ‘living’ is such a polysemous term, I
admit that it is tempting to take the recommendation of ‘living unity’ here in one of its many
non-technical senses: One might, to give just one example of the many possibilities, take it to
mean that the way individuals carry out their roles (their ‘unity’ with them) ought to be
unhesitating and active (‘living’) — and then build, from the Philosophy of Right, a larger
interpretation of what, in turn, that might precisely mean and entail.

My approach, however, is different. I propose that we read the recommendation of ‘living
unity’ here with Hegel’s fechnical notion of life in mind, which we have just reconstructed in the
previous section. On this reading, recommending ‘living unity’ amounts to the idea that the way
individuals carry out their roles (their ‘unity’ with them) ought to exhibit the complex structure of
life, as Hegel himself defines it. Read that way, to put it in other words, what Hegel is
recommending here is that the process in which individuals reproduce their own social identities
(as fathers, mothers, professors etc.) should be a structural analogue — situated at a higher, social
and self-conscious level — to the process in which plants and animals reproduce their biological

identity: a process of, to use the relevant Hegelian terms, spiritual self-reproduction that
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structurally echoes the natural self-reproduction going on e.g. in the perpetuation of the
aforementioned oak tree28.

But what, in turn, would that mean? Drawing on the above reconstruction of Hegel’s
technical notion of life, we can highlight three important points. (Note, however, that I’'m still
just describing my proposal, not yet arguing for it e.g. by grounding it in the text of the
Philosophy of Right. hence, the ‘conjunctive mood’ of this description. The actual argument
follows only in the next section).

First point: As we saw above, it is a characteristic of life that it does not consist in a mere
replication of the particular shape of its object. The oak tree, as we already saw above, does not
always replicate its particular shape: if it is scorched by lightening, for example, or if it is still a
sapling, it rather overcomes, or even: ‘kills off (ertoten)’ (PN 354Z) , its particular shape in
order to heal itself or to grow. If it stops doing this — and instead simply perpetuates its particular
shape even in the face of defects — this is, by contrast, a sign that the life process has itself
become fundamentally defective: we are faced not longer with a fully living oak tree, but rather
with an oak tree that has stopped to grow or to heal itself and is therefore slowly, but decisively,
sliding towards death.

Hence, if Hegel would indeed recommend that modern individuals perpetuate their social
roles in the manner of life (as Hegel technically defines this notion), then he could not mean that
they must always simply implement the particular standards of their roles in their actions.

Instead, just as in the case of the oak tree, the reproduction of our particular role would always

28 This does, of course, not mean that these processes of re-production are completely analogous. As I say above:
one of them (the natural one) happens without any involvement by consciousness, whereas the other one (the
spiritual one) is a conscious, and intentional process.
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have to involve instances, where the individual overcomes and changes the particular shape of its
role (i.e. the standards that are definitive of it): instances where, in other words, the individual
would heal or grow the particular shape of its roles, instead of just duplicating it. If the
individual would not do this, then — just as in the case of the tree, which reproduces its own
scorch marks or which ceases growing — this would be a sign that the life process has become
defective and that the ‘unity’ between the individual and its role is, in fact, sliding towards death.

Let me just stress that it is already here, at the first implication, that we see decisively
how the present approach pushes us in a direction that is significantly different from alternative
understandings of Hegel’s view. After all: On e.g. the conservative understanding I sketched in
the Introduction, ‘living unity’ with our roles was precisely being understood as the active
implementation of the particular standards of our roles under all circumstances. On the present
approach, by contrast, such simple self-reduplication would be an instance of a ‘dead’ unity, not
of a ‘living’ one: for it is precisely in the possibility of overcoming, indeed of ‘killing off
(ertoten)’, the particular shape of one’s role that, on the present approach, the living unity with
one’s roles proves that it is alive. For only through such overcoming and killing off of one’s
particular shape are healing and growth truly possible — and healing and growth are, as we have
already seen, hallmarks of a living thing.

Second point: Since life is not mere self-duplication, it needs to be something more
complex. What it is, as we have seen above, is a process of self-reproduction that aims at full
functionality (e.g. EL § 220, PN § 3527). Living things, more concretely speaking, reproduce
themselves such that they are able to perform their characteristic function — self-reproduction and

reproduction of the species — well. We saw this in the case of the oak tree: the oak tree engages in
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self-reproduction such that, over time and over many stages, its fully developed form is brought
to full expression — which is precisely why the oak tree does not always just replicate itself, but
rather heals and grows itself under certain circumstances.

Hence, if Hegel would indeed recommend that modern individuals perpetuate their social
roles in the manner of life (as he technically defines it), then his recommendation would entail
that individuals perpetuate their social roles such that the they come to serve their essential
purpose. But what is, for Hegel, the essential purpose of a social role? To see Hegel’s answer to
this specific question, we need to take a few steps back. In PR § 129, Hegel had given his
account of what he himself considers the human good. Such a state of the world, Hegel argues
there, has a set of abstract characteristics — which we will more fully explore in Chapter 2 of this
dissertation. For the moment, a brief definition suffices: the human good, for Hegel, consists in a
state of the world in which — in lexical order — human needs are satisfied, their individual rights
realized and their individual happiness made actual (Ibid.).

Now, the reason why this description of the human good is pertinent for us here, is just
this: Hegel argues prominently that the ultimate function of all societies is to realize the human
good?9 (e.g. PR § 142 and passim). Of course, there are many instances of societies that fail to
perform their function: just as there are oak trees that do not reproduce themselves or their
species anymore (e.g. oak trees that have been damaged by a fire), there are also societies that do
not realize the human good — and, instead, might be oppressive, inhospitable to human happiness

or full of plain violations of individual rights. But this shouldn’t deter us from thinking that, at

29 The argument for this claim, I think, does roughly consist of two distinct ideas: (1) The idea that the human good
is the constitutive aim of all human action (we will return to this claim in Ch. 4) and (2) The idea that what a society
essentially is is a manifestation of human agency, which is why society inherits this aim as its own.
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least if it fully lived up to its essential purpose, a social order would realize and bring about the
human good.

This view about the purpose of society as a whole, then, gives us the requisite
background for his view about the constitution of a social role: a social role, for Hegel, is a
position in society with a specific function, through which it contributes — as essential part of a
social division of labor — to the societal realization of the human good (PR § 148, 142). Again,
there are many examples of roles that fall short of expressing their characteristic function: many
roles are, after all, part of fundamentally pathological societies and therefore do not contribute to
a societal realization of the human good (since no such realization takes place). But this, once
again, shouldn’t deter us from thinking that, at least if they fully lived up to their essential
purpose, a social role would be a way for individuals to actively participate in the societal
realization of the human good.

Coming back, then, to the main stream of our argument here, the thought is this: if Hegel
would indeed recommend that modern individuals perpetuate their roles in the specific manner of
life (as Hegel defines this notion technically), then this would mean — given his own views about
the underlying purpose here is — that modern individuals would have to reproduce their roles
such that they become vehicles for the active participation in a societal realization of the human
good. This would mean, spelled out in some more detail, that individuals would work on (and in

some cases ‘kill off (ertoten)’ (PN 354Z)) the particular standards that define their role, but also
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that they develop society as a whole: for their can, of course, not be an active participation in a
societal realization of the human good if no such realization takes place30.

Third point: Given their general structure, Hegel maintains that all life processes can
enter into three distinct modes: dynamic self-maintenance, growth and healing (e.g. PN § 351,
PN § 371-374). The first of these modes, dynamic self-maintenance, occurs when a thing has
reached full functionality. It consists in a fluid process, in which the living thing maintains its
particular shape (through a metabolic process). The second and the third modes occur when full
functionality is either not yet (=growth) or not anymore (= healing) fully instantiated, and they
consist in a self-evolutive process in which the living thing reshapes itself such as to be able to
serve its function better (through a process of partial self-destruction and re-innovation).

Hence, if Hegel would indeed recommend that modern individuals perpetuate their social
roles in the manner of life (as he technically defines it), then he would be committed to the
thought that the ‘living unity’ between individuals and their roles can also manifest itself in these
three modes. Given how it is defined, the first mode — dynamic self-maintenance — would be the
mode of life that occurs, once one’s roles do fully serve their characteristic function: if they are,
indeed, vehicles for the active participation in a societal realization of the human good. In this
kind of mode, ‘living unity’ with our roles would require that we stably maintain the particular
shapes of our roles over time (just like, in dynamic self-maintenance, an oak tree stably
maintains its particular shape over time) and consciously prevent them from sliding into

pathology. This latter part — just as in the case of the tree — would require a certain amount of

30 In this way, of course, ’life’ in our roles is even closer to the ‘life’ of a body cell than it is to the ‘life’ of an oak
tree: the expression of its essence necessarily requires a certain environment (i.e. a healthy body / a healthy society),
such that achieving this expression always also involves the transformation of this environment.
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what Hegel, in his technical examination of ‘life’, had called “irritability” (e.g. PN § 354) i.e. a
kind of background sensitivity whether the thing is still fully functional. For it is, of course, only
through such background sensitivity that we can protect full functionality against external threats
and initiate counter-measures if needed (“reaction of self-preservation” (Ibid.)).

The second and third mode — growth and healing — would be the modes that the ‘living
unity’ with our roles enter into, when they do not yet (=growth) or when they do not anymore
possess full functionality (=healing). In such cases, as we can infer from the case of biological
life, ‘living unity’ would require a more active and extreme approach: it would require, more
specifically speaking, that individuals actively transform their role by working on their social
role itself or, if need be, on the societal order in which it is embedded. It would require, in other
words, that individuals transform their roles such that working through those roles becomes a
way of participating in the realization of the human good.

This process of re-invention would, just as we already observed in the case of the oak
tree, not simply treat the function (the realization of the human good) as a blueprint for the
development of the social order. This, after all, would be impossible, given that this function is
far too abstract to be able to serve as a ground for the deduction of unambiguous instructions
how it might be instantiated in this particular case. Instead, ‘living unity’ in this case would
require that we subject our roles, and the social order to which they belong, to a long
Bildungsprozess, filled with some degree of social experimentation and “external contingencies
(auperlichen Zufdlligkeiten)” (Ibid.), until it finds a form that fully “holds firm to
(festhalten)” (Ibid.) full functionality. Just like the re-inventive side of life on the level of nature,

then, this process of re-invention on the social level would also — in some measure — be a ‘path of
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desperation (Weg der Verzweifelung)’ (PhG Preface, cf. PN § 368A) that may involve some ‘dead
ends’, evolutionary experiments that fail and evolutionary stages that, even though they seem
promising initially, ultimately turn out to be non-sustainable and non-expressive of the concept.
With all this on the table, we have hopefully gotten a clear grasp of what my proposal
entails. It entails that we read Hegel’s technical notion of ‘life’ into his conception of a ‘living
unity’ with our roles, which results — in turn — in a new understanding of this ‘living unity’:
namely as a process of spiritual reproduction, which mirrors, at a higher level, the process of
natural reproduction (with it’s three distinct modes: dynamic self-maintenance, growth and
healing). Of course: So far, | have only described this proposal, I have not yet really argued for

it. It is now time to turn to this argument.

(b) Defending the proposal

To my mind, there are three distinct reasons that speak for my proposal. The first, and most
important, reason is that it would be downright strange, if — after all the philosophical attention
Hegel had invested in developing a technical conception of ‘life’ in his Logic and biological
writings — his conspicuous use of the term ‘life’ in his recommendation of ‘living unity’ would
not be meant to invoke precisely this technical conception. This is especially so, since there are
multiple places in the Philosophy of Right where Hegel reminds readers that they should
understand Hegel’s argument against the background of the technical vocabulary he himself
developed in the Logic and in the Encyclopedia (e.g. PR Preface, PR § 7). Indeed, it seems a

straightforward implication of these passages that we should go back to these texts to reconstruct
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the full meaning of Hegel’s remarks in the Philosophy of Right — and this is, of course, precisely
what the present proposal is doing and what leads it to the interpretation I unfolded above.

The second reason is that the present proposal seems to be recommended by the overall
structure of Hegel’s philosophical system. After all: it is well-known that Hegel is committed to
the thought that the same kind of abstract structures repeat themselves on different levels of the
world process, albeit often in somewhat modified forms, such that there are substantial
symmetries and analogies between e.g. the structure of natural processes and the structure of
spiritual, 1.e. social and self-conscious, processes. And this is, of course, exactly how the present
proposal understands the conception of a ‘living unity' with our roles: on this reading, after all,
the process in which individuals perpetuate their social identities (in their respective social roles
i.e. as mothers, as fathers etc.) structurally mirrors, at a higher and self-conscious level, the
process in which biological organisms perpetuate their natural identity. That way, nature and
spirit show themselves to be, at least from an abstract philosophical perspective, in symmetry
with one another — as Hegel intended them to be.

The third reason is that the implications of the present proposal, as I have drawn them
out in my description above, can be found to resonate with many passages in the Philosophy of
Right, in which Hegel indirectly describes how this ‘living unity’ with our roles ought to look
like. That way, the present proposal, even though its central justification lies especially in the
first reason highlighted above, actually seems to be reflected in many passages in which Hegel
indirectly talks about the ‘living unity’ with our roles — passages which would be indeed difficult
to explain on alternative interpretations (!), and which therefore lend credence and further

plausibility to the present proposal.
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Let me present four pieces of evidence. The first piece of evidence is Hegel’s often
neglected discussion of ‘spiritual death (geistiger Tod)’ in the Philosophy of Right (PR § 152Z)
1.e. his discussion of the direct opposite of ‘living unity’ as Hegel understands it (we will turn to
‘spiritual death’ in more detail in Chapter 5 of this dissertation). Interestingly, this opposite of
living unity here is defined as a state in which individuals implement their respective roles
unthinkingly and out of ‘mere’ habit (Gewohnheit) i.e. as the kind of state where individuals have
started to simply re-duplicate the standards of their roles under all circumstances (Ibid.). In such
a state, Hegel writes, the relationship between an individual and its role has become “dull
(stumpf)” (PR § 1527), indeed even ‘boring’ (Langeweile), and, deprived of life — lacking exactly
the kind of activity characteristic of ‘living unity’ with our roles3!.

But, of course, if that is supposed to be the opposite of ‘living unity’ with our roles, then
we can conclude quite easily that a truly ‘living unity’ — i.e. a unity with our roles that is not
‘dull’ and ‘boring’ — cannot consist in a mere implementation of our roles, under all
circumstances. Rather, something more subtle and sophisticated needs to be going on, something
that indeed involves that the implementation of our respective roles is constrained by some
further conditions. And this is, of course, exactly what the present proposal would predict.

Building on this, a second piece of evidence becomes relevant: namely the fact that
Hegel, from the outset of his discussion of ‘Ethical Life’ in the Philosophy of Right, insists again
and again on the human good as the ultimate aim of participation in the social order. Indeed, as
PR § 142 and PR § 144 already tell us, it is the human good itself that ultimately needs to come

alive through our participation in the social order, such that — if everything goes well — the

31 This discussion is also further confirmed by a similar discussion in the Introduction Lectures on the Philosophy of
History: LPH, 99-101.
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“abstract Good” takes on “concrete substance” (PR § 144) through this very participation.
Hence, crucially, the aim of our participation in the social order — which, of course, works
through the fulfilling of our social roles — is not, for example, the perpetuation of this social
order under all circumstances, but it is rather the realization of the human good through the
social order. And this is, of course, exactly what the present proposal would lead us to expect:
after all, it is the core of this proposal that individuals social members need to perpetuate their
roles such that they become, ultimately conducive to the realization of the Good.

Consider, then, a third piece of evidence: namely PR § 138. Here, Hegel considers both
“epochs in which that what is taken to be right and good in Ethical Life (Wirklichkeit und Sitte)
cannot satisfy our better will” (Ibid.) as well as epochs in which “the existing world has turned
unfaithful to freedom, [such that our better will] does not longer find itself in its duties” (Ibid.) —
i.e. the kind of cases where we find that our existing social world either does not yet measure up
to the standard of the Highest Good or does not meet this standard anymore. In such cases, Hegel
recommends here, subjects are within their right to turn inwards (in fact, to one’s “inner
liveliness (innerliche Lebendigkeit)” (PR § 138Z) !) and, from that perspective, to “evaporate
(verfliichtigen)” (PR § 138+Z) the existing social structures (“Right and Duty”) — in order to
make room to develop them towards the realization of the human good. Indeed, it is significant
how decisively Hegel insists here that the negative moment (“the evaporation (dieses
Verfliichtigen)” (PR § 138Z7)) needs to be immediately paired with the positive moment in which
and through which subjects ought to further develop their social order towards the Good: “In as
much as it is right [in such specific cases — TH], to evaporate Right and Duty into subjectivity, it

is not right (Unrecht), if this abstract basis does then not also develop itself” (PR § 138).
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All of this, of course, resonates directly with the present proposal. After all: what Hegel
seems to be describing here is that whenever the human good is not yet fully instantiated or not
anymore fully instantiated in our social order, we have to engage in a process of self-overcoming
that aims at the realization of the human good, and has both a positive and a negative component
(which are both closely tied together). And this is exactly what the present proposal would lead
us to expect, given that it is one of its central contentions that ‘living unity’ with our roles can
enter into the modes of ‘growth’ and ‘healing’ respectively, in which subjects enter into a process
of self-overcoming, which centrally involves bringing the society closer to the realization of the
Good.

And the resonance with the technical reading goes even farther, if we consider a fourth,
and last, piece of evidence: namely the way in which, according to Hegel in the Philosophy of
Right, the human good guides the positive component of this re-inventive process, i.e. the
“develop[ing] itself” (PR § 138) of the social order. Here, Hegel is very careful to point out that
the human good can never act as a blueprint for action and social reform: it is far too
indeterminate for that (PR § 134). Indeed, for attempts to derive concrete plans for action from
the Good there is “nothing given” (Ibid.) — leading such attempts to inevitably come up “empty
(inhaltslos)” (PR § 135). And this, of course, is exactly what the present proposal would have
predicted. After all: it was a key component of this proposal that the re-inventive side of growth
and healing processes does not rely on treating the underlying function (e.g. the realization of the
human good) as a blueprint for the developmental process. In fact, it was exactly what Hegel
called the “weakness” of an entity’s abstract function (PN § 368A) that the developmental

process could not proceed such, but rather had to proceed in a different way: namely as a process
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of ‘Anbildung’ (Ibid.), in which the social order, through a process of social experimentation,
approximates full functionality, under the contingent circumstances in which it finds itself.

In other words, then: the present proposal fits with the — initially surprising !— fact that
Hegel commits himself to both the thesis that the human good is the ultimate aim of participating
in our roles and the thesis that the human good is too indeterminate to serve as a blueprint for
concrete action. Life, after all, is the perfect example of a progressive process (a process that
aims at a certain goal or purpose) which does not need a completely determinate conception of
this goal. In that way, the kind of progress that is characteristic of life differs from the kind of
progress that is characteristic of mechanical processes, such as the construction of a house:
whereas the latter process relies on a concrete plan/blueprint and carries this plan out, step by
step, life relies on a process of experimentation to make its way towards fulfilling it’s only
partially determinate goal — and in precisely that respect the characteristics of the ‘life process’
meet exactly what Hegel says about the process in which and through which we carry out our
roles.

In sum, then, we can say that the present proposal is well-supported by (1) Hegel’s firm
exhortation to read the Philosophy of Right — and, with it, the conception of ‘living unity’ —
through the technical vocabulary he himself developed, (2) Hegel’s own commitments regarding
the harmony between nature and spirit, and (3) supporting text-evidence from Hegel’s indirect
descriptions of the ‘living unity’ from the Philosophy of Right itself. That makes, in my eyes, the
present proposal the most viable contender for understanding Hegel’s conception of how we

modern individuals should relate to our roles.
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(c) Broader implications of the proposal

Now that my proposal has been spelled out and argued for, I want to conclude my discussion by
reviewing and highlighting a few significant implications that follow from it. Three implications
stand out in particular — all of which, I think, have already been implicit in my previous
discussion of the proposal, but deserve a few more words. This is especially so, since these
implications — at least to my mind — present an implicit further reason for the proposal I have
developed here. After all: they show that, if the proposal is accepted, Hegel’s position comes out
sophisticated and philosophically interesting.

First implication: on the present proposal, Hegel avoids both extremes on the question of
how individuals ought to relate to their roles (unconditional acceptance of our roles on the one
hand, unconditional rejection of our roles on the other hand) and, instead, advocates for an
immediate, yet critical relationship to our roles. Moreover, his account of the °‘critical
component’ of this relationship does not contend itself with merely outlining abstract criteria of
acceptability, which we can use to ‘weed out’ good roles from bad roles (as some modern
accounts do3?). Instead, Hegel — in the spirit of his concept of life — fleshes out this ‘critical
component’ with a vision of social evolution and social development, borrowed from the realm
of plants and animals, which does not only guide us to see which roles might not yet be fully
good, but also how we can make them better.

Indeed, and this is the second implication, on the present proposal, this account of the
‘critical component’ of our relationship to social roles is specifically interesting because it relies

centrally on an abstract normative criterion — namely Hegel’s concept of the human good —

32 [ have in mind here Hardimon’s discussion of ‘reflective acceptability’ in Hardimon, “Role Obligations,” 348f.
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without deriving from this criterion concrete plans of action (i.e. using it as a blueprint for social
reform). Instead, it implements its abstract normative goal through a process of Bildung, in
which this goal is slowly approximated through guided social experimentation. That way — as
one might also put this point — Hegel’s account of critique here rejects a kind of
‘constructivism’ (on which a plan for an ideal society is devised from abstract principles, and
then implemented), while at the same time maintaining a commitment to abstract principles per
se. It’s just — or so Hegel argues — that these abstract principles cannot guide social critique in
such a ‘constructivist’ way, but rather have to guide it in a more indirect manner: namely by
giving us normative resources for critique and by establishing the formal success conditions for
the process of social experimentation that we, as ‘healers’ and ‘growers’ of our social order, have
to engage in.

Third implication: Moreover, on the present proposal, the account of the ‘critical
component’ of our relationship to social roles transcends the dichotomy between internal and
external forms of social critique, as these terms are often defined. After all: On the present
proposal, critique of our roles has to draw on an abstract criterion — namely Hegel’s concept of
the the human good — independently of whether the substance of this criterion is already realized
in society. Yet, on the other hand, the human good is not simply an external moral criterion that
subjects bring to society, even though society itself has no connection to it. Rather — as we saw
above — the realization of the human good is meant to be the characteristic purpose of society
and, as such, firmly tied to what society essentially is. That way, Hegel’s account of the critical

component of our relationship to social roles encompasses a — if you will — Neo-Aristotelian
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model of social critique’3, on which society is neither criticized from the standpoint of its
internally realized norms and values, nor from the standpoint of external moral ideals: but rather
from the standpoint of what society, as society, ultimately is designed to do — even if this kind of

purpose or function is still, as of yet, an unrealized potentiality within the social order we inhabit.

1.4. Objections and Replies

I have admitted throughout this paper that my interpretation runs counter to received
interpretations of the Philosophy of Right. 1t is therefore inevitable that my proposal will
encounter some objections. In this section, then, I will entertain three such objections and try to
reply to them as best as I can.

The first objection, roughly is this: the present interpretation of life in our roles requires
more reflection on the part of individuals than Hegel allows for. More specifically speaking, in
the Introduction to his theory of modern Ethical Life, Hegel valorizes habitual (i.e. unreflective)
modes of comportment towards the social order, in a manner that seems ‘out of tune’ with a view
like the one attributed to him in this paper (e.g. PR § 151, PR § 147). After all: if Hegel thinks
that we should not reflect about our roles and about the social order to which they belong — he
surely cannot think that we should critically examine our social order and persistently evolve it
towards the Highest Good. For such critical examination and conscious evolving would surely
require at least some reflection at every turn — and this is just what Hegel seems to discourage in

the Introduction to the section on Ethical Life.

33 Of course, fleshing out this model in all its details would require more philosophical work. It is the main task of
this dissertation.
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To deal with this first objection, we need to return to the passages in the Philosophy of
Right on which it is built. Once we do, we see that what Hegel is saying here is actually not ‘out
of tune’ with the view I attributed to him in this paper: indeed, the point that these passages
actually make is that the value in ‘habitualizing’ parts of our social compartment lies precisely in
it freeing us up for the labor of reflection’*. What Hegel is saying here, in other words, is that it is
good if some of the spiritual reproduction of my roles has become habitual and unreflective,
because this frees up cognitive and mental capacity to examine the social order of which these
roles are part. As Hegel puts it: “habit is part of the Ethical (das Sittliche) in the same manner as
it belongs to philosophical thinking: namely because those require that spirit is fortified against
arbitrary fancies (willkiirliche FEinfdille) [...] such that rational reflection (das verniinftige
Denken) has a free path” (PR § 15127).

In that way, Hegel’s insistence that parts of the spiritual reproduction of our roles have to
become habitual is not evidence against the view I attributed to him in this paper, but rather
evidence for it. Hegel thinks that habits are important because they free up the mind such that we
actually can interact with the social order in the way that ‘living unity’ requires: namely by
examining it and by developing it such the realization of the human good comes to full
expression or is fully preserved. If we had to ‘think about’ every single thing we need to do in
discharging our role obligations (e.g. feeding our children, going to work etc.) we would, in fact,
not be capable of living our roles in the way that Hegel thinks we should: instead, we would be
overwhelmed and incapable of doing what we need to do — namely to enter into ‘living unity’

with our roles in the precise sense in which Hegel understands this term.

34 The concept of habit in Hegel is helpfully discussed in Novakovic, Hegel on Second Nature and Ethical Life, Ch.
1.
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Second objection: Even if we accept that Hegel is not overall hostile against reflection
about social institutions, we might still maintain that Hegel wants to discourage evaluative
reflection specifically. Indeed, there are several passages in his description of modern Ethical
Life were Hegel disparages individuals who approach the social order with a ‘moral’ attitude,
losing themselves in “moral reflections about ought and may (moralische Reflexionen des Sollen
und Mégens)” (PR § 149) and in endless rumination about the value of certain social institutions.
But if Hegel thinks that social members should, in general, not evaluate their social order or the
institutions that they live in, then — certainly — he cannot hold that individuals ought to have a
critical attitude towards the social order (for critique presupposes and requires evaluation).

To deal with this second objection, we need to look a little bit more closely at what this
‘moral reflection’ really is, that Hegel is criticizing here. If we do, it turns out that — for Hegel —
moral reflection is not a general synonym for evaluative reflection, but rather denotes a very
specific type of evaluative reflection: namely the type of evaluative reflection that Hegel
associates with the moral standpoint (e.g. PR § 134+135). This type of evaluative reflection is
characterized by the attempt to derive concrete plans of action from the concept of the human
good (PR § 134) i.e. by an attempt to use the human good as a kind of blueprint for action and
social reform. And, indeed, this type of evaluative reflection — as we have already seen earlier —
is something that Hegel takes to be fundamentally unproductive and ultimately fruitless. After
all, it is one of Hegel’s fundamental views that the concept of the human good cannot be used as
a blueprint for social critique and development: it is simply too abstract for that and can therefore

not generate an unambiguous set of implementation instructions.
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But one central upshot of our discussion earlier was, of course, that ‘living unity’ — on the
reading presented in this paper — does not require moral reflection in this ‘moralistic’ sense, but
rather uses the human good as an abstract goal that it approximates through an open, social
evolutionary process. Hence, Hegel’s attack on ‘moral reflection’ — cited in the objection above —
does not actually cut against the interpretation I unfolded here. Instead, it is perfectly in /ine with
this interpretation: for, of course, we would precisely expect Hegel to attack moral reflection in
this narrow sense, if what he really wants to encourage is a critical attitude in the manner of life
1.e. a critical attitude that does not try to implement the human good like a building plan, but
rather approximates it in the way that plants and animals approximate their full functionality.

