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1.  introduction

Our aim in this book is to develop an Hegelian account of famil-
ial love. To this end we have three main objectives in mind. The 
first is to show that such a normative account offers a principled 
way of satisfactorily resolving current controversies concerning 
the sphere of intimate life. The second is to argue that this kind 
of resolution of questions of philosophical ethics depends upon a 
systemic reading of Hegel’s thought. Our third objective is to lend 
support to the view that Hegel’s philosophical system continues to 
be relevant to our times. 

In his ‘Preface’ to the Philosophy of Right (1981, p. 1) Hegel in-
vites his readers to judge his ethical and political philosophy by 
reference to ‘the logical spirit’ that grounds it. We believe that we 
have yet to see the results of strict compliance with this demand. 
What does compliance require? To be sure, in Hegel’s view a prop-
er assessment of the subject matter of his ethical and political phi-
losophy presupposes acquaintance with his philosophical method, 
namely ‘speculative knowing’ as elaborated in his Science of Logic. 
However, Hegel also insisted that the practice of ‘philosophical sci-
ence’, whether this involves the elaboration of its subject matter or 
the assessment of this elaboration, should take it that ‘content is 
essentially bound up with form’. It is this understanding of the na-
ture of the interrelation of the form of philosophical thought with 
its content that sets Hegel’s speculative philosophy apart from 
other non-speculative approaches. These latter treat the form of 
thought as ‘something external and indifferent to the subject mat-
ter’ that it produces. 

Indeed, in this respect Hegel’s philosophy stands apart from 
the currently dominant approaches. By the late twentieth centu-
ry philosophy has become anti-systemic, or ‘post-metaphysical’, 
to borrow a phrase from Jürgen Habermas (1992). According 
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to Habermas (1992, p. 6), ‘the specifically modern element that 
seized all movements of [twentieth century] thought lies not so 
much in the method but in the themes of thinking’. In other 
words, post-Hegelian philosophy has become theme centred. It 
seems to us that it is precisely in relation to this fundamental dif-
ference that Hegel’s contribution will ultimately be judged against 
later philosophical developments. Our own reading of Hegel tries 
to give effect to the view that his philosophical science is a matter 
of the elaboration and assessment of the content of philosophy in 
its own internally related form. 

Furthermore, it follows from the kind of reading of Hegel that 
we favour that modern theme centred philosophy is unnecessar-
ily restrictive. Precisely because modern theme centred thinking 
privileges the content of philosophy over the relationship of form 
and content, it tends to favour the proliferation of ideas.1 We would 
suggest that this kind of proliferation becomes unproductive in 
the absence of some principled way(s) for determining the criteria 
of assessment of rival positions. In this case, philosophy ultimately 
amounts to what Hegel calls ‘the bad infinite’, that is, to the seem-
ingly endless elaboration of position after position in which fun-
damental differences are reduced to the contents of the advocate’s 
operative assumptions. We can best illustrate this point by refer-
ence to contemporary debates within feminist and sexualities dis-
courses about the ideas of family, sexuality and the law. 

Of course, feminism has a long history of denouncing the in-
stitution of the family for its reinforcement of patriarchal power 
relations. Even so, as Susan Moller Okin (1997) notes, for the most 
part feminist critics of the family have been ambivalent about the 
value of family structures. More often than not, they have target-
ed specific family practices and have argued for example, for the 
elimination of sexual inequalities or of the conditions that per-
petuate the exploitation of women’s reproductive and household 
labour or of psychological oppression and violence against wom-
en. But what of the ethical significance of the family? Moller Okin 
(1997, p. 17) suggests that since families are ‘neither all bad nor all 
good’ they should be reformed rather than discarded. In a similar 
vein, Michelle Moody-Adams (1997) argues that modern family 
life is indispensable for maintaining stability and well being in our 
lives. But there are equally forceful arguments for the view that the 
modern western idea of the family is inextricably tied to ever more 
        1. For a discussion of the nature and effects of theme centredness on current 
political philosophical discourse see Nicolacopoulos, 1997, pp. 82-85.
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subtle ways of ensuring women’s subordination (cf. Purdy, 1997, 
p. 70 and f. 5). To complicate matters further, since the 1980s fem-
inist discussions of issues relating to the family have been sensi-
tised to the effects of differences of race, ethnicity, class and sexu-
ality. From this perspective well meaning feminists calling for the 
reform (rather than abandonment) of the modern ideal of the fam-
ily, can be criticised for effectively defending arrangements that 
perpetuate sexist and colonising power relations (cf. Zack, 1997, p. 
45; Bradford and Sartwell, 1997). The modern ideal of the nuclear 
family in which white co-resident heterosexuals raise their biologi-
cal children does not only perpetuate sexism, it also perpetuates 
heteronormativity (cf. Bradford and Sartwell, 1997, p. 117). By ‘het-
eronormativity’ we mean reliance on heterosexuality as the norm 
in both senses of moral norm and normal.2 Heteronormativity has 
the effect of rendering sexualities that do not conform to the domi-
nant heterosexual paradigm as naturally or morally inferior or de-
viant thus establishing a value hierarchy. In an influential paper, 
Gayle Rubin (1993, p. 11) has argued that in western cultures ‘vir-
tually all erotic behaviour is considered bad unless a specific rea-
son to exempt it has been established’. She cites marriage, love and 
long term relationship as amongst the acceptable excuses. Rubin 
(1993, p. 13) identifies hierarchies of sexual value operating in a 
variety of discourses. Such hierarchies rationalise the well being 
of ‘the sexually privileged’ who, amongst other things, are hetero-
sexual, married, monogamous, procreative and non-commercial 
in their relationships. In defining ‘good, normal, natural sex’ the 
qualities attributed to the dominant heterosexual class function 
as the measure of acceptability. To the extent that sexual practices 
approximate those belonging to the heterosexual paradigm their 
status as ‘bad’ is able to be contested. So, for example, whilst ho-
mosexuality has been subordinated to heterosexuality, long term 
lesbian and gay male couples’ relationships occupy ‘an area of con-
test’ in ‘a struggle over where to draw the line’ between good and 
bad sex (Rubin, 1993, pp. 14-15).

Once acknowledged, the pervasive effects of heteronormativ-
ity seem to call into question the universal applicability of catego-
ries such as family, marriage and love, even after attempts to elim-

        2. Heteronormative thought and practice insist on the strict correlation of male 
and female bodies, desires and gender roles. On this see Butler, 1990, pp. 20-
21. See also Warner, 1993, pp. xxi-xxv. On lesbianism specifically see Ginzberg, 
1992, pp. 74-75; Calhoun, 1994, pp. 563-568.
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inate from them their sexism.3 Consequently, issues like the legal 
recognition of same-sex relationships are complicated by the ques-
tion of whether support for such recognition inevitably reinforces 
heteronormativity (cf. Robson, 1992b). The elimination of hetero-
sexist bias in the law may not straightforwardly be a matter of the 
decriminalisation of homosexuality and of the removal of discrim-
inatory barriers to the rights and benefits accorded (married) het-
erosexuals. For this might be to grant homosexuality legal status 
only in so far as it can be represented as approximating heterosex-
uality closely enough, thereby leaving in place the institutionalisa-
tion of sexual hierarchy.4 On the other hand, good reasons can be 
given for denouncing the law’s failure fully to recognise same sex 
relationships.5

In our view, such important ethical issues cannot be satisfacto-
rily discussed and resolved in the currently dominant theme cen-
tred approach to philosophy. More often than not opponents are 
at cross purposes precisely because each takes for granted back-
ground assumptions that would be highly contestable were they to 
be considered from the point of view of the other. Yet, we currently 
lack any principled way(s) of addressing philosophical questions at 
this fundamental level. 

We believe that Hegel’s system can provide an appropriate 
conceptual framework within which to reflect upon and resolve 
basic questions pertaining to the logical structure of the key eth-
ical concepts that define the sphere of intimate life. Indeed, an 
Hegelian account can not only be instructive as regards normative 
questions, but it can also allow for the diversity and open ended-
ness of human experiences where appropriate.6 Of course, Hegel’s 
own claims about the family have been presented as a classic il-
lustration of the intellectual endorsement of the sexism and het-
eronormativity pervading western cultures. When we refer to an 
Hegelian account we mean to invoke an understanding of the re-
lationship between the form of philosophical thought that we take 
his system to be relating to the relevant philosophical content. We 

        3. Compare Moller Okin, 1989.
        4. Cf. Polikoff, 1993. See also Sinfield (1994). He argues in favour of direct-
ing gay and lesbian energies to ‘subcultural consolidation’ in the light of welfare 
capitalism’s limited ability to accord gays and lesbians equal legal status with 
heterosexuals.
        5. Cf. Calhoun, 1997. Compare liberal defences of the legal recognition of same 
sex relationships by Kaplan, 1991, and Sunstein, 1994. 
        6. In this respect, our argument can be read as an indirect defence of Hegel 
against the charge that his system denies difference and contingency.
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will be arguing that, contrary to initial appearances, the categori-
cal form of the syllogism as elaborated in the Science of Logic, pro-
vides the conceptual resources to reformulate a Hegelian account 
of familial love. Such an account will permit us to redeem some 
of the categories that have been culturally linked to sexism and 
heteronormativity. It is in this sense that we will be appealing to 
Hegel’s system. 

We will undertake our reworking of Hegel’s idea of familial 
love and the related concepts of marriage, sexualities, property, par-
enting and the law in Part III of the book. In Parts I and II we will 
prepare the groundwork for the development of our argument. Part 
I explains our reasons for thinking that Hegel’s speculative system 
continues to be relevant to our times. Part II supplies an overview 
of our understanding of the workings of the Science of Logic and of 
its relationship to the categories of real philosophy. Whilst the dis-
cussions of Parts I and II form a necessary part of our elaboration 
of what we consider to be a defensible Hegelian account of familial 
love, each part of the book has been written allowing for the possi-
bility that the reader may wish to begin from Part III. As a whole, 
this book represents a first approximation of what we take to be the 
enormous potential of the Hegelian system to be productively (re)
thought in accordance with the demands of our age.
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2.  tHe eSSential nature and current 
condition of Modernity

Contemporary discourse on modernity has not said enough about 
the nature and limits of modernity’s own givenness. In this chap-
ter we will begin our analysis of this important yet overlooked as-
pect of modernity by drawing upon and developing a claim that 
Jürgen Habermas has advanced. It is worth noting at the outset 
that our limited discussion of modernity is not meant to illustrate 
the creative activity of speculative thought. Our aim is merely to 
clarify a basis for the view that speculative philosophy has con-
tinuing relevance in our times. With this in mind we note that 
Habermas (1987, p. 7) credits Hegel with the realisation that 

[m]odernity can and will no longer borrow the criteria by which 
it takes its orientation from the models supplied by another ep-
och; it has to create its normativity out of itself. Modernity sees 
itself cast back upon itself without any possibility of escape. 

Habermas takes this idea to be the axis around which the 
Hegelian problematic is developed. It certainly brings to mind 
the image of the circle that Hegel often uses to refer to the move-
ment of speculative thought. Modernity begins with itself in or-
der, through its own self-generated efforts, to return to itself as 
an integrated and reflexive whole. Modernity is an essentially self-
determining whole in this sense of being thoroughly self-related.1 

Even so, because the modern period is marked by the differ-
entiation of society into distinct political, economic and domestic 
spheres in the process of its self-determination, it gives rise to the 

        1. Given the limited purpose of our discussion of modernity, we leave to one 
side issues stemming from alternative readings of society, such as that offered by 
Castoriadis (1997). The comparative strength of our understanding of modernity 
is properly the subject matter of a comprehensive defence of our position which 
we will not attempt here.
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question of the degree to, and grounds upon, which its differen-
tiated spheres are to be (conceived as) integrated.2 Furthermore, 
with modernisation, the task of understanding the normative ba-
sis of society’s integration increasingly becomes identified as tak-
ing place against the background of the disenchantment of the 
modern world. It, therefore, becomes a task for the modern indi-
vidual subject conceived as the legitimate source of the identifi-
cation of meaning and value; modern individuals have to invest 
a certain form of social organisation with value through autono-
mous critical reflection and action upon their social world.3 Even 
so, they can encounter their social totality as ‘an open-ended unity 
in the process of making itself’ (Castoriadis, 1987, p. 89). 

In this process of modernity’s self-determination no aspect of 
its being can be treated as a fixed and pregiven reference point. 
What is, therefore, necessary is some awareness of tendencies 
towards the naturalisation of aspects of its being. Agnes Heller 
(1990, p. 145) aptly describes modernity’s denaturalising process 
as the deconstruction of ‘the natural artifice’. Instituted society is 
a man made construct that, nevertheless, appears to exist by the 
arrangement of nature and this appearance needs to be progres-
sively challenged and unsettled. 

However, Heller (1990, p. 155) also implies that modernity’s 
denaturalising process has its limits whereas we take the view that 
if modernity is to ‘create its normativity out of itself’ modern indi-
viduals, whether human beings or institutions, must develop and 
embody the reflective awareness of what we might call an abso-
lutely denaturalising process. This is because modernity gives rise 

        2. Cf. Kean, 1988. For a recent discussion of the emergence of modern civil so-
ciety (the economic and domestic spheres) see Taylor, 1997, pp. 66-77.
        3. Cf. Poole, 1991. Notice that even the contemporary debate between realists 
and non-realists about the source of moral value is made possible by the predic-
ament of modern individual subjectivity. Such a debate takes place against the 
background assumption that the questions posed by participants in the debate 
are rationally resolvable without having to appeal to authoritative sources beyond 
human reason. No matter where you locate the source of value, whether in the 
subject (individual person or community) or the object (the independent world), 
the problem and the act of locating it belong to those of us who are prepared to 
rely only on our rational capacities and to be moved by their products. Because of 
this modern context, it would not be helpful for someone participating in the con-
temporary realism versus non-realism debate to appeal, for example, to God’s will 
to settle the matter either way. See also Walzer (1987, pp. 1-32) on three paths in 
moral philosophical inquiry: discovery, invention and interpretation. Differences 
aside, modern versions of these three paths equally presuppose the individual’s 
critical reflective agency.
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to its own givens. The claim, for example, that all human beings 
are, by nature, free and equal is a modern idea as far as its con-
tent is concerned yet its advocates must take its truth to be given 
in much the same way that the substance of non-modern ideas are 
taken by their advocates to supply a fixed and ultimate truth. What 
is called for, then, is a denaturalising process that is absolute in the 
sense that it affects both the content and the form of ideas. This 
is a necessary part of modernity’s self-determination, not only be-
cause it distances modernity from appeals to ‘models supplied by 
another epoch’, but also because it can readily dismiss the givens 
that have occasion to arise within the modern world itself. 

Despite its endorsement of the importance of resisting reli-
ance on givens we want to suggest that Habermas’ understanding 
of modernity’s denaturalising drive is not as radical as it initially 
sounds. We shall argue that the basic task of modernity, as far as 
overcoming reliance on givens is concerned, is not merely to re-
ject the content or substance of particular givens that derive from 
earlier social paradigms. It is rather to overcome givenness or the 
very idea of the given. Indeed, if the task of modernity were simply 
to overcome the particular givens to which it is externally related, 
rather than to overcome its very own givenness, it would be locked 
into a purely negative mode of rejection thereby undermining its 
essentially self-determining power or, to use Habermas language, 
its ability to create its own integrating norms. 

In order to make out this claim, in the present chapter we will 
begin our discussion by explaining the difference between a mere 
reliance on particular givens and the condition of givenness. To 
this end we will draw a broad contrast between the function and 
presuppositions of particular givens in non-modern and modern 
conceptual frameworks and social paradigms. By linking the idea 
of givenness to the modern concept of particularity we will explain 
why givenness is an idea whose universal character cannot be re-
duced to that which is identified with any particular given, wheth-
er ‘supplied by another epoch’ or not. We will end this chapter by 
explaining how our analysis of givenness, in terms of the univer-
sality of particularity, reveals the distinctive shape of modern so-
cial interaction at its most abstract level.

Modern and non-Modern Particular givenS
Particular givens and universal modes of being
Particular givens can be found in both modern and non-modern 
ways of being. For example, in modernity particular ways of life 
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whose contents and ideals differ from one another can coexist and 
flourish in their own ways without too much questioning of their 
ultimate worth. Their being in the world can be grounded in the 
taken for granted presupposition that they are indeed worthwhile. 
Similarly, non-modern particular religious world views can exist 
alongside one another, though the content of their ideas differs 
dramatically. Each world view can even claim the status of being 
the ultimate, universal truth of worldly existence. 

However, as we will explain below, modern and non-modern 
conceptual frameworks make sense of these givens in radically 
different ways and this has important implications for the modes 
of being available to moderns and non-moderns respectively. In 
the present context, the ‘mode of being’ of something refers to the 
universal form that it takes, as distinct from the particular content 
which gives it its concrete existence. 

The mode of being of something always combines with the 
content of its being in order actually to exist in the world. Yet, in 
supplying the form of a concrete existent a mode of being also re-
veals the essential nature of a being in the sense of that which 
makes it the kind of being that it is. This essential nature can, 
in turn, be expressed in its fully realised terms or merely in the 
terms of its developmental process since it is always to be found 
somewhere in the process towards its realisation.4 The mode of be-
ing of something may, therefore, accord with its essential nature to 
a greater or lesser degree.

Non-modern particulars
With the above clarificatory points in mind, and having drawn at-
tention to the distinction between particular givens in modern 
and non-modern conceptual frameworks, we can now move on 
to consider the ways in which particular givens appear in a non-
modern framework.

Non-modern reflection typically focuses on the subject matter 
that is being reflected upon, such as the nature of the divine, whilst 
taking for granted its methods and processes of inquiry. In doing 
so, it treats the unity of its subject matter and cognitive structures 
as a given.5 Within this conceptual framework a particular given 

        4. The concept of the essential nature of something presents well documented 
conceptual problems when it is mistakenly taken to be a static concept that rep-
resents fixed and rigid substances. Cf. Grosz, 1992, pp. 332-344; Phelan, 1989; 
Moller Okin, 1994, pp. 5-24. 
        5. Hegel refers to this kind of reflection as ‘the old metaphysic’. For an 
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is recognised having regard to the specific content of the entity 
in question. Consider, for example, an entity about which one ad-
vances a substantive proposition that is derived from a taken for 
granted world view. Significantly, no distinction is made between 
the content and the mode of being of the particular. There is, in-
stead, a conflation of the questions of (a) what the particular is and 
(b) how it is. 

This lack of differentiation between the content of a being and 
its form presupposes their undifferentiated unity. From the per-
spective of this kind of unity a certain kind of task is rendered 
invisible. This is the task of achieving the unity of the universal 
mode of being of something with its particular substantial content 
following a recognition of their difference. Indeed, because it lacks 
the moment of differentiation such an undifferentiated unity also 
functions as a universal given. Thus, for the non-modern what is 
universal is, implicitly or explicitly, understood in terms of what is 
particular and, conversely, what is particular is taken to be a given 
universal substance. 

This resulting conflation of the universal and the particular 
has certain implications for the ways in which non-modern par-
ticulars can be related to each other. Note, firstly, that non-modern 
particular givens exist in a world of particular entities that, in one 
way of another, is ordered in accordance with their ungrounded 
claims to be universal. Secondly, two ways of consistently relating 
to such a world seem to be open to non-moderns whose conceptual 
framework is limited in the way we have been describing. One of 
these is to remain in absolute ignorance of the fact that the world 
is differentiated by particular world views. This possibility is illus-
trated by cases of the historical development of self-sufficient com-
munities in complete isolation. 

Another non-modern way of relating to the world is to impose 
the particular content of one’s own world view upon the rest of the 
world in an effort to advance a universal cause through the elimi-
nation of particular differences that must inevitably be presumed 
to be based on falsehood or some kind of evil. Perhaps, the most 
vivid historical expression of this second possibility is the emer-
gence of empires. In this second case, we readily encounter what 
Heller calls ‘absolute absolutism’.

Absolutists claim that only the particular kind of truth they 
acknowledge is true, only the kind of action they recommend 

extensive discussion of Hegel’s understanding of its character and limits see 
Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 23-31.
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is proper, virtuous or right, while all alternative views and 
practices are either untrue or wrong. … ‘Absolute absolutism’ 
makes the same statements as absolutism, yet it denies (to re-
peat: not merely philosophically but also socially) the right of oth-
ers (other absolutists and relativists alike) to make a similar 
claim for the truth and rightness of their own theory or prac-
tice (Heller, 1990, p. 156).

Heller describes this familiar attitude in the context of making a 
point that is unrelated to our present discussion but she fails, nev-
ertheless, to draw attention to the ultimate conceptual presuppo-
sition of absolute absolutism, namely the fact that it conflates its 
‘particular kind of truth’ (the content of the convictions espoused) 
with that of the universal (the form in which this content is given). 
To this extent her discussion implicitly raises but does not address 
this important issue.

Differences aside, the above mentioned possible responses 
to the non-modern formulation of the particular given show that 
non-modern particulars are not, after all, in touch with their pre-
cise mode of being. Their mode of being, we want to suggest, is 
their implicit particularity. As a result of the undifferentiated uni-
ty of a particular being’s mode of being and the content of its exis-
tence, the particular given is conflated with the universal so as to 
render invisible precisely that which makes it a particular, namely 
its particularity. If we are right about this, then a distinguishing 
characteristic of the non-modern conceptual framework is its lack 
of an effective concept of particularity. We will go on next to ex-
plore the meaning and significance of this concept in and for the 
modern conceptual framework.

Modern particularity
Modern reflection is marked by an inward turn that draws atten-
tion to the subject of reflection and to his or her methods and pro-
cesses of reflection, that is, to the form of the subject’s thought 
as distinct from its substantial content (cf. Taylor, 1987; 1992). 
Within this conceptual framework, the modern particular relates 
to itself as a particular individual in the sense of being a reflective 
agent that does not take for granted either the unity of his or her 
cognitive structures with the subject matter of reflection or the 
universality of the content of his or her concrete existence. So, for 
example, the representation by one world view of the nature of the 
relationship between human beings and divine existence trans-
lates into something that can become the spiritual conviction of a 
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particular individual qua particular. Modern liberal language reg-
isters this kind of understanding of the particular when it refers to 
individuals and their religious views as private or non-public (cf. 
Rawls, 1993) and thereby disconnects them from the non-modern 
presupposition that they are (one with) the universal. 

By relating to itself as a particular the modern individual gives 
expression to its mode of being as that of particularity. Precisely 
because it relates to itself as a particular the modern individual is 
in a position immanently to abstract from the specific content of 
its concrete existence and, so, to recognise itself in the terms of its 
purely abstract being. By engaging in such a process of abstrac-
tion the modern particular makes explicit the independence of its 
abstract or formal mode of being from the specific content of its 
concrete existence. At the same time, what is immanent to the in-
dividual qua particular is its non-identity with the universal. Its 
abstract mode of being must, therefore, be in the dimension of 
particularity understood as that which makes the particular indi-
vidual a particular. Particularity is, therefore, not to be confused 
with whatever concrete particulars might be said to have in com-
mon. Nor is it the product of a process of abstraction in relation 
to which, having been undertaken from some external reflective 
standpoint, the particular individual might remain ontologically 
indifferent. 

We have suggested so far that, on the one hand, the modern 
individual is negatively defined as not being identified with the 
universal as such and, on the other, it is distinct from that which 
gives the specific particular its specificity. Particularity is the 
mode of being of every modern particular individual irrespective 
of the content of its concrete existence. Particularity is, therefore, 
universal in the sense that it explicitly supplies the mode of being 
of every modern particular. Furthermore, unlike the non-modern 
particular, the modern particular incorporates an indispensable 
moment of differentiation between its universal mode of being 
(form) and its particular substance (content). 

It follows from the above that a significant difference between 
the non-modern and the modern particular is that the latter’s own 
ability to differentiate itself gives rise to the idea of particularity 
and, with this, comes the explicit differentiation of the formal uni-
versal and the substantive particular. This modern differentiation 
between form and content would not be possible in the absence of 
the modern individual’s power to abstract from its concrete con-
tent. Nor would it be possible, consequently, to free up the formal 
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universal from the non-modern condition of being conflated with 
the substantive particular. 