Third objection: The interpretation proposed in this chapter is in tension with Hegel’s
general insistence that modern societies will not undergo much change and will be mostly stable
(e.g. PR § 146 and passim). After all: if Hegel thinks that modern societies will not undergo
much change, he can hardly think that social critique, social reform and social evolution have a
big place in it. After all: all of these things, especially the latter, involve some kind of more or
less significant social and institutional change — and if the latter is being denied, then, clearly,
there also will not be room for the former.

In order to deal with this third objection, we have to remind ourselves that the present
proposal does not, in principle, rule out social stability in modern societies, even if, in these
societies, all social members are indeed in ‘living unity’ with their roles. After all: If one starts
from the premiss — as Hegel does — that most modern societies are already largely conducive to
the realization of the human good, and, hence, encompass social roles that are vehicles for its

realization, then the present proposal would precisely predict social stability (!), if social
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members are in ‘living unity’ with their roles. That’s because, under the conditions just
described, the ‘living unity’ would express itself in the mode of dynamic self-maintenance in
which social members try to stably preserve the particular shape of their social order, just in the
way that a fully grown, healthy oak tree tries to stably preserve its particular shape. Put another
way: Saying that Hegel’s account of ‘living unity’ involves a substantial critical component (a
component, in fact, of healing and growth), does not mean that social members who have entered
into ‘living unity’ with their roles will be endlessly critical of the social order. Much to the
contrary: it only means that ‘living unity’ allows and requires critique, if it is really needed, and
gives us the required resources for it. In times in which most of the social world is not in need of
such critique, ‘living unity’ (even conceived in the way in which I have suggested in this paper)

requires that we perpetuate the social order as is, and do not subject it to change.

1.5. Conclusion

This investigation has brought us to a hopefully interesting and innovative conclusion. Hegel’s
view of ‘living unity’ with our social roles, if we parse this initially puzzling metaphor using the
technical notion of ‘life’ Hegel himself proposes, does not only have room for a fundamental
critique of our roles, and the social order to which they belong, but even requires such a critique,
under certain circumstances. Even more, it gives us a sense of how such a critique should
proceed i.e. what means it can use and what criteria it can appeal to to guide such a critique

(namely the human good). That way, we gain not only a fresh perspective on Hegel’s social
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philosophy — but also an interesting proposal for how to relate to our social roles, which might

still be relevant, even today.
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Chapter 2: Hegel’s concept of the human good

Abstract. This chapter examines Hegel’s concept of the human good, which Hegel also simply
calls ‘the Good (das Gute)’ (PR § 129). Even though this concept is central to Hegel’s practical
philosophy, I argue that it has been widely misunderstood. Commentators have, in fact, generally
overlooked the significance that the satisfaction of everyone’s basic needs (i.e. of the necessities
of ‘life’) has for Hegel’s concept of the Good. Indeed, I show that, on a close reading, it turns out
that this satisfaction of basic needs is, in some respects, the most important component of the
human good for Hegel — more important than the realization of everyone’s personal rights or the
realization of everyone’s happiness.

2.1. Introduction

This chapter turns to Hegel’s general concept of the human good which Hegel also calls, more
simply, “the Good (das Gute)” (PR § 129-130). This general conception of the Good summarizes
in abstract terms the state of the world that represents the realization of ultimate value for Hegel
— a state of the world, which every agent has reason to foster, pursue and bring about (PR § 129).
Indeed, Hegel calls the Good nothing short of the “absolute final end of the world (der absolute
Endzweck der Welt)” (PR § 129%3), an “ideal” (VPR Homeyer, 101) the pursuit of which gives
the will of individual agents “worth and dignity (Wert und Wiirde)” (PR § 131).

Needless to say, this conception of the human good is highly relevant for the argument
that this dissertation has been developing so far. After all: as we have seen in Chapter 1, it is

central to Hegel’s view that individuals develop society such that it ultimately realizes the Good.

35 This is an obvious reference to Aristotle, as well as to Kant’s conception of the Highest Good. Both
these historical connections would be extremely interesting to explore, especially since there seems to be
relatively little attention devoted to these connections in the literature. Instead, if connections between
Kant’s work and the PR §§ 129-141 are pursued, the focus is usually much more on the connection to
Kant’s Groundwork and his conception of the ‘good will’. For the latter issue, see - as two representative
examples - Joachim Ritter, “Moralitdt und Sittlichkeit. Zu Hegels Auseinandersetzung mit der kantischen
Ethik,” in Materialien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie, ed. Manfred Riedel (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp,
1975), 217-247 and Allen Wood, “The Emptiness of the Moral Will,” The Monist 72, no. 3 (1989):
454-483.
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The Good, as Hegel describes it, is therefore the central normative standard that Hegel thinks
should guide our social participation (PR § 142) and that ultimately provides the goal towards
which societies and their members should strive.

But what, then, is the Good for Hegel? Looking at Hegel’s text itself, we can only gather
a rather mysterious picture. The Good, as he states here, is a state of the world which achieves
the ‘unity’ (Einheit) of two very different normative demands — namely a state of the world
which brings together the realization of everyone’s ‘right’ (Recht) with a realization of
everyone’s ‘welfare’ (Wohl) (PR §128, § 129R, § 130). This general formula of the Good as the
‘unity of right and welfare’, however, clearly calls for further elaboration. Three deceptively
simple questions, specifically, need to be clarified: What does Hegel mean here by the realization
of everyone’s ‘right’ (Recht) ? What does he mean here by the realization of everyone’s ‘welfare’
(Wohl)? And what does he mean by saying that these two components are brought into
‘unity’ (Einheit) within the Good?

Now, initially it might seem as if these three questions can easily be settled by looking at
the previous secondary literature on Hegel’s concept of the Good. After all, the secondary
literature contains a widely shared standard answer to these three questions36. On this reading,
the Good is a state of the world in which universal respect for the boundaries of the body and
property of agents (= ‘right”), is married with a universal realization of every agent's self-chosen

conception of happiness (=‘welfare’) — where this ‘unity’ is characterized by a general priority of

36 T will mention the main proponents of this standard reading in the paragraph below. For now, I will only
reference the most explicit proponent of this standard reading, namely Allen Wood. The standard reading
is, in fact, endorsed both in his Hegel s Ethical Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
144-146 and again in his “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” in G.W.F. Hegel — Grundlinien der Philosophie
des Rechts, ed. Ludwig Siep (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2014), 132-135.
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right over welfare: whenever the claims of right and welfare collide, the claims of right prevail.
More colloquially speaking, the standard reading understands Hegel’s Good as a state of the
world in which agents respect the boundaries of each others' bodies and properties, and — within
these limits — realize the conception of happiness they have chosen for themselves.

This standard interpretation is indeed deeply rooted in the contemporary literature on
Hegel’s concept of the Good. Albeit in varying degrees of explicitness, it occurs — to my
knowledge — indeed in a/l contemporary discussions of this concept, including in such influential
works as those by Allen Wood, Adriaan Peperzak, Dudley Knowles and Frederick Neuhouser37.
Allen Wood is particularly explicit about his endorsement of the standard interpretation. In one

of his most recent contributions to the interpretation of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, he writes:

“In Hegel’s formula for the good, ‘right’ refers to ‘abstract right’, the rights of
persons over an external sphere of arbitrary freedom, beginning with their own
bodies and extending to all their property (§§ 41-45). ‘Welfare’ refers to the
satisfaction of empirical drives or desires, as organized by the will into an idea of
happiness (cf. §§ 17-20, 121-125). Therefore, the good consists in the satisfaction
of the desires of subjects, on the condition that it involves no violation of people’s

rights”3s,

37 For Allen Wood, see fn. 5; Adriaan Peperzak, Modern Freedom — Hegel's Legal, Moral and Political
Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2001), 362-364; Dudley Knowles, Hegel and the
Philosophy of Right (London: Routledge, 2002) 191-192; Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegel’s Social
Theory, 167 and 237-238.

38 Wood, “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” 132.
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In this chapter, however, I want to argue that the standard interpretation is mistaken on all three
counts: it misinterprets what ‘right’ means here, what ‘welfare’ means here and what ‘unity’
means here. The common thread running through this is that the standard interpretation
overlooks the significance that the satisfaction of everyone'’s basic needs (i.e. of the necessities of
‘life’) has for Hegel’s concept of the Good. Indeed, I show that, on a close reading, it turns out
that this satisfaction of basic needs is, in some respects, the most important component of the
Good for Hegel — more important than the realization of everyone’s personal rights or the
realization of everyone’s happiness.

In the following, 1 will methodically work my way through the interpretation of
‘right’ (Section 2), ‘welfare’ (Section 3) and ‘unity’ (Section 4) in Hegel’s formula of the Good,
showing how the standard interpretation is mistaken on all three levels, and how — if we interpret

these levels aright — Hegel’s emphasis on the satisfaction of human need comes clearly into view.

2.2. The first component of the Good: Right

As I have already indicated in the introduction to this paper, the first component of the Good is
‘right’ (Recht). But what does ‘right’ mean, in this context? As we have already seen, the
standard answer to this question is that ‘right’, in this context, refers to the principles of ‘abstract
right’ — which is Hegel’s name for the rights that guarantee individuals an external sphere of
influence over their body and property. In this section, I want to argue against this standard view.
I begin by (a) clarifying in somewhat more detail what the principles of ‘abstract right” are, then

(b) advance an argument that the right-component of Hegel’s formula of the Good cannot just
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refer to ‘abstract right’ and, finally, (c) present an alternative interpretation of the right-

component of Hegel’s formula of the Good.

(a) What are the principles of abstract right?

According to the standard interpretation, the right-component of Hegel’s formula of the Good
refers to the principles of ‘abstract right’. It is universal respect for these principles — or so the
standard view argues — that the Good brings together with the realization of human welfare.

But what are the principles of abstract right ? Within the argument of the text, the
principles of ‘abstract right’ are Hegel’s first attempt to conceptualize ‘right’3: that means, to
conceptualize the normative principles that are necessary to guarantee an individual’s external
freedom i.e. her freedom to realize self-chosen ends. The principles of ‘abstract right’ fulfill this
function in a seemingly40 straightforward manner: they, at the most general level, guarantee an
individual an external sphere of influence for the realization of such ends#!. More specifically
speaking, Hegel distinguishes between three such principles (PR § 34-104):

The first principle of abstract right consists in the protection of an individual’s exclusive
control over her own body (PR § 47). The thought here is straightforward and requires little

further elaboration: if I don’t exercise exclusive control over my own body, there is no

39 Hegel, as is well-known, uses the term ‘right (Recht)’ in two fundamentally distinct ways in his
Philosophy of Right. On its narrower meaning, ‘right’ is Hegel’s concept for the principles that guarantee
an individual’s external freedom i.e. her freedom to realize self-chosen ends. On the broader meaning,
‘right’ is Hegel’s term for realization of everything that realizes value. Here, and everywhere in this paper,
I’m using right only in the narrower sense of the term.

40 | say seemingly, because — of course — it will turn out that the principles of abstract right do, in fact, not
suffice to protect an individual’s external freedom.

41 For my understanding of Abstract Right, I am influenced by the very helpful Knowles, Hegel and the
Philosophy of Right, 107-164.
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reasonable sense in which I can count as having an external sphere of influence in which I can
realize my arbitrary ends. Respect for this principle, hence, requires shielding individuals from
physical coercion (PR § 48R) as well as, crucially, from physical harm (Ibid.) — the latter
presumably because Hegel thinks that voluntarily interfering with the regular functioning of a
body (i.e. harming it) is the ultimate way of denying its owner control over it. Now, of course,
respecting this principle, as Hegel very explicitly points out (PR § 67), does not rule out that I
may exercise the control of my body e.g. to sell my labor power to you, but it does rule out that
this very basic control over my own body itself is taken away from me or being impaired in any
way.

The second principle of abstract right is the protection of an individual’s private property
(PR § 42-46) i.e. the protection of an individual’s exclusive control over a domain of inanimate*?
things (Sachen). The thought here, even though this is more controversial, mirrors the thought in
the previous paragraph: basically, Hegel thinks that without a (protected) domain of things which
exclusively / can use and utilize for the realization of my ends, I could not be said to have an
external sphere of influence and would be hindered in my personal freedom. Respect for this
second principle, hence, entails that my property is protected from illegitimate incursions by
others — i.e. that it is not simply seized or snatched away from me and used by someone else for
the realization of Aer ends, rather than being there for the realization of my ends. Now, of course:

respect for this principle, as Hegel — again — makes clear himself (PR § 49), does not require that

42 Maybe ‘inanimate’ here is too restrictive and ‘non-human’ would be better, since Hegel presumably
thinks that we can own animals i.e. that animals can be part of someone’s private property. For my
purposes here I do not need to settle this question.
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everyone has the same amount or even the same kind of property. But it does require that
whatever I have is not going to be seized from me, but protected from the incursions by others.

The third and last principle of abstract right is the protection of individual agreements or
contracts (Vertrdge, PR § 72-81). Building on the argument in the previous two paragraphs, the
thought here seems to be this: my external sphere of influence is not only constituted by my own
body and by external things that are in my property, it is also constituted by agreements I have
made regarding the property of others. Hence, the protection of my external sphere of influence
needs to encompass these agreements as well: if they are broken, my external sphere of influence
is affected as well. If you and I, for example, agree to exchange my laptop against your jacket,
but you fail to uphold your end of the bargain, you are interfering with my external sphere of
influence — not because you illegitimately seized a piece of my property (I gave it to you with my
consent), but because you failed to abide by the terms of our agreement (You didn’t give me your
jacket).

In sum, we can then say that the principles of abstract right guarantee us an external
sphere of influence by protecting our physical security, our property and our agreements/
contracts. Moreover, the previous overview makes it easier to see why Hegel calls these
principles principles of ‘abstract right’ — an aspect which I have left purposefully unelaborated
until now. After all: looking over these principles, it becomes quite clear that all of them are
‘abstract’ in the sense that they protect an external sphere of influence independently of what end
the agent intends to realize within that sphere 1.e. they ‘abstract’ away from an agents’ specific

ends (PR § 106A). No matter what it is that I intend to pursue within my external sphere of
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influence (e.g. no matter whether it is prudent or imprudent etc.) — if the principles of ‘abstract
right’ are respected, they protect a sphere of influence for myself.

Equipped with this understanding of ‘abstract right’, we can now return to the leading
question of this section: in Hegel’s general conception of the Good, does ‘right’ simply refer to

‘abstract right’ (as we have now seen it defined)?

(b) Does respect for ‘right’ only refer to respect for ‘abstract right’ in Hegel’s Good?

As we have already seen, the standard reading answers a resounding ‘yes’ to this question. Recall
again, for example, Allen Wood’s claim that “[i]n Hegel’s formula of the Good ‘right’ refers to
‘abstract right’, the rights of persons over an external sphere of arbitrary freedom, beginning with
their own bodies and extending to all their property (§§ 41-45)”4 — which is a very explicit
endorsement of this idea. But I think that this is not persuasive. To see why, we need to attend to
three points.

First point: Even though this can be easily overlooked, it is fairly clear that PR § 127, just
before beginning his discussion of the Good proper (PR § 129), picks up the idea of ‘right’ once
again. Here, Hegel seems to be raising the following question: are the principles of ‘abstract
right” (which guarantee the individual an external sphere of influence) really enough to guarantee
an individual’s external freedom i.e. her freedom to realize self-chosen ends in the world? Does
‘abstract right’ really suffice for the preservation of this form of freedom?

Hegel’s answer here, crucially, is ‘No’. Instead, PR § 127 argues that, as a matter of fact,

external freedom can only be protected, if an individual is also granted a right to have their basic

43 Wood, “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” 132.
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needs satisfied i.e. to have their standard of subsistence met (e.g. by having enough food, drink,
basic shelter etc.). After all, or so the argument goes: fundamental forms of deprivation (such as
hunger and thirst) take from individuals even the most minimal capacity to choose ends for
themselves, forcing them instead to just aim at bare survival (PR § 127+Z). But without such
basic capacity, of course, there is no question of any form of external freedom — no matter
whether 1, in principle, enjoy a protected sphere of influence in which I could exercise such
freedom. To put it in a different way: the fact that no one impermissibly interferes in the
realization of my self-chosen ends (e.g. by physically attacking me, by stealing from me or by
cheating me out of my contracts) does not guarantee me any freedom whatsoever, as long as |
lack the very basic capacity to choose my ends.

In Hegel’s text, this line of thought is expressed in the following way: Hegel argues that
all individuals ought be granted a Notrecht or “right of necessity” (PR § 127), that guarantees the
the fundamental things we need to sustain our “life” (PR § 127Z). This is so, because in a state of
fundamental deprivation, we lack the most basic presuppositions for freedom, rendering all our
other individual rights (e.g. to private property) essentially meaningless. Says Hegel: “[i]f a
human being was not permitted [to have its basic needs satisfied], it would be condemned to
rightlessness (wiirde es als rechtlos bestimmt sein), and — because it would be denied its life — all
of its freedom would be negated (wdre seine ganze Freiheit negiert)” (Ibid.). Hence, the very
idea of freedom necessitates that — above and beyond the ‘abstract rights’ that shield one’s body,
property and contracts — we are also granted Notrecht, which makes sure that we fulfill the basic

preconditions to make choices.
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Crucially and characteristically — and this is the second important point that we need to
attend to here — Hegel even thinks that Notrecht must have principled priority over all
countervailing claims of abstract right: if your Notrecht collides with e.g. my claims of property,
your Notrecht must prevail (PR § 127Z, VPR Hoppe 127, VPR Henrich 100). Hegel’s argument
here is just this: a violation of Notrecht takes from you the possibility of enjoying any kind of
freedom, whereas a violation of e.g. my property rights only constrains my freedom locally, but
does not completely abolish it — which is why your Notrecht always trumps my abstract right.
Hegel writes: “[in such collisions between the Notrecht of one person and the abstract right of
another], there is a potential violation of right on both sides (auf beiden Seiten wdire Verletzung
des Rechts); but on one side only a single claim of freedom (Dasein der Freiheit) is violated,
only one particular claim, whereas on the other side freedom in its utter totality (ganze Totalitdt)
would be negated” (VPR Hotho 401, cf. also PR § 127Z, VPR Hoppe 127).

Hegel illustrates this priority of Notrecht over abstract right with two central examples.
The first is the example of the starved person, who — in his hunger — steals a piece of bread from
a bakery (e.g. VPR Hotho, 399). The second is the example of the overwhelmed debtor (PR §
127R, VPR Hotho 399), who was forced to give up even the means with which he carries out his
profession (e.g. his construction tools if he is a construction worker etc.). In both of these cases,
Hegel argues, Notrecht is at stake: In the first case, Notrecht makes it the case that the starved
person actually has a right to take the bread from the bakery, since it is done in an effort to save
one’s life from deprivation. And, similarly, in the second case, Notrecht makes it such that the

overwhelmed debtor must receive the tools of his trade back — for having to give them up would
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make it impossible for him to ‘make a living’ afterwards, thereby once again threatening
fundamental deprivation (and loss of all freedom).

Moreover, very much in line with how we have reconstructed the idea of Notrecht so far,
Hegel insists, in describing these two cases, that Notrecht really counts as a part of ‘right” — not
e.g. as just a blameless violation of the rights of others*t. Indeed, Hegel is very clear that the
hungry person who takes the bread from the bakery is not someone who violates the rights of
others but can’t be reasonable blamed for this violation (Ibid.). Instead, the hungry person has a
right to the bread and the overwhelmed debtor has a right to his tools, despite the contravening
claims of private property in both cases — and, in that way, neither the hungry person nor the
overwhelmed debtor violate right at all. To put it in Hegel’s own terms: “life may claim not in
equity, but as a right, a Notrecht, for the alternatives are an infinite injury to existence with total
loss [of freedom]” (PR § 127, my emphasis) — which makes clear that Notrecht is indeed a
central part of ‘right” as Hegel conceives of it (and not simply e.g. a blameless violation of right
from considerations of charity).

Third point: Now, it must be admitted that the idea of attributing Notrecht such a central
role in Hegel’s argument, however, might be met with a textual objection. After all, there is at
least one passage in the vicinity of PR § 127, in which Hegel somehow seems to be taking back
the idea of Notrecht — and, in fact, could be seen as somehow denying that something like
Notrecht does ever exist. This passage is the discussion of St. Crispin (e.g. in PR §126Z, VPR
Homeyer 127), who steals leather to make shoes for the poor — and is strongly criticized by

Hegel for exactly this kind of behavior. Indeed, Hegel seems to suggest that St. Crispin should

4 Jeremy Waldron seems to overlook this in his Jeremy Waldron, The Right to Private Property (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1988), 380.
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have been thrown into jail for doing what he did (ins Zuchthaus gehort, PR § 126), which is a
somewhat startling turn in the text, given that one might easily think that St. Crispin is just acting
on the Notrecht of the poor, trying to give them what they need (namely shoes).

But it seems to me that the appearance of contradiction here can be easily explained away
by the following thought: Hegel is very keen to make sure that the idea of Notrecht is not abused
(PR § 127Z). Particularly, Hegel is worried that Notrecht might be appealed to in cases where the
life of an individual or of a group of individuals is not really at stake (i.e. where we do not face
an instance of genuine Nof), but rather where we are only faced with the collision between
private property and an individual’s desires to live comfortably. In such cases, Hegel thinks,
private property must prevail, otherwise one enters a slippery slope that leads to legitimizing
theft and expropriation, instead of creating a legitimate protection for the basic needs of
‘life’ (Ibid.)

And it is in this spirit that one has to read Hegel’s discussion of St. Crispin (PR § 126Z).
The idea here, plausible or not, seems to be that leather shoes are, at least under most
circumstances, not something that is quintessentially needed to survive — which is why the
actions of St. Crispin do not really touch on the claims of Notrecht, but rather on collisions
between mere desire and property (in which case private property ought to ultimately prevail).
St. Crisipin, in other words, aims to make the poor comfortable — but this is not the same as
trying to shield them from fundamental deprivation, and, hence, his actions are contrary to right,
rather than an affirmation of the Notrecht that someone possesses.

With this, we have seen enough to understand that the standard reading of ‘right’, in

Hegel’s formula of the Good, cannot be upheld on closer consideration: ‘right’ cannot merely
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refer to ‘abstract right’. All we now still need is to tie the strings of the arguments together and
turn what we have said so far about Notrecht and abstract right into a positive counterproposal to

the standard reading.

(c) The ‘right’-component of the Good: a new interpretation

Here is the proposal: ‘right’, in Hegel’s formula of the Good, does not merely denote abstract
right, but instead denotes the set of Notrecht and abstract right, with the former enjoying lexical
priority over the latter. To put this in more colloquial terms: Realizing everyone’s ‘right’, as
Hegel includes it in his formula of the Good, demands that we respect everyone’s right to
subsistence and their rights to a free sphere of influence, as long as the latter do not conflict with
the former.

I should add that, in some sense, this proposal is exactly what we should have expected
from Hegel’s text: after all, Hegel’s texts are famous for their dialectical structure, in which
central ideas are — on the different levels of the text — revisited and further refined. On my
proposal, this is exactly what has happened here with the conception of ‘right’ i.e. with his
conception of the normative principles that are necessary to guarantee an individual’s external
freedom. Whereas the Philosophy of Right had initially treated the principles of abstract right as
sufficient for this task, a later stage of the argument adds a further refinement: namely Notrecht,
which shields individuals from material deprivation, thereby preserving their capacity to make
choices (in a way that abstract right alone fails to do). With this, we can now turn to the second

component of the Good: namely to welfare.
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2.3. The second component of the Good: Welfare

According to Hegel’s formula of the Good, as we have seen, the Good is state of the world which
brings together respect for everyone’s rights (Recht) with a realization of everyone’s welfare
(Wohl) (PR §128, § 129R, § 130). In this second section, I would like to clarify what welfare, in
this context, refers to. As I have already said in the introduction to this paper, the standard
interpretation assumes that the answer to this question is happiness (Gliickseligkeit), as Hegel
had defined it in the Introduction to his text (mainly PR §§ 17-20). In this section, I want to
argue against this standard view. I do so by (a) clarifying in more detail what ‘happiness' is for
Hegel, then (b) I show that ‘welfare’ does not just refer to ‘happiness’, which leads me to (c)

suggest an alternative interpretation of ‘welfare’.

(a) What is ‘happiness’ for Hegel ?

Let’s begin by setting out Hegel’s conception of happiness (Gliickseligkeit). As §§ 17-20 reveal,
happiness is Hegel’s first attempt to flesh out what it means to achieve ‘satisfaction of
particularity’ i.e. what it means for a subject, with its particular needs and desires, to flourish
(esp. PR § 20). But the precise content of ‘happiness’, as Hegel lays it out in these paragraphs, is
subtle and difficult to understand — which is why, in the following, I want to consider no less
than three interpretative proposals for how to understand Hegel’s conception of happiness. As we
will see, all of these three have something to recommend themselves — but, as I hope to show

throughout the next paragraphs, only the third proposal holds up as an overall satisfying
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interpretation of Hegel’s notion of happiness or Gliickseligkeit in the starting paragraphs of the
Philosophy of Right.
Let’s start with the least complex interpretative proposal of the three. According to this

first interpretative proposal, we should understand Hegel’s definition of happiness thus:

Happiness is the satisfaction of all desires that we happen to have at a given point in time (i.e. the
satisfaction of all occurrent desires). On this view, I count as happy whenever I get everything 1
desire at a given moment, whatever that might be. Is this what Hegel means by ‘happiness’? On
a first glance, this interpretative proposal is not without some anchoring in the text: at one point,
Hegel seems to suggest that, regarding our desires, happiness is the “whole of satisfaction (das
Ganze der Befriedigung)” (PR § 20) — and the most natural way of reading this, or so it seems, is
along the lines just sketched. Moreover, we might think that this interpretative proposal has the
advantage of attributing to Hegel a view that has an attractive philosophical simplicity on its
side. After all:‘getting everything I desire right now’ seems like a graspable and clear notion of
what it means to be happy.

But, looking more closely at the text, it is quite clear that this first interpretative proposal
won’t do as an interpretation of Hegel’s view. The main reason is that Hegel very explicitly
argues that it is only the satisfaction of certain desires that really makes us happy. In his remark
to § 20, he points out that the ‘whole of satisfaction’ is not to be equated with the satisfaction of
all our occurrent, “instantaneous (augenblicklich)” desires (PR §20R). Rather, our happiness is
only defined as the satisfaction of a more constrained set of desires, a set of desires that the
individual has selected through a reflective process. This is why Hegel stresses that “in

happiness, thought has some power over the natural force of the desires” (PR §20R) and that
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whatever counts as my happiness is tied to my own reflective choices i.e. is brought forth
(hervorgebracht) by my own reflection (PR § 20).

Now, Hegel does not give us an explicit argument as to why he thinks that a process of
reflective selection needs to play a role in the determination of happiness. But a philosophical
argument can be easily supplied. What Hegel must have in mind here, I take it, is this: intuitively,
we don’t recognize all of our occurrent desires as our own desires. Much rather, we experience
some of our occurrent desires as foreign and alien to us — as cravings and wants that are not truly
‘my own’, which is why their satisfaction hardly can count as constitutive of my happiness. To
see the force of this point, we can turn to an example: Think of the cravings for food that
someone has who has been on a strict diet for months. For such a person, the satisfaction of her
desire for food is, plausibly, not constitutive of her happiness — but rather indicates the failure of
one of her important life projects, a ‘defeat’ in the face of her cravings which she was not able to
sufficiently control. Hence, or so one may conclude, whatever counts as my happiness can only
be the satisfaction of a specific, chosen set of desires — and not simply the satisfaction of all the
desires that I happen to have at a given time.

With all of these arguments in mind, we can turn to the second interpretative proposal,
which captures most of the points made so far. According to this second proposal, we should
understand Hegel’s definition of happiness thus: Happiness is the satisfaction of all desires I have
reflectively appropriated as ‘my own’. On this view of happiness, I am happy whenever all
desires are satisfied that I recognize as my own — a set of desires which, as we have seen, might
be narrower than the set of all my occurrent desires. Is this the conception of happiness Hegel

endorses? Obviously, again, this view has something to recommend itself: it captures very well
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the idea we just encountered, namely that — for Hegel — a process of reflective selection is a key
determinant for what does and for what doesn’t count as happiness of an individual. So we might
think that this second proposal, hence, is a faithful rendering of Hegel’s conception of happiness.

On a yet closer reading of Hegel’s text, however, it turns out that this is not (quite) the
case. This is because the second proposal does not make explicit that the reflective process
through which we determine what happiness is for us is not completely unconstrained. After all:
Hegel thinks that this process, as a reflective process, is — in principle — subject to basic
principles of logical consistency just as every process of reflection is (PR § 17). This means, in
effect, that — in determining what happiness is for us — we need to choose desires that can, in
principle, be jointly realized. So, for example, we cannot choose a conception of happiness, on
which both our desire to be married and our desire to be single are to be satisfied — for such a
conception of happiness is inconsistent in principle and therefore not a possible outcome for a
reflective process proper.

In fact, Hegel thinks, that it is this feature of happiness that makes choosing a conception
of it so difficult, and sometimes downright tragic. After all, these constraints of logical
consistency entail that I often cannot include everything I desire into my conception of happiness
— but that, instead, I need to make some hard choices: I might find myself desiring both single-
hood and entering into marriage, but I cannot commit myself to the satisfaction of both of these
desires as part of my conception of happiness. As Hegel puts it in PR § 17: since my “drives and
inclinations [...] conflict with each other in such a way that the satisfaction of one demands that
the satisfaction of the other is subordinated or sacrificed” (Ibid.), we cannot avoid making a

fundamental “decision [...] — whether the latter is guided by calculations of the understanding as
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to which drive will afford the greater satisfaction, or by any other consideration one cares to
name” (Ibid.).

Hence, we are led to the third, and last, interpretative proposal as to what happiness is for
Hegel. According to this proposal, happiness is the satisfaction of all desires I have reflectively
appropriated as ‘my own’ under the general constraints of such a reflective process*> (most
importantly: logical consistency). This interpretative proposal captures all the different aspects of
Hegel’s conception of happiness we have canvassed here: it shows that happiness is tied to our
desires, but does not consist in the mere satisfaction of everything we desire at a given time — but
rather only in the satisfaction of a set of desires we have chosen for ourselves (under certain
formal constraints). That way, Hegel gives a definition of happiness that showcases how
happiness is rooted in something given (namely what we happen to want at a given time), but
nevertheless is an outcome of an active process of choice that, by the same token, imposes
certain formal constraints on what happiness can be.

So much, then, for Hegel’s understanding of happiness or Gliickseligkeit, as he lays it out
in the beginning of the Philosophy of Right. Equipped with this understanding, we can now
return to the leading question of this section: In Hegel’s general conception of the Good, does

‘welfare’ simply refer to ‘happiness’ (as we have now seen it defined)?

4 My sense is that Hegel here has Kant’s conception of happiness closely in mind. This is nicely brought
out in Allen Wood’s very helpful discussion of this issue in Wood, Hegel s Ethical Thought, 60-63. For an
understanding of Kant’s conception of happiness also very helpful is Alison Hills, “Kant on Happiness
and Reason,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 23, no. 3 (2006): 243-261.
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(b) Does welfare only refer to happiness?

As we have already seen, the standard reading answers a resounding ‘yes’ to this question. Recall
again, for example, Allen Wood’s claim that “In Hegel’s formula of the Good [...] *welfare’
refers to the satisfaction of empirical drives or desires, as organized by the will into an idea of
happiness”¢ — which is a very explicit endorsement of this idea. But I think that this is not
persuasive. To see why, we need to attend to three points.

The first point is relatively formal. It’s just this: as a general interpretative rule for
philosophical texts, we should always assume that two different words (such as ‘welfare’ and
‘happiness’) also refer to two different concepts. The standard reading, by equating welfare and
happiness, leaves it unexplained why Hegel, in the second division of the Philosophy of Right,
suddenly uses the term Wohl for what he himself had earlier called Gliickseligkeit. Should we
think this is just a terminological inconsistency on Hegel’s part? A lapse in Hegel’s lexicon? —
The answer to these questions, it seems to me, should be ‘No’. A charitable interpretation should
make it the case that a shift in terminology also reflects a shift in conception: and it is here that
the standard reading falls short.

This brings me to a second, more substantial, point. To see this point we need — in the
first instance — attend to the fact that Hegel, at various points in the Philosophy of Right, treats

the fulfillment of our basic needs47 as a necessary condition for the realization of our welfare4s.

46 Wood, “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” 132.

47 In contrast to Hegel’s discussion of happiness (which is very Kantian, see fn. 4), this strikes me as a
basic Rousseauean element in Hegel’s definition of welfare. For this point in Rousseau, see Frederick
Neuhouser, Rousseau’s Critique of Inequality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 137-142.

4 Even proponents of the standard reading usually recognize this point independently of their
interpretation of the Good, see e.g. Wood, Hegels Ethical Thought, 144-146 and especially Neuhouser,
Foundations of Hegels Social Theory, 165-174. What the proponents of the standard reading, however,
usually don  recognize is that this very point puts their interpretation of the Good into doubt.
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In the published version of the lectures, this is evident in the passages surrounding Hegel’s
discussion of the general conception of the Good (PR § 129ft.), where Hegel explicitly makes the
point that those whose basic needs are unfulfilled cannot fare well (e.g. PR § 127A). Hegel
repeats this point in his discussion of poverty later in the text. Here it is unambiguous that Hegel
thinks that threats to our “subsistence” (PR § 230) are necessarily and automatically threats to
our welfare — since welfare encompasses the fulfillment of our basic needs necessarily.

But — and this is the crucial upshot here — if Hegel does actually treat the satisfaction of
our basic needs as a necessary component of welfare, then he cannot seriously equate happiness
and welfare, as the standard reading maintains*®. Why not? As we have seen, whatever
constitutes my happiness, for Hegel, is, at basis, my subjective choice: there are only some
formal constraints (such as logical consistency), but otherwise I can choose whatever I want.
Hence, there is — in principle — no guarantee that I will necessarily chose desires that match my
needs. After all: It seems plausible, that human beings at least sometimes choose conceptions of
happiness that ‘leave out” what they actually need. Think of the investment banker, whose idea of
happiness solely includes money and power but has no room for the satisfaction of even his most
basic material needs (e.g. his need for sleep, his need for food). Or think of the spurned lover,
whose idea of happiness solely includes the presence of the beloved, but has equally no room for
the satisfaction of what he needs to live (e.g. his need for sleep, his need for food). Such
examples are relatively clear cases where human beings choose conceptions of happiness that

include what they want — but not what they need.

49 One proponent of the standard reading — Adriaan Peperzak — even recognizes this, but simply maintains
that Hegel must be confused on this point (Peperzak, Modern Freedom, 355).
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Now, clearly, one could try to save the standard reading by attributing to Hegel the
optimistic (and in light of the above examples somewhat naive) view that, as a matter of
empirical fact, cases such as the case of the investment banker or the spurned lover simply do not
occur (or only occur very rarely). But apart from being manifestly uncharitable, this idea does
not hold up on a close reading of the Philosophy of Right. After all, there is good evidence that
Hegel himself thinks that what we come to choose as our conception of happiness does often not
match what we really need. A case in point is Hegel’s discussion of the consumer economy in PR
§ 190, which turns on the thought that e.g. modern advertisement can mislead people into
choosing conceptions of happiness that have become ‘unmoored’ from the satisfaction of their
most fundamental needs (PR § 187). In fact, this potentially misleading aspect of the modern
consumer economy is one of the reasons why Hegel seems to be — at least in some respects —
skeptical about the technological advances of the modern market economys0: after all, these
advances seem to often consist in inventive techniques that convince people to develop
conceptions of happiness that are not adequately tethered to their fundamental needs.

Third point: The line of argument I am unfolding here is, once again, boosted by a look at
the student manuscripts to Hegel’s lectures. In the Hotho notes, for example, Hegel introduces
the distinction between a ‘universal (allgemeine)’ and a ‘particular (besondere)’ component of
welfare: the universal component of welfare corresponds to the necessities of “life” (VPR Hotho,
399) and is universal, we might infer, precisely because the fundamental needs of human beings
are, by and large, similar to one another (we all need food, air, water etc.). The particular

component of welfare corresponds to the realization of happiness (Ibid.) and is particular, we

30 T discuss this point in my ‘Hegel on the Value of the Market Economy’ (forthcoming).
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might infer, precisely because the conceptions of happiness that we choose can, of course,
radically diverge (I think that an academic career will make me happy, you think that being a
professional wrestler will do the same for you etc.).

Hence, we are led again to the realization that the standard reading must be mistaken:
given what we know about Hegel’s text, happiness and welfare cannot just be interchangeable.
All we now still need is to tie the strings of the arguments together and turn what we have said so

far about basic needs and happiness into a positive counterproposal to the standard reading.

(c) Welfare — an alternative proposal
Here it is: as with ‘right’, which Hegel reconsiders and modifies in the sections leading up to his
conception of the Good (adding the idea of Notrecht), the same seems to be true of ‘satisfaction
of particularity’ i.e. of the conditions under which we flourish as the kind of needy and desirous
beings we are. Whereas the Philosophy of Right had initially treated ‘happiness (Gliickseligkeit)’
as adequate for exactly this kind of subjective satisfaction, Hegel now seems to be asking — at a
higher level of the dialectic — whether this is accurate. His answer is ‘No’: human beings don’t
necessarily flourish as the kind of needy and desirous beings they are, whenever they realize
their own self-chosen conception of happiness. Instead, their subjective conceptions of happiness
can come to be untethered from (some) of the objective conditions that make such flourishing
possible — which is why we need a new concept for the true satisfaction of our particularity.

This is where ‘welfare’ comes in. Hegel, on my reading, introduces this new term as a
more sophisticated alternative to mere happiness: it denotes a state of affair in which our basic

needs are satisfied, and — within these limits — we achieve what we think makes us happy. That
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way, Hegel’s conception of ‘welfare’ sublates (aufheben) Hegel’s initial conception of
‘happiness’ in typical Hegelian fashion: it incorporates Hegel’s idea of happiness (aufheben in
the sense of ‘to preserve’), but integrates it into a new conception that diverges from it (aufheben
in the sense of ‘to cancel’), thereby lifting the whole discussion on a new level of complexity
(aufheben in the sense of ‘to lift up’).

Hence, from everything that we have seen so far, a fairly clear picture emerges: in both
the arenas of ‘right’ (i.e. the preservation of our external freedom) and of ‘satisfaction of
particularity’ (i.e. flourishing as needy and desirous beings), Hegel introduces more sophisticated
conceptions in the passages leading up to the Good. In the arena of right, Hegel shows that
abstract right (preserving an external sphere of body and property) is not enough to safeguard
external freedom — Notrecht is needed as well, leading to a new definition of ‘right’. In the arena
of individual flourishing, Hegel shows that realizing one’s own conception of happiness is not
enough for us to flourish as the needy and desirous beings that we are — the satisfaction of basic

needs is needed as well, leading to the introduction of the new idea of ‘Welfare (Wohl)’.

2.4. The ‘unity’ of Right and Welfare: the structure and architecture of Hegel’s Good

Hence, of the three questions with which I started, two have so far been asked and answered: we
have seen, in detail, what ‘respect for everyone’s rights’ and the ‘realization of everyone’s
welfare’ individually amount to. But, of course, Hegel’s Good itself is neither one of them — it is
their ‘unity (Vereinigung)’. The question that, hence, still needs to be answered to gain a full and

thorough understanding of Hegel’s concept of the Good is just this: What exactly does Hegel
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mean when he refers to the “unity’ of right and welfare? Does he simply imagine that both sets of
demands are (somehow) actualized in a happy conjunction? Or does he imagine that one set of
demands always yields to the other set, when both demands are in conflict? Or does he imagine
some other, third, form of bringing the two components of the Good together? In this section, |
will try to find an answer to these questions and thereby complete our reconstruction of Hegel’s
formula of the Good by adding its final detail. Just like in the previous sections, I will begin by
(a) laying out the standard view, (b) draw out its shortcomings and (c) present my own

alternative.

(a) The standard reading of “unity’

What does Hegel mean when he says that the demands of a universal realization of ‘welfare’ and
of ‘right’ are ‘unified’ in the Good? Now, it is fairly clear — from the text — that this unification
cannot amount just to a happy conjunction, in which the demands of ‘right’ and of ‘welfare’ are
both fully and completely actualized. After all: even if we take for granted to new interpretation
of both of these components developed above, they still conflict with one another in some central
respects. After all, ‘right’ demands, within the limits of Notrecht, the full realization of
everyone’s right to an external sphere of influence — whereas ‘welfare’ demands, within the
limits of human need, the full realization of everyone’s conception of happiness. This, of course,
is a recipe for collision: after all, it is almost inevitable that sometimes the claims e.g. of
property/contract right and the universal realization of happiness will come into conflict with one
another: I might decide that taking your laptop will make me happy, but this claim of happiness

clearly collides with your ownership of this piece of technology. You might decide that violating
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the contract of your employment will make you happy, but this claim of happiness clearly
collides with the contractual rights of your employer.

Hegel, of course, is fully aware of these kinds of conflicts and collisions (PR § 124). In
fact, he thinks that — in his time — these kinds of conflicts between individual happiness and e.g.
property rights have even become a central topic of Romantic literature and drama (PR § 124A).
In the student notes, Hegel can be seen as singling out e.g. the dramatic works of August von
Kotzebue as prime examples of this trend (VPR Henrich 100): in them, as Hegel describes it, the
individual rights of the main villain are often pitched against the realization of the happiness of
all others, culminating in a climactic battle of these two normative claims against one another —
and reliably ending with heartwarming victory of happiness over individual right, designed to
“stirr up (riihren)” the spectators heart (PR § 126R).

In light of these conflicts, then, and Hegel’s recognition of them, ‘unity’ cannot mean a
happy conjunction and complete co-realization of right and welfare. ‘Unity’ needs to put these
two broad normative demands into a rational order, which decides which set of normative claims
is assigned priority in cases of conflict. And it is here that the standard reading of ‘unity’ comes
in: building on its narrower reading of ‘right’ and ‘welfare’, the standard reading argues that
‘unity’ denotes a lexical hierarchy between the claims of right and the claims of welfare. On this
interpretation, the Good demands that both ‘right” and ‘welfare’ are fully actualized in all cases
in which they do not conflict, but the claims of right prevail in the cases of collision. Recall,

again, Allen Wood’s statement of the standard reading: “[the unity of the good] consists in the
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satisfaction of the desires of subjects, on the condition that it involves no violation of people’s
rights”st1.

Now, to see why this standard reading can be attractive, we only have to return to Hegel’s
discussion of August von Kotzebue’s dramas, which I already have referenced above. After all: it
is a very clear feature of this discussion that Hegel disapproves of the heartwarming conclusions
to which these dramas draw, in which the happiness of the heroes triumphs over the rights of the
villain. In fact, in the published version of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel calls these conclusions
an expression of the “corrupted maxims of our time (verderbte Maximen unserer Zeit)” (PR §
126A), in which happiness can be made to prevail over property right. Indeed, there are various
moments in the text, in which Hegel makes very clear that the aim of happiness cannot, in last
consequence, “justify an action that is contrary to right (nicht eine unrechtliche Handlung
rechtfertigen)” (PR § 126) — since, if that was allowed, the whole security and protection that
rights can grant would simple crumble.

However, does this mean that the standard interpretation of ‘unity’ — nicely summarized

in the simple formula ‘right over welfare’ — is correct?

(b) Why the standard reading of ‘unity’ does not succeed

I think the answer to this must be ‘Not quite’. In fact, there are at least three arguments to see
why the standard reading of ‘unity’ does not seem to be a completely felicitous rendering of
Hegel’s text. Firstly, to start with a more formal argument: the standard reading seems out of

touch with Hegel’s usual philosophical method. After all: while it is typical for Hegel’s

51'Wood, “Hegel’s Critique of Morality,” 132.
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philosophical dialectic that previously contrasting and competing claims (in this case: the claims
of right and of welfare) are being brought to a rational ‘unity’ at a higher level, this kind of
unification rarely just involves the victory of one competitor over the other. Instead Hegel
usually incorporates, at least partially, a reconciliation (Verséhnung) of the two competing claims
(cf. e.g. VPR Hotho, 402) — e.g. a moment that shows that, at least partially, the conflict between
the two parties was less pronounced than it at first appeared to be and that there is, actually, a lot
of common ground between what seemed to be contradictory claims.

Very much in that vein — and this is the second argument against the standard reading —
Hegel actually never explicitly endorses a simple formula like ‘right over welfare’ anywhere in
his description of the Good. Instead, the pertinent passage in PR § 130 has quite a different ring
to it: here, Hegel says that “within this idea [of the Good], welfare has no validity for itself as the
existence of the individual and particular will, but only [...] in accordance with freedom: welfare
is not a good without right. Similarly, right is not the Good without welfare (fiat justitia should
not have pereat mundus as its consequence)” (Ibid., my emphasis). These two sentences taken
together — particularly the transition between them via the word ‘similiarly (ebenso)’ — dont
seem to establish a clear lexical order of right over welfare. Instead, they point to the idea that —
in the unity of the Good — both right and welfare have, in some complex sense yet to be
explained, been similarly subordinated i.e. that they have been subordinated, in some sense, to
one another.

But what, more precisely, could that mean? This question brings me to the third argument
against the standard reading of ‘unity’ in Hegel’s formula of the Good. This argument turns on

the significance of PR § 128 — which is the paragraph that immediately precedes the introduction
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of Hegel’s notions of the Good, but is rarely attended to by the secondary literature. In this
crucial paragraph, Hegel argues that in the Good, both right and welfare come to the recognition
of a fundamental agreement between the two sides — a fundamental agreement, in fact, that
reveals how deeply intertwined right and welfare ultimately are (Ibid.).

But what is this fundamental agreement? The fundamental agreement consists in the
recognition that, ultimately, both sides — right and welfare — are committed to the normative
priority of the necessities of life over all other normative claims. After all: in the idea of ‘right’,
as we have seen above, this very priority was instantiated in the priority of Notrecht over
Abstract Right. And in the idea of ‘welfare’, as we have equally seen above, this priority was
instantiated in the priority of human need over the realization of happiness. As Hegel puts this
point himself in the context of PR § 128: ultimately, right and welfare come to a common
realization regarding “finitude (Endlichkeit)” (Ibid.) — namely that both right and welfare cannot
be realized if a subject is in a state of fundamental deprivation. From both standpoints, hence,
there is a shared sense that, ultimately, the satisfaction of basic needs has to be the fundamental
condition for all further realization of value — such that both sides can, at last, agree to submit
themselves to the protection of life as the most urgent component of the Good.

In the Hotho notes, Hegel also puts this point in the following way: it is in the moment of
‘emergency (Nof)’ (when the life of an individual is threatened) that both right and welfare come
to be “reconciled (versohnt)” (VPR Hotho, 402) to one another — for it is here that they realize
that, both from the standpoint of right and from the standpoint of welfare, the protection of the
“very same I” (Ibid.) is necessary. Hence, the necessities of ‘life’ become the part of ‘right’ and

‘welfare’ whose significance is affirmed by both sides, and whose normative priority over all
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other claims both sides acknowledge. We can now tie the strings of this argument together and

move towards a positive counter-proposal to the standard reading.

(c) A new interpretation of the ‘unity’ in Hegel’s formula of the Good
Here it is: by entering into ‘unity’, ‘right’ and ‘welfare’ agree to put the satisfaction of basic
needs (i.e. the necessities of life), over all the other normative claims of ‘right’ (namely abstract
right), and over all the other normative claims of ‘welfare’ (namely the realization of happiness).
To put it even more accurately: the ‘unity’ of the Good consists in a three-tiered lexical order,
with the necessities of life at the top, followed by abstract right and lastly by the realization of
happiness. More colloquial speaking, this means that Hegel’s Good would consist in the
realization of a world in which — in that order of priority — everyone’s basic needs are satisfied,
everyone’s personal rights are respected and everyone’s conception of happiness is realized.

This interpretation of the unity of the Good has the great advantage that it succeeds on all
three points that, as we have seen above, cause trouble for the standard reading. It [1] captures a
moment of reconciliation between ‘right’ and ‘welfare’, in line with Hegel’s dialectical method,
it [2] makes sense of Hegel’s formulation in PR § 130 that ‘right’ and ‘welfare’ are, in some
sense, subordinated to one another in the Good and it [3] gives pride of place to Hegel’s PR §
128, in which he argues that it is a mutual recognition of “finitude (Endlichkeit)” that effects the
‘unity’ between ‘right’ and ‘welfare’. Hence, the new reading of ‘unity’ is more accurate to the
text than the standard reading, capturing the complexity of Hegel’s argument in PR § 128-130

more aptly than the simple formula ‘right over welfare’ does.
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Now, of course, one might immediately object to this new interpretation of the
architecture of the Good, by raising the following worry: could it really be that Hegel, who is
famously committed to the value of freedom, puts such importance and priority on the protection
of our (merely biological) life? After all: life, in the sense in which it is at stake here, is clearly
not itself a free activity: the organic processes that are directly sustained by our basic needs, such
as our metabolism, run outside of our voluntary control. They are, if anything, a reminder of our
fundamental connection to the world of plants and animals, with which we share features of our
organic nature — but from whom we differ, at least according to Hegel, in our possession of a free
will.

But this objection misses precisely the point that Hegel had been carefully building up to
here in both his discussion of ‘right” and his discussion of ‘welfare’ : namely that the satisfaction
of our fundamental needs is the basic presupposition of both individual freedom and subjective
flourishing in human beings. It is hence on account of the value of freedom (and not in
contradiction to it) that Hegel endorses the normative priority of these needs over the claims e.g.
of personal right. To put it in a different way: life, even though it is a merely ‘natural’ (i.e. in
Hegel’s terminology: unfree) process, becomes the foothold for the manifestation of all free
processes in human beings. The normative urgency of the protection of life, hence, issues
directly from freedom.

In what is another decisive boost to this reading of ‘unity’ Hegel explicitly addresses this
kind of objection along the lines just sketched. In the Hotho notes, he is quoted as putting it in
the following way: One may say, in response to his conception of the Good, that the “higher

determination of human beings” (VPR Hotho, 385) lies in their freedom, such that it turns things
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on their head if something like the natural needs of human beings are prioritized over the
external sphere of freedom granted by e.g. private property. “But”, Hegel continues, “one should
not see this natural life [natiirliche Lebendigkeit] as a depravation or humiliation of humanity
and that it would be better to exist as a pure spirit. One should not see this natural life as
humiliation, or some form of bondage [als eine Fessel], [...] but rather as an essential moment of
their reason.” (Ibid.).

What Hegel is arguing here, in other words, is exactly what we have just seen: the
satisfaction of our natural needs is the very fundament to our freedom — which makes their
fulfillment neither ‘bondage’ or ‘humiliation’ (i.e. unfreedom). Instead, it is a requirement of
freedom itself, that sometimes higher elements of their freedom (such as the claims made by
property or contractual rights) are sacrificed for the sake of the preservation of ‘mere’ life:
because in moments of fundamental deprivation, freedom could not gain its foothold in beings
like us in the first place.

In order to round out this proposal, let me make three further points about its larger
implications for Hegel’s practical philosophy as a whole. First: What the present proposal really
brings out is that there is a fundamental, but easily overlooked, basic point of agreement between
Hegel’s view and the view of some later, even contemporary, socialists32. Hegel, after all, does
agree that rights to private property have no standing against the realization of human need and
that, fundamentally, claims of ownership always have to yield to the protection of human life. A

regime of property ownership that — e.g. on account of large amounts of surplus labor — gets

52 E.g. Tan Angus, “Subsistence as a Social Right:A Political Ideal for Socialism?”, Studies in Political
Economy 65 no. 1 (2001): 117-135.

79



away with temporarily or systematically>? ignoring the needs of some of its participants is
therefore, from Hegel’s own perspective, not just deplorable, but rather fundamentally immoral
and inconsistent with the realization of freedom.

By the same token — and this is the second point to attend to here — the present proposal
clearly shows that commentators (such as K.H. Ilting) have been wrong, when they have taken
Hegel to be neutral on the question how property must, ultimately, be distributeds4. To be sure:
taken on its own, ’abstract right’ does — as we have already alluded to above — not imply any
principles of distributive justice and is completely neutral as to what and how much individuals
own (“what and how much I possess is a matter of contingency” (PR § 49)).

But, if we take the present interpretation of the Good seriously, then these passages about
‘abstract right’ only concern a part of Hegel’s normative position (namely the rights of
personhood), but leave out the complete picture. If we take the Good as a whole into view, it
becomes clear that Hegel must hold that there are certain distributive principles, which dictate
that everyone must have enough property to live — after all, this is simply what the normative
priority of the ‘necessities of life’ demands. Importantly, even in the just-cited PR § 49, Hegel
cautions the reader that the perspective here is “not yet (noch nicht)” (Ibid.) complete: which is,
of course, exactly what we would expect Hegel to say, if the present interpretation is correct.

The third point, finally, bears on how we understand Hegel’s (in)famous discussion of

poverty later in the text (e.g. PR § 244). After all: in this discussion of poverty within the modern

53 The classic Marxist view, of course, is that capitalism does only temporarily ignore the subsistence
needs of workers, since a more systematic violation would go against the interests of capital (workers
need to be alive in order for surplus value to be extracted from them). But even such mere temporary
violations of subsistence needs is clearly worthy of condemnation — and Hegel would agree.

34 E.g. K.H. Ilting, “The Structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” in Hegel's Political Philosophy, ed.
By Z.A. Pelcynski (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971). 93.
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market economy, Hegel sometimes is portrayed as being primarily concerned with the ethical
corruption that poverty engendersss. And, indeed, Hegel does hold the view that one of the
significant problems in poverty lies in the ‘mind-set’ that it creates: namely, most importantly, in
that it leads those who are poor to hate and resentiment against society (PR §244+7). As Hegel
puts it in his text: one central problem of modern poverty is that it leads to the formation of a
‘rabble (Pébel)’ (Ibid.) i.e. of a group of individuals who fundamentally oppose society and vow
revenge against it.

However, if we take the present interpretation of Hegel’s concept of the Good seriously,
we can see that the ‘rabbelization (Verpobelung)’ of the poor is not the only, maybe not even the
main, thing that is wrong with poverty. This is because, as we have just seen, it is a fundamental
constituent of the Good that the basic needs of human beings are met: hence, poverty — at least
poverty that leads individuals to live, even only temporarily, in circumstances of fundamental
deprivation — is a problem just in its own right, independently of any further effects that it might
have on the mindset of those who are affected by it. To put this in different terms: the challenge
that poverty poses for Hegel does already arise at the basic material level of deprivation — and

not only or exclusively at the higher level of its psychological and social consequences.