At the same time, this difference in the way in which the mod-
ern particular relates to itself has some further implications for 
the modern conceptualisation of the relationship between the uni-
versal and the particular. On the negative side, we have already 
seen that the formal universal is freed up from the non-modern 
condition of being conflated with the substantive particular. On 
the positive side, however, new kinds of task emerge for the mod-
ern individual as a result of its having secured the universal’s inde-
pendence from the particular. On the one hand, qua particular it 
faces the challenge of supplying its universal, yet wholly abstract, 
mode of being with concrete content. In doing so the modern in-
dividual addresses the question of the substantive meaning of par-
ticularity. On the other hand, qua formal universal the modern 
individual faces the problem of how to restrict the modern particu-
lar’s universalising tendencies. The independence of the universal 
from the particular invests an institutionalised formal universal 
with the power to demonstrate the nullity of the concrete particu-
lar if and when the latter (mis)represents itself as the substantive 
universal. 

Next we want to argue that the incorporation into modern in-
dividuality of this kind of differentiation between form and con-
tent permits modern particulars to relate to each other through 
awareness of their particularity. Consider, firstly, the role that par-
ticularity plays in the relationships between modern particulars. 
By relating to its own particularity (in so far as it does not con-
flate its particular being with that of the universal) the modern 
particular relates to other particulars as one particular amongst 
others, that is, as a given particular amongst a plurality of given 
particulars. Instead of being absolutely ignorant of the differences 
between particulars, this way of relating renders the being of one 
particular given as a mark of the boundary and limit of the being 
of the other givens. So, the recognition of particularity marks a 
shift from attention to what something is as a specific entity, like 
the non-modern isolated community or the empire, to how one 
particular is located in a network of particulars. 

Indeed, we want to suggest that the modern recognition of par-
ticularity inevitably focuses attention on a network of symmetri-
cally related particulars. The modern social arrangement is one in 
which all relationships are potentially, if not actually, understood 
in non-hierarchical terms. As Heller (1990, p. 148) points out, the 
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mark of such an arrangement of, ‘symmetric reciprocity’, as she 
calls it, is that even though it ‘does not exclude a hierarchy result-
ing … men and women are not thrown into it by birth’. To see that 
this, in principle, non-hierarchical way of relating is open to the 
modern particular individual in virtue of the recognition of partic-
ularity consider the way in which the competing claims of modern 
particulars are typically formulated and negotiated. When modern 
individuals claim a right against others, for example, to be treated 
as an equal or not to be dominated, on the face of it they invoke the 
universalist language of formal rights: ‘everyone should be treated 
as an equal’ and ‘everyone’s freedom should be respected’. What 
grounds the claim of one particular not to be subordinated to an-
other or the view that one particular should not be attributed pri-
ority at the expense of others? To be sure formal rights claims, 
such as the ones we have just mentioned, are typically defined in 
terms of the properties that particulars are said to have in com-
mon. Significantly, however, rights are also viewed as properties 
that belong to a certain kind of subject, namely one for whom par-
ticularity (that in virtue of which one is a particular) is the mode 
of being that he or she recognises in everyone. ‘Everyone’, under-
stood as every particular in the relevant class, is always implicated 
in the advocacy of a formal right. Were it not for the fact that par-
ticularity is the recognised mode of being of modern particulars it 
would not be possible to understand conflict between particulars 
in terms of competing formal rights claims. 

Indeed, because particularity provides the mode of being of 
each modern particular, within modern social paradigms every 
particular must conform to this mode of being even if this means, 
as in the case of religious world views, reformulating and restrict-
ing one’s claims to universality. This kind of awareness of partic-
ularity renders the modern particular in touch with its mode of 
being so that the way in which it relates to its content is inevitably 
shaped by the explicit differentiation between what it is (content) 
and particularity as its mode of being (form). 

tHe univerSal givenneSS of Modern Particularity
So far, we have been arguing that the abstract idea of particular-
ity is at the heart of the modern differentiation between form and 
content and that these concepts are, in turn, to be understood re-
spectively as the mode of being of something and the substance 
of its concrete existence. As the universal mode of being of mod-
ern individuals, particularity provides a way of relating modern 
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individuals qua particular givens in the sense of different substan-
tive particular beings. At the same time, we have also suggest-
ed that the modern association of particularity with the universal 
that has acquired its independence from the being of the particu-
lar (hereafter ‘the differentiated universal’) also renders the uni-
versal formal. 

Now we want to point out that this kind of differentiation be-
tween the formal universal and the substantive particular trans-
lates into a dichotomous division as distinct from a mere differ-
entiation. Firstly, because, as we indicated above, the substantive 
particular is defined only in its negative relationship to the univer-
sal, the two are oppositionally defined. Secondly, given that the for-
mal being of the differentiated universal is not dependent on any 
substantive particular, unlike the particular, the formal universal 
is self-determining. For both the above reasons the formal univer-
sal takes a privileged position relative to the substantive particular.

We want to suggest, finally, that from the vantage point of its 
privileged position the formal universal plays the role of a given-
ness that mediates the relationships between different particular 
givens. We have already suggested that the formal universal me-
diates the relationships between different particular givens. This 
activity reveals its givenness, as distinct from its being a particular 
given, in the sense that it plays an unavoidable organising role for 
particular givens. The formal universal in the dimension of par-
ticularity functions as the very framework within which the rela-
tionships between particular givens are inescapably formulated. 
Modern particular givens are located within the givenness of their 
particularity which is, in turn, identified with the givenness of the 
formal universal for the reasons suggested above. In this way each 
particular given is not merely limited by its particular content, as 
is suggested by Habermas’ implicit reference to the givens of non-
modern social paradigms. The modern particular given is also im-
portantly limited by the givenness of the formal universal to which 
it is subordinated. To illustrate these claims we will go on to con-
sider the way in which the givenness of the formal universal is so-
cially embodied by formally free personality.

Modernity as the realm of givenness
So far we suggested, firstly, that the universal mode of being of dis-
tinctively modern individuals is given by their particularity which 
gives rise to the idea of the formal universal and, secondly, that 
modern particularity is a universal givenness in the sense that it 
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supplies the organising framework within which modern individ-
uals inescapably interact as particular givens. In this section we 
want to develop this discussion by demonstrating how the univer-
sal givenness of modern particularity reveals the shape of modern 
social interaction at its most basic level. Once we have arrived at an 
understanding of this claim we will also be in a position to see that 
Habermas’ interpretation of modernity needs to be radicalised as 
a result of having failed to appreciate this key feature.

Our claim that the universal givenness of modern particular-
ity reveals the shape of modern social interaction at its most ba-
sic level presupposes that all modern individual units of agency, 
whether distinct centres of consciousness, such as human beings, 
or social collectives and institutions, relate to themselves as partic-
ular givens. Yet, our earlier analysis also recognises that whereas 
modern individuals can differentiate between their particular sub-
stance and that which is universal, due to the emergence of formal 
universality they are also in a position reflectively to identify with 
formal universality. So, it is worth noting at the outset that even 
those units of agency that reflectively identify with formal univer-
sality embody some kind of awareness of themselves as particu-
lars. Take as an example the legal system of a political state. On 
one level, relative to its subjects it represents itself as a universal 
authority. Yet, on another level, within the world order relative to 
the legal systems of other political states it takes itself to be one 
particular given amongst others. So, on some level of their exis-
tence all modern individuals relate to themselves as particulars. 
Our claim is that, by doing so, they all affirm the universal given-
ness of modern particularity. 

This said, we will focus our attempt to lend support to our ac-
count of modernity’s current condition on a demonstration of the 
way in which the universal givenness of modern particularity is 
embodied in what we consider to be a paradigm case. This is the 
case of formally free personality. As we will try to show below, the 
modern idea of socially interacting formally free persons incorpo-
rates all the features characterising the relationship between dis-
tinctively modern individuals’ universal mode of being (form) and 
their concrete existence (content) which we have presented above.

The first thing to note about persons as conceived in moderni-
ty is that their identities incorporate the differentiation of the uni-
versal from the particular. On the one hand, personality permits 
a basic appreciation of the universal in the universal’s own terms 
because, as Hegel (1981, §35R) puts it, it
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begins not with the subject’s mere general consciousness of 
himself as an ego concretely determined in some way or other, 
but rather with his consciousness of himself as a completely 
abstract ego in which every concrete restriction and value is 
negated and without validity. 

A person’s ability to abstract from and negate every aspect of his or 
her concrete existence permits the emergence of the subject’s for-
mal or ‘abstract universality, the self-conscious but otherwise con-
tentless and simple relation of itself to itself’ (Hegel, 1981, §35). In 
other words, we can focus exclusively on our sense of self as dis-
tinct from any of the particular properties with which we might 
otherwise identify. This ability to abstract from all the content of 
our concrete existence effectively frees up the universal aspect of 
the subject’s mode of being in the sense that its mode of being 
need no longer be conflated with any substantive particular (as 
is typical of the non-modern relationship of the universal and the 
particular). From the perspective of an achieved differentiation of 
the idea of formal universality from that of the substantive partic-
ular every concrete restriction and value lacks validity because no 
substantive particular can legitimately presuppose its universality 
as it must do in order that it be valid. 

Furthermore, the ability to negate every aspect of the content 
of our concrete existence also gives rise to the universal’s essential-
ly self-determining power. In so far as a person’s formal self-rela-
tion remains wholly unmediated it is absolutely self-determining. 
Nevertheless, such absolutely free personality is only an inward 
mode of being given that it is grounded in the simple relation of 
a self to itself. For this reason, as formally free persons we face 
the task of having to move ourselves beyond our merely subjec-
tive freedom. We need our absolute but inward freedom to become 
our objective condition as well given that it is our universal mode 
of being. 

As the first and most basic step in this direction, persons must 
freely will their own specific content. Of course, one of the impor-
tant features of life in the modern age is that persons can insist 
on making their own choices about values and aspects of life that 
are important to them. These are the things that define and give 
substantive meaning to our identities as concrete existents in the 
world. So, when we make such choices we reflectively relate our-
selves to some substantive particular(s). 

However, it is not enough for persons to see something in 
their external world as valuable in order that they make it their 
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own. The process of making objective or externalising our self-
determining power, initially at least, calls for a certain kind of un-
derstanding of our external world. We have to be able to think of it 
in terms that would permit us to act upon it, to transform it appro-
priately, in order that we might make a place in it for ourselves as 
self-determining beings. We need, in other words, to externalise 
our mode of being as formally free persons by identifying with 
particular properties. 

From this reflective standpoint, the world appears as a set of 
substantive particulars with the potential to embody the mode of 
being of free personality. At the same time, the very nature of free 
personality implies that our relationship to any particular property 
with which we identify cannot be viewed as permanent. Because 
free personality is a universal mode of being it cannot be confined 
to any substantive particular. So it is that we not only identify with, 
but also can withdraw from any particular property that belongs to 
the external world.

What kinds of relationship do we affirm in making these con-
ceptual moves? To begin with, by relating to particular property 
items in the way just described a person’s activity in the world 
manifests the non-identity of particular property items with the 
formal universality of personality. Substantive particulars remain 
particulars irrespective of their relationship to the formal univer-
sal. Their mode of being is, therefore, particularity.

At the same time, the person’s formal self-relation is, never-
theless, externally mediated by some particular property. So, in 
relating to particular properties we also affirm the non-identity 
of the formal universality of personality and our own substantive 
particular being. In other words, we, ourselves, exist in the world 
of particularity as substantive particulars and every particular that 
makes up the specific identity of the particular person falls outside 
the scope of the formal universality of personality. 

Furthermore, persons relate to each other through their par-
ticularity. Consider as an example relationships that are supposed 
to be symmetrical and are themselves mediated by substantive 
particulars. Modern relationships based on the exchange of prop-
erty items are a case in point. In exchange relations our motivation 
for acting may well be to fulfill our respective needs and desires. 
Significantly, however, this type of interaction presupposes that 
we relate to each other as given particulars amongst a plurality 
of such particulars. That is, what each one of us is as a particular 
person is treated as being independent of the other’s substantive 
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being. Because every substantive particular making up the spe-
cific identity of each particular person falls outside the scope of 
the formal universality of personality, persons’ substantive under-
standings of themselves are given independently of their interac-
tions with one another. The content of their respective specific 
identities neither informs nor is informed by that of others. In this 
sense each person’s particular identity appears as given relative to 
the exchange relationship. The other person’s particular identity 
acts only as the boundary of, or limit on, one’s substantive being 
and as such it commands respect due to the supposed symmetry 
of the exchange relationship. 

It follows from the above that exchange relations presuppose a 
certain kind of mutual recognition. In this case we recognise each 
other, not for the specifics of what we are as particular substantive 
persons, but for the very fact that we are particular beings. In oth-
er words, we affirm our mutual particularity, that which makes us 
particulars and not any substantive universal. 

Exchange relations thus illustrate the way in which the mod-
ern world affirms the universal givenness of particularity as the 
effective mode of being of persons who, nevertheless, take their 
mode of being to be their freedom. By interacting through their 
particularity, they manifest the formal universality of their per-
sonality and this, in turn, is to affirm the mere formality of their 
free personality. 

In so far as modernity links the universality of free personality 
to the universal givenness of particularity, in the way just outlined, 
modern persons’ essentially self-determining power turns out to 
be limited and, therefore, ineffective. Because it remains merely 
formal it cannot be integrated with persons’ particular substantive 
being which, in turn, remains unfree, or externally determined, 
to this extent. 

This dual condition of formally free yet substantively deter-
mined personality is itself socially instituted in a number of dif-
ferent ways within the modern differentiated social spheres that 
we mentioned at the outset. We have already seen how modern 
individuals interact as particular givens. This is the case within 
the sphere of civil life that is governed by market relations that 
are, in turn, subject to the necessary interconnectedness of sub-
stantive particulars. Within the modern legal sphere the differ-
entiation between the formal universality of free persons and the 
substantive particularity of determined beings translates into an 
explicitly dichotomous division. On the one hand, individuals are 
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attributed the status of legal persons and so are formally recog-
nised as self-determining. On the other, they are treated as legal 
subjects. That is, in being subject to the external authority of the 
law they are determined as substantive particulars whose sub-
stance must remain within the limits set by the givenness of par-
ticularity. Although we cannot argue the point here, we believe 
that a more extensive discussion of modernity’s failure to integrate 
the formal universal with the substantive particular would show 
that this failure is socially instituted, not merely within the differ-
entiated social spheres, but also in the very way that these spheres 
of activity relate to each other. Indeed, it could be argued that an 
appreciation of the source of modernity’s failure to supply the nec-
essary integrating norms is at the heart of any adequate solution 
to the much criticised modern dichotomisation of the public and 
private social spheres.

As the above brief remarks suggest, there are a number of 
ways in which we could develop and lend further support to our 
argument. Nevertheless, we hope to have said enough to convey 
our reasons for thinking, firstly, that particularity is modernity’s 
universal givenness in the sense that it defines the reality which 
makes possible and affirms the formal universality of its freedom 
as the mode of being of persons and modern existents more gen-
erally. Secondly, because the modern differentiation between the 
formal universal and the substantive particular translates into a 
dichotomous division that privileges the former, the formal uni-
versal plays the role of a givenness that mediates the relationships 
between particular givens and supplies the limits within which 
they can function. We will refer to this view of modernity as ‘mo-
dernity’s current condition’.

Habermas revisited
If the analysis of this chapter is correct then Habermas’ under-
standing of modernity proves to be inadequate. Recall that on 
his interpretation modernity cannot borrow its norms from non-
modern models because its inescapable self-referentiality obliges 
it, so to speak, to create its norms out of itself. We have argued, 
however, that we can make sense of modernity’s denaturalising 
drive in terms of a process that negates particular givens against 
the presupposed background of its and their own givenness. On 
this analysis of its current condition, contrary to Habermas’ asser-
tion modernity may well dispense with pre-modern givens with-
out at the same time resolving the problem of creating its own 
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integrating norms. Since the possibility of negating particular giv-
ens arises out of the achieved differentiation of the formal univer-
sal that remains dichotomously related to substantive particulars, 
this possibility does not, after all, depend on any reintegrating 
norms. Indeed, the current condition of modernity would suggest 
that precisely because it relies on the very idea of givenness moder-
nity, not only does not, but cannot immanently create its integrat-
ing norms. Its position might better be described as one of striv-
ing to avoid disintegration (cf. Luhmann, 1981). 

So, where does this leave Habermas’ claim that moderni-
ty must immanently create its own integrating norms and what 
should we make of the view that modernity’s self-referentiality is 
inescapable? To be sure, if modernity is an essentially self-deter-
mining whole, then this is a demand which it must ultimately be 
in a position to meet. As we indicated at the outset, we accept that 
the essence of modernity is to be self-determining. Yet, our dis-
cussion suggests that we should not take it for granted that the 
emergence of this idea either suffices to generate, or is evidence for 
the existence of, the material conditions in which it is realisable. 
Furthermore, if we accept the conclusion that in its current condi-
tion modernity cannot supply its integrating norms, then we need 
to determine what it is about modernity’s current condition that 
must change. What would it mean for modernity to overcome its 
givenness as a precondition for the creation of its own integrating 
norms and the realisation of its self-determination? We will turn 
to this issue in the next chapter.
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3.  tHe Modern turn to SPeculative 
PHiloSoPHy

In the previous chapter we suggested that we can take moder-
nity to be an essentially self-determining whole without also ac-
cepting that its self-determining power can be fully realised in 
modernity’s current condition. Suppose that in order to be genu-
inely self-determining modernity must achieve, rather than take 
as given, its inescapable self-referentiality and that this requires 
it to undergo an appropriate kind of development. Obviously, 
such a process of development would, in turn, need to involve 
modernity’s positive power of determination, as distinct from 
its mere power to differentiate itself from non-modern epochs. 
Now, if modernity’s inescapable self-referentiality is to become 
the achieved result of its own immanent determining activity, 
then the process towards this end must include the moment of 
its as yet unrealised self-referentiality. This moment, we believe, 
is given by the current condition of modernity that we discussed 
in the previous chapter.

In this chapter we want to elaborate this position by advancing 
the claim that the givenness of the formal universality of modern 
particularity constitutes the very process through which the idea 
of modernity’s self-determination can come to be known as mo-
dernity’s as yet unrealised principle. We would like to develop this 
claim by arguing, firstly, that the modern endorsement of formal 
universality (with the ideal of freedom) amounts to a denial of mo-
dernity’s self-determination (hereafter ‘modernity’s self-denial’); 
and, secondly, that unsuccessful efforts to overcome modernity’s 
self-denial give rise to the need for speculative thought. If the anal-
ysis that follows is sound, then we will be in a position to explain 
the continued relevance of speculative philosophy and, relatedly, of 
Hegel’s philosophical system in our times.
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Modernity’S Self-denial
In the previous chapter we linked the emergence of the givenness 
of the formal universality of freedom to the modern concept of 
particularity. Particularity, we argued is the universal mode of be-
ing of modern existents, including formally free persons. Because 
particularity ultimately gives rise to the givenness of the formal 
universal, in the sense discussed in the previous chapter, the sub-
stantive particular being of modern existents is limited by this 
givenness. As we saw, one of the implications of this dichotomous 
conceptual framework is that the particular being of modern exis-
tents is negatively defined as not being the universal. Now we want 
to argue that this conceptual framework also permits the emer-
gence of a quite different understanding of the relationship be-
tween the particular and the universal and thus of relating sub-
stantive particulars.

The differentiated unity of universal and particular
The understanding we have in mind here is that of a differentiated 
unity between the universal and the particular as conceived from 
the reflective standpoint of modern existents’ particular identi-
ties (hereafter ‘a differentiated unity’). Within the framework of 
modernity’s dichotomous division between the universal and the 
particular, modern existents are in a position simultaneously to 
recognise the differentiation between universal and particular and 
to deny the necessity of their dichotomous division. They are in 
a position to do so for two reasons. Firstly, as our earlier analysis 
suggests, the dichotomous division of the universal and the par-
ticular only appears to be necessary in the light of the givenness 
of formal universality. Accordingly, to the extent that modern ex-
istents are differentiated from, because subordinate to, this given-
ness, they need not identify with the reflective standpoint of for-
mal universality. Secondly, from the reflective standpoint that is 
identified with formal universality any interpretation of the rela-
tionship between the universal and the particular, including their 
differentiated unity, is open to modern existents as long as this in-
terpretation does not challenge particularity as the mode of being 
of the particular.

The modern concept of substantive universality  What precisely does a 
differentiated unity amount to? Like the dichotomously related uni-
versal and particular, in a differentiated unity differentiation is no 
less a characteristic of the universal’s self-determination. However, 
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unlike the dichotomously differentiated universal which remains 
formal, here, the universal becomes an internally related substan-
tive unity. This is because in the process of embodying the uni-
versal as its mode of being the particular explicitly relates its sub-
stance to the universal as the substance of the universal. In other 
words, this way of relating the particular (content) to the universal 
(form) affirms their essential interconnectedness. In this sense the 
universal incorporates the particular without subordinating it.

What we have here is a redefinition of the unity of the uni-
versal and the particular that we introduced in our discussion of 
non-modern particulars in the previous chapter. Unlike the non-
modern undifferentiated unity, this modern redefinition incorpo-
rates the moment of differentiation into its idea of unity. In doing 
so, a differentiated unity enables particulars to relate to each other 
through their substantive universality without ignoring or deny-
ing the particularity of their being. For this reason the concept of 
individuality that emerges in this understanding of a differentiat-
ed unity is neither atomic nor static. As in the dichotomous rela-
tionship, particular individuals recognise the boundaries between 
particulars as an essential moment of what makes each particular 
a particular. However, rather than viewing them as a limit or re-
striction on their identity, they take the boundaries between par-
ticulars to be part of that which they must reflectively incorporate 
into their own identity. It is in such a process of becoming that 
particulars unite with each other through the universal actively 
making the latter their mode of being. The universal is thus sub-
stantively, and not merely formally, self-determining. 

Modernity’s self-denial  The substantive universality of a differenti-
ated unity emerges as more comprehensive than, and, therefore, 
as the truth of, formal universality. This is because the former 
incorporates the formality of the latter (the differentiated univer-
sal) and also includes a further dimension. It supplies a unity of 
form with its content. A differentiated unity is, therefore, the sort 
of relationship between particular and universal that is required 
for modernity’s self-determined generation of integrating norms. 
Nevertheless, since in its current condition modernity insists on 
the recognition of universality in terms of its formality, modernity 
effectively denies the truth of universality. This, in turn, amounts 
to the denial of its own self-determination. 

Furthermore, nothing in the givenness of formal universal-
ity that characterises modernity’s current condition permits it to 
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recognise this denial as a denial of its principle of self-determi-
nation. It is in this sense that modernity’s denial is a self-denial.1 

In its self-denial modernity can do no more than represent it-
self as merely restricting, rather than precluding, the social reali-
sation of a differentiated unity. Yet to modern existents for whom 
the realisation of a differentiated unity is necessary for the realisa-
tion of their own self-determination, modernity creates a gap be-
tween substantive universality as their ideal mode of being and 
particularity as their real mode of being. 

The modern ideal of freedom in solidarity and modernity’s self-denial
In this section we want to lend support to the claims, firstly, that 
the concept of the differentiated unity which we have sketched 
above does indeed belong to modernity and, secondly, that its 
emergence in modernity marks modernity’s self-denial in a dis-
tinctive way. To see that relations grounded in the idea of a differ-
entiated unity emerge within the social conditions of modernity 
we will argue, firstly, that the concept of substantive universality 
that characterises a differentiated unity is embodied in the mod-
ern social ideal of freedom in solidarity. We will then go on to ex-
plain the sense in which failed efforts to realise this ideal affirm 
modernity’s self-denial.