2.5. Conclusion

We can conclude our investigation into Hegel’s concept of the Good. Even though Hegel’s

concept of the Good plays evidently such an important role in his practical philosophy, I have

5 Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 289.
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argued that its content is widely misunderstood. In fact, in Hegel’s formula of the Good (‘The
Good is the unity of right and welfare’), there have been standard misunderstandings about all
three of its crucial elements: about what ‘right’ means here, about what ‘welfare’ means here and
about what ‘unity’ means here. In contrast to those standard interpretations, I’ve argued that both
‘right’ and ‘welfare’ are internally complex normative ideals and that their unity does not merely
establish a hierarchy between them — but brings them to some form of reconciliation.

What emerges from this discussion is the significance of ‘basic needs’ for Hegel’s
conception of the Good. Indeed, it turns out that Hegel holds the view that, in some respect, the
satisfaction of those basic needs is the most important component of the Good: more important
than the realization of everyone’s personal rights and the realization of everyone’s happiness.
This is because the satisfaction of our basic needs, for Hegel, is the very basis for individual
freedom and for subjective flourishing: without it, neither our rights nor our welfare could ever
be realized. This, then, reveals an perhaps unexpected upshot of Hegel’s notion of the Good:
ultimately, he thinks that neither private property, nor contracts, nor, for that matter, the claims of

subjective happiness can stand in the way of the realization of human need.
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Chapter 3: The constitution and the contradiction of the personal will

Abstract. Throughout Chapters 1 and 2, we have seen that entering into ‘living unity’ with our
social roles is rather demanding on us as individuals. It requires that we are perpetually sensitive
to social problems within our society, and it requires that we develop society towards the
realization of the human Good (whose definition Chapter 2 has brought into full relief). But if
entering into living unity is so demanding, an obvious question suggests itself: why should we do
it? What compels us to take the kind of stance towards our social order that Hegel thinks we
should take? Chapter 3 begins to flesh out Hegel’s answer to this latter question: namely that it is
a requirement of our agency that we enter into ‘living unity’ with our roles. Living in our roles
(in Hegel’s technical sense) is, therefore, the only way we can fully be authors of our ends —
whereas refusing to do so is a way of undermining ourselves as agents.

3.1. Introduction

By now, we have seen that entering into ‘living unity’ with our roles is rather demanding on us as
individuals. It requires that we are perpetually sensitive to social problems within our society,
and it requires that we develop society towards the realization of the human Good (whose
definition Chapter 2 has brought into full relief). But if entering into living unity is so
demanding, an obvious question suggests itself: why should we do it? What compels us to take
the kind of stance towards our social order that Hegel thinks we should take?

The answer to this question, I want to propose, is this: Hegel holds the unusual view that
it is a requirement of our own agency to enter into living unity with our social roles. We cannot,
he thinks, fully be the authors of our own ends, as long as we do not enter into the kind of ‘living
unity’ with our social position that Chapter 1 has described. Therefore, as long as we are
committed to acting in any way at all (a commitment, of course, that no one of us can ever avoid,
since trying to avoid it would itself be an action!), we are also committed to entering into living
unity with our roles. Falling short of this specific kind of identification with our roles, by the

same token, is a way of undermining our own agency and of losing authorship of our own ends.
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Bringing out this argument in Hegel’s text, however, requires a lot of hermeneutic work.
This is because Hegel does not present the argument himself in a direct fashion i.e. by stating his
full conception of agency and by showing how it requires living unity with our roles. Much
rather, he presents his view in a dialectical fashion>¢: On this way of proceeding, Hegel does not
simply start with his full conception of agency — or, as he calls it, of ‘willing’ — but rather only
with a first candidate conception of willing, which he analyzes as to its characteristics and as to
what it normatively requires of agents. He then proceeds to show that this candidate conception
is in itself incomplete and, if left unsupplemented, leads into a contradiction. That way, it is
revealed that this first candidate conception is, in itself, only a component of the true definition of
willing and that we need to amend this first definition with further conceptual elements (which
‘resolve’ the contradiction), in order to make progress towards the truth.

Consequently, Hegel then considers, on the next level, a second candidate conception of
agency, which incorporates the previous definition, but adds additional conceptual elements,
which resolve the contradiction that arose on the previous level. This second candidate
conception is then, again, subjected to structurally similar analysis, which turns up yet another
contradiction, if left unsupplemented. Hence, we once again need to ascend to a higher stage and
to a third candidate conception of agency, which incorporates both previous stages’, but adds
further conceptual components, in which finally all contradictions are resolved — and we have

reached the level of philosophical truth.

56 A helpful introduction into the dialectical structure of Hegel’s arguments in general can be found in
Michael Forster, “Hegel’s Dialectical Method,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hegel, ed. by Frederick
Beiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006),130-170.

57 Hence, the consideration of the previous two stages does not only have a pedagogical function, but a

systematic function: even though both of them ultimately turn out to be insufficient, they are important
components of Hegel’s full understanding of what willing involves.

84



Now, from a contemporary perspective, this dialectical way of proceeding will certainly
seem unnecessarily cumbersome compared with what I have called the direct way of laying out
Hegel’s argument. But there’s a reason®® behind Hegel proceeding as he does: the idea is that
Hegel’s own, ultimate view — namely that agency requires something like ‘living unity’ with our
roles — will initially seem so counterintuitive and difficult, that we need to be eased into Hegel’s
position. And it is this ‘easing in’ that the dialectical method provides: it allows Hegel to start
with a simpler, less controversial, definition of agency and of the normative requirements of
agency — and then to ‘build up’ from there. That way, the reader is ‘picked up’ at what is perhaps
a more commonsensical definition of agency and shown, through the necessity of rational
argument, why we ultimately have to embrace Hegel’s less commonsensical definition°.

In this chapter, then, I want to consider the first of these dialectical stages, in which Hegel
considers a candidate conception of willing, which he calls the ‘personal will’ (cf. e.g. PR § 35).
True to the structure of Hegel’s argument, as just described, we will introduce this conception of
agency (Section 1), show what it normatively requires of agents (Section 2) and why it ultimately
leads into a contradiction, if left unsupplemented (Section 3) — thereby giving us reason to move

up the dialectical ‘ladder’ and consider Hegel’s further candidate conceptions of agency (leading

58 In fact, there is — of course — multiple reasons, both philosophical and pedagogical. In the following. 1
focus on the pedagogical reason for Hegel’s dialectical way of proceeding, since it is the easiest to
elaborate (and will, consequently, not draw us into a long excursus on Hegel’s idea of a dialectic).

% One further word of clarification: Hegel’s dialectic, in general, is usually not only meant as a
philosophical progression of different views leading us — ultimately — to the truth about an issue (in this
case: agency). Rather, Hegel also usually holds the view that this very same dialectics plays out in the
history of philosophy as well as in the physiological and psychological development of individual rational
beings. So Hegel would, for example, have held the view that the first model of agency under
consideration in the following chapters, the personal will, was historically discovered and endorsed before
the second model (namely in Ancient Rome) and the second model before the third (namely in the
Enlightenment). For the purposes of what follows, I will neglect this historical dimension of Hegel’s view
almost completely — even though it is an interesting component, that calls for further development on
another occasion.
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us, ultimately, to his ‘final’ view about what agency is and what it normatively requires of

agents).

3.2. The personal will — a first characterization

Let’s start with a brief introduction of Hegel’s first candidate conception of agency: the personal
will. For our purposes, I think this candidate conception of agency can be introduced by

focussing on three, interrelated points.

The first point is just this: in general, an agent exercises the personal will, if she steps
back from her various potential ends and then picks one, based on what she desires most®0.
Personal willing, hence, is, by and large, ‘doing whatever I want’: if I step back from all of the
various things I could potentially do at this given time (e.g. go to the movies, go for a run, go out
for dinner), pick one of these (e.g. go for a run) and then posit it as my end because it is the one |
currently desire most, I count as exercising my personal will. Hegel expresses this point quite
succinctly in the text by telling his reader that the personal will involves standing back from the
set of one’s potential ends, and selecting one of those ends based on one’s own “desire and drive
(Trieb und Begierde)” (PR § 35) — such that those desires become the decisional ground of the
“content of determinate ends” (PR § 34) for one’s pursuits and actions.

That way, the personal will quite clearly instantiates a ‘moment of abstraction
(Abstraktion)’ (1.e my stepping back from my potential ends) and a ‘moment of determination

(Bestimmtheit)’ (i.e. my picking one of these ends), such that both of these different moments are

%0 A helpful introduction to the basic features of the personal will can also be found in Adriaan Peperzak,
Modern Freedom. Hegel s Legal, Moral and Political Philosophy (Dordrecht: Springer, 2001), 231f.
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linked together in one decisional unity, which is structurally characterized and brought about by
the agent’s desires (‘moment of unity (Einheit)’). Hegel’s conception of the personal will,
therefore, makes good on his promise, in the Introduction to the Philosophy of Right, that all
candidate conceptions of willing structurally incorporate at least all these three moments of
abstraction (PR § 5), determination (PR § 6) and unity (PR § 7) — even though, of course, not all
of these elements will be ‘fleshed out’ in the same way on the different levels of the dialectic6!.

The only constraint that the personal will faces — and this is the second point to focus on
here — lies in what one could call the realizability of its ends. The idea here just is that the
personal will — in order to qualify as a will at all — has to aim necessarily at its ends to be
translated from what is merely a determination of the mind of the agent to a determination of the
actual world (PR § 41). And this aim at “translating the subjective end into objectivity through
the mediation of activity and of an external means” (PR § 8), commits the personal will to
choosing only such ends that are not, in principle, self-defeating and, as such, impossible to
realize in the actual world (i.e. unrealizable).

Now, of course, this commitment to realizability does — at least on first glance — only
seem to limit the personal will in two almost imperceptible ways, which seem so negligible that it
almost appears to be misleading to label them ‘constraints’: What it means, on the one hand, is
that the personal will cannot choose ends that are straightforwardly logically inconsistent (such

as the end to ‘draw all four sides of a triangle’), simply because such ends undermine their own

61 In fact, as we are about to see in Chapter 4, the third moment — the moment of decisional unity — is
going to be crucially different when one compares the personal, moral and ethical will. Indeed, one way
of putting these differences is that personal, moral and ethical will are instantiating increasingly complex
forms of decisional unity, through which and in which the moments of abstraction and determination are
brought together in ever more complex ways.
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pursuits on conceptual grounds. And what it means, on the other hand, is that the personal will
cannot choose ends that are pragmatically impossible, given the respective capacities of the
agent. For most finite agents that we are familiar with — e.g. human agents — this means, for
example, that they cannot consistently will to ‘live forever’, not because this end is in principle
logically inconsistent (people can and have, without contradiction, imagine agents with that
capacity), but rather because it exceeds the limits of finite agency and is, for that very reason, un-
realizable.

Another way in which these logical and pragmatic ‘constraints’ might be explained is that
personal willing, in order to count as a form of willing at all, needs to differ in a relevant way
from wishing. And while it seems perfectly fine fo wish to live forever — which, of course, is the
yarn out of which many great stories and legends have been spun — it is not actually something
that finite agents can ever consistently will or make their end, simply because willing an end
entails a commitment to realizing one’s ends in some way or through some means. (Of course:
some of us can and do make it their ends to ‘make eternal life ultimately possible’ — i.e. to give
us the possibility of making this wish into an actual end — but making eternal life possible is a
different aim than actually living forever).

All of this already underlines and pushes us towards the third point that is important to
attend to here, namely: that personal willing, in and of itself, is a rather simple conception of
willing. It involves fairly few conceptual elements (abstraction from one’s options and a
selection between them based on desire, only constrained by the realizability of one’s aims),
which are put in a rather straightforward order. One might even go so far as to say that personal

willing, as it is described here, is so simple that it roughly matches what one ordinarily — i.e.
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without a lot of prior reasoning or prior exposure to the philosophical literature on the topic —
would be prepared to accept as a definition of agency: namely that it consists in stepping back
from one’s options, picking ‘what one wants’ and positing it as one’s end. Personal willing, or so
one might also express it, seems to be a kind of everyman's conception of willing: it captures
what one would presumably give as an answer, if one was ‘put on the spot’ to give a more
thorough description of what it means to will.

This is — as we already know — very much by design. One central point of Hegel’s
dialectical way of proceeding, after all, lies in being able to start with a kind of
‘commonsensical’ conception of agency i.e. a candidate conception that matches what one
ordinarily might think about the concept under deliberation in the dialectic. That way, Hegel can
make sure that his argument ‘picks us up’ where we already intuitively are and then leads us —
through various stages of analysis, contradictions etc. — up to the level of philosophical truths62

(which, of course, might be much less commonsensical than where we started).

3.3. The normative constitution of the personal will

Despite the apparent simplicity of this conception of agency, Hegel does hold the view that by
engaging in personal willing, we commit ourselves to certain norms (e.g. PR § 100). In that way,
Hegel thinks that even the personal will — as simple and as commonsensical as it might be — is a

conception of agency that, if we truly think it through, puts certain rational constraints on what

92 This dimension of the dialectical method is also very much in evidence in the Phenomenology of Spirit
and nicely described in Michael Forster, Hegel s Idea for a Phenomenology of Spirit (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1998), Part 1.
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kind of ends we can consistently choose. Or to put it in a different way: for Hegel, even the
personal will is a normatively constituted practice — by engaging in it, we come to be committed
to certain practical norms that determine what we can and cannot do without a self-undermining
contradiction.

Hegel’s commitment to some kind of constitutivism, hence, already becomes apparent
here at this very first conception of agency: even on this very first level of the argument, he tries
to show that agency (even if we conceive of it as simply as Hegel himself does here) is itself
normative, if we truly think it through. Hence, even on the level of the personal will, Hegel tries
to show us that by acting in any way at all — which, of course, is unavoidable for us, since
‘avoiding to act’ would itself be an action! — we come to be committed to certain obligations that
we cannot ignore, for otherwise we would undermine our very own agency.

But how exactly does Hegel’s argument work here? What norm does he think personal
willing commits us to? And why should we come to be committed to it just by engaging in

personal willing? Let’s take these two questions in turn.

(a) What does personal willing commit us to?

What is the norm that personal willing, according to Hegel, commits us to? The most general
description of this norm — which Hegel also calls the “Commandment of Right
(Rechtsgebot)” (PR § 36) — comes in PR § 36. According to the general description Hegel gives
us here, the norm states: “Be a person and respect others as persons (Sei eine Person und
respektiere die anderen als Personen)” (Ibid.). But this very general description, of course, does

in and of itself not tells us that much. We need to understand this formulation a little bit more
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thoroughly. We can do this by attending to three distinct points, which build on one another and,
step by step, render the profile of the Commandment of Right into ever sharper relief.

Here is the first point: As Hegel tells us right away in PR § 38, the Commandment of
Right formulates fundamental constraints on what agents may do to themselves and what they
may do to other agents (Ibid.). In that way, as one could also put it, the Commandment places
some self-directed as well as some other-directed limits on our particular actions, such that there
is a set of things that we are fundamentally prohibited from doing in both of these directions®.
By the same token (and this is really only the other side of the same coin), the Commandment of
Right does not imply any positive duties or positive obligations towards myself and others
(Ibid.): it only tells us, as it were, what we may not do or what we are prohibited from doing, but
it does not give us any active responsibilities (e.g. for mutual aid, beneficence etc.). Says Hegel:
“[T]he necessity of this right [i.e. the Commandment of Right - TH] is limited to the negative —
not to violate personality and what ensues from personality. Hence, there are only prohibitions of
right, and the positive form of commandments of right is, ultimately, based on prohibition” (PR §
38, emphases omitted).

Now, then, what is the precise content of these prohibitions? Broadly speaking, and this is
the second point we need to attend to, the content of these prohibitions is that we may not violate

the body and propertys+ of agents (PR § 48+R; PR § 50). But while this way of putting things is

63 Utilizing some more recent philosophical terminology, another way of putting this point is to say that
the Commandment of Right establishes mere ‘side constraints’ for the pursuit of ends. (For the famous
introduction of this terminology, see Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York: Basic Books,
1974), 28-35.)

64 Hegel, of course, has a highly sophisticated view of what, exactly, qualifies as an agent’s property. For

a helpful reconstruction of this view, see, for example Alan Patten, Hegels Idea of Freedom (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), Ch. 5 as well as Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, Ch. 5.
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roughly correct, it leaves a little bit vague what precisely it is about the body and property of
agents that the Commandment of Right tells us not to violate — which, then, in turn, makes it
somewhat difficult to assess the concrete normative significance of the Commandment of Right
(Is it a violation of my body if you cut my hair at my request?, Is it a violation of your property if
I borrow your car with your consent? etc.)

Therefore, the better, and more specific, way of putting Hegel’s point here — based on
what he says in his lectures — seems to be this: What we may not undermine, according to the
Commandment of Right, is the control that agents have over their body and their property — that
is, the link between an agent’s will and their respective body and property. Hegel himself
describes this link as a form of metaphysical presence of an agent’s will in a certain piece of
property or in the agents body (PR § 44+Z) and it is indeed this link that the Commandment of
Right protects (Ibid.). Hence, there are many ways in which I may use your body and property
without thereby violating the Commandment (PR § 45), since as long as this use happens with
your consent (such as in the case of the hair-cutting or the borrowing of your car), there is still a
very clear sense in which your control over your body and property is completely preserved and
the link between your will and these things remains undisturbed (even if this control is
temporarily mediated through me).

All of this, of course, already sidles up to the third point that is worth attending to here:
namely the implications of the Commandment of Right on a concrete normative level. Let’s
begin with its implication in our behavior towards other agents. Here, quite straightforwardly,
the Commandment of Right entails that I may not kill, harm or steal from other agents (e.g. PR §

48R), since obviously all these types of behavior immediately sever the connection that the will
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of another agent has to their respective body and property: When I abscond with your laptop
without your consent, for example, there is a fairly obvious sense, in which I sever the link
between your property and your will — I am, after all, modifying your property (in this case: its
location) without the approval of your will. Similarly, when you beat me up after class there is a
clear sense, in which you sever the link between my body and my will: after all, you are
modifying my body (in this case: its physical constitution and integrity) without the approval of
my will.

What, on the other hand, are the implications of the Commandment of Right for our
behavior towards ourselves ? On a first glance, we might think that the Commandment of Right
— as we have characterized it here — should not have any significant normative implications for
how we treat ourselves. After all: If I voluntarily do something to my own body (e.g. hurt
myself), there is an obvious sense in which this modification of my body always happens with
my consent (I am doing it voluntarily, after all!) and so we might argue that the link between my
will and my body is automatically protected here in all cases, just as the Commandment of Right
demands. But Hegel disagrees (cf. the prohibitions against suicide and self harm in PR § 7095).

The thought here, I take it, is this: Even though in these kinds of cases there is immediate
consent, it can still be the case that the link between my body and my will is being undermined in
a secondary sense, namely when my action significantly diminishes the voluntary control over

my body for future acts, by e.g. destroying my body’s proper functioning. So, for example, if I

6 Hegel, hence, in effect has a similarly restrictive view of suicide as Kant does. For both of these
thinkers, committing suicide is not simply tragic — but it is wrong. From a modern point of view, this
might seem like an unpalatable consequence, but at the time Hegel and Kant were writing, it would
presumably have been commonsense. For an analysis of Kant’s position on this point, see — for example —
Michael Cholbi, “Kant and the Irrationality of Suicide,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 17, no. 2 (2000):
159-176 and Jennifer Uleman, “No King and No Torture: Kant on Suicide and Law,” Kantian Review 21,
no. 1 (2016): 77-100;
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engage in an episode of intentional self-harm (e.g. cutting off a limb), there is indeed a sense in
which this act is committed with my consent (I am voluntarily hurting myself after all !), yet the
link between my will and my body is still being diminished, since my actions interfere with my
body’s proper functioning, thereby impeding my voluntary control over it for the future. Or, to
put it more colloquially: in these kinds of cases, I wantonly rob my future self of control over my
own body — which is why the Commandment of Right forbids themss.

Hence, through these three points here, a relatively clear profile of the Commandment of
Right emerges: The Commandment of Right puts a fundamental prohibition on our agency
(Point 1). The content of this prohibition is, at basis, that we may not violate the link between the
will of agents and their body and property (Point 2). This has direct normative implications
(Point 3) how we may treat other agents (e.g. we may not kill them, harm them or steal from
them) as well as how we may treat ourselves (e.g. we may not kill or harm ourselves). That way,
the Commandment of Right demarcates fundamental limits on how agents act, carving out a

basic space in which agents can pursue their ends.

(b) Why does the personal will commit us to this norm?
We know now what the Commandment of Right entails — but why should it be constitutive of
personal willing? Why should it be the case that, whenever I engage in this simple activity, I am

committed to ‘respect others and myself as persons’? In this sub-section, I develop an answer to

% Some commentators argue that the self-directed component of the Commandment of Right also
involves a “positive duty” to accumulate property (cf. e.g. Wood, Hegel s Ethical Thought, 95). But this,
seems to me in contrast with the characterization of the Commandment of Right in PR § 38, in which
Hegel — as described above — limits the implications of the Commandment of Right to
“prohibition[s]” (Ibid.).
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this question. As a matter of fact, I do think that Hegel has a philosophically unusual answer to
this question, which he develops in five essential steps in his text. The main task of this section,
then, is to reconstruct this five-step argument and make it as persuasive as Hegel’s text allows.

Before I go into this five-step argument, however, it is important to say that Hegel — in
his discussion of the personal will — reminds the reader again and again of his general
constitutivist view regarding the Commandment of Right i.e. his view that, whenever we engage
in personal willing, we commit ourselves to this Commandment. The most clear examples of this
come from his discussion of the criminal (Verbrecher)¢7, i.e. of the agent who, as component of
his general agency, engages in personal willing, but who does not observe the Commandment of
Right and instead e.g. kills other agents, harms them, steals from them or sells them into slavery.
Since these passages have traditionally intrigued readers of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, and
since they are a great way to getting into the constitutivist spirit of Hegel’s argument, I want to
briefly discuss them before turning to the aforementioned five-step argument.

The first thing that stands out about Hegel’s discussion of the criminal is that Hegel here
says that the criminal’s will is “self-contradictory” (PR § 92) or “contradictory of itself” (VPR1,
95) — even that it is “in its very conception self-destructive, because it is an expression of a will
that annuls the expression of determinate existence of a will” (PR § 92, my emphasis). Now, of

course: These passages do not mean, even though they are sometimes mistakenly understood this

67 Hegel’s discussion of crime is often discussed quite apart from the rest of his normative theory, with a
sole focus on the famous justification of punishment he advances here (Examples of this can be found e.g.
in Peter Steinberger, “Hegel on Crime and Punishment,” American Political Science Review 77 (1983):
858-870; Markus Dubber, “Rediscovering Hegel’s Theory of Crime and Punishment,” Michigan Law
Review 92 (1994): 1577-1621) While this separation from his general normative theory is understandable
from a pragmatic standpoint, this leads — however — to misinterpretation both of Hegel’s argument on
punishment and to a neglect of the implications that Hegel’s theory of crime holds for his general view of
practical norms.
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way®8, that Hegel is endorsing the questionable view that criminal acts are always self-
destructive in an ordinary sense i.e. that they always, in the long run, harm the criminal’s
particular interests and lead to the criminal’s personal desires go unfulfilled. This, of course,
would be — as one could say — wishful thinking: as sad as it is, crime very often pays off. It leads,
in other words, frequently to the direct and long-lasting fulfillment of a criminal’s particular
interests and desires. To deny this fact about our world would, indeed, be rather naive, bordering
on “sophistry”®® — which is why it is highly improbable that Hegel expresses such a view here.
Instead, what Hegel is doing here is exactly what I have already described: he reminds
the reader of the fact that the Commandment of Right is constitutive of the will of the criminal,
hence his crime ‘contradicts’ his [i.e. the criminal’s] own constitutive commitments. Criminals,
therefore, do not destroy their will in the ordinary sense, when they set out to murder and harm
others i.e. in the sense that they undermine their own wishes and desires. But they do destroy
their own will in the specific sense that they neglect what is a constitutive and essential part of
their willing i.e. their commitment to the Commandment of Right. If this seems unclear, this
analogy might help: if I cheat at chess, I am obviously not always undermining my own interests,
wishes and desires in the process (much to the contrary: I often further them, because cheating
helps me win !). But I, in a fairly clear sense, do contradict myself, since by engaging the activity
of chess playing I have committed myself to the various rules of chess — which I am now

breaking in my very act of cheating.

68 For this reading see e.g. Allen Wood, Hegel s Ethical Thought, 112f.

% Ibid.
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On a very similar note — and this continues the theme of the various ‘reminders’ of
Hegel’s constitutivism that are to be found in the discussion of the personal will — Hegel calls the
criminal act “null in itself (in sich nichtig)” (PR § 92) and, in general, insists on the “nullity
(Nichtigkeit)” (Ibid.) of such violations of the Commandment of Right. Now, of course: These
passages do not mean to say that Hegel somehow thinks that crimes, such as murder or theft, are
‘null (nichtig)’ in the sense that they are not very important or not very significant. Sure enough:
The words ‘nichtig’ and ‘Nichtigkeit’ are indeed the closest German analoga to ‘trifling’ and
‘trifles’, but it would be implausible to attribute to Hegel the position that violations of personal
right (such as murder, harm and theft) are somehow trifling matters. These violations clearly
carry importance and significance and it would be manifestly uncharitable to attribute to Hegel a
view on which he thinks otherwise.

Instead, what Hegel is doing here in these passages is — once again — calling the attention
of the reader to his constitutivist position. The criminal act is “null in itself (in sich nichtig)” (PR
§ 92), because it is an act of will that destroys an essential part of itself: namely the constitutive
commitment to the Commandment of Right. One can even make this point in a somewhat more
literal manner: the criminal act is “null in itself (in sich nichtig)” (PR § 92) and a “nullity
(Nichtigkeit)” (Ibid.), because it ver-nichtet (i.e. destroys, destructs) itself. Hence, Hegel is here
again pointing the reader to the essential connection between the norm of the personal will
(namely the Commandment to ‘respect others and oneself as a person’) and the personal will
itself 1.e. to the fact that by merely engaging in personal willing, we are committed to following
it (which is exactly the kind of commitment that, by way of self-contradiction, the criminal

neglects).
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Lastly — and still on the same score of Hegel’s ‘reminders’ of his basic constitutivist view
— Hegel tells the reader that by committing a crime (e.g. murdering another agent) the criminal
assents to or, at least, recognizes punishment that he might be subjected to based on this
infraction (PR § 100 and § 100R). Now, of course: What Hegel is not saying here is that the
criminal assents to his own punishment in an ordinary sense i.e. in the sense that the criminal
himself wants or desires to be punished. This would be an implausible thing to say, since, in
general, the clear opposite is true: The criminal desires to elude his punishment and to get away
with his crime.

What Hegel is doing here, instead, is — once again — reminding us of the constitutive
connection between the criminal’s will and the Commandment of Right (PR § 100R): In his
crime, the criminal assents to being punished not in the sense that he desires to be punished, but
that in his act of will he has committed himself to the principle on which he then, later, may be
punished — namely the Commandment of Right. It is for this reason that, even though the
punishment most likely goes against what the criminal desires for himself, the punishment is
based on his own will: for he is punished for violating — in a self-contradictory manner — the
commitment that lay in his will all along (namely a commitment to ‘treat himself and others as a

person’)70,

70 T do indeed think that my reading here suggests an interesting and new understanding of Hegel’s
conception of the institution of punishment, which has been subject to various debates (see above fn. 15,
but also Dudley Knowles, “Hegel on the Justification of Punishment,” in Beyond Liberalism and
Communitarianism: Studies in Hegels Philosophy of Right, ed. by R.R. Williams (Albany: SUNY Press,
2001), 125-145 as well as Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, Ch. 6 and Wood, Hegels Ethical
Thought, Ch. 6. For my purposes here, however, I will not go into this debate about the institution of
punishment in any detail, but rather read Hegel’s remarks about crime and punishment in the context of
the larger story about the personal will that [ am telling in this chapter.
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Now, of course: While all these various ‘reminders’ — as I’ve just said above — might get
us into the constitutivist spirit of Hegel’s argument, they also reinforce the urgency of the
philosophical question with which this subsection began — namely: why is it, on Hegel’s view,
that engaging in personal willing does commit us to following the Commandment of Right? Why
is it that just by engaging in personal willing, we incur this substantial commitment not to
murder other agents, not to harm other agents and not to take other agents as our slaves? This
brings us, finally, to the aforementioned five step argument, which Hegel advances for the
constitutive connection between the personal will and the Commandment of Right. Here it is:

First step: Deciding to act in some way commits us to the aim of ‘realizing’ our will (PR
§ 41). This first step in Hegel’s argument is supposed to encapsulate the commonsensical thought
— already alluded to earlier in 3.2. — that, whenever I decide to act in some way, I have to make it
my goal that my chosen end actually becomes reality i.e. that this end does not remain a mere
determination of my mind, but that it becomes a determination of the actual world. Hegel
expresses this thought in straightforward terms, when he argues that the will of an agent
necessarily aims at realization or Verwirklichung (PR § 41) and when he explains, already earlier
in the Philosophy of Right, that every will has the aim of “translating the subjective end into
objectivity through the mediation of activity and of an external means” (PR § 8). That way, the
agent’s will aims to “overcome the contradiction between subjectivity and objectivity and to
translate its ends from their subjective determination into an objective one” (PR § 28) — to make
its end, in short, ‘real’ in the world.

We can make this step more vivid, if we think of an example. Take my decision to write

this chapter you are currently reading. Clearly, in this case, my decision to write it commits me to
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the aim of securing that, sometime in the future, I have actually written it — i.e. that what started
as a determination of my mind (the end of ‘writing this paper’) has become a determination of
the world (the physical paper, written by me). If I am not actually committed to this end of
realization, then this is a fool-proof sign that I also have not actually decided to write the paper —
but that I may simply wish to write it or desire to write it, without really having decided to write
it at all. Hence, as this example drives home, a decision to act commits me to the aim of
translating my subjective end into objectivity — i.e. to the aim of making my will ‘real’ in the
world.

Second step: In order to realize my will, I need to gain and maintain bodily self-
consciousness. The thought behind this second step is, once again, quite clear: in order to realize
whatever end I have, I need to be conscious of my body as my own — otherwise I would not be
able to direct my body to affect the kind of changes in the world, which are required for my end
to become realized. Hegel expresses this thought by saying, in PR § 45, that I need to become
“an object to myself (mir selbst gegenstdindlich)” (Ibid.) in my own body, in order to be able to
realize my will. It is only, as he says a little later, because I see myself in my own body (because
“I have taken possession of [it] by the spirit” (PR § 48)) that this body can be “the spirit’s willing
organ and soul-inspired (beseeltes) instrument” (Ibid.) and, in that way, serve its necessary role
in the realization of the ends that I have set myself.

And indeed: Hegel seems right to say that, without bodily self-consciousness, the
realization of my will would be impossible. After all: bodily self-consciousness is, plausibly, a
precondition for conscious control over my body — and conscious control over my body is, in

turn, a precondition for the realization of any of my ends. If I lack bodily self-consciousness,
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therefore, I will not be able to channel my own agency through my body and, failing that, also be
unable to reach the outside world and to mold it such to reflect and mirror my ends. Instead, I
will see my body as an alien thing, which I have no immediate control over — an obstacle of the
realization of my will, maybe, but certainly not the kind of “immediate (unmittelbar)” (PR § 47)
instrument of my will, which represents a gateway to the realization of my ends in the world
around me.

Third step: In order to gain and maintain bodily self-consciousness, I need to be freely
recognized by others as a person. The thought behind this third step of Hegel’s argument, I take
it, is this: Gaining and maintaining bodily self-consciousness is only possible, if other agents
respect my own body and property (i.e. recognize me as a person). If, by contrast, the boundaries
of my own body and my own property are constantly disrespected and ignored by other agents,
we never gain or gradually loose a sense of our body as our own — as something that we can
identify with and see ourselves in. Hegel expresses this line of thought most clearly in a famous
passage in the Phenomenology of Spirit (PhG 9 178-196), which — presumably precisely for that
reason — he references multiple times throughout his discussion of the personal will in the
Philosophy of Right (PR § 37R, § 57, §71). In this passage — which I shall not subject to separate
analysis here’! — Hegel famously argues that all forms of self-consciousness are feedback-
dependent in the way I just described: gaining and maintaining them involves certain forms of
treatment by other agents. This point, then, also applies to our bodily self-consciousness: if we

don’t receive the right kind of feedback from other agents, if they don’t treat us as as owners of

71 For a helpful analysis of this passage, see — for example — Frederick Neuhouser, “Desire, Recognition
and the Relationship between Bondsman and Lord,” in Hegels Phenomenology of Spirit, ed. by Kenneth
Westphal (Malden,MA: Blackwell, 2009), 37-54.
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our body and of our property, then we also won’t be able to develop a specific kind of self-
consciousness i.e. we also won’t be able to see ourselves as owners of our body (and our
property).

This line of thought has some intuitive plausibility to it. Indeed, it seems reasonable to
think that the wrong kind of feedback from other agents can undermine our sense of
identification with our bodily self. The most powerful and, at the same time, poignant illustration
of this, to my mind, comes from the fact that victims of the most horrendous violations of their
body, namely rape and torture, often report that they felt like this crime separated their own
consciousness from their body’? — they were, as one could say, experiencing the world as if their
body, and what was happening to it, was not longer inhabited by them. From a Hegelian
perspective, this kind of traumatic reaction is exactly what we should expect: for him, egregious
violations of our personal sphere do not only harm the body and the consciousness of the victim
— they harm, separate and divide the very connection between body and consciousness of the
victim and make bodily self-consciousness impossible.

Fourth step: Given 1-3, I need to aim at the free recognition of others, whenever I engage
in willing. This fourth step, as should already be clear to the reader, is supposed to be a simple
consequence of the three steps laid out so far: As we have seen, whenever we decide to act in
some way, we are committed to the end of realizing our will (Step 1). But realizing our will
necessarily requires that we gain and maintain bodily self-consciousness (Step 2), which — in

turn — is impossible without the free recognition from other agents (Step 3). Hence, we need to

72 A discussion of this phenomenon of dissociation from the standpoint of modern psychology and
psychiatry in the Washington Post can be found in https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/

wp/2015/06/23/why-many-rape-victims-dont-fight-or-yell/?utm_term=.cOe5e8adc510 (last accessed:
February 19,2017).
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seek such recognition, whenever we decide to act in some way (Step 4). Or to put this same
thought from the other direction: Engaging in agency commits us to seeking the free recognition
of other agents, since it is only through their free recognition that we can realize our will. If, by
contrast, we don’t receive this free recognition, this realization would be rendered impossible by
a loss of bodily self-consciousness (and, consequently, by a loss of conscious control over our
body).

This, in itself, is a quite surprising point in Hegel’s argument and it is worth to pause and
ponder its significance. What Hegel is arguing here is that our agency commits us to aiming at
being freely recognized as a person by other agents. This, as one could put it slightly more
poetically, quest for recognition does therefore not appear here, in the argument, as a desire for
recognition, which self-conscious beings just have as part of their set-up. Much rather, the quest
for recognition appears here in a different, conceptually more sophisticated guise: namely as a
necessary commitment of our agency. (This does, of course, not rule out that Hegel — on different
grounds — also holds that all self-conscious beings share a desire to be recognized in various
forms: but it is, as should be clear by now, not this desire that is appealed to here, but rather a
certain constitutive connection between recognition and agency.)

Step 5: If I aim at the free recognition of other agents, I must respect the ‘Commandment
of Right’. The thought behind this fifth step can be made clear along the following chain of
reasoning: if I aim at the free recognition of other agents, I must not undermine their freedom,
since it is their freedom on which the very possibility of such recognition depends. However,
disrespecting others’ control over their body and property (i.e. by harming them or by stealing

from them) is a paradigmatic way of undermining and undercutting their freedom. Hence, if |
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aim at the free recognition of others, I am committed to respecting the control other agents have
over their body and their property i.e. I am committed to, for example, not killing them, to not
harming them and to not stealing from them. I am, in short, committed to following the
Commandment of Right in my interactions with them.

Hegel presents this line of argument very prominently in one of the most famous passage
of his whole oeuvre, namely in the so-called Master-Slave-dialectic (to which he, as we already
saw above, refers throughout his discussion of the Commandment of Right in the Philosophy of
Right (PR § 37R, § 57, §71)). In this famous and rich passage, Hegel portrays a master, who
seeks free recognition from another agent by making him his slave (PhG § 178-196). But this
project, of course, goes almost comically wrong, for in the very act of enslaving the other agent
the master has destroyed the freedom of the other agent — and therefore destroyed the very
possibility of satisfying his quest for free recognition. The upshot of this scene (or at least one of
its upshots), then is exactly the kind of thought I referred to in the previous paragraph: if we aim
at the free recognition of other agents, we have to act such that we don’t undermine their
freedom — and this commits us, at minimum, to respecting the exclusive control they have over
their own body and property i.e. it commits us to following the Commandment of Right in the
interactions with them.

Now, it will be immediately objected that, so far, the argument has only gotten us to a
limited conclusion — namely to the conclusion that we have to follow the Commandment of
Right in our interactions with other agents. But the Commandment of Right works, as we have
seen above, in two directions: in the direction of others and in the direction of myself. Hence, it

seems as if the argument has only gotten us ‘half” the way: It has explained why deciding to act
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commits us to seeking the free recognition of other agents and why, therefore, we have to respect
the exclusive control that they have over their body and their property. But it has left
unexplained, or so an opponent might argue, why we are also bound to respecting our own
exclusive control over our body and property (an injunction, which, as we have already seen,
plays the foundational role in Hegel’s view on the impermissibility of suicide and self-harm).

But this objection can be countered in the following way from a Hegelian perspective: as
we have already acknowledge at an earlier point in this paper, there is a certain sense, in which
we are others to ourselves. By disrespecting our own body and our own property, e.g. in acts of
self-harm, we ourselves become threats to our own bodily self-consciousness (in the sense in
which it is at issue in Step 3 above). Hence, any form of willing — qua Step 4 in the above
argument — does not only commit us to seeking free recognition from other agents, it also
commits us to seeking free recognition from ourselves. And this, then, means — qua Step 5 in the
above argument — that we are committed to respecting the control we ourselves have over our
body and our property, since we have to preserve our own freedom as a condition of receiving
free recognition from ourselves. Hence, our obligations to those from whom we seek free
recognition also apply reflexively to us — we need to respect ourselves in the same way in which
we respect others.

All in all, then, the previous couple of paragraphs make what I think is an interesting case
for Constitutivism about the Commandment of Right. To review: Hegel argues that by deciding
to act in some way, agents commit themselves to the aim of ‘realizing’ their will (Step 1). But
realizing their will is impossible without the free recognition from others and themselves (Step 2

and 3). Hence, they are committed to seeking the free recognition of others and of themselves
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(Step 4). But seeking such free recognition, in turn, contains a commitment to following the
Commandment of Right — since I must not undermine the freedom of those from whom I seek
free recognition (Step 5). Ergo, and this is the conclusion we are looking for, by deciding to act,

agents commit themselves to following the Commandment of Right.

3.4. The contradiction of the personal will

Despite all the philosophical attention that Hegel lavishes on the personal will, he is — in virtue of
his dialectical argumentative strategy explained at the beginning of this chapter — ultimately
committed to the view that personal willing is incomplete: if left unsupplemented, it leads into a
contradiction — a contradiction we can only overcome, if we amend our understanding of willing
with further elements and, hence, ascend to a higher and more complex conception of willing.
But why is this so? Why should personal willing, if left unsupplemented, lead us into a
contradiction? And what is the outline of the ‘higher and more complex’ conception of willing

that we are moving towards? In this section, it is time to turn to these two questions.

(a) How does the contradiction arise ?

Why does the personal will, if unsupplemented, lead us into a contradiction? Investigating this
question, we are immediately confronted with the reality that Hegel himself is not particularly
forthcoming when it comes to its answer. Instead, his text has given rise to multiple, opposing

ways of understanding the contradiction in this ‘shape of the will’ — thereby generating a
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sustained controversy on this particular issue. I will, therefore, proceed with caution and consider
two alternative proposals, before presenting my own interpretation of the contradiction.

According to a first proposal (due to Mark Alznauer), how the contradiction arises in the
personal will can be seen along the following chain of reasoning: Alznauer reminds us — to put it
in the language that I have been using above — of the great simplicity of the personal will.
Indeed, as we have witnessed above, personal willing is a rather simple conception of agency73:
all it requires from agents is that they step back from their current desires and select one of these
desires as their end. In turn, there is no requirement — for example — to select these ends
according to a final end that the agent has to pursue and, by the same token, no requirement to
organize one’s set of ends into a teleological whole. Instead: Personal willing is, by and large,
doing what I desire most — which allows for agents to select certain ends ‘on a whim’ and to
pursue a vastly disunited set of higher aims.

Secondly, Alznauer reminds us that Hegel claims — even in his chapter on the personal
will — that there are various norms that are, somehow, infernal to this will74. Again, we have, of
course, already seen this: Hegel does indeed think that the Commandment of Right is internal to
the will — and, with it, a whole set of derivative norms that are implied by it. For example — just
to repeat what we have already seen earlier — norms such as the negative requirement not to kill
other agents, not to harm them, not to sell them into slavery etc. are all internal to the will, as

Hegel explains to us in these pages.

73 Mark Alznauer, “Hegel on Legal and Moral Responsibility,” Inguiry 51, no. 4: 377-380.
74 Ibid.
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However, it is here that Alznauer wants to see the contradiction in Hegel’s notion of the
personal will: Alznauer thinks that the personal will is still so very simple that, if
unsupplemented, it could never be shown how all these very demanding norms are indeed
internal to the will. From Alznauer’s vantage point, in other words, the structure of the personal
will does lack the required complexity to prove how all these various norms of non-interference’s
(which the Commandment of Right encapsulates) are actually internal to the will, in the way we
already know them to be. Hence, the investigation needs to move on to a more complex
conception of willing on which the internal status of these norms can actually be argumentatively
shown — and this more complex conception is only available at the next stage of the dialectic (on
which Hegel discusses the moral will).

This argument is clearly very interesting — but, on the basis of the interpretation I’ve been
developing in this chapter, I have to disagree. After all: As we have seen in much detail, we
actually can reconstruct a five-step argument that shows the Commandment of Right to be
internal to the personal will in a fairly substantial sense. There is, in other words, no need to
move on to a more complex conception of willing just in order to ground the “bindingness”’¢ and
the “legitimate authority”77 of the Commandment of Right in the will — as we have seen, the
Commandment is always already grounded in the personal will and Hegel makes a fairly
detailed case for this kind of constitutive connection. Alznauer — or so at least I would argue —
seems to ultimately underestimate the normative constitution of the personal will, thereby

leading him to diagnose a contradiction in the personal will where we can show to be none.

75 Tbid.
76 Alznauer, “Hegel on Moral and Legal Responsibility”, 379.
77 Tbid.
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According to a second proposal (due to Dudley Knowles), we can see the contradiction in

the personal will arising through the following chain of reasoning: Knowles reminds us of the
fact that the personal will does not only create obligations for us (through the Commandment of
Right), but also expectations in us. After all: we know that other agents are engaging in personal
willing in the same way in which we are engaged in personal willing, which will lead us to know
that they — in the same way in which we are obliged to respect their body and their property — are
under an obligation to respect our body and our property in turn’8, Hence, we have a reasonable
expectation that other agents will honor this obligation and pay us the respect that we, as agents,
are due, in the same way in which we pay them the respect that they, as agents, are due.

However, Knowles argues, this expectation causes problems in practice. For the
Commandment of Right does not specify, in any way, what “appropriate measures”’® I may take
in order to enforce my expectation for respect. The Commandment of Right, in other words, does
not tells us anything about how I may compel other agents to comply with the respect that they
owe me (qua my status as an agent) — instead, it is completely silent on this question, leaving
agents to ‘take matters in their own hands’ and to enforce their expectations based on their own
particular whims and fancies. That way, and this is an aspect on which Knowles particularly
insists, it opens the door for “vendettas”8? and excesses of revenge, where agents — in pursuit of
their expectation for personal respect from other agents — go overboard and commit egregious
violations of the Commandment of Right (i.e. harm other agents, kill other agents etc.). Put

differently: by not specifying what kind of measures agents might take to enforce their normative

8 Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 161.
79 Ibid.
80 Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 157.
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expectation, the Commandment of Right becomes conducive to its own violation’!. And it is
here, or so Knowles argues, that the contradiction in the personal will resides.

Knowles’ view seems, on first glance, quite compelling. It does indeed appear correct to
point out — on the one hand — that the Commandment of Right does not specify any measures
that we might use to enforce our expectations for respect from other agents. Knowles, in other
words, is right to point out that the Commandment of Right only specifies what we ourselves
have to do in order to respect others, but not what we may do in order to make them respect us.
Moreover, Knowles is absolutely right to say that Hegel — at the very end of his discussion of the
personal will — seems concerned with the possibility of vengeance and vendetta: in PR §102,
Hegel includes a relatively detailed discussion of “vengeance (Rache)” (PR § 102), which is
induced by the expectation of mutual respect (or rather, the feeling of not having received such
respect i.e. the feeling of being wronged). Hence, Knowles does not seem far off in his idea that
the Commandment of Right (and the expectation for respectful treatment it creates) can be
conducive to excessive violations of personal right, caused by a feeling of having been
mistreated.

Nevertheless, I think Knowles’ proposal is not quite satisfactory. Certainly: As the
previous paragraph already suggests, I think that Knowles correctly identifies a deep problem in
the personal will, which is only going to be solved on higher stages of the dialectic. However,
and this is crucial, I don’t think that Knowles identifies the pertinent contradiction for the
transition between the personal will and the next candidate conception of willing (which Hegel is

going to call ‘the moral will”). After all: the whole point of Hegel’s dialectical method is to show

81 Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 161-162.
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that a subsequent stage (in this case: ‘the moral will’) can resolve the contradiction that arose on
the level of the previous stage (in this case: ‘the personal will”). That’s why Hegel unfailingly
makes a big deal out of showing how precisely this new stage resolves the contradiction that had
previously arisen and how the higher stages of the dialectic, in this manner, is superior to the
stage that preceded it.

However, in what I think is a decisive problem for Knowles’ interpretation, Hegel does
not say even a word about the enforcement of our personal rights in his discussion of the moral
will. In fact, the issue — even though Knowles claims it to be so central for the dialectical
transition — does not in any way appear in Hegel’s discussion of the moral will, where issues of
vengeance and of the enforcement of our personal right are completely absents2. Discussion of
them does, in fact, not occur again until a much later dialectical stage — namely the discussion of
‘Rechtspflege’ within Ethical Life, PR §§ 209-229 — which makes it almost impossible that, by
Hegel’s own lights, this particular issue is central for the transition between the personal will and
the moral will. Knowles, in short, may have identified a problem within personal willing (a
problem that Hegel will come back to much later in the dialectic), but it is not the contradiction
that we are looking for here — namely the contradiction that moves the dialectic from the
personal will to the level of the moral will.

This, then, brings our argumentation to a kind of turning point: While Alznauer
underestimates the personal will and fails to diagnose a real problem within its structure,
Knowles does find a real problem — but the wrong one i.e. one that does not amount to the

pertinent contradiction that we were looking for. The question, then, is: Can we, in some other

82 Knowles grudgingly admits this, but he does — as far as I know — never faces up to the difficulty that
this poses for his own view. (See Knowles, Hegel and the Philosophy of Right, 165-166.)
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way, find the pertinent contradiction that the personal will, if left unsupplemented, gives rise to?
Here is a third proposal. On this third proposal, the contradiction in the personal arises along the
following chain of reasoning: We start by reminding ourselves that the Commandment of Right
is actually a rather limited or minimal kind of norm. It only places certain very basic limits —
against bodily harm, theft and breach of contract — on our agency, but it does not require
anything further of us, leaving a significant space to the mere arbitrariness of agents. This is
why Hegel, in the section helpfully titled “transition from right to morality” (PR § 104), labels
the personal will still a by and large “arbitrary will (zufdlliger Wille)” (Ibid.) — a will that leaves,
within certain very broad limits, space for agents to do whatever they want and desire.

Most significantly, Hegel argues, the personal will leaves space for agents to act in ways
that are contrary to the human good and do not contribute to its realization. Indeed — this idea
that living up to the standards of the personal will is still fully compatible with acting in heartless
and immoral ways — is something Hegel constantly reminds us of within the discussion of the
personal will (e.g. PR § 38). And indeed: given that we already know what the human good
entails (from our discussion in Chapter 2), it is not hard to imagine concrete examples of what
Hegel could have in mind here. Someone who does not help the needy — for example — is
perfectly within his rights as far as the Commandment of Right is concerned (he does not
actively violate their bodily integrity, does not steal from them or breaches a pre-existing
contract with them), but he nevertheless acts in ways that are contrary to the human good and
will therefore render him liable to justified reproach (namely for being uncaring, or heartless, or

cruel).
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But here we can see a problem arising: for, of course, Hegel holds the premiss that it must
be possible for us to reconcile ourselves to the kind of standards that we will be held to and that
we might even be rationally reproached for by others. And such reconciliation, in turn, seems to
demand that it should be possible for us to show that the these kinds of standards are standards
we always already aspire to in our agency — such that the normative force that they place on us,
as well as the connected normative expectations of other agents, are not external forces and
external expectations, but rather forces and expectations that, in some sense, originate from us.
To put it even more succinctly: what Hegel thinks is necessary for reconciliation is that we are
able to show that the kind of standards we will be held to by others are ultimately our own
standards (and that their potential reproach is ultimately our own reproach).

But, as we have already said, this is precisely what is impossible on the level of the
personal will. The personal will does not always already aspire to the standard of objective
justification (i.e. the human good), it rather only aspires to have ends that it can consistently
realize (which, as we have seen, binds it to the Commandment of Right, but nothing more).
Hence, from the perspective of the personal being reproached for e.g. not helping the needy will
always, and inextricably, appear as an external and alienating demand that does not issue from
one’s own will — and that therefore is something that we, contra Hegel’s own presuppositions,
could never reconcile ourselves to.

This interpretation also allows us to articulate the significance of Hegel’s aforementioned
discussion of ‘vengeance’ (PR § 103) from a wholly new perspective: the problem here — or at
least the pertinent problem for the transition — is not so much that the Commandment of Right

gives rise to actual vengeance, but rather that from the perspective of the personal will even
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rational reproach (e.g. for not helping the needy when this is called for) will appear as if it were
vengeance i.e. as if it were an external and alienating incursion into agency. Or, more succinctly:
the pertinent contradiction in the personal will does not lie in its generation of actual vengeance,
but rather that it contains a limited perspective from which it will identify instances of rational
reproach as appearances of vengeance.

We are therefore being led — via considerations of the nature of the personal will — into a
position to see quite determinately not only what might be wrong with the personal will itself,
but also where the dialectic of agency now needs to go: namely to a conception of willing that
does not merely aim at its ends to be realizable, but also objectively justified (i.e. good). And this

brings us, finally, to the moral will.

(b) The solution to the contradiction: the moral will — a brief introduction

So: How does this new, amended candidate conception of willing look like? What is the ‘moral
will’? In this (very brief) sub-section, I will begin sketching an answer to this question. More
specifically speaking, we can focus on two points:

Firstly: As we have seen in the last section, the contradiction in the personal will stems
from the fact that it structurally only aims at ‘realizability’ — but not at, what one could call
objective justification or justifiability. The most obvious ‘amendment’ that the moral will
contains, therefore, is that it aims at its selections of ends not only being realizable, but also
justifiable against the background of the human good. This, in fact, is precisely why the moral
will is called the ‘moral’ will: unlike its less complex counterpart — the personal will — it is

tethered to pursuing ends that the will cannot only consistently realize in the world, but also ends
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that are good and, therefore, worth of our rational approval. By the same token — and this is
really just another way of putting the same point — the selection procedure through which the
moral will moves from its constituent ‘moment of abstraction’ (stepping back and pondering
one’s options) to its ‘moment of determination’ (having adopted an end) is going to be more
constrained and complex, such that it will be right to say that its decisional unity is a more
sophisticated form of unity.

Secondly: due to this additional aim of justifiability, the moral will is going to have a
whole set of subsidiary characteristics that where absent on the level of the personal will. For
one, it is going to have a characteristically bifurcated or dualistic structure, on which agents do
not only have to consider — within the bounds of what is realizable — what they want and
consider good for them, but also what is good per se or as such. Another, more Hegelian, way of
putting this point is that, on the level of the moral will, every decision procedure unfolds in view
of the abstract ‘universal (das Allgemeine)’ (e.g, PR § 103A), which acts as a persistent check on
what agents decide. (Herein, of course, lies one of the reasons why Hegel argues that the
structure of the moral will is the model of agency that is ultimately embraced by Kantian and

Fichtean practical philosophy (e.g. PR § 135+A)).

3.5. Conclusion

But how does the moral will look like, more specifically speaking? This, of course, is the topic of
the next chapter. For now, we can conclude our analysis of the personal will. We have seen what

it is (Section 1), what it commits us to (Section 2) and, finally, why Hegel takes it to be
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incomplete i.e. why he thinks that, left unsupplemented, it leads into a contradiction (Section 3).
We have seen that the personal will is defined by a pursuit of the agent’s desires within the
framework of realizability, which — Hegel hopes to be able to argue via a five-step-argument —
tethers it to a very basic norm of non-interference, namely the Commandment of Right. In last
analysis, however, the personal will proves insufficient, because it misidentifies instances of
rational reproach as instances of vengeance — thereby propelling Hegel’s dialectic of agency on

its next, and higher, stage.
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Chapter 4: The moral will and the ethical will

Abstract. In this chapter, I turn to Hegel’s second candidate conception of agency, which Hegel
himself calls ‘the moral will’. Just as I did in the case of the personal will (the subject of Chapter
3), I will analyze what — for Hegel — this candidate conception of agency is, what normative
commitments it entails and, finally, why he thinks that it is ultimately insufficient as conception
of agency. This last step, then, will lead us to the last and final conception of agency in the
Philosophy of Right: namely the ‘ethical will” i.e. Hegel’s own view as to what agency is and as
to what it normatively entails (namely, as we will see, entering into ‘living unity’ with our roles).

4.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I turn to Hegel’s second candidate conception of agency, which Hegel himself —
as we have already seen — calls the ‘moral’ will (PR § 110Z, 113R and passim). Given the way
Hegel’s dialectic of agency works, we can already infer three very general truths about this
second candidate conception of agency: First of all, it is clear that this second candidate
conception of agency will inherit central features of the previous candidate conception of agency,
the personal will, which we have discussed in the last chapter. Second, it is equally clear that the
this second candidate conception of agency will have additional features, which make it more
complex than the personal will and which are supposed to remedy some of the insufficiencies of
the previous model. Third, since the second candidate conception of agency is not on the last
level of the dialectic (but rather the penultimate one), we can also know that the moral will,
ultimately, shall prove insufficient as a model of agency. Left unsupplemented, it will lead us into
a contradiction, which can only be overcome, if we move up the dialectical ladder one more step
and consider the third and last conception of agency Hegel proposes in the Philosophy of Right:

namely the ‘ethical will’.
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What we need to do in this chapter, then, is to flesh out these very general points in all
requisite philosophical detail. Structurally, we will follow the same kind of course that we
already followed in regards to the personal will, the subject of Chapter 3: I will begin (Section 1)
with an overview over the structure of the moral will and then, as in the previous chapter,
comment on the normative commitments that it imposes on agents® (Section 2). In the last
section, I show why Hegel thinks that the moral will — despite its increased complexity — is still

not a sufficient conception of agency and, lastly, has to give way to the ‘ethical will’ (Section 3).