Freedom in solidarity and communal being  Broadly speaking, freedom 
in solidarity presupposes a certain understanding of communal sub-
jectivity. This latter can be understood in the light of either of two fun-
damental modes of human existence, those of having and being, in 
the sense in which Erich Fromm (1984) explicates their difference.2 

        1. Cf. Castoriadis, 1997, pp. 372-373. In the context of proposing a very dif-
ferent analysis of society’s self-determination, he concludes his account of the 
imaginary institution of society by noting that contemporary society is, not only 
alienating to humans, but is characterised by ‘self-alienation’ given that it is not 
in a position to know itself for the autonomous, self-instituting social organisa-
tion that it is. 
        2. Fromm’s work suffices to draw attention to a broad contrast between the 
two fundamental modes of human existence that structure modern conceptions 
of communal subjectivity and are presupposed by modern conceptions of free-
dom. It is worth noting, however, that understood in dialectical terms, the con-
ceptual source of the distinction between being and having is Hegel’s idea of 
mutual recognition as elaborated both in his ‘early’ and in his ‘late’ phases. Cf. 
Hegel, 1979 and 1977. See also Honneth, 1992. This idea has, of course, been 
reworked by influential thinkers from Marx to Habermas, including anarchist 
thinkers, like Bakunin. These latter authors can be understood as attempting 
to radicalise the concept of mutual recognition in anti essentialist ways that 
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Fromm (1984, p. 33) explains that the having and being modes of ex-
istence are,

two different kinds of orientation towards self and the world, 
… two different kinds of character structure, the respective 
predominance of which determines the totality of a person’s 
thinking, feeling and acting .

The having mode of existence  The more familiar in western cul-
ture, the having mode, is closely linked to notions of possess-
ing and owning and is therefore associated with property, con-
trol and the need for power which this brings with it.3 To be in 
this case is to have. The having mode coincides with an atomis-
tic social ontology, that is, a division of the world into concrete 
individual substances identifiable independently of their (caus-
al) relations. Thus ‘I am a member of a community’ means I, 
who am identifiable independently of my particular situation in 
the world, have certain ties or associations with a group identifi-
able in a similar way. The ways in which I can be (ideally) relat-
ed to my community are constrained by this mode of existence. 
Subject relates characteristically to object in terms of the notions 
of possession (of properties) and the other associated terms that 
link the subject externally to the object.4 When our mode of ex-

avoid the reintroduction of dichotomies in our ethical stance. Cf. Marx, 1978; 
Habermas, 1973; Kyrkilis, 1991. For the purposes of our present discussion of 
the notion of communal being we need not be concerned with specific disagree-
ments and differences in approaches concerning the details of the notion of mu-
tual recognition.
        3. Wolff-Dieter Narr (1985, p. 36) attributes a similar understanding of modern 
social existence to the effects of ‘the performances necessary for [industrial-capi-
talist] production’ when he claims that they ‘create a society of roles where the in-
dividual is important only as a bearer of attributes—with reference to this or that 
attribute but not to what these attributes constitute: the person.’ 
        4. In an atomistic conception of the social order individuals’ ‘interactions with 
others consist in mechanistic collision and displacement, in competition for 
space’ (Mathews, 1991, p. 40). Based on Newtonian science and being a theoreti-
cal elaboration of substance pluralism, this metaphysic takes isolated individuals 
to interact causally yet their relationships are logically contingent and external to 
the identity of each. (Cf. Mathews, 1991; Gare, 1995.) Social atomism is also relat-
ed to the much discussed notion of ‘abstract individualism’. According to Lukes 
(1973, p. 73), abstract individualism takes a number of forms. In one of these it 
posits the idea of a ‘pre-social individual’ in the sense that ‘the relevant features 
[properties] of individuals … are assumed as given, independently of a social con-
text’. (Cf. Grimshaw, 1986, pp. 162-186.) In our view commitment to an atomis-
tic social ontology is best understood as limiting all relationships to the various 
forms of relatedness that are available to what Hegel (1981, §234) calls ‘external 
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istence is an orientation of having, our identity is structured in 
accordance with the immediate self-relation at the heart of the 
idea of formally free personality that we discussed in the previ-
ous chapter. 

The being mode of existence  In contrast to the above, the being mode 
of existence has as its fundamental characteristic, the productive 
use of human powers. To be sure, the characteristics of the mod-
ern ideal of personal autonomy, freedom from internal and exter-
nal constraints and critical reason, are preconditions of the being 
mode.5 Even so, what is crucial for it is that one be involved in non-
alienated, productive activity, as distinct from ‘mere busyness’, in 
which one experiences oneself as an acting subject in the very pro-
cess of being active (Fromm, 1984, pp. 94-95). This experience 
cannot be fully captured in description. Rather it is communicated 
only by sharing in it.6 The practice of sharing and the willingness 
to make sacrifices for others are characteristic of this orientation. 
One who experiences herself in this way does not place affective 
importance on drawing clear boundaries between self and others 
and between ‘the things’ that might belong to each, since it is not 
a condition of the enjoyment of something that one ‘have it’ as in 

existents’, that is, to the modern world’s externally related units of agency. There 
are three general forms of relatedness available to external existents: (1) the inci-
dental relations of reciprocity that exist between mutually dependent needy per-
sons where each is ultimately moved by the desire to satisfy his or her own needs 
(the paradigm embodiment of which is the means-ends rationality of market re-
lations); (2) the formal relations of obligation that exist between an individual 
agent and any external object that the agent recognises as an authoritative body 
(the paradigm embodiment of which is moral responsiveness to recognised cus-
tomary or natural law); and (3) the concrete relations existing between needy in-
dividual agents, on the one hand, and public, official and cooperative services on 
the other, which combine to create the concrete social context in which subjective-
ly or intersubjectively defined needs are actually met (the paradigm embodiment 
of which is state welfare services and self-governing, cooperative services). For 
a defence of this claim and a detailed analysis of the logical structure that these 
three forms of relatedness are given in Hegel’s philosophy see Vassilacopoulos, 
1994, pp. 188-230.
        5. For an account of ‘dynamic’ personal autonomy which accords with a being 
mode of existence see Fox Keller, 1985. This account of personal autonomy gives 
expression to the dyadic structure of reflective subjectivity. See also Castoriadis, 
1997, pp. 101-104 and 107-108.
        6. As Laing (1985, p. 53) puts it, ‘human beings relate to each other not simply 
externally, like two billiard balls, but by the worlds of experience that come into 
play when two people meet. Here we wish to emphasise the existence of non-re-
ducible ‘we experience’ within such worlds. Cf. Singer, 1991.
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the having mode. On the contrary, this is what makes the experi-
ence of shared enjoyment possible (Fromm, 1984, p. 116).7

It follows from the above that when our orientation to ourself 
and the world is that of being, our claim to be members of a com-
munity or more precisely our claim to be communal beings, is not 
primarily a claim about something of value that we have or even 
about an association between two (causally interacting) entities, 
ourself and the community. On the contrary, ‘communal being’ 
refers to a mode of being in which one’s orientation to self and 
the world is constituted by non-alienated productive activity. Thus, 
the statement signifies my situation in the world in such a way as 
to emphasise a necessarily intersubjective experience, that is, an 
ontological state of affairs that extends beyond what in the having 
mode might be identified as the boundaries of my self.8 

Furthermore, communal being need not be restricted to the 
social field of interpersonal practices and institutions, the para-
digm instances of which might be friendship and other inti-
mate relationships (cf. Held, 1993). The necessarily interconnect-
ed character of the experience of communal being may extend to 
one’s world as a whole. This means, firstly, that communal being 
may coincide with a holistic world view in which human society 
is viewed as an integrated yet differentiated system.9 Secondly, it 
means that in the political institution of society intersubjective re-
lationships and the relationships of subjects to objects must be 
mediated by the value of solidarity.10 So, irrespective of how else 
        7. Shared experience in the sense of participation with others is what Mae 
Brown (1985, p. 134) refers to when she explains that her commitment to femi-
nism is not constituted by her having certain convictions: ‘I am no longer tied to 
feminism by merely conviction or ideology. I am bound by a knot which I tied 
over time with other women’.
        8. One might object that boundaries are crucial for the development and main-
tenance of ego identity. We do not want to dispute this. However, the point here 
is that when one’s particular self is understood in terms of solidarity with other 
selves, then the boundaries between selves do not function as something to be 
protected but as what permits each self to move beyond them. We will return to 
this idea in Part III of the book when we focus attention on the intersubjective 
character of the loving self.
        9. For recent attempts to develop holistic ontologies, understandings of scien-
tific knowledge and dialectical logic see Gare, 1995; Mathews, 1991; Merchant, 
1990; Skolimowski, 1992; E. E. Harris, 1987.
        10. Cf. Dean, 1996; Oldfield, 1990, pp. 25-27 and Ch.7; Jordan, 1989, pp. 67-
86. In our view two features of citizen solidarity are of special importance for 
communal being when compared to other values such as care and love. First, soli-
darity is subjectively mediated in the sense that individual subjects’ reflectively 
endorse their relationships of solidarity. Second, solidarity is capable of being 
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one defines the specifics of the structure of the political life of a 
community, communal being necessarily includes a political di-
mension. This dimension is captured by the ideal of freedom in 
solidarity.

Freedom in solidarity and the concept of substantive universality  Free-
dom in solidarity is grounded in the dyadic structure of subjec-
tivity. This makes it necessarily intersubjective in the following 
sense. The reasoning processes ideally involved in the definition, 
and not just in the realisation, of political values are necessarily 
(potentially, if not actually) intersubjective in a way that gives ex-
pression to relationships of mutual responsiveness, responsibility 
and accountability.

What we have in the case just described is a mature expres-
sion of that which Hegel (1985, §436) calls ‘the affirmative aware-
ness of self in another self’. In Part III of the book we will develop 
and illustrate these claims about the structure of subjectivity and 
explain their Hegelian connections. For now, the general point to 
note is that the communal subject embodies a universal self-rela-
tion. However, unlike the merely formal universality of the subject 
who in the having mode of existence can only be immediately self-
related and, hence, externally related, this universal self-relation 
incorporates the particular self. In the being mode one’s particu-
lar self relates to its universality as that through which one is unit-
ed with another particular as a particular. One’s particular sub-
stance is, therefore, recognised as the universal substance through 
which particulars unite with each other. In this way communal 
subjectivity embodies the substantive universality characterising 
the differentiated unity of universal and particular.

The struggle to realise the ideal of freedom in solidarity
From the above outline we can see how the ideal of freedom in sol-
idarity presupposes a distinctively modern concept of substantive 
universality which is at the heart of a differentiated unity. In doing 
so it also gives rise to an alternative conception of the mode of be-
ing of modern existents. From the reflective standpoint of individ-
uals who, implicitly or explicitly, appeal to substantive universal-
ity as their mode of being (hereafter ‘visionary moderns’) formal 
universality represents an incomplete understanding of modern 

institutionally mediated, for example, through the mechanisms of government. 
This said, we leave open the question of whether or not the nation-state is an ap-
propriate model of political community.
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self-determination. Consequently, as far as visionary moderns are 
concerned, there is no reason why they should restrict the determi-
nation of their particular being to its negative definition, as is the 
expectation in modernity’s current condition. They see the reali-
sation of their self-determining nature as unavoidably tied to the 
realisation of ideals, like freedom in solidarity, that embody sub-
stantive universality. Starting with the French Revolution, the last 
two hundred years have witnessed repeated struggles to realise 
some vision of freedom in solidarity in (an implicit) defiance of the 
givenness of formal universality (hereafter ‘visionary struggles’). 
Such visionary struggles represent attempts to lead us, in one way 
or another, in the direction of a radically transformed social or-
der in which our social existence and our mode of being might 
accord with each other and with our self-determining essence. 
Visionary moderns can be viewed as the bearers of an as yet unre-
alised mode of being that actively must be brought into being, as it 
were. In this way they embody modernity’s future orientedness.11

Yet in modernity’s current condition (within the realm of par-
ticularity that is governed by formal universality) only a limited 
space can be made available to those who would espouse ideals 
embodying substantive universality. Indeed, the availability of this 
space is made conditional upon their remaining within the lim-
its set by the recognition of the formal universality of particular-
ity. This means that the acceptable pursuit of the ideal of freedom 
in solidarity must be restricted to the internal operations of small 
scale associations that do not thereby oppose the mode of organ-
isation that defines modern society’s public domain (cf. Rawls, 
1993). Accordingly, what we have is an antithesis between the con-
ditional space that is created for ideals embodying substantive uni-
versality and what we might call the unconditional aspirations of 
the bearers of such ideals. 