4.2. The moral will — a first characterization

Let’s begin, then, with an introduction of the constitution of the moral will i.e. of the second
candidate conception of agency, which Hegel proposes in the Philosophy of Right. What is
agency, according to this model? To what extent does this model take over features of the
previous model of agency? To what extent does it add new features?

The first thing to notice is that the moral will has a structure that — at a very high level of
generality — mirrors the structure of the personal will i.e. of the first model of agency, which we
discussed in the previous chapter. According to both of these models of agency, agency
necessarily involves three distinct moments: a moment in which I step back from my various
options and scrutinize them, a moment in which I have adopted one end as my actual end and a

third moment, namely the decision, through which I move from the first to the second moment

8 In that sense, the content of this chapter very much continues the implicit dialogue with modern
constitutivism, which was already at work in Ch. 3, see e.g. Christine Korsgaard, Self-Constitution.
Agency, Identity and Integrity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), as well as Paul Katsafanas,
“Constitutivism about Practical Reason” (forthcoming).
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(i.e. adopt one of my potential end as my actual end). That way, both models of agency
incorporate — as one could say from a bird’s eye point of view — the basic tripartite structure of
willing, as Hegel had laid it out in §§ 4-7 of the Introduction of the Philosophy of Right: they
both incorporate a ‘moment of abstraction’ (i.e. a moment of stepping back and scrutinizing
one’s potential ends, PR § 5) as well as ‘a moment of determination’ (i.e. a moment of having
adopted an actual end, PR § 6), which are connected to one another into one overarching ‘unity’
of agency (i.e. a moment of a decision that moves the agent from potential ends to actual end, PR
§ 7).

Now, of course, this first point is so general, that it does, in and of itself, not tell us very
much. Instead, in order to understand the philosophical profile of Hegel’s second conception of
agency better (and its relationship to Hegel’s first conception of agency, the personal will), we
need to look more closely at the structure of the decision through which the agent, on this model
of agency, moves from abstraction to determination. To put this in even more Hegelian
terminology: we need to look, in more detail, at how abstraction and determination are unified on
this model of agency i.e. how the agent goes from scrutinizing his options (the moment of
abstraction) to having adopted an actual end (the moment of determination). After all, it is here —
in the decisional unity of agency — that the most characteristic elements of a conception of
agency can be found.

Let’s begin as a first point, then, by reminding ourselves how this decisional unity was
conceived on Hegel’s first model of agency, the personal will. On this first conception of agency,
agents select their actual end — by and large — according to what they want. The only real

constraint that agents face, on this model, lies in not choosing ends that undermine their own
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possibility of realization, that are — as we have called it — unrealizable. As Hegel puts this in his
text: the personal will is constitutively committed (only) to the realization of its ends (e.g. PR §
41) — making them into determinations of the world, when they were before only determinations
of the mind — and this commitment essentially constrains an agent in their selection of ends,
tethering her, or so Hegel had argues, to the Commandment of Right.

Now: How, by contrast, does the decision procedure look like on the level of the moral

will? Initially — and this is the second larger point we need to attend to here — we find here, once
again, a parallel with the personal will. After all: on the moral will, it is still true that agents are
constitutively constrained in their choice of ends by the realizability of their ends i.e. by
choosing ends that can, in principle, be consistently translated into objective reality. Hence, this
aim of realizability is what one could call a ‘deeper’ similarity between Hegel’s first and Hegel’s
second model of agency — a shared, substantial constraint on the decision procedure, and hence a
structural similarity in the architecture of their decisional unity.

But this, of course, only sets us up for the third larger point that is worth attending to

here: namely the central main difference between the personal will and the moral will. The
thought here, basically, is this: Whereas the personal will is only committed to the aim of
realizability, the moral will has a more substantial constitutive aim. Indeed, the moral will does
not only aim at the realizability of its ends, but it also — given their realizability — aims at their
Justifiability$*. Put in different words: On this new conception of agency, agents are conceived

not only as constitutively aiming at their ends to be realizable in the world, but they also aim —

84 With this, it hopefully becomes apparent that the moral will is a decidedly rationalist conception of
agency, which itself — of course — has a long history (for an introduction to that history see, for example,
Franscesco Orsi, “The Guise of the Good,” Philosophy Compass 10 (2015): 714-724).
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beyond that — at them being objectively valuable and good. Hegel expresses this thought in the
text, when he writes that the moral will — in contrast to the personal will — attempts to overcome
“the one-sidedness of mere subjectivity (Einseitigkeit der blofien Subjektivitit)” (PR § 107Z),
and, hence, aims at “objectivity” (PR § 107Z) i.e. at having ends that are not only realizable — but
that also can be shown to be worth of endorsement from the point of view of ‘the universal (das
Allgemeine)’ (e.g. PR §106A). The moral will, as Hegel also puts it, aims at being “suited to the
will in-itself (dem an sich seienden Willen angemessen)” (PR § 111), that is, tries to select ends,
that — beyond them being merely realizable — even an impartial spectator will find worth of its
approval.

In his text, Hegel brings out this very difference between his first model of agency and
his second model of agency in a number of intriguing dichotomies, which are worth attending to
if we want to ground the present interpretation firmly in the text. Firstly, he says that the moral
will is a ‘mediated (vermittelt)’ conception of agency, whereas the personal will was still mired
in ‘immediacy (Unmittelbarkeit)’ (e.g. PR § 104Z). From the perspective of the interpretation I
just laid out, this otherwise rather opaque terminology makes perfect sense: the moral will is a
mediated conception of agency insofar as agents — above and beyond their commitment to the
realizability of their ends — are now thought of as having to abstract from their immediate,
particular perspective and take the universal perspective into account, just in order to set their
respective, particular ends. In other words, they have to undergo what one could call a ‘process
of mediation’ in setting their particular ends, where setting those ends always involves that
agents, beyond reflecting on the realizability of their ends, also have to reflect on whether their

ends — beyond them being desirable— are also justifiable.
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Secondly, and in a similar spirit, Hegel says that the moral will is an internally ‘divided
(unterschieden)’ conception of agency, whereas no such internal division was to be found on the
level of the personal will (e.g. PR § 106). Again, on the basis of the interpretation I just laid out,
this makes perfect sense. Agency, as it is conceived on the level of the moral will, is indeed
internally divided in the sense that practical reasoning here always involves two levels: one’s
own particular perspective and the perspective of the universal, through which all one’s
particular ends, given their realizability, additionally have to be approved. No such division, of
course, was found on the level of the personal will. After all: here, agency was conceived as
being in no essential or constitutive relation to objective justification, which means that agents
could rely solely on their own particular perspective.

Thirdly and finally, Hegel says that the moral will represents a more ‘reflective’
conception of agency than the personal will (cf. e.g. PR § 105). Again, on the basis of the
interpretation I am defending here, this phrase makes perfect sense. After all: While both models
of agency integrate a modicum of reflection into their vision of agency (even on the level of the
personal will, agents step back and scrutinize their particular ends), the moral will clearly is more
reflective, since unlike on the level of the personal will, agents have to step back from their
particular desires and reflect on the objective value of their ends — which, of course, was not
required of them on the previous conception of agency Hegel had considered.

What emerges, then, through these three dichotomies (immediate-mediated, undivided-
internally divided, less reflective - more reflective), is a detailed picture of how the decision
procedure on Hegel’s second conception of agency differs from the decision procedure he had

considered on the first stage of the dialectic. The decisional unity of the moral will — which links
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together its ‘moment of abstraction’ (PR § 5, i.e. stepping back from one’s potential ends) and
‘moment of determination’ (PR § 6, i.e. having adopted one actual end) — can therefore be
understood as being more complex, since it involved a mediated, dualistic and reflective
dynamic that was absent on the first step of Hegel’s dialectical latter.

Now, to round out this introduction of the moral will, it seems prudent — as a last point —
to adduce a couple of further clarifications, just in order to make Hegel’s view here perfectly
perspicuous. Three issues in particular stand out. First: it is important to realize, for our purposes
here, that aiming at objective justification is not the same as aiming at justification in the eyes of
others (e.g. one’s community, one’s family members etc.). After all: other agents are, of course,
often irrational and highly partial to their own subjective perspective. Achieving justification in
their eyes, hence, is a completely different project than aiming for justification from the
perspective of the universal. The moral will, in that way, is a surprisingly non-social conception
of agency: agency, as it is conceived here, has objective and true justification as part of its formal
aim, but it does not aim to be justified in the eyes of whoever ends up evaluating my actions
(since, of course, her standards might not be rational themselves !). Hence, when Hegel says, as
he does, that the moral will has a constitutive connection to the “will of others” (PR § 112), he
does not mean to say that the approval or disapproval of others who surround the agent, is itself
part of the constitutive aim of moral agency — but rather that the ‘will of others’ i.e. their interests
and desires comes to be relevant for the moral will (in a way yet to to be further explained
below), because it aims, among other things, at objective justification instead of mere

gratification of its own subjective interests.
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Secondly, it is important to remind oneself, that by including objective justification into
the formal aim of agency, Hegel is consciously appropriating a traditional, rationalist view into
his dialectic of agency®>. After all: as is well-known, the idea that objective justification is part of
the formal aim of agency is not at all new when Hegel writes his Philosophy of Right and instead
was a widely held view in some of the classical texts on the philosophy of agency (e.g. arguably
by Wolff and by Kants6), which Hegel carefully studied. Hence, Hegel’s conception of the moral
will exhibits something that is rather typical for Hegel’s distinct method of philosophical
argumentation: he consciously integrates the tradition that he himself encountered into his
dialectics, building on (and, of course, ultimately also criticizing) the work of the philosophers
he was familiar with.

Thirdly, and lastly, it is worth reminding ourselves that what we are discussing here is a
thesis about the formal aim of agency, not about the formal aim of desires”. After all: the idea
that objective justification is part of the formal aim of agency is easily confused with the related
(and equally traditional) idea that objective justification is part of the formal aim of desire i.e.
that we desire ‘under the Guise of the Good’. However, these ideas are not only conceptually
distinct (one of them concerns the structure of agency itself, the other concerns the desiderative
nature of agents), but Hegel — as I have already mentioned in Chapter 2 — does merely hold the

former, but not the latter. Instead, Hegel thinks that the desires of agents can indeed, without

85 For some of this history, see e.g. Orsi, “The Guise of the Good,” 714-724

86 ’m, of course, not investigated here how much Wolff and Kant indeed belong to this tradition. For
some historical background also interesting is Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, 1-20.

87 In this specific respect, Hegel’s proposal differs crucially from the proposal of some modern defenders
of the Guise of the Good thesis, see e.g. Dennis Stampe, “The Authority of Desire,” The Philosophical
Review 96, no. 3 (1987), 335-381, Graham Oddie, Value, Reality and Desire (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2005) and Sergio Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good, esp. ch. 1.
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contradiction, point to something that lacks value and that is unjustifiable from an objective
perspective (e.g. PR § 190-191), which is also why, for him, the education and formation of our
desires plays such an important role (PR § 187). By contrast, as we have seen here in Hegel’s
discussion of the moral will, agency does have objective justification as part of its formal aim —
which, for Hegel, sets it crucially apart from the architecture of desire.

This, then, concludes the general overview of the structure of the moral will. But what
precisely does this profile of the moral will we now have drawn entail for the concrete norms to
which agency — on this level of the dialectic — is bound? What kind of concrete standards does
the moral will subject itself to by aspiring to have ends that are not only realizable, but also —
additionally — objectively justified? In order to determine the answer to this question we need to
‘zoom in’ further on the constitution of the moral will and see, in more detail, what kind of

concrete normative commitments the moral will entails for agents.

4.3. The normative constitution of the moral will

What concrete norms are constitutive of agency, as it is conceived on the level of the moral will?
And how do they follow from the general constitution of the moral will and from its formal aim,
as [ have just described it? I start by spelling out the (a) concrete content of the norms that bind
the moral will and, then, (b) elaborate why these concrete norms are part of the general

constitution of the moral will.
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(a) What does moral willing commit us to?
What are the concrete norms that bind the moral will? Unsurprisingly, the concrete normative
content of Hegel’s second model of agency, the moral will, is more complex than the normative
content of Hegel’s first model of agency, the personal will. I say ‘unsurprisingly’ here, because
we already know that the general constitution of the moral will is more complex than the general
constitution of the personal will (after all: practical justification is now conceived to be part of
the formal aim of agency) — so we would expect the concrete normative content of the moral will
to be richer and more complex as well. More specifically speaking, I think we can gain an
overview over the normative content of the moral will, i.e. the concrete norms to which it is
bound, by concentrating on three main points:

First point: just like the personal will, the moral will is bound to the Commandment of
Right (PR § 140A). As we already know, this Commandment — which Hegel himself phrases as
the fundamental imperative to ‘Be a person and treat others as persons’ (PR § 36) — entails the
obligation not to interfere with the exclusive control that other agents have over their body and
property (including ‘myself as an other’). As such, it puts various constraints on the activity of a
will that is bound by it (e.g. PR § 37): it entails that we may not harm or kill other agents or steal
their property and it also entails — even though this is less often pointed out — that I may not harm
or kill myself (since that would be a fundamental way of denying myself the control that I have
over my own body).

Second point: in contrast to the personal will, the Commandment of Right is not where
the moral will’s concrete normative commitments end. While the Commandment of Right only

forbids certain acts (PR § 38), the moral will is also obligated to realize a certain positive end
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within these limits. This, of course, makes a big difference: it means that agency, as it is
conceived on the level of the moral will, does not only have a set of negative obligations (e.g.
not to harm other agents or not to steal from them), but also, within these limits, a set of positive
obligations — i.e. of things that agents need to do and ends that they ought to pursue in the world.

The positive end that the moral will is obliged to realize, of course, is what Hegel calls
‘the Good (das Gute)’ (PR § 129) i.e. the ‘unity of right and welfare’. Relying on the results of
Chapter 2, what this roughly means is that the moral will is bound to the realization of a world,
in which, in this order, everyone’s basic needs are satisfied, everyone’s personal rights are
respected and everyone’s conception of happiness is realized. That way, the moral will is under
what one could call a teleological requirement: it needs to orient itself such that a specific end,
namely the Good, comes about.

Third point: This, then, leaves us to tie the first point (about the Commandment of Right)
and the second point (about the Good) together. As we have seen now, Hegel thinks that agency
— as it is conceived on the level of the moral will — is committed to realizing the Good
(understood as the unity of right and welfare), within the limits of Right (understood as the set of
negative obligations flowing from the Commandment of Right). In other words: Agents, as
conceived on the level of the moral will, need to set their ends such that they are contributing to
the realization of the Unity of Right and Welfare in the world, but — in that pursuit — must respect
the exclusive control that agents have over their own body and property. That way, and this is
just yet another way of putting things, they are positively obligated to bring about a better world
(qua their commitment to the Good), but within the limits set by certain negative obligations

(qua the Commandment of Right).
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Another, interesting way of phrasing this is the following: Hegel’s conception of the
moral will — as this analysis of its normative commitments shows — brings together elements of
both deontological and teleological ethics. After all: the commitment to the Commandment of
Right brings a deontological element into the conception of the moral will (namely a firm law
that negatively limits this form of agency in everything it pursues), while the commitment to the
Good brings a teleological element into the same conception (namely a supreme end that, within
the limits of the law, positively binds this form of agency in everything it pursues). That way, the
conception of the moral will — typically for Hegel — has a kind of unifying quality to it: it brings
together elements usually associated with countervailing approaches to ethical theory and
integrates them into one conception of normativity.

With these three points being laid out, then, the question we are now obviously pushed
towards becomes this: given this survey about the specific norms to which agency, as it is
conceived on the level of the moral will, is bound — how precisely do these specific norms follow
from the general constitution of the moral will, as I have described it in Section 2? How exactly
does Hegel argue for this essential connection between the shape of agency under consideration
here (the moral will, with its distinct formal aim) and the concrete norms that bind it (namely the
pursuit of the Good within the limits of Right)? To answer this question, we need to take an even

closer look at Hegel’s arguments.

(b) Why does the moral will carry these commitments?
As we now know: Agency, as Hegel conceives of it on the level of the moral will, is committed

to pursuing the Good within the limits of Right. But why exactly is this so? — The answer to this
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question does not seem overly difficult, given what we already know about the shape of the
moral will. It can be portrayed, I take it, in three broader points:

First point: as we know from Ch. 3, there is a five-step argument that shows that the
personal will — since it is constitutively committed to the realizability of its ends — is also
constitutively committed to following the Commandment of Right. As we have seen there, to
summarize matters very briefly, realizing one’s ends necessarily requires sustaining bodily self-
consciousness, which is impossible without the personal recognition of other agents. But the
personal recognition of other agents, in turn, is undermined if one disrespects their personal
integrity i.e. if the personal recognition is not mutual — which is why, finally, realizing one’s ends
constitutively requires respecting the personal integrity of other agents. And that is just what the
Commandment of Right demands.

These very same considerations also apply to agency, as it is conceived on the level of the
moral will. After all: as we have already seen above, even on this more complex conception of
agency, it is thought to be part of the formal aim of agency that agents aim at the realizability of
their ends. But since this aim of realizability, as minimal it might seem on first glance, already
entails a commitment to the Commandment of Right qua the five-step-argument argument
referred to above, the moral will just like the personal will has to limit itself by this very
Commandment.

Second point: the, in some sense, more difficult and more pertinent question, of course, is
this: why is the moral will, within the limits set by the Commandment of Right, committed zo the
pursuit of the Good? Here, the immediate answer is — of course — that the moral will is

committed to the aim of (objective) justification, and that, for Hegel, an end is justified if and
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only if it contributes to the realization of the Good. But this immediate answer, even though
correct, is not entirely helpful, since it pushes us back to the question why the moral will is
committed to the aim of (objective) justification — a question that we have, of course, broached
before, but that still awaits a more thorough examination.

Hegel, in my view, offers two central arguments on this score. The first argument leads
us back to the transition between the personal will and the moral will. To briefly review, the basic
idea here was this: Hegel starts from the premiss that all agents must be able to discover the
standards of practical justification as something they themselves always already aspire to in their
own will. Otherwise it would be impossible for them to reconcile themselves to the reactions of
other agents, who hold them to exactly these standards. Indeed, these reactions (e.g. the censure
and punishment they are met with, if they act in an objectively unjustified manner (PR §
102-103)) would inevitably seem to them as an unwarranted imposition of an external standard
(a “form of vengeance” (PR §102Z)) — an incursion on their own self-determination ! — if they
were unable to find practical justification as something that’s always already their own aim.

The second argument, however, goes deeper and touches on material we haven’t
examined so far. The Hegelian argument here goes like this: if agency would not, beyond
consistent realizability, aim at objective justification in the ends that it pursues, than there would
be a substantial disanalogy between theoretical and practical reasoning. After all: It is widely
acknowledged that our theoretical reasoning (reasoning that leads to belief), among other things,
constitutively aims at the truth i.e. at theoretical justification, so if practical reasoning (reasoning
that leads to ends) would not, at least in some way, constitutively aim at practical justification, it

would be significantly different from the theoretical case.
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But such a significant difference, of course, would be deeply plausible. For as Hegel says
clearly in PR § 4Z, we should plausibly expect theoretical and practical reasoning to be only two
different exercises or uses of the same underlying faculty (namely reason) which therefore should
be structurally analogous to one another. Hegel writes: “[bJut it must not be imagined that a
human being thinks on the one hand and wills on the other, and that it has thought in one pocket
and volition in the other, for this would be an empty representation (Vorstellung)” (PR § 4Z). But
this, of course, would be precisely the position that we would maneuver us into, if we deny that
practical justification is part of the formal aim of agency, in the same way in which theoretical
justification (i.e. the truth) is part of the formal aim of thinking. Ergo — and here Hegel very
explicitly anticipates some contemporary argumentss8 — it is on pain of denying the unity of
reason, that we should embrace the idea of objective justification as part of the formal aim of
agency. And that’s of course exactly the kind of conclusion that Hegel draws on here in his
discussion of the moral will.

Now, of course, in light of some contemporary skepticism directed at the idea that
objective justification is part of the formal aim of agency (voiced, famously, e..g. by Michael
Stocker or David Vellemans8?), these two Hegelian arguments reconstructed here might still fall
short of convincing us. I therefore want to adduce three further arguments for this view, which

are — as far as I can see — not explicit in Hegel’s text, but are at least Hegelian in spirit. The first

88 This Hegelian argument anticipates, in an interesting way, an argument later developed by Sergio
Tenenbaum, see Sergio Tenenbaum, Appearances of the Good: An Essay on the Nature of Practical
Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), esp. Ch. 2.

89 See Michael Stocker, “Desiring the Bad: An Essay in Moral Psychology,” The Journal of Philosophy
76, no. 12 (1979): 738-753 and David Velleman, “The Guise of the Good,” Noiis 26, no. 1 (1992): 3-26.
Another critic is Kieran Setiya, “Sympathy for the Devil,” in Sergio Tenenbaum (ed.), Desire, Practical
Reason, and the Good (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 82-111.
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argument is that, as a matter of fact, our intuitions about agency seem to support the view that
practical justification is part of the formal aim of agency. After all: Cases where agents fail to
make any effort to approximate what is valuable and good in their actions usually strike us, on an
intuitive level, as defective cases of agency. If an agent, for example, acts directly against what
she herself considers to be valuable (if she, let’s say, continues a relationship she deems
pathological or continues a career she herself judges empty and devoid of value), we usually
perceive her as having lost control, in some way, of what she is doing — and immediately, as it
were, ‘jump’ to the conclusion that her agency must be defective or undermined in some
significant way.

But — and this is the second argument — it’s not only our intuitions that seem to bear out
Hegel’s point here, it’s also our practices of treating one another. After all: it is significant that,
when we advise another on how to act, we usually treat a statement such as ‘This course of
action is unjustified!” or ‘This course of action is good!’ as, in and of itself, motivational. But
this, of course, reveals that implicitly we always already presuppose that the other agent, in their
actions, aims at doing what is justified and good. Put in a different way: the way that we treat
others, reveals that — under normal circumstances — we do always already presuppose that
practical justification is a component of the formal aim of agency, which is why we can appeal to
justificatory considerations as themselves motivational in our dealings with others.

The third argument, finally, hones in on the phenomenology of practical deliberation. The
idea here is this: most of us, whenever we deliberate about what to do, feel an immediate
psychological pressure to adopt ends that are objectively justified. We feel, in other words, an

immediate ‘call of conscience’ not to close us off against considerations of what would be
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objectively good to do, but rather to orient our setting of ends in accordance with it. But a view
like Hegel’s — where practical justification is just a part of the formal aim of agency — has a very
elegant and parsimonious way of explaining this phenomenology: We do feel this psychological
pressure, or so Hegel would be able to say, because it is part of the very structure of our agency

that we submit ourselves to the aim of practical justification.

4.4. The contradiction in the moral will

Compared to the personal will, Hegel’s second model of agency has proven decidedly more
complex. Nevertheless, Hegel thinks that the moral will — even though it is undeniably more
complex than the personal will — is still not complex enough: it still, in other words, does not
give us a sufficient picture of what agency really is. In this section, then, we need to find out (a)
why this is so, according to Hegel, and (b) what kind of third model of agency Hegel proposes in
order to overcome these insufficiencies of the moral will. This discussion of the third model of
agency — which we will call the ‘ethical (sittliche)’ will — then will bring us back to where we

started in Chapters 1 and 2 respectively: namely to the idea of ‘living unity’ with our social roles.

(a) The contradiction in the moral will

How does the contradiction in the moral will arise? I think we can bring out Hegel’s answer to
this question by attending to three distinct points. The first point brings up some required
background: As we already know from our discussion in Chapter 1, all agents are not only

agents. Much rather, they have — besides their universal identity as agents — a whole set of
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particular identities they are committed to due to their respective social roles: they are mothers
and fathers, daughters and sons, professors and bakers. In fact, while they share their identity as
agents with all other agents (which is precisely why it is a wuniversal identity), their social
identities are a central element of what sets them apart from one another and what makes them
stand apart from one another as the particular people that they are.

Now, and this is still just a way of elaborating and fleshing out this point, it seems clear
that these social identities, whatever they are, are constituted by some normative demands that
they put on those who identify with them9. The easiest way this point — which we have already
encountered in Chapter 1 of this dissertation — can be elaborated is by example: if I occupy the
role of a father, then I'm clearly confronted with a demand to follow a set of norms that are
associated with that role (e.g. I must provide for my children, I must help them develop their
talents etc.).

Now, it of course deserves stressing that the normativity associated with our particular
roles (as fathers and mothers, sons and daughters) is crucially different from the normativity
associated with our universal identity as agents — and it is important, from the very start, to be
alert to these kinds of differences. Two differences in particular stand out. First of all: the
normativity associated with our particular roles is, at some level, optional, whereas the
normativity associated with our agency is non-optional. This is simply a corollary of how we
relate to our particular roles: since we can, at least in principle, avoid taking up certain particular
role or cease to occupy them, there is a way to ‘opt out’ of the normativity associated with certain

particular roles, whereas the normativity of agency applies to us necessarily whenever we act.

90 This point is famously stressed in Michael Hardimon, “Role Obligations,” The Journal of Philosophy
91, no. 7 (1994): 333-363.
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Hence, the normativity of a certain particular role, e.g. of fatherhood, is crucially different from
the normativity of agency in that agents are not necessarily and inevitably under its sway.

Secondly: the normativity associated with our particular identities can have different,
even contrasting, content from the normativity associated with our agency. The thought here is
quite straightforward: while, qua agency, we are always bound to pursuing the Good within the
limits of Right (see above), the norms that are associated with certain particular roles might
demand behavior that does not accord with these universal normative commitments®!. Suppose,
for instance, you occupy — as your role in Civil Society — the role of a a member of the Italian
mob. Of course, in this case it is going to be equally true that this role exposes you to the
demands to obey a variety of norms, such as e.g. killing the members of an opposing family,
stealing the property of others and so on and so forth. But, of course, these kinds of behavior do
not accord with the pursuit of the Good within the limits of Right! In fact, they represent exactly
the opposite: they undermine the realization of the Good in the world.

Given these crucial differences between the normativity of our universal identity (as
agents) and the normativity of our social identities (as fathers, as mothers, as professors etc.), it is
— hence — easy to think of cases of substantial conflict between the universal and the social/
particular level of our identity. The case of the member of the Italian mob, which I have
mentioned above, clearly is one, but more innocuous and ordinary cases abound. We can, for
example, easily imagine someone who is put in the position of having to trade the happiness of
his own children (to which he would be committed qua his role as a father), just in order to

protect the individual e.g. property rights of a stranger (to which he is committed qua his role as

91 On these issues, it is also interesting to compare Korsgaard on ‘practical identity’, cf. Christine
Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) 101ff.
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an agent). Or we can imagine someone who has to give up his own, idiosyncratic professional
ambitions (to which he might be committed qua his role as a philosopher or as a baker), just in
order to positively contribute to the coming-to-be of the general good (to which he is committed
qua his role as an agent).

These kinds of conflicts however — and their respective conceptual basis in the nature of
our particular versus our universal identities — now put us in a position to see, how agency, as
conceived on the level of the moral will, still contains a contradiction. And this is the second
larger point that is worth elaborating here. The basic idea, formulated in modern and non-
Hegelian terms, is this: on the level of the moral will, agency does not make any constitutive
reference to these particular roles and social identities of agents. Hence, on this moral view of
agency, an agent can fulfill all the criteria of being an agent completely, even if he acts in spite of
his particular social identity i.e. in spite of the specific person that he, qua socialization and
participation in the social-institutional order, is. To return to the examples I mentioned before: if
a father, in spite of his identification with his role as a father, sacrifices the happiness of his own
children for the greater Good, he would count — on the definition of agency proposed on the level
of the moral will — as a full agent. Similarly, if someone gives up his own professional ambitions
(to which he is committed qua his professional role as e.g. a professor), just in order to contribute
to the coming-to-be of the general Good, he would count — on the definition of agency proposed
on the level of the moral will — as a full agent.

But that sounds, or so Hegel wants to suggest, absurd. After all: In these kinds of cases,
the agent does realize an end that, as the particular person that he is, is not fully his own — but

rather an end from which the agent is alienated, qua the specific identity that he himself has
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come to embrace (e.g. his identity as a father or as a professor). Indeed, especially if we imagine
this case as somewhat quite extreme (and the above cases involving some kind of significant
sacrifice seem to qualify as that), the end might go against every element of his respective sense
of self2. But if the agent lacks ownership of his end in this specific sense, it seems implausible to
count the realization of this end as a (full) expression of &is agency. Rather, it seems that, at least
to some degree, he is passive in face of what he is doing: someone who does his moral duty, but
does so in spite of himself.

It 1s important to realize at this point that the way we usually talk about situations like
this confirms the intuition here. When someone realizes what is Right and Good in spite of the
particular person that he is, we do — for example — say that he ‘listened to his conscience’,
‘obeyed the call of duty’ or even that ‘his conscience wouldn't let him act otherwise’. But, of
course, all of these formulations succinctly capture the intuition of passivity that is at stake here
i.e. the intuition that, by prioritizing his commitment to the Right and the Good over the
particular identity that he inhabits, the agent is not longer fully an agent here — but rather has
become passive in face of the demands of morality, a ‘tool’ of his own conscience (as it were).

Hence, insofar as agency, as it is conceived on the level of the moral will, labels a case
like the one under consideration here still as an ordinary case of agency it reveals itself to be
insufficient as an understanding of agency. The moral will, upon consideration, still contradicts
the concept of the will, since it misidentifies certain phenomena as instances of ‘willing’ (i.e. as

instances of agency), when they are, really, not such instances (i.e. when they are ‘mere

92 1t is tempting to describe these ends as involving a deficit of ‘integrity’, as Bernard Williams uses this
term in his famous “A Critique of Utilitarianism,” in Utilitarianism: For and Against, ed. by J.J.C. Smart
and Bernard Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 77-150, esp. 108-117.
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appearances’ of willing, but not instances of this concept)?3. In these kinds of cases, instead, the
agent lacks full ownership over his actions — and hence, cannot really exemplify or instantiate the
full concept of agency i.e. of the will.

There are — and this brings us to the third and last point that is important here — two ways
in which Hegel expresses this line of thought in his text. Firstly, he describes the contradiction in
the moral will as a lack of “unity (Einheit) between the subjective and the objective” (PR §
141Z), which can only be remedied by ascending on a higher level of the dialectic. Given the
line of thought that we have described in the previous paragraphs, this locution, of course, makes
perfect sense: in the moral will ‘the objective’ (i.e. “the Right and the Moral (das Rechtliche und
das Moralische)” (PR § 141Z7)) is not adequately unified with ‘the subjective’ (i.e. the agent in
her or his full particularity), because the moral will does not register it as a defect in agency,
when the agent disregards his own particular identity just in order to fulfill the demands that he is
subject to qua his universal identity as an agent. It does, in other words, register cases where
someone ‘surrenders to their own conscience’ as cases of full self-expression, thereby revealing
that — in this moral definition of agency — the objective has not been properly unified with the
subjective.

Secondly, Hegel describes the contradiction in the moral will as a fundamental division
between “the universal (das Allgemeine)” (PR § 141) and the “disposition (Gesinnung)” (PR §

141Z7) of the agent. Again, like the above dichotomy between the objective and the subjective,

9 By interpreting the contradiction in this way, I’'m setting myself against interpretations that have
understood this contradiction as identical with Hegel's critique of Kant’s or Fichte’s practical philosophy
(Cf. e.g. Joachim Ritter, “Moralitdt und Sittlichkeit. Zu Hegels Auseinandersetzung mit der kantischen
Ethik,” in Materialien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie, ed. Manfred Riedel (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp,
1975), 217-247; Andreas Wildt, Autonomie und Anerkennung (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett, 1982), Ch. 1 and 2;
John McCumber, Understanding Hegel’s Mature Critique of Kant (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2014), Ch. 5)
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this locution makes perfect sense as a description of the contradiction in the moral will, if this
contradiction is interpreted as I have just suggested. In the moral will, ‘the universal’ (understood
as the demands of agency qua agency i.e. the demand to pursue the Good within the limits of
Right) is not yet adequately unified with the ‘disposition of the subject’, since the moral will
does not recognize the deficiencies of agency that do arise when this ‘disposition’ is disregarded
for the sake of ‘the universal’. The definition of agency that the moral will represents, in other
words, is not yet sufficient since it misses an essential requirement of full agency — namely the
harmony between the universal and the subjective disposition of the agent.

By going through these two Hegelian descriptions (‘lack of unity between the objective
and the subjective’, ‘lack of unity between the universal and the disposition of the agent’), we
have gained a good sense of how Hegel expresses the contradiction in the moral will. The moral
will, hence, turns out to be insufficient as a model of agency — and we need to ascend one step
further on the dialectical ladder. The model of agency that we find there is what Hegel calls the
‘ethical (sittliche) will’ and it is, at the same time, the full model of agency that Hegel wants to
propose in the Philosophy of Right — it is, as one could even put it somewhat more snappily,

agency fout court.

(b) The ethical will

What is the third and last model of agency that Hegel’s text describes ? In the next paragraphs, I
want to describe this model in three points. First point: Obviously, given how we have seen the
dialectic of agency to work, the ethical will refains the formal aim of the model of agency it

succeeds i.e. of the moral will: it aims at the realizability of its ends, as well as — given that — at
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their (objective) justifiability. By the same token, since these aims lie at the bottom of a concrete
commitment to pursue the Good within certain limits (as we have seen in great detail in this
chapter), it is also clear that the ethical will shall carry the same abstract normative commitments
as the moral will: agency, as it is conceived on the level of the ethical will, is also going to be
constitutively and essentially tied to the pursuit of the human good within the limits of right.
That way, the analysis of agency and of normativity that we have amassed over the past two
Chapters pays off on the level of the final shape of agency: Hegel fully intends to integrate these
results of his analysis into his final conception of agency.

But, of course — and this is the second point to attend to here — there is also a central
difference between the moral will, and the final shape of agency (the ethical will). The central
idea here is that, unlike the moral will, the ethical will — beyond its abstract normative
commitments — also has what one could call a meta-normative commitment: it constitutively
aims at unifying the demands of its universal identity (as an agent) with the demands of its
particular social identities (as a father, a mother, a daughter etc.). This means, more specifically
speaking, that agents are required — in their actions — to aim at achieving a state in which their
abstract commitments to the Right and the Good are harmonized with the duties and obligations
that stem from the particular social identities that they occupy. That way, as one could say,
ethical agents are under an obligation to bring to life their abstract normative commitments and
to integrate them into their particular identities.

It should be clear how this additional aim of unity overcomes the contradiction we
encountered in the moral will. After all: as we saw above, the central problem of the moral will

was that it did not register cases of a disharmony between particularity and universality as
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deficient cases of agency, even though they are clearly deficient (think again, of the father who
has the sacrifice the happiness of his children for the sake of the greater good). Due to its meta-
normative aim of unity, however, this problem is solved on the level of the ethical will: here, due
to its additional normative content, cases of such disharmony count as deficient cases of agency
— as cases where agents are not truly behind their ends, and where the ideal of agency is therefore
not truly and fully actualized.

Third point: this new meta-normative aim of unity is precisely what ties this analysis of
agency back to the analysis of ‘living unity’ that we are familiar with from Chapter 1. After all:
in living unity — as it has been described there — individuals keep to their normative
commitments (they try to avoid violating Right, while pursuing the Good) but they do so through
their social identities as e.g. mothers and fathers, workers and citizens. One another, perhaps
more perspicuous way of putting this is that they do not try to enact these abstract normative
commitments on their own and individualistically: rather, they enact them by modulating their
social world such that by living in their social roles, they also and the same time fulfill their
abstract normative commitments. That way, they aspire to what one could call — given the whole
dialectic that we have followed up to this point — the ultimate harmony between their universal
identities (as agents) and their particular identities (as mothers and fathers etc.): namely a state in
which discharging the commitments of one is a way of discharging the commitments of the
other.

Hegel expresses exactly this line of thought in a number of ways. The most prominent of
those is his discussion of “rectitude (Rechtschaffenheit)” in PR § 150. Here, Hegel argues that a

social world in which agents are fully successful in inhabiting a living unity with their respective
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roles will also be a world in which the standards of virtue are integrated seamlessly into the
standards of ones roles — such that discharging one is always and at the same time discharging
the other. As Hegel himself puts it: “[i]n an ethical community, it is easy to say what someone
must do and what the duties are which he has to fulfill in order to be virtuous. He must simply do
what is prescribed, expressly stated, and known to him in his station (in seinen Verhdltnissen).
(Ibid.).

In some sense, the word Rechtschaffenheit is in and of itself making Hegel’s point. For,
of course, rechtschaffen, literally, means ‘rightly/correctly created’ or ‘created in accordance with
what is right’, such that Rechtschaffenheit emerges as denoting a state in which an individual’s
social station is ‘created in accordance with what’s right’ i.e. allows him or her to discharge her
abstract normative commitments while at the same time discharging the content of her roles.
Very much in that spirit, Hegel also contrasts what he calls (mere) ‘virtue (7ugend)’ and
Rechtschaffenheit (Ibid.): whereas a virtuous agent merely lives up to her abstract normative
commitments — i.e. to all the standards that are inherent already in the moral will — the agent of
‘rectitude’ lives a life in which she lives up to her abstract normative commitments through the
institutions in which she lives.

‘Living unity’, hence, is Hegel’s ultimate answer for how we can be full agents: it is a
way for agents to make good on what their universal identity is (their identity qua being agents),
without thereby neglecting their particular identity as social members. In it, the two levels of our
identity are in harmony with one another: we stand behind our ends both as abstract agents (who
aim at our ends being justified) as well as as particular, social individuals (who aim at expressing

the kind of particular identities that we have). Hence, it is ultimately our own agency that
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sustains our normative commitment to ‘living unity’ with our roles: it is only through such unity
that we can achieve harmony between the two layers of our identity (universal and particular),
which is why attempts to resist this ‘living unity’ will ultimately divide us against ourselves —

and thereby undermine our own agency.

4.5. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have analyzed Hegel’s second conception of agency, the moral will. As we have
seen, the moral will does not only aim at the realizability of its ends (like the personal will does),
but also, given that, at their objective justifiability. It is due to these two constitutive aims that the
moral will is, on a concrete normative level, committed to pursuing the Good within the limits of
Right — thereby submitting itself both to positive and negative obligations. Moreover, it has
become clear that the moral will is, in itself, not a sufficient conception of agency: it lacks a
meta-normative aim of unity, through which agents are required to unify the demands of their
particular and universal identities with one another. It is this meta-normative aim of unity, finally,
that brings Hegel into a position to connect his analysis of agency with his analysis of social
participation: for it is ‘living unity’ in our roles that, ultimately, connects the universal and the

particular and makes it so that the agent — as @ whole — stands behind the ends that he realizes.
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Chapter 5: Hegel on Spiritual Death, its causes and its cures

Abstract. 1t 1s widely acknowledged that Hegel argues that a healthy identification with our
social roles requires that we, at least in part, discharge them unreflectively and habitually. But
commentators have generally given little attention to the fact that Hegel also thinks that it is
deeply problematic if our relationship to our roles becomes foo unreflective. Indeed, as I show in
this chapter, Hegel has a detailed discussion of this specific problem — which he himself calls
“spiritual death” (PR § 151Z) — and of its typical causes. Moreover, he develops a view as to
what a rational social order can do in order to, in limited and well-calculated ways, ‘shake up’ the
routines of its members and revitalize their social participation — thereby forestalling and curing
spiritual death, if ever it arises.

5.1. Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that Hegel argues that a healthy identification with our social roles
requires that we, at least in part, discharge these roles unreflectively and habitually®* (e.g. PR §
149, § 150). Indeed, Hegel thinks that it is crucial for such identification with our roles that their
standards have become ingrained in our routines, such that acting on them does not take a
constant reflective effort — but that, instead, acting on them has become, to a large extent,
“second nature (zweite Natur)” (PR § 150) to us. Moreover, as has been equally widely
discussed’s, Hegel argues that a rational social order needs to be structured such that individuals
are encouraged and educated into making their roles part of their routines, thereby freeing
themselves of the unceasing demand to reflect on every little thing they are doing and attaining a

habitual stability that gives their pursuits an ethical framework.

94 For this, see — for example — Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegels Social Theory, Ch.5 as well as Novakovic, Hegel
on Second Nature in Ethical Life, Ch. 1.

95 See, for this, also Hardimon, Hegel s Social Philosophy, Part I1.5.
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What is much less well-explored in the literature®®, however, is that Hegel also thinks that
it is deeply problematic if our relationship to our roles becomes too unreflective. Indeed, under
the title of “spiritual death (geistiger Tod)” (e.g. PR § 151Z, PH 99-101), Hegel includes a
detailed description of a social pathology that occurs when individuals completely cease to
reflect on their roles and on how to interpret them. Individuals who have been affected by this
condition, Hegel thinks, mechanically carry out the standards associated with their social station,
rendering themselves, ultimately, unable to adapt their roles to changing circumstances and new
environments — and thereby endangering both their own individual flourishing as well as the
flourishing of the social order as a whole.

Indeed — and this might even be /ess well-explored — Hegel explicitly thinks through
ways in which a rational social order must be structured such as to prevent spiritual death, and
cure it, whenever it occurs. Hegel’s vision for a rational social order does therefore not only
incorporate institutional means that — as I just mentioned above — encourage social members to
take a partially unreflective stance towards their roles (e.g. PR § 153). Rather, or so I will try to
show, it also incorporates institutional means that prevent this social identification from
becoming fully unreflective i.e. institutional means that, in some limited and well-calculated
ways, ‘shake up’ the immediate routines of individuals, challenge them to think and re-think their
roles and revitalize their social participation: providing the crucial distance (or as Hegel would
prefer to put it: “difference (Differenz)” (PR § 1527)) that, according to him, is part of every

healthy identification with one’s roles.

96 Commentators usually only mention ‘spiritual death’ without explaining it in all requisite detail. See, for example,
Allen Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 198, John McCumber,
“Hegel on ‘Natural Language’”, in Hegel and the Analytic Tradition, ed. By Angelica Nuzzo (London: Continuum,
2010), 92; and especially Novakovic, Hegel on Second Nature, 64-68.
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Now, of course, from the standpoint of everything we have said in the present
dissertation, none of this should be surprising. We already know, from our discussion of ‘living
unity’ in Chapter 1, that Hegel’s vision of social participation centrally requires some reflective
distance between individuals and their roles and that an overbearing immediacy between
individuals and their roles makes a truly ‘living’ unity impossible. The fact that Hegel, then,
discusses exactly such cases of a fully unreflective identification of individuals and their roles as
social problems should only serve as further, final confirmation for exactly this kind of
interpretation. And the fact that commentators have sometimes paid only little attention to
Hegel’s discussion of spiritual death (and its status as a social pathology) is, plausibly, only the
flip-side of the misunderstandings surrounding ‘living unity’ we have diagnosed earlier: for,
certainly, it becomes very difficult to see Hegel as worrying about social identification becoming
too unreflective, if one interprets him as precisely valuing such deeply unthinking forms of social
identification®?.

In this chapter, then, I want to bring out Hegel’s discussion of spiritual death in full detail.
After the present introduction (Section 1), I start by explicating Hegel’s definition of spiritual
death and of its consequences (Section 2) and then turn to Hegel’s views about the typical causes
(Section 3) and potential cures for this specific social pathology (Section 4). That way, we will
not only get to see how Hegel precisely characterizes the threat that lies in an inadequately
reflective identification between individuals and their roles — but we will also see what kind of

factors, according to Hegel, can ‘drive’ individuals into such an unhealthy stance towards their

97 The locus classicus for this is Ernst Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986).
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roles and how, finally, a rational social order, according to Hegel, is able to prevent its members

from sliding into this ‘mechanical’ and ‘dead’ relationship towards their social station.

5.1.What is spiritual death and what are its consequences?

What then, precisely, is spiritual death, for Hegel, and what does he see as its consequences? At
the most general level, as we have already seen, Hegel describes spiritual death as a spiritual
pathology in which individuals completely cease to reflect on their roles and on how they should
be interpreted (PR § 151Z). As Hegel expresses it, spiritual death denotes a state in which the
individual has become so deeply “habituated into (eingewohnt)” (Ibid.) a role that it has become
“mentally numb (geistig stumpf)” (Ibid.) towards it: instead of being a site of “activity and
liveliness™ (Ibid.), the individual’s relationship towards their role has therefore taken on a
“somewhat machine-like (maschinenmdfig)” (PR §211Z) form, in which all modicum of
distance and opposition between an individual and their respective social station has disappeared
(PR § 151Z, PH 99-101).

From a slightly different angle, Hegel also formulates it along the lines we have already
introduced earlier: while it is, of course, part of any healthy identification with a role that I
partially discharge it unthinkingly and habitually (e.g. PR § 150f.), this partial unreflectiveness is
— if things go well — paired with occasional reflection about the standards of my role and about
their respective interpretation. Indeed, Hegel thinks that such an unreflective component of life
in our roles can even help its reflective component by clearing up the mental space that reflection

requires. As Hegel says in a passage of the Philosophy of Right that we have already quoted
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previously: unthinking habit “belongs to ethical life, in the same way in which it also belongs to
philosophical thinking, namely insofar as the latter demands that spirit is fortified against
arbitrary incursions of thought (willkiirliche Einfdlle) [...] so that rational thinking can have a
free path” (PR § 1527)

But in spiritual death, unthinking habit has completely and fully taken over: here, it
exceeds its healthy bounds and encrusts all parts of life in one’s role. As Hegel puts it in his
lectures on anthropology: in spiritual death, “[an individual’s] behavior becomes simpler, and
starts to lack opposition (gegensatzslos), even though it is precisely here that the liveliness of life
(die Lebendigkeit des Lebens) resides. In as much as life becomes completely habitual, life itself
disappears [...] and lifelessness takes hold” (LA, 130). Individuals who suffer from spiritual
death therefore have been taken over by what — in cases of a healthy identification — is only a
part and the basis for life in our roles and have become completely encased in it, thereby
experiencing what Hegel also describes as a kind of ossification (Verknocherung, e.g. Enc 11,
375, PR § 3247).

If we want to think of concrete examples of how such spiritual death looks like, we do
not have to look much further than to Hegel’s description of (some) modern factory workers (e.g.
VPR Wannenmann, 118). These factory workers, Hegel argues, have become prime examples of
spiritual death, since — through little fault of their own — they have been habituated in their
professional role to such a degree that they do not longer carry it out with adequate reflection
(Ibid.). They do not step back from the standards that govern these roles (within the work process
of the factory) or from the interpretation of these standards that they have come to be familiar

with. Instead, they carry out these standards in a completely “machine-like
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(maschinenmdfig)” (Ibid.) manner that reflects the internal “deadening (Abstumpfung)” (Ibid.)
that they have undergone — and that makes it so easy for them to be, ultimately, replaced by
actual machines®® (Ibid.).

Indeed, it is hard to read these Hegelian passages on spiritual death without thinking of
later depictions of modern factory work, such as in Charlie Chaplin’s distinctly tragi-comical
Modern Times%?. Here, in a crucial scene that echoes (but also, of course, cartoonishly
overdraws) Hegel’s observations of the factory, the protagonist, working on the conveyor belt,
carries out his respective role in the production process — tightening the screws of a metal piece —
so mechanically and unreflectively that he is unable to adapt what he is doing once a mistake
occurs and he needs to change his routine ever so slightly. Even worse: every other worker in the
factory has the same unreflective and mechanical relationship to their role, such that no one
working on the conveyor belt is able to snap out of their routine — which means that one single
mistake brings disorder into the whole production process, ultimately leading to universal
mayhem.

But, of course, instances of spiritual death do not only occur in the sphere of the modern
factory. In fact, in the spirit of Hegel’s description of the problem, we can see spiritual death as
an almost quotidian threat in which, for example, the repetitiveness of our daily life (e.g. of our

daily schedule) leads us, momentarily or lastingly, to lose reflective distance to the roles we are

98 Hegel, of course, perceives this replacement not as an unambiguously detrimental process. On the one hand, he is
very well aware that the workers that are replaced will not easily find employment anywhere else (VPR
Wannenmann, 118) and are in danger of becoming members of the ‘rabble’ (PR § 241). On the other had, Hegel
thinks that being replaced by actual machines frees the worker from the spiritually dead and machine-like
occupation that he has been forced into, thereby giving him a chance to ‘start anew’ — perhaps ending up with a
revitalized position within the modern work-force (VPR Wannenmann, 118). For a more thorough analysis of
Hegel’s concept of the ‘rabble’, see also my “Hegel and the Problem of Affluence” (under review).

99 Charlie Chaplin, Modern Times (United Artists, 1936).
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occupying — be it as e.g. fathers, mothers, graduate students or philosophy professors. In these
kinds of cases, we become more or less ‘spiritually numb’ to the kind of roles that we are
occupying: more concerned with simply perpetuating their standards, than with ever ‘standing
back’ from them. In these kinds of cases it does, indeed, seem — as Hegel was describing it above
— as if unreflective habit has gotten the better of us, leading to a kind of mental ossification of
life in our respective role.

Now, what kind of consequences does Hegel imagine spiritual death to have? What
happens, according to Hegel, when individuals ‘ossify’ in their roles and cease to reflect on them
completely? Reading the text closely, I think we can distinguish between no less than three
central consequences of spiritual death that Hegel describes. The first consequence of spiritual
death is that individuals lose their flexibility regarding the application of the norms of their roles
(PR § 151Z). The idea here must be this: if I never step back from the constitutive norms of my
role and on how to interpret them, I will also not be able to creatively apply them to new and
changing circumstances, thereby risking a problematic ‘mismatch’ between the way I carry out
my role and what, precisely, the situation in which I find myself would seem to demand.

We can easily further illustrate what Hegel has in mind here by looking in the sphere of
the family. If my relationship to the role of ‘father’ has become spiritually dead — i.e. if I have
lost the adequate reflective distance to it — I will also not longer be able to adapt the application
of these standards to new circumstances, as they arise. I will, for example, keep carrying out the
same kind of family rituals (e.g. reading a story at night together, supervising the homework of
my children), even though my children are growing older and older — and not all of these rituals

continue to be appropriate for them. To put it in different terms: what spiritual death here seems
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to be doing is to prevent me from adapting how I care for my children — a central norm of my
role as a father!00 — and creatively reinterpreting it such that it fits my new situation e.g. by re-
inventing some of these old family rituals and family practices, so that they are more appropriate
as time goes on.

Hegel himself describes this first consequence of spiritual death by comparing the
situation of an individual, who has spiritually died in his role, with a clock “which, once wound
up, simply ticks down by itself (die Uhr ist aufgezogen und geht von selbst fort)” (PH 99). Just
like such a wound-up mechanical clock, which simply repeats and repeats the same kind of
action without attention to circumstances, a spiritually dead individual repeats the same kind of
‘behavioral scripts’, without attention to a changing environment and a changing situation. In
these kinds of cases, the spiritual “deadening (Abstumpfung)” (e.g. VPR Wannnenmann, 118)
leads individuals — in other words — to get stuck in one specific way of doing things, which
cannot longer be escaped, even if this way of doing things has already lost its appropriateness
and would have to be re-configured in light of new evidence (Ibid.).

And this inflexibility— as Hegel himself very clearly points out — is not only problematic
for the individual themselves, but also for the social-institutional order that they inhabit. After all:
if a larger number of social members in a specific social order do not longer adapt their roles to
changing circumstances, the institutions themselves come into danger of being outdated and of
being incapable of dealing with the demands and challenges of contemporary life. That is one of

the reasons why, in the Philosophy of History, Hegel links the occurrence of spiritual death on

100 Hegel, of course, holds the old-fashioned view that child-care is primarily the task of the women in the
relationship. However, it is significant that most of the pertinent passages on child-rearing in the Philosophy of Right
are formulated in a gender-neutral way (PR § 173-175). Hence, I think that the above view — that caring for one’s
children is a norm of fatherhood — is not completely un-Hegelian.
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the individual level with the occurrence of ‘spiritual death’ on the social level i.e. with the
breaking apart of the whole social-instutitional order on account of being incapable of dealing
with situational challenges (“that’s how individuals die, that’s how whole people die” (PH 99)).

Indeed, from the perspective of Hegel’s metaphor of the social organism, we can
understand this particular dimension of spiritual death — if indeed it creeps up from the individual
level to the level of the whole social order — as a break-down of the external adaptability of the
social organism. Just as a biological organism is in deep trouble, and ultimately in danger of
collapse, if it loses its capacity to adapt to changing environmental circumstances (e.g. changing
weather, new predators etc.), so is the social organism when it loses its flexibility at the social
level. Spiritual death — as we can see already here, when considering its first consequence — is
therefore not only a threat to individuals and lives in their roles, but, if just enough social
members become spiritually ‘dead’, can come to engulf the whole organism, cap its external
adaptability, and render it liable to destruction (which, of course, shows how serious spiritual
death needs to be taken as an ethical threat).

But this kind of interpretative inflexibility regarding the implementation of my roles is
not the only consequence of spiritual death Hegel distinguishes. Indeed, Hegel thinks that there is
an — in some sense — even more serious problem that arises from a thoroughly unreflective
relationship to one’s social roles: namely that individuals become insensitive regarding the
quality of their roles themselves i.e. that they become insensitive to the question whether their
roles further the societal realization of the human good, or whether their roles are inimical to it.
That way, spiritual death does not only affect the way that individuals implement and apply the

standards of their roles to changing circumstances (see above), but it also affects how individuals
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relate to these standards themselves — and whether they are able to detect pathologies and social
problems that lie within these standards, as they are currently understood.

Hegel himself makes this point, when he discusses spiritual death within the professional
associations that he calls ‘corporations (Korporationen)10’’ (PR § 250f.). These corporations,
Hegel thinks, can occasionally develop standards and practices that are exclusively self-serving
and detrimental to the human good by benefitting their members at the expense of the rights of
others (elendes Zunftwesen, PR § 2557). But if, in such cases, the members of the corporation
have become spiritually ossified in their corporative membership (Hegel uses the phrase ‘in sich
selbst verhausen’ here i.e. ‘over-habituated into themselves’ (Ibid.)), these members will not even
notice this pathological development by themselves. Instead, as Hegel explicitly notes, they
require some impetus and notice from the outside, in order to be ‘knocked out of” the spiritual
ossification that leads them to unthinkingly inhabit a fundamentally pathological corporative
whole. In other words: what happens in these kinds of cases is that spiritual death obscures to
social members how problematic (vis-a-vis the human good) their way of life has become,
thereby rendering them unable to detect and potentially to fix by themselves the problematic
institutional sub-sphere that they have come to inhabit.