Three readings of visionary struggles  How might we interpret the 
objective significance of the agonistic co-presence of formal and 
substantive universality described above? One might interpret the 
antithesis as confirmation of Habermas’ thesis that modernity 
cannot escape the task of setting and realising its own integrat-

        11. For an exposition of visionary moderns’ attitude and motivations see 
Castoriadis (1997, pp. 91-93). This outline captures the subjective experience of 
visionary moderns irrespective of whether or not they share Castoriadis’ philo-
sophical presuppositions (1997, pp. 74-75) or his precise conception of ‘the revolu-
tionary project’ as praxis in his sense of this term (1997, pp. 77-78). 
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ing norms. Despite the many unsuccessful attempts to realise this 
task, it continues to be critically reformulated against the back-
ground conviction that its proper formulation and ultimate reali-
sation will prove the indispensability of the view of modernity as 
essentially self-determining. 

This interpretation attributes the unsuccessful struggles of 
visionary moderns to a necessarily practical process that must be 
guided by the conditions of modernity. For example, Castoriadis 
(1997, p. 77; pp. 95-101) maintains that, although a genuinely rev-
olutionary politics has not existed until now radical social trans-
formation is rooted in ‘the crisis of established society’ as lived 
by the masses.

The crisis is due to the fact that it [established society] is at one 
and the same time a protest … Labour conflict, the destructur-
ing of the personality, the collapse of standards and values are 
not and cannot be lived by people as mere facts or as external 
calamities, they also give rise to responses and to intentions 
and the latter, while they complete the shaping of the crisis as 
a genuine crisis, go also beyond the crisis itself (Castoriadis, 
1997, p. 99).

The view just sketched represents one of three possible inter-
pretations of modernity’s current inability to generate its own in-
tegrating norms. A second interpretation might insist that all vi-
sionary struggles must fail precisely because the task is utopian in 
the sense of being unrealistic. Underlying this position is the view 
that the dichotomous differentiation of the universal and the par-
ticular is axiomatic for the human condition and that modernity’s 
current condition cannot therefore be transcended. Some go so far 
as to insist that the liberal social order that modernity has already 
instituted represents, not only the most advanced to date, but the 
final social paradigm (cf. Fukuyama, 1992; Ryan, 1997, p. 308). 

From this perspective radical attempts to reshape the mod-
ern world amount to regressions to non-modern ideals that fail to 
give due weight to modern individuality. The second interpreta-
tion would have it that the apparent failure of the western politi-
cal and intellectual tradition to elaborate and institute a modern 
non-liberal conception of freedom leaves us with only one rational 
choice. We should insist on refining modern liberal individualist 
social practices and institutions.

A third interpretation shares with the first the view that the 
substantive universality underlying the ideal of freedom in soli-
darity defines the essential nature of modernity. Yet it also shares 
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with the second the view that visionary moderns’ failure to realise 
this ideal is unavoidable. However, it does not share with the first 
interpretation the conviction that a visionary struggle might suc-
ceed some time in the future if it can (a) identify and harness ap-
propriately the powers of genuine agents of radical social transfor-
mation and (b) grasp the proper connections between such agents, 
their transformative powers and the current conditions of moder-
nity. Nor does it share with the second interpretation the convic-
tion that the current conditions of modernity represent the final 
social paradigm. On this third interpretation, even though agent-
centred visionary struggles cannot hope to succeed, this does not 
tell against the utopian project of modernity understood as the 
transition to a social paradigm in which, having overcome its 
givenness, modernity generates and realises its own integrating 
norms (hereafter ‘the project of modernity’).

The third interpretation of the failure of visionary struggles 
supplies an understanding of the objective significance of this fail-
ure in terms of its (implicit) affirmation of modernity’s self-denial 
and the consequent emergence of speculative awareness. In order 
to spell out this understanding we need to explain, firstly, what it 
is about visionary struggles that leads them to fail unavoidably, if 
this is not due to the fact that they mistakenly oppose the final so-
cial paradigm; and, secondly, the sense in which, far from being 
misconceived, the project of modernity can, nevertheless, be un-
derstood as still in the process of being realised.

Why visionary struggles fail unavoidably  In our view to appreciate 
the genuine limits of visionary struggles we must have regard to 
the way in which the identity of visionary moderns relies upon 
the concept of substantive universality that characterises a mod-
ern differentiated unity. If our analysis above is correct, when, 
whether individually or collectively, visionary moderns demand 
a new social reality they implicitly or explicitly represent them-
selves and each other as becoming united through their substan-
tive universality. In thus effectively willing their substantive uni-
versality they set their ideal mode of being as an aim to be re-
alised. For example, the visionary modern might say, along with 
Castoriadis (1997, p. 100), 

[i]f we assert the tendency of contemporary society towards au-
tonomy, if we want to work for its realisation, this is because 
we are asserting autonomy as a mode of being of humans, that 
we are ascribing value to it, that we are recognising it as our 
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essential aspiration and as an aspiration that surpasses the pe-
culiarities of our personal constitution.12

To work for the realisation of contemporary society’s autonomy is 
to aspire to bring about radical social transformation ‘by means of 
the autonomous action of individuals’ (Castoriadis, 1997, p. 77). 
The aspiration to work in this way at once invokes the universal as-
pect of our being and the non-formality of this universality given 
the presupposition of the need for radical change from the current 
condition of modernity which, after all, recognises universality in 
terms of the formality of freedom. 

One might, of course, insist, as Castoriadis (1997, p. 78) im-
plies, that the universality in question is not substantive in the 
sense of being capable of being ‘fixed in “clear and distinct” ideas’ 
that stand over against reality as if ready to impose themselves 
upon it. Being a project and an aim to be realised, the content of 
the mode of being of visionary moderns is concretely given in an 
ensemble of phenomena, such as tendencies in people’s work to-
wards cooperation and collective self-management. Despite lend-
ing themselves to ambiguity, such tendencies signal ‘the possibil-
ity and the demand for autonomy’ (Castoriadis, 1997, p. 99).

Let us grant that we should not conflate (a) visionary moderns’ 
self-determined willing of substantive universality in the sense of 
a mode of being that is not reducible to an empty form with (b) 
appeals to rigid predetermined categories of substance. What we 
want to argue is that this first sense of individual willing nonethe-
less fails to appreciate the preconditions of a successful exercise of 
particular wills’ self-determining powers. More specifically, sub-
stantive universality must pre-exist acts of particular willing in 
a way that permits it to function as the framework within which 
to undertake the individual and collective will formation in ques-
tion. This means that in order to function as the mode of being of 
particular individuals, substantive universality must not only be 
socially instituted but it must be appropriately socially instituted. 

To be sure, visionary moderns can readily point to a number 
of social phenomena that signify a substantively universal mode of 
        12. An advocate of Castoriadis’ position would likely object to our association 
of this demand with an appeal to a mode of being that we regard as ideal given 
his unwillingness to recognise the existence of a gap between ‘idea’ and ‘reality’ 
in the explication of the nature of the revolutionary project (Castoriadis, 1997, p. 
78). Nevertheless, for reasons that we cannot go into here we think that we can 
usefully and consistently rely on the distinction we drew above between an ideal 
and a real mode of being to signify the sort of gap between ‘representation’ and 
‘realisation’ that Castoriadis (1997, p. 78) acknowledges.
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being in modernity’s current institutional arrangements. We have 
already mentioned tendencies toward cooperation and self-man-
agement in the sphere of production. Drawing on the sphere of 
intimate life, we could invoke as further examples the social prac-
tices that give concrete shape to feelings of love and care for oth-
ers. In each of these cases visionary moderns can readily set their 
ideal mode of being as an aim that they can realise as particular 
self-determining individuals in the current condition of moderni-
ty. The substantive universal can thus become the actuality within 
which visionary moderns’ acts of common willing exhibit the cre-
ative force which Castoriadis and others envisage. 

Still, despite the fact that such social phenomena give a deter-
minate shape to visionary moderns’ ideal mode of being within 
the modern world in its current condition, the substantive univer-
sality that they embody is limited in one crucial respect. Its actu-
ality rests on the presupposed givenness of modern particularity. 
This would explain why, as the above examples suggest, in moder-
nity’s current condition the concrete expression of visionary mod-
erns’ substantive universality appears in institutions and social 
practices whose particularity is not thereby challenged. We read-
ily recognise it within small scale associations, such as the family, 
the local cooperative or the trade union. What we do not seem to be 
able to show, however, is how visionary moderns might successful-
ly set their substantive universality as an aim to be realised in and 
for the political institution of their society as a whole, as distinct 
from the political institution of this or that particular modern ex-
istent (such as the market or the legal system). 

Irrespective of their aspirations, the actualisation of vision-
ary moderns’ ideal mode of being remains objectively limited to 
the presupposed givenness of the particularity of modern exis-
tents. This is because the mode of being of the world as a whole 
is not something that can be created out of acts of particular will-
ing alone, even if this particular willing is conducted in common. 
Even though the particularity of individual willing must be in-
volved in the creative realisation of the mode of being of the world 
as a whole, this mode of being is not properly reducible to that of 
particular existents within the world. When visionary moderns set 
their ideal mode of being as their aim to be realised in the name 
of modernity’s self-determination they would appear to be conflat-
ing the realisation of (a) the substantive universal as the mode of 
being of particular existents with (b) the substantive universal as 
what we might call an all-informing mode of being. Whereas the 
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first may well be within the range of our effective powers of self-
determination under the current condition of modernity that is, 
after all, defined by the givenness of particularity, the second need 
not. Since visionary moderns equally presuppose the givenness of 
particularity, when they invoke the substantive universality that 
characterises their ideal mode of being in order to oppose the for-
mality of modern universality, they do not thereby pose any threat 
to particularity as the real mode of being of modernity.

If the above analysis is correct, then visionary moderns can-
not fully realise their aim within modernity’s current condition. 
Perhaps they must wait for modern instituted society to reach a 
new level of maturity as a result of which it might supply the con-
ditions in which, instead of merely opposing the formality of mod-
ern universality, visionary moderns might contribute to the over-
coming of particularity as modernity’s real mode of existence. 

This said, we can still think of modernity in its current con-
dition as having reached an important level of maturity with the 
emergence of the moment of its self-denial. This is because the 
subjective affirmation of its denial plays a critical role in rendering 
explicit that its self-determining essence is, after all, a project in 
need of realisation. The failure to realise the modern ideal of free-
dom in solidarity affirms modernity’s self-denial in the sense that 
unsuccessful attempts at radical social transformation render the 
objectivity of modernity’s self-denial visible to subjective aware-
ness. What is otherwise already a matter of denied self-determina-
tion becomes capable of being known as such to modern subjects. 
By making explicit that which it denies, modernity gives rise to the 
possibility of being known as that which is in the process of be-
coming an essentially self-determining whole. In the next section 
we will try to spell out the reflective process that this knowledge 
can trigger and from which, we will suggest, visionary subjects 
might reasonably turn to the practice of speculative philosophy in 
the current condition of modernity.

tHe turn to SPeculative PHiloSoPHy
Our aim in this section is to explain how a certain way of under-
standing the emergence of speculative awareness in the current 
condition of modernity allows us to see, in very broad terms, how 
speculative awareness is appropriately placed to supply us with 
genuine knowledge of the world assuming from the outset that 
the world is an essentially self-determining whole. We believe that 
such knowledge develops out of a reflective standpoint that has 
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good reason, not only to see modernity as currently being in self-
denial, but also to situate modernity’s self-denial in a developmen-
tal process that treats this denial as the necessary moment of its 
as yet unrealised self-determining power. Both these claims are of 
course controversial and we do not mean to imply that they are in 
any way (capable of being) settled prior to, and independently of, 
the full elaboration of a speculative philosophical system that has 
adequately formulated and justified its understanding of moderni-
ty’s essential nature. What we hope that our discussion will show 
is that, despite the currently dominant belief to the contrary, we 
should not abandon the speculative approach to the development 
of philosophical knowledge on the ground that its methods and 
criteria of adequacy are irrelevant to the problems of our world. 

The experience of worldly alienation
The failure of visionary subjects to realise their ideal mode of be-
ing renders visible the resilience of modernity’s current condition 
against such struggles. Nevertheless, we want to suggest that this 
failure does have the power to transform the relationship of vision-
ary subjects to modernity. The former might no longer see them-
selves as the bearers of transformative powers adequate to the task 
of realising their ideal mode of being in modernity. For this rea-
son such visionary subjects can become alienated from our cur-
rent reality as a whole. As a result of its repeated lack of responsive-
ness to the demands of visionary moderns the current condition 
of modernity may appear before them as what we might call the 
world of denial. That is, what was previously understood as a to-
tally interconnected field of potential doing (cf. Castoriadis, 1997, 
pp. 71-75; pp. 86-90) comes to be experienced as the very negation 
of such doing.