It is hard to overestimate the danger that lies in this consequence of spiritual death. After
all: as we have already explored in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, Hegel holds the view that all
societies — even the most rational and modern ones — are always, in principle, liable to fall back

into pathology. As Hegel, for example, puts it in his discussion of the modern state in PR § 258Z:

101 Hegel inconsistently uses the term Korporationen sometimes in a much wider sense, where ‘corporations’ also
simply means local communities such as cities (e.g. VPR Hoppe, 232), as is helpfully explained in Ellmers (Freiheit
und Wirtschaft, 77).
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“The state is not a work of art, but stands in this world, and hence in the sphere of arbitrariness,
chance and error (Sphdre der Willkiir, des Zufalls und des Irrtum). Bad behavior can disfigure it
in manifold ways (iibles Benehmen kann ihn nach vielen Seiten defigurieren)” (Ibid.). Hence, if
individual members of a social order cease to be sensitive to such ‘disfigurations’ arising — due to
their spiritual death — they lose their defenses against this ever-existing possibility of pathology:
and thereby risk that whatever institutional sub-sphere they inhabit — be it the family, their
professional endeavors or the political institutions they are a member of — takes on a problematic
normative structure that severs society from the human good.

Indeed — just as with the first consequence outlined above: namely the fundamental
interpretative inflexibility caused by spiritual death — this second consequence of spiritual death
also can grow from just being a threat on the individual level to being a threat even on the social
level, if just enough social members become affected by spiritual death. After all: Hegel does not
only think that it is the ultimate function of a social order to realize the human good, but also that
societies cannot be fully stable as long as they do not fulfill that function (PR § 142). Societies,
in other words, can only flourish and persist stably as long as individuals are capable of
recognizing that their social participation, in the long run, serves the realization of the human
good. Hence, when the members of a society lose the ability to recognize pathologies arising in
society — as it is the case in spiritual death — they indirectly render society liable to collapse and
thereby threaten its stability and structural integrity. Hence, again, it is not surprising that Hegel
— in the Philosophy of History — links spiritual death on the individual level with, ultimately, the

collapse of a social order as a whole (PH 99-101).
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Indeed, this line of thought can also be, once again, captured in Hegel’s organicist
terminology (e.g PR § 258) : just like interpretative inflexibility — when it grows to the social
level — corresponds to a lack of external adaptability of the social organism to new environmental
circumstances (as we already saw above), so does this insensitivity to pathology — when it grows
to the social level — correspond to a breakdown of the immune system of the social organism: it
represents, in other words, a stage in which the social organisms’ internal sensitivity to pathology
has been ‘deadened (abgestumpft)’, so that more and more institutional sub-spheres can be
affected by social problems and contradictions arising — ultimately endangering the whole
organism with some kind of ethical collapse.

The third, and last, consequence of spiritual death that Hegel distinguishes turns the focus
from interpretative inflexibility (first point) and normative insensitivity (second point), to the
feelings of the affected individual. More specifically speaking, it is this: Hegel thinks that a fully
unreflective relationship to one’s role will make it, over the long run, difficult to still derive
lasting satisfaction from discharging one’s role. Hegel expresses this by saying that spiritual
death leads to a kind of “boredom (Langeweile)” (PR § 152Z) and, in the long run, to an overall
“lack of interest (Interesselosigkeit)” (Ibid.) in discharging one’s role. Individuals who are
affected by spiritual death are not longer truly “invested in what they are doing (in die Sache
vertieft)” (PH 100) — indeed, for them, the “complexity and depth (Fiille und Tiefe)” (Ibid.) of
their respective role and their activity within it, has completely disappeared.

The argument here must be this: in spiritual death, as we have already seen above,
individuals simply repeat the same kind of behavioral scripts over and over again. But this lack

of novelty and innovation — which is, as Hegel had argued, in itself problematic — also makes
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discharging this role ultimately unexciting to the person inhabiting the role. Everything about
this activity has come to be expected (cf. e.g. Enc Il § 375Z) — and even if there are
environmental changes or problems arising, they are crucially overlooked (see above). Hence,
discharging this role will — over the long run — not longer serve as a lasting source of satisfaction,
in the same way in which everything that we mechanically repeat for a long period of time (e.g.
brushing our teeth in the evening etc.) does, under ordinary circumstances, cease to be a source
of lasting satisfaction: it just becomes something that we do, but not something that we can
derive gratification from.

However, one has to be quite careful in interpreting this third consequence of spiritual
death correctly: what Hegel is not saying here is that, in spiritual death, individuals come to have
a reflective grasp of their roles, or how they inhabit them, as unsatisfying (which then might
prompt them to actively change anything about the way they relate to their role). After all: it is,
of course, precisely characteristic for spiritual death that individuals become less reflective about
their role and about what it does to them. Instead what Hegel has in mind here must be
something more complex: he thinks that individuals who have entered into a spiritually dead
relationship with their roles might find themselves dissatisfied and unfulfilled, while — at the
same time — precisely lacking a grasp of the sources and causes of this dissatisfaction. They
might even, to put it in concrete terms, ask themselves questions such as ‘What is wrong with

me?’,”Why am I so dissatisfied with my life?” without at the same time being able to say!0? that

102 Indeed — even though Hegel doesn’t say this explicitly in his text — one might think that this inability to locate the
source of one’s dissatisfaction might lead affected individuals to ultimately exclusively blame themselves for being
unhappy, instead of seeking the source of their unhappiness in the social structure and their relationship to it. That
way, the dissatisfaction and the unhappiness caused by spiritual death might even be further amplified insofar as
individuals do not only feel unhappy, but also guilty for their own unhappiness — opening the door for a kind of
vicious cycle of discontent.
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the source of this satisfaction is e.g. a professional or a familial role that has grown stale on
them.

What Hegel therefore aims to capture by talking about “boredom (Langeweile)” (PR §
1527) as a result of spiritual death is a kind of background discomfort — a strangely dislocated
feeling of alienation — that can creep up on social members, once they have become mechanical
in one of their roles: a sense, in other words, that they are missing “complexity and depth (Fiille
und Tiefe)” (Ibid.) in their lives, while at the same time being unable to pinpoint where this lack
really originates from. In his discussion of spiritual death in the modern factory (e.g. VPR
Wannenmann, 118), he even seems to suggest that this dislocated lack of complexity and depth is
what leads individuals, such as factory workers, to seek refuge in mindless entertainment: after
all, this kind of entertainment promises a temporary distraction from the “deadening of people
(Abstumpfung der Menschen)” (Ibid.) in their professional roles103.

Looking over these three consequences of spiritual death, then, we can summarize things
in the following way: spiritual death, for Hegel, is a spiritual pathology in which individuals
enter into a fundamentally unreflective relationship to their respective social roles: they have
ceased to reflect on the norms of these roles and on the way they should be carried out. As a
consequence, they become (Point 1) inflexible in the implementation of their roles, (Point 2)
insensitive to potential problems with these roles and (Point 3), at least in the long run, lose the
ability to derive lasting satisfaction from inhabiting their role (while at the same time becoming

unable to understand the causes of their dissatisfaction). Especially the first two consequences

103 Tt is surprising how critical Hegel, in these passages, sounds of the modern economy and of the progressing
division of labor. There seems to be a certain amount of tension between these passages on the modern factory and
his overall endorsement of the modern economy, and specifically of the division of labor as brought about by the
market. For Hegel’s endorsement of the market economy, see also my “Hegel on the Value of the Market
Economy” (forthcoming in European Journal of Philosophy),
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are specifically serious, since they can — as Hegel himself points out in his Philosophy of History
— also engulf the social order as a whole: they risk rendering the whole social-institutional order
incapable of adapting to environmental changes as well as liable to social toxicity in its
institutions. It is therefore not surprising — as we have already seen throughout — that Hegel
associates spiritual death at the individual level with spiritual death at the societal level and

argues that, if the former occurs, the latter is often not far behind (PH 99-101).

5.2. What are the causes of spiritual death?

But Hegel does not only give a characterization of spiritual death and shows why it is threatening
both to individuals, as well as to society as a whole. He also wants to show how, ultimately, a
rational social order might be able to prevent and to cure spiritual death, if it indeed has
occurred. And, of course, to see what kind of preventative measures and cures are required,
Hegel needs to analyze what the #ypical causes of spiritual death are — such that spiritual death
can be cured and prevented right at its very root.

This is exactly what Hegel does. More specifically speaking, I think, he distinguishes no
less than four general causes of spiritual death. The first general cause of spiritual death lies,
Hegel thinks, in a hyper-regulation of the social world. The argument here is this: if social
institutions do not leave enough room for individual interpretations of their constitutive norms,
they implicitly encourage individuals to slip into a spiritually dead relationship to their roles. In a
social order, for example, that provides the most detailed instructions ‘how to parent’ (for

example: when and how many children you should have, how precisely to raise them etc.), it
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seems plausible that individuals will over time lose the inclination to reflect on the norms of their
motherhood/fatherhood at all: after all, the social order will have done most of the work for
them, rendering their roles less of a reflective challenge than they otherwise could or would have
been. To put it in a metaphor: in these kinds of cases, it seems almost as if the social order — by
being overbearing — ‘squeezes’ the life out of the social participation of its members.

Hegel expresses this line of thought most clearly when he talks about legal norms (e.g.
PR § 211Z). Here, he explicitly remarks that the sphere of legal normativity should not be hyper-
regulated, simply because otherwise “the application [of these norms] would become somewhat
machine-like (weil sonst die Ausfiihrung etwas durchaus Maschinenmdfiges wiirde)” (PR §
211Z7). In other words: the normative constitution of the legal sphere must leave some room for
individual interpretations, since otherwise individuals would develop a mechanical relationship
to them — which is, as we have already seen above, for Hegel just another way of saying that the
relationship would become spiritually dead.

The second cause of spiritual death is closely related to the second, but subtly different.
More specifically speaking, what Hegel thinks here is that one general cause of spiritual death
lies in a monotonous organization of the social world. The idea here is this: a social world that
does not create different social spheres — with different roles, different sets of challenges and
different sets of tasks — that its participants have to navigate endangers the spiritual life of its
members. If we, as such members, do not have to move between different roles — bracketing,
from time to time, the demands of the others — we will be immediately much more likely to
unreflectively identify with one of those roles too firmly, thereby slipping into spiritual death.

There is, after all, a sense in which the change of pace that occurs in our move e.g. from being a
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family member to being a member of the business world (and vice versa) ‘keeps us on our toes’
and makes it more easy for us to keep each of these roles at a certain distance from us.

Hegel expresses this line of thought in his critique both of Plato’s Kallipolis as well as of
his understanding of the Indian caste-system (PR § 206A, PH 182-183). In both of these cases,
Hegel’s criticism is not only that the idea of rigidly assigning one social role to individuals after
their birth unduly constrains individual freedom and self-expression (even though, of course, this
is also a concern here (PR § 206A)). Much rather, Hegel also criticizes these social structures
precisely for their monotonous structure: they create, for their members, a social experience that
lacks the kind of variety that is characteristic for a multi-layered society, in which individuals
experience their social participation not univocally as e.g. guardians, auxiliaries or producers (as
they do in the Kallipolis) — but in which they have to, in some sense, navigate all of these
different roles in one life, thereby creating a much needed distance from each and every one of
them (Ibid.).

The third cause of spiritual death Hegel identifies lies, finally, in a lack of exposure to
diversity. The underlying thought here is this: if an individual is not — at least from time to time —
exposed to alternative definitions of her role or, at least, alternative ways of carrying our her role,
she will much more easily fall into spiritual death. After all: if we are never exposed to
alternative definitions of e.g. parenthood or at least to alternative ways of implementing the
current understanding of parenthood, it will be very easy to fall into the kind of stasis that is
characteristic for spiritual death: seeing alternatives to my way of life affords me a perspective

on which I come to see the potential for change i.e. on which I see that things could be otherwise.
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And without such a perspective, it is — of course — very likely that I just accept my role as it is,
and give up any internal distance to it.

Hegel makes this vital role of diversity clear, when he comments on the crucial
significance that trade and exchange with other cultures has always played for maintaining
spiritual life within one society (PR § 247): after all, it is this exchange that ultimately proves
highly educational for individual societies, challenging them to reflect on and potentially rethink
their practices, thereby forestalling and, potentially, curing spiritual death, if it indeed had
occurred (Ibid.).

The fourth and final cause of spiritual death, as Hegel conceives of them, lies in an
inadequately high degree of social harmony. The idea here is this: a society that largely abolishes
or ‘cushions away’ the experience of personal conflict (e.g. between its different individual
members), robs these members of an important source of spiritual vitality. After all: it is, Hegel
thinks, through conflicts with others that I will be pushed to see my own e.g. professional
projects (the company I am running, the academic career I am pursuing) as something that is
being challenged, and that I therefore need to continuously evolve and defend — counteracting,
thereby, the drift towards spiritual death and towards a merely mechanical fulfillment of my
roles. To put this in different words: limited experiences of conflict shake up my routines and
shake up my habits, thereby pushing myself to reflect on my roles just in order to be able to
succeed in the face of a practical challenge from the outside.

Hegel himself expresses this line of thought, for example, in his description of modern
Civil Society, which he precisely praises for the fact that it makes room for an attenuated version

of a ‘war of all against all’ (cf. PR § 182-184). These kinds of social clashes and conflicts — e.g.
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between my pursuit of one targeted group of costumers and your pursuit of the same kind of
group — are therefore, despite his proclamation that the “ethical is lost [here] in its extremes” (PR
§ 181), not tragedies for Hegel. Much rather, they are necessary moments of conflict in which
and through which our habits and our routines are shaken up, and in which and through which
my identification with my role is punctuated — thereby preventing me from letting this
identification become overly habitual and overly unreflective (i.e. spiritually dead).

Looking over these four causes, we can summarize Hegel’s view in the following way:
spiritual death 1is typically caused when society becomes hyper-regulated (Point 1),
monotonously structured (Point 2), culturally overly homogenous i.e. lacking diversity (Point 3)
and oppressively socially harmonious (Point 4). As it were, all these four factors seem to drain
the life out of the relationship to our respective roles, pushing us into the kind of unreflective

association with whatever it is that we are doing, and making us, thereby, liable to spiritual death.

5.3. How does Hegel think it can be cured?

How, then, can a rational social order forestall the possibility of spiritual death arising in its
midst!%4? As we have now seen from our analysis of spiritual death itself, this is quite a crucial
question: for spiritual death is not only a threat to individual well-being in one’s roles, but it is
also threatening to the social order itself: if social members are not longer spiritually alive in

their roles, the social order and its norms becomes much more vulnerable to further pathologies

104 This, of course, is not to say that spiritual death is only combatted through the rational social order. For Hegel, it
is presumably true that also the other spheres of absolute spirit — religion and art — play a crucial role in defeating or
defusing the mental ossification that is characteristic for spiritual death.
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and even, potentially, to collapse. So how can a rational social order forestall spiritual death from
arising and how can it cure it, if it does arise?

Hegel’s answer to this question comes, I think, in four parts, each one of which identifies
one means or measure through which the rational social order ‘revitalizes’ the way that its
members inhabit their social roles — and counters one of the aforementioned four general causes
of spiritual death. The first means through which the rational social order prevents (or cures)
spiritual death is by leaving space for contingency — and avoiding hyper-regulation/?5. The
thought here seems to be this: even though it is a rarely fully appreciated aspect of Hegel’s
conception of the rational social order, it is one of its hallmarks that it leaves many details of its
normative texture purposively underdetermined. In the sphere of the family, for example, there is
— above and beyond the specification of some very general goals, such as ‘raising them to be
self-determined” — no concrete specification as to how precisely parents have to raise their
children (PR § 173f.). How much freedom should they be allowed on their way to adulthood?
Should parents educate their children through a system of punishments and rewards? To what
degree do parents need to be exemplars to their children? — on all these kinds of crucial and
classical questions of parenthood, Hegel’s vision of the rational social order is silent and
provides no determinate advice or guidance. Rather, these kinds of questions are left open for
each and every parent to figure out — thereby avoiding the kind of hyper-regulation that Hegel
described above as one of the causes of spiritual death.

Another way of making this same point is in the following way: whoever reads Hegel’s

conception of the rational social order in the Philosophy of Right will sometimes be surprised

105This is also explored — although not in the context of spiritual death — in Neuhouser, Foundations of Hegel s
Social Theory, Ch. 7.
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how little resemblance this conception bears to the overbearing kind of society that it is
sometimes made out to be by Hegel’s critics!06 (i.e. the kind of society that regulates all fields of
human expression and tells its members what kind of occupation to take up, how to raise their
children, and even how to dress or what to eat when etc.). Instead, Hegel conjures up a very
different image: a society that leaves the participants some space to ‘figure out’ their own way of
inhabiting the social order — thereby extricating themselves from the threat of spiritual death.

It should be noted that this kind of normative indeterminacy of Hegel’s vision of the
rational state even goes deeper than the above example from the sphere of the family suggests.
Indeed, as it becomes clear when we consider the sphere of Civil Society — the prime sphere of
contingency within Hegel’s conception of the rational social order — it is not only the case that
individuals are given ‘space’ to figure out how to implement their roles (e.g. of parenthood) — but
it is also the case that individuals are consciously given ‘space’ to carve up their own
(professional) roles for themselves: on the market, Hegel thinks, individuals are faced with
finding and defining for themselves their own roles and their standards that come with them (PR
§ 238) This, then, generates a fundamental challenge for individuals — which wards off and
prevents the possibility of spiritual death actually occurring.

The second way in which the rational social order wards off and prevents spiritual death
is by presenting its members with a non-monotonous social structure. Hegel’s rational social

order is broken up into three larger spheres of social experience (the family, Civil Society and the

106 The locus classicus for this is Ernst Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986).
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state), all of which afford its members!97 different tasks as well as different challenges.
Moreover, by navigating their social life between these three spheres, social members have to
bracket the demands and norms of one sphere when they enter the other (e.g. when they
transition from their life within the family into the sphere of business, and vice versa) — thereby
gaining an outside perspective on each respective role that they inhabit.

Hegel presents this line of thinking at the most general level, when he — times and again —
stresses that the three-fold organic structure of the rational state preserves the ‘liveliness’ within
it (PR § 262-64) in a way in which more monotonously organized societies could not: within
these three spheres, individuals face very different challenges (e.g. the pursuit of self-interest in
Civil Society versus the pursuit of public interest in the sphere of the state, cf. PR § 264) and
thereby not only gain the opportunity to satisfy different sides of themselves, but also to distance
themselves from each one of their respective roles. To put it in a different way: in a rational
society, Hegel thinks, individuals are always more than just one thing — and through that plurality
of experiences as family members, members of Civil Society and members of the state avoid
‘spiritually dying’ in one of these roles.

But Hegel does not only make this point at the general level, he also provides more
concrete examples of the kind of phenomenon he has in mind. This line of reasoning, for
example, shines clearly through when he talks about the participation of the members of the
professional corporations (Korporationen) in the public process law-giving (PR § 255, § 261).

The point Hegel is making here — which commentators have sometimes overlooked — is this: the

107 QOr, at least, all male social members, as Hegel — of course — holds the fundamentally misogynistic view that
women will mostly take roles in the domestic sphere only. Given the kind of importance of transitioning between
different spheres, which I reconstruct above, we might think that this misogynistic view is even more damning for
Hegel as it, on the face of it, already seems: for, by condemning women to stay largely in the home, it seems that he
is condemning them — by his very own lights — to being more vulnerable to spiritual death.
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participation of members of the corporation in the public process of law-giving is not only good
because the members of the corporation provide a particular perspective in the process of law-
giving that might be valuable for the public as a whole. Instead, another benefit of this kind of
participation does not only accrue for the public order, but rather for the members of the
corporations themselves: their relationship to their roles, as Hegel himself puts it, is prevented
from ossifying i.e. from becoming truly dead. This is so, Hegel thinks, because being forced to
transition from one particular sphere (namely the sphere of the coporations, or Civil Society) to
another sphere (namely the public sphere of law-giving) proves challenging enough such that the
attachment to one’s corporation does not become ‘too’ unproblematic and ‘too’ tight (PR § 256).
The third means through which the rational social order can ward off spiritual death
consists in exposing its members to a diversity in life-styles. For Hegel, this means two distinct,
closely interrelated things. First of all, it means that a rational social order needs to allow cultural
and ethical diversity in its midst. This is why Hegel — very explicitly — considers liberal policies
of (most centrally: religious) toleration to be so crucial to the existence of the rational social
order (PR § 270), and why he explicitly imagines Civil Society to be characterized by a
fundamental ethnic and national diversity!108 (PR § 209A). After all: if this internal diversity of
life-styles would be replaced by simple homogeneity of a way of living, it would be much more
difficult to fight off spiritual death. To put it in the kind of terminology that we already
encountered above: without diversity in its midst, a social order is simply in danger of becoming,
at an existential level, boring — inviting a kind of unreflective, and ultimately mechanical,

association of individuals with their respective life within their roles.

108 For the diversity among social members in Ethical Life, it was particularly helpful to consult Tunick
(2001:67-90) as well as Moyar (2007: 189-2006).
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But the idea here is not only that a rational social order needs to allow diversity to occur,
it also — secondly — needs to actively expose its members to each others diversity. The idea here
is that — for diversity to have this kind of beneficially disruptive character of challenging us to
step back from our respective roles — these diverse lifestyles cannot just exist alongside one
another. After all: this would leave the possibility that these different lifestyles would simply
insulate themselves from one another, existing in a kind of societal parallelism that is not
revitalizing, but rather might contribute to the ethical ossification that Hegel thinks is
characteristic for spiritual death.

Hence, a rational society needs to break through the boundaries of insulation that
different forms of life can build around themselves — and it does so, by and large, through the
exchange of goods and services as it happens on the level of Civil Society. Indeed, Hegel holds
the view that by participating in the market economy, social members will be exposed to the
differences between their life-style and the life-style of others — thereby coming to reflect on
their own social role and their respective interpretation of it (e.g. PR § 184). After all: if I, for
example, have to sell my services on the free market, I will — in the process of tailoring my
product to costumers — have to take into account the preferences and life-styles of others, even if
I do not share these preferences or these life-styles. And it seems inevitable that by exposing me
to this kind of diversity — and by forcing myself to think it through — I come to be more reflective
on my own way of life and my own way of interpreting and fulfilling my social roles. (In this
context, then, it is no surprise that Hegel himself calls Civil Society a sphere of difference and of

reflection (PR § 181)).
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The fourth and last means through which the rational social order wards off spiritual
death is by crating a sphere in which personal conflict is possible. After all: as we have seen
above, Hegel holds that view that the complete absence of conflict — and of the challenge to e.g.
one’s personal projects that these conflicts entail — lets individuals slide into a mechanical
identification with their roles, whereas a healthy challenge can shake up our routines and our
habits, thereby affording us some distance on our respective social roles. A rational society,
hence, must avoid an unhealthy degree of social harmony: which, Hegel thinks, it does by
incorporating the sphere of Civil Society, in which our personal projects compete and clash with
one another. As I already mentioned above, the intrinsically conflictual nature of e.g. the modern
market sphere is therefore not a problem for Hegel — or a tragedy that we somehow just need to
reconcile ourselves to — but it is rather something that we should embrace, since it affords social
members a kind of spiritual vitality.

Even more controversially — and this will perhaps strike us as the least admirable aspect
of his text — Hegel does hold the view that the rational state even must leave room for
international conflicts to develop. The reasoning here is quiet analogous to what we have already
seen above: the possibility of war — as well as actual wars — can shake up the routines and the
habits of members within a society thereby revitalizing their mode of social participation (PR §
324A). As Hegel expresses it: through war “the ethical health of a people is sustained, as well as
their resistance against the ossification of finite determinations increased. Just as the movement
of the winds saves the sea from decomposition (Fdulnis), so does war save the people, in as
much as it saves them from perpetual tranquility (dauernde Ruhe) which perpetual peace would

consign them to” (Ibid.).
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This line of reasoning, of course, is specifically interesting, since it speaks to often
debated question why Hegel — despite his general optimism towards statehood — does not seem
to endorse the coming-together of all different states in one world-state. Indeed, he even
explicitly attacks Kant’s earlier and somewhat weaker proposal of a global league of nations —
which originated in Kant’s early 1784 Idea for a Universal History — and seems suspiciously
critical of both political and philosophical efforts to bring such a peaceful league of nations about
(he attacks the “Holy Alliance (Heilige Allianz)” (PR § 3247) as a misguided political endeavor).

But his position on spiritual death — as we have just reconstructed it — tells us directly
why this is Hegel’s position. He holds the view that an international framework that prevents
conflicts from even being a possibility is overly harmonious (Ibid.): just like a sea that is never
touched by the wind, such a global order would ultimately increase the danger that its member
states (and the social members of these member states) fall into the kind of mechanical
relationship to their social institutions that is so characteristic for spiritual death.

Looking over these three points, Hegel’s position therefore could be summarized thus:
Hegel thinks that the rational social order wards off the possibility of spiritual death — and cures
it whenever it occurs — by avoiding hyper-regulation through leaving a level of normative
indeterminacy (Point 1), presenting them with a variety of different spheres of social experience
(Point 2), by allowing cultural diversity within its midst, to which it exposes its different
members (Point 3) and by leaving open the possibility of personal conflict (Point 4). Despite
being a stable and well-organized social environment, hence, the rational social order proves its

true rationality not by being hyper-regulated and monotonously structured (in a way that, to stick
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with Hegel’s own metaphors, ‘squeezes the life’ out of social members), but rather by being a

place that is — to the right degree — challenging for those who participate in it.

5.4. Conclusion

In this chapter, then, we have seen Hegel’s detailed discussion of ‘spiritual death’ — the kind of
pathology that arises whenever we come to identify with our social roles in a completely
unreflective manner. Hegel thinks that this kind of pathology renders individuals inflexible
regarding the implementation of their roles, insensitive regarding potential social problems and
contradictions — and ultimately unable to derive lasting satisfaction from discharging their
respective roles. Hence, this pathology is a fundamental threat both to an individual — but also to
the social order itself, whose internal stability, Hegel thinks, is threatened once too many of its
members become spiritually dead in the way Hegel describes. The #ypical causes for spiritual
death lie in a hyper-regulation of society, paired with a monotonously structured social
experience and a lack of inner, cultural diversity and possibility for conflict — all of which makes
it ‘too’ easy for individuals to just settle into the kind of mechanical way of life that is so
characteristic for spiritual death. A rational society, therefore, can forestall and cure spiritual
death in its members — Hegel thinks — by leaving room for normative indeterminacy, by creating
a variegated set of sphere of social experience (family, Civil Society, and the state) and by
allowing both for cultural diversity and for the possibility of conflict.

Hegel’s discussion of ‘spiritual death’, then, encompasses an important lesson that still

rings true for us today: while we might be worried, like Hegel of course himself is, about
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individual atomism and an over-reflective attitude towards our social order (PR 140), we must
never take this worry to the other extreme. For if we make the unreflective identification with
social institutions — with our social roles — just too easy, if we try to eliminate all challenges to
such identification by suppressing diversity and complexity, we deliver our society to spiritual
death. That Hegel is worried about these kinds of things, of course, is exactly what we would
have expected given his ideal of social participation: namely ‘living unity’ (see Chapter 1). After
all: living unity, with its necessarily critical component, requires a certain amount of reflective
distance that individuals have to their roles. Even though they ought to identify with them, this
identification may not blind them to the task of re-adapting the norms of social life to ever-
changing circumstances — nor may it blind them to the ever-present danger of social institutions
turning toxic (and inimical to the human good). But this is, of course, precisely what has
happened in spiritual death: We can, therefore, see the discussion of ‘living unity’ (Chapter 1,
then fleshed out in more details in Chapters 2-4) as the flip-side and just the other side of the
same coin from Hegel’s discussion of spiritual death (Chapter 5). Both of these sides give us a
sophisticated picture of Hegel’s vision of social life: a dynamic and critical vision that many
commentators have overlooked, but that makes Hegel much more appealing — and much more

relevant — for our understanding of social life today.
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