This world of denial is not restricted to that which is exter-
nal to the particular being of visionary subjects. Instead, it not 
only includes all the particular properties making up their con-
crete identities and from which they are in a position to abstract, 
but it extends to the formal self-relation with which they otherwise 
identify consistently with modernity’s recognition of their formal 
freedom. Their identity as particulars and as individuals is impli-
cated in the experience of worldly alienation because, as we argued 
above, this identity gives expression to their real mode of being 
whereas this mode of being, the formal universality of particulari-
ty, is itself the source of modernity’s self-denial. Because the world 
of denial extends to visionary subjects’ very own existence within 
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it, they can become alienated from their own existence, including 
their formal self-relation, as much as from the rest of the world. 
When such a process of negation takes hold visionary subjects be-
come what we can call ‘totally alienated subjects’.13

The transition to speculative awareness
How does one move from the reflective standpoint of the totally 
alienated subject to the reflective standpoint of speculative aware-
ness? As a result of the discord between the concept that we take to 
be our ideal mode of being (the substantive universality of differ-
entiated unity) and the real mode of being that our current reality 
recognises in us (the formal universality of particularity), the ob-
ject of our reflection shifts from the mode of being we have sought 
to realise as the true mode of being of our world to the very mean-
ing or notion of our own and the world’s mode of being. This is a 
strictly conceptual refocussing of our attention on this meaning 
as a potentiality in the sense of that which, being in the process of 
being realised, is not yet.

Furthermore, because the world of denial includes our own 
existence within it, in the sense discussed above, in this concep-
tual refocussing we are left with the notion of that with which we 
continue to identify, namely the reflective self-relation that we ear-
lier examined in connection with the ideal of freedom in solidar-
ity. However, as a result of the experience of total alienation this 
notion can be nothing more than the pure awareness of reflective 
self-relatedness; the meaning of our reflective self-relation can in-
clude no empirical determination whatsoever. Pure awareness in 
this speculative sense is the kind of awareness in which to address 
the meaning of the world’s potential mode of being as such.

The possibility of speculative knowledge  Speculative awareness can 
become the cognitive perspective from which to know the world 
because it is meaning or conceptuality as derived from our totally 

        13. This idea of total alienation contrasts with that which views the members 
of a certain interest group as being socially marginalised or excluded from the 
general class of recipients of social benefits of some kind. Cf. Jordan, 1989, pp. 
90-107. As a late twentieth century phenomenon the experience of total alien-
ation grows out of the realisation that neither the traditionally Marxist, nor the 
New Left social movements’ efforts to create stable revolutionary identities have 
succeeded. Cf. Laclau, 1994, pp. 1-10; Seidman, 1993, pp. 103-142. Dunn (1993, 
p. 122) echoes this sentiment when he suggests that in the late twentieth century, 
‘what has been deleted from the human future … is any form of reasonable and 
relatively concrete social and political hope’.
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alienated relationship to the world, in the sense explained above. 
(It is not to be confused with concepts that might be used to rep-
resent this relationship. ) If speculative awareness can provide the 
meaning of the world’s potential mode of being, the world cannot 
but reveal itself when reflected upon from the cognitive perspec-
tive that is supplied by its own mode of being. Such conditions of 
knowing reveal the world’s essential knowability.

Speculative awareness in its absolute negativity  It follows from the 
above brief remarks that when our awareness becomes speculative 
it is an absolute negativity in the sense that its being is wholly inde-
terminate. However, it is also not unmediated given the process of 
its emergence that we have sketched. Furthermore, if speculative 
awareness is, after all, the kind of awareness from which to resolve 
the problem of the meaning of the world’s (potential) mode of be-
ing, it must construct this meaning immanently. This means that 
speculative awareness begins with awareness of its lack of deter-
minate being and of its need to determine itself as, or to become, 
the notion of the world’s mode of being. This is the sense in which 
speculative awareness becomes speculative.

The cognitive structure of speculative awareness
Because speculative awareness must construct the meaning of the 
world’s mode of being immanently, this meaning must be drawn 
out of its pure self-relation. To do this speculative awareness must 
treat itself as absolutely self-determining. What is the structure 
of its self-determining cognition? Hegel (1975, §160A) notes that 
speculative awareness 

must be considered as a form, but it is a form that is infinite 
and creative, one that both encloses the plenitude of all content 
within itself, and at the same time releases it from itself. 

We want to suggest that the interplay between the concepts of the 
universal, the particular, and the individual supplies the struc-
ture of speculative awareness’ self-determination. Indeed, we 
think that it is for this reason that Hypolite (1989, pp. 80-81) is 
correct in maintaining that this interplay is ‘the basis of Hegel’s 
entire philosophical system’. In its self-determination speculative 
awareness must think of itself as supplying its own mode of be-
ing (form) in that it must treat its thought as being created out 
of, and revealed to, itself. Such an all encompassing and imma-
nent process of creation and revelation is available to that which 
is universal. Understood in this way, the universal is not only that 
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which has abstracted from every concrete determination but it also 
potentially incorporates every possible determination. Speculative 
awareness is thus not just the universal mode of being. Because 
the concept of determinateness is indispensable to its universal 
self-relation it is also the concept of the particular. Awareness of 
the particular as having the universal as its own mode of being, in 
turn, renders speculative awareness an individual. 

The most elementary formulation of the self-determining pow-
er of speculative awareness is given by these three concepts. Their 
interplay constitutes the meaning or notion of speculative aware-
ness. For this reason, irrespective of the precise determination that 
speculative awareness gives to itself through the development of 
its concepts, its determination must always involve some interrela-
tionship of the universal, the particular and the individual.14

Hegel’S PHiloSoPHical SySteM
So far we have suggested that the aim of speculative philosophy 
is to become the notion of the world’s mode of being. We tried 
to show, not only why this understanding of philosophy has con-
tinuing relevance for our times, but also that the need for it is 
derivable from a certain way of experiencing the current condi-
tion of modernity. We suggested that the experience of total alien-
ation gives rise to speculative awareness that is aware from the 
outset of its notion and its purpose: (i) its notion is that of uncon-
ditional self-determination as given by the interplay between the 
concepts of the universal, the particular and the individual; and 
(ii) its purpose is fully to determine itself as the meaning of the 
world’s mode of being in order to come to know the world as em-
bodying this meaning. Our aim in this final section is to explain 
how these ideas are connected to our reading of Hegel’s system. 
        14. The relationship between the universal, the particular, and the individual 
is elaborated in the second volume of the Science of Logic after the development of 
the categories of being and essence. From this one might conclude, mistakenly in 
our view, that we have misinterpreted Hegel’s view of the cognitive structure that 
initially defines speculative awareness. Note, however, that according to Hegel, 
irrespective of our awareness ‘we cannot begin with the truth, because truth, 
when it forms the beginning, rests on bald assurance, whereas the truth that is 
thought has to prove itself to be truth at the bar of thinking’ (Hegel, 1975, §159A). 
So, there is a sense in which the concept that constitutes speculative awareness in 
its beginning must nonetheless come into being that is justifiably known because 
it is the result of its own self-determining thinking activity. This requirement ex-
plains how it is possible for philosophical science at once to begin as the unity of 
its three categories and to undertake the construction of these categories well into 
the categorial development that takes place in the Science of Logic.
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First, we will explain why the realisation of the aim of speculative 
philosophy, as we have outlined it above, calls for a systemic ap-
proach like Hegel’s and, then, we will offer an interpretation of 
the role and general significance of the main parts of Hegel’s sys-
tem. Though this is not the place to offer any detailed defence of 
our claims, especially concerning issues that are very controversial 
within Hegelian scholarship, we hope that our suggestions will 
suffice to indicate our general understanding of the wider frame-
work within which the more detailed discussions of Parts II and 
III of the book take place. 

The necessity of Hegel’s system
On the first of these issues, we maintain that a systemic approach 
like Hegel’s becomes necessary because it supplies the progres-
sive self-determined construction of conceptual relationships in 
which being and the notion of the world’s mode of being can come 
to accord with each other. This is implied in Hegel’s remarks in 
his ‘Preface’ to the Phenomenology of Spirit (1977, §26) when he 
notes that ‘the ground and soil’ of philosophy is ‘pure self-recog-
nition in absolute otherness’. The state of ‘pure self-recognition’ 
characterises speculative awareness whose cognitive structure is 
the unity of the universal, the particular and the individual, when 
it first comes on the philosophical scene. Unlike the immediate 
awareness characteristic of the merely formally self-related be-
ing, speculative awareness does not just affirm its being. Rather, 
it recognises itself in its notion. At the same time, due to the pur-
posive nature of speculative awareness that we mentioned above, 
this self-recognition must also be accompanied by an awareness of 
its being ‘in absolute otherness’, that is, as being the absolute in-
determinacy of a being that is not yet. The tension between these 
two seemingly incompatible elements of pure self-recognition and 
absolute otherness permits speculative awareness to construct its 
being progressively in accordance with its notion and this is what 
renders speculative philosophy holistic and systemic.

Where does the system of speculative philosophy begin? From 
what we have said so far, one might think that the emergence of 
speculative awareness leads directly to the process of determining 
the notion of the world’s mode of being. However, were specula-
tive philosophy to proceed like this it would fail to take into ac-
count an important aspect of the emergence of speculative aware-
ness. Due to the very immediacy of its emergence speculative 
awareness must first confront the givenness of the presupposition 



Hegel and the Logical Structure of Love46

that it is indeed appropriately positioned to make a philosophical 
beginning. For this reason speculative philosophy faces a prelimi-
nary task of coming to know its cognitive perspective to be true to 
its purpose. In our view this is achieved by undertaking the reflec-
tive process in the Phenomenology of Spirit.15

Phenomenology of Spirit
The stated aim of the Phenomenology of Spirit is to introduce ab-
solute knowledge to consciousness as the truth of consciousness. 
Absolute knowledge in the manner we understand it here is an-
other way of referring to the cognitive perspective of speculative 
awareness. Absolute knowledge is knowledge that is given within 
an epistemic and ontological framework that recognises the essen-
tial unity of (knowing) subject and (known) object. In contrast, the 
phenomenological consciousness is dichotomously structured. In 
the latter the known object exists indifferently to the knowingness 
of the knowing subject whilst the knowing subject is aware of this 
indifference. In the subject-object dichotomy consciousness treats 
the object of its knowledge as being independent of the subject’s 
knowing in this sense. Due to this presupposed independence of 
the object of knowledge from the fact of its being known by the 
subject, the knowledge that consciousness generates must appear 
to be relative to its object (hereafter ‘relative knowledge’). Relative 
knowledge is the product of consciousness’ necessarily formal 
awareness in the sense of an awareness that lacks essential con-
tent and thus derives its content externally. Despite this formality 
of the phenomenological consciousness and the related relativity 
of its knowledge, the completion of the phenomenological process 
that takes place in the Phenomenology of Spirit is supposed to dem-
onstrate the unavoidable implicit reliance of consciousness on ab-
solute knowledge. Absolute knowledge is ultimately presented as 
the justified perspective from which to come to know the world 
and this includes the world of relative knowledge that is generated 
by consciousness’ formal awareness.

The phenomenological consciousness and speculative awareness  How 
is the above mentioned aim of the Phenomenology of Spirit related 
to our claim in the previous section that Hegel’s system presup-
poses the emergence of speculative awareness? We have suggested 
that the emergence of this kind of awareness stems from the fact 
        15. For an alternative systemic reading of the role and significance of Hegel’s 
Phenomenology of Spirit see Harris, 1995.
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that the would-be speculative philosopher’s empirical self is taken 
to be an integral part of the very world that denies the mode of be-
ing whose meaning speculative philosophy sets itself the task of 
constructing. Precisely because this world is structured dichoto-
mously the subject-object dichotomy is at home in it. So, it seems 
that, as an empirical self that belongs to this world, the would-be 
speculative philosopher is identified with the phenomenological 
consciousness to this extent. 

At the same time, there appears to be an important difference 
between the two kinds of awareness as we have presented them 
above. This difference lies in the fact that whereas the would-be 
speculative philosopher’s empirical self has embraced the cogni-
tive perspective of speculative awareness, the phenomenological 
consciousness only becomes self-consciously aware that its cogni-
tive perspective is that of speculative awareness as a result of work-
ing through the phenomenological process. Let us consider this 
apparent difference taking further note of Hegel’s remarks in his 
‘Preface’ to the Phenomenology of Spirit:

pure self-recognition in absolute otherness, this Aether as 
such, is the ground and soil of Science or knowledge in gener-
al. The beginning of philosophy presupposes or requires that 
consciousness should dwell in this element (1977, §26).

(In this context ‘science’ refers to speculative philosophy that is 
genuinely self-determining.) We have already indicated what we 
take Hegel to mean by the condition of ‘pure self-recognition in ab-
solute otherness’ and why this condition should be understood as 
a basic precondition for the emergence of speculative awareness’ 
cognitive perspective. Now we want to suggest that the ‘dwelling’ 
of ‘consciousness’, that Hegel suggests is presupposed for a philo-
sophical beginning, should be understood in terms of the would-
be philosopher’s willingness to embrace the cognitive perspective 
of speculative awareness. As we noted in the previous chapter, 
speculative awareness arises out of the totally alienated subject’s 
relationship to the dichotomously structured world and out of the 
would-be philosopher’s willingness to go beyond his or her formal 
awareness. That is, having emerged, the cognitive perspective of 
speculative awareness promises the capacity to reveal the mean-
ing of the mode of being of the philosopher’s empirical self and of 
his or her dichotomous world. Yet, as our analysis also suggests, 
this promise can be made only when the empirical self that is con-
fronted by speculative awareness is itself implicated in it. The for-
mer must have the strength to allow the very thing that ensures 
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its existence in the world, namely its formal self-relation, to be ab-
sorbed into the abstract reflective process undertaken from the 
cognitive perspective of speculative awareness. Without the em-
pirical self’s unconditional opening to, or dwelling in, speculative 
awareness it would not be possible for speculative awareness to 
‘come on the scene’. 

Still, even though it is necessary, the requirement that con-
sciousness dwell in the element of speculative awareness does 
not suffice to ensure a genuinely philosophical beginning. Hegel 
(1977, §26) indicates as much when he says

[s]cience on its part requires that self-consciousness should 
have raised itself into this Aether in order to be able to live—
and (actually) to live—with Science and in Science. Conversely 
the individual has the right to demand that Science should at 
least provide him with the ladder to this standpoint, should 
show him this standpoint within himself.

The merely immediate emergence of speculative awareness can-
not fully satisfy the presupposition that consciousness dwell in 
the element of speculative awareness precisely because it emerg-
es merely immediately. Rather than proceeding directly with the 
elaboration of its notion, speculative philosophy must therefore 
turn backwards, so to speak, in order to reconstruct what it pre-
supposes in a way that overcomes the original givenness of this 
presupposition.

The would-be philosopher’s act of immediately embracing 
speculative awareness does not suffice to justify the claim that ab-
solute knowledge is indeed the truth of relative knowledge given 
that this act of embracing has not itself been justified. After all, 
the self which identifies with this claim is only the would-be phi-
losopher’s particular empirical self. This self, as we explained in 
the previous section, is still implicated in the real mode of being 
(the formal universality of particularity ) that is recognised in the 
current condition of modernity. In contrast, absolute knowledge 
claims to be the truth, not only of some particular self and its 
world, but also of the very idea of the self in its dichotomously 
structured world. The immanent development of the speculative 
philosophy thus presupposes that speculative awareness can prop-
erly be embraced by the philosopher’s empirical self taken as a 
universal (hereafter ‘the empirical self as such’).

If this suggestion is correct, then, the particular empirical 
self’s initial act of embracing speculative awareness has to be 
understood as something with which the empirical self as such 
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needs ultimately to be identified. At the same time, a justification 
is required for the claim that absolute knowledge is the truth of 
the cognitive perspective of the empirical self as such. Without it 
speculative philosophy cannot be justifiably developed as the im-
manent truth of the empirical self and its world. 

Precisely because absolute knowledge cannot ultimately 
ground the truth of its claim in the mere fact that the would-be 
philosopher has immediately, albeit immanently, embraced spec-
ulative awareness, through his or her particular empirical self, 
speculative awareness must itself be shown to be the truth of the 
empirical self as such. This is what Hegel has in mind when he 
says that ‘self-consciousness should have raised itself into this 
Aether’. To meet this demand for justification the particular em-
pirical self must, in turn, be reconceptualised. This reconceptu-
alisation should be able to demonstrate the truth of speculative 
awareness’ presupposition that the empirical self as such can 
properly be embraced. 

The phenomenological consciousness is in a position to ad-
dress this demand for justification because in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit it gives expression to the empirical self as such. The phe-
nomenological consciousness enables us to reflect upon con-
sciousness, understood as the empirical self as such in all the 
different configurations that it can possibly take. The aim is to 
determine whether it can sustain itself, in any of its configura-
tions without having to rely on the absolute knowledge of specu-
lative awareness. If consciousness, thus understood, cannot but 
rely on absolute knowledge as its truth, then absolute knowledge 
can proceed from its speculative perspective to determine itself 
as the truth of consciousness’ relative knowledge and, hence, as 
the justified perspective of the empirical self and its world. In this 
way, the Phenomenology of Spirit provides the would-be philoso-
pher with the ‘ladder’ with which to raise himself or herself (i) out 
of the limits that are otherwise imposed by his or her dichotomous 
thought and (ii) justifiably into the cognitive perspective of abso-
lute knowledge.

Absolute knowledge through the idea’s cycles of development
At the completion of the phenomenological process the notion is 
ready to develop its categories as absolute knowledge. According to 
Hegel, absolute knowledge is given by ‘the Idea’ (cf. Hegel, 1975, 
§14). The ‘idea’ refers to the kind of reflectively self-determining 
awareness that provides itself with its notion and its being. So, at 
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any given moment in the philosophical system the idea is specu-
lative awareness that has become the kind of reflective being that 
has resulted solely from the power of its self-determination. 

The idea unfolds in three cycles of development that are car-
ried out in the Science of Logic, Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy 
of Mind. These are respectively characterised as ‘the science of 
the Idea in and for itself’, ‘the science of the Idea in its otherness’ 
and ‘the Idea that returns into itself out of its otherness’ (Hegel, 
1975, §18). What role do these developmental cycles play? Our 
earlier analysis suggests a general response. One of the tasks of 
speculative philosophy must be to determine itself as the mean-
ing of the world’s mode of being. Furthermore, once this task is 
completed the idea must come to know the world as embodying 
the meaning of the world’s mode of being. These two tasks can 
be said to be undertaken, first, in the logical categorial progres-
sion of the Science of Logic and, then in the Philosophy of Nature 
and the Philosophy of Mind that respectively deal with the cate-
gories of nature and social life (hereafter ‘real philosophy’). But 
why are the three developmental cycles necessary and how do 
they relate to each other? In our view the answers to these ques-
tions presuppose an appreciation of two complementary aspects 
of the categorial progression. These are what we might call the 
notion’s anticipatory and retrospective dimensions. 

We have already explained the sense in which speculative 
awareness has an overall purpose. The idea’s absolute imma-
nence permits it never to lose sight of this purpose. Since the 
idea is aware of its immanent purposiveness from the start of its 
development, it repeatedly finds itself anticipating its movement 
from one developmental stage to the next until the full realisa-
tion of its overall purpose. At the same time, the retrospective 
knowledge of its exact position at every point in its progres-
sion is equally necessary for the idea’s overall development. To 
put the same point differently, the idea’s completion of its task 
within any one developmental cycle without the memory, so to 
speak, of its overall purpose would render it blind to the overall 
significance of its achievements. 

We want to suggest that the idea’s anticipatory and retro-
spective dimensions tie together its three developmental cycles 
in a way that gives each cycle its necessary place in the system. 
We will briefly consider the three developmental cycles in order 
to illustrate the claims (1) that these two dimensions enable the 
idea to have regard to its overall purpose at appropriate points 
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in the categorial progression; and (2) that the necessity for each 
of the three cycles can be explained by reference to the fact that 
the idea’s overall purpose comes into play as a result of its retro-
spective and anticipatory dimensions. 

Science of Logic  We have already suggested that the idea’s 
overall purpose explains why the Logic must form the first 
of the idea’s developmental cycles. Recall that the idea’s over-
all purpose is fully to determine itself as the meaning of the 
world’s mode of being in order to come to know the world 
as embodying this meaning. The logical categorial develop-
ment makes explicit the meaning of the world’s mode of be-
ing in the element of its pure self-recognition, that is, in pure 
thought and as pure thought. This is what Hegel means when 
he says that in the Logic the idea develops and completes itself 
‘in and for itself’. So, we can say that the Logic begins by an-
ticipating the idea’s first major task, namely the development 
of the notion of its self-determining power in the element of 
its pure self-recognition. 

When the notion has fully determined itself in the element 
of pure thought it justifiably becomes the logical idea, that is, the 
idea that retrospectively knows itself to be complete in this re-
spect. However, as a result of the logical idea’s retrospection that 
brings the idea’s overall purpose into view once more the logi-
cal idea also knows itself to be merely abstractly realised. This 
is because it is the meaning of the world’s mode of being that is 
not yet actualised as knowledge of the world. The idea’s retro-
spection renders visible the merely abstractly achieved unity of 
thought with its being. To summarise: on completion the logical 
idea is aware of two aspects: first, it has fully determined itself in 
the element of its pure self-recognition; and, second, it has only 
achieved this self-determination as an abstract principle that 
wholly lacks existential determinateness. 

The transition to the Philosophy of Nature  The above mentioned 
dual aspect of the completed logical idea is crucial to an apprecia-
tion of the basis for the idea’s movement to the next developmental 
cycle, that of reflection into nature. For, whereas the completion of 
the Science of Logic is necessary for the transition, the rationale un-
derlying the latter cannot be understood simply by reference to the 
logical idea’s completed self-determination. The fact that the com-
pleted logical idea is wholly abstract and lacks existential determi-
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nateness ultimately requires the idea to anticipate its development 
through the categories of nature. Why is this the case? 

In recognising itself as a being that lacks existential determi-
nateness, the idea immediately becomes the other of the logical 
idea or, as Hegel puts it, ‘the idea in its otherness’. This is be-
cause its abstract being is that of a being that does not know it-
self to be the embodiment of the notion of the world’s mode of 
being. Existence which is thus distanced from the meaning of its 
mode of being is external to itself; it lacks self-determination. So, 
the idea in its otherness becomes the idea of necessity or nature. 
The Philosophy of Nature is thus the full elaboration of the idea’s 
self-externality.

Philosophy of Nature  In the Philosophy of Nature the idea gives it-
self existential determinateness through the categories of nature. 
Here we want to suggest that because the idea must move through 
the realm of necessity immanently to it, this movement is not it-
self determined by the preceding logical categorial progression. 
Even though the reflection in the Philosophy of Nature is not devoid 
of logical categorial determination, the development of the catego-
ries of nature cannot progress in accordance with the movement 
defined by the logical progression. For, this would amount to re-
flection upon the world of necessity with the aid of the idea’s self-
determining categories. This, in turn, would defeat the purpose of 
the idea’s development in its otherness. For, the idea must become 
that in which its self-determining power can be realised. 

In the Philosophy of Nature the idea of nature is transformed 
from mere existence that is external to itself to the kind of being that 
is retrospectively in a position to know itself as being in accordance 
with its own notion. This is what Hegel means when he refers to 
‘mind’ as the idea that has returned ‘into itself out of its otherness’. 

The Philosophy of Mind  In Part II of the book we will set out what 
we consider to be the main aspects of the process through which 
the categories of mind are progressively developed into a system 
of social and ethical life. Here we note one final advantage of our 
reading of the way in which the overall purpose of Hegel’s system 
ties together its various developmental cycles through the idea’s 
retrospective and anticipatory dimensions. Because we can make 
sense of the necessity for the systemic transition from the Logic to 
the Philosophy of Nature in the way we just outlined, we are also in 
a position consistently to advance a certain view of the relationship 
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between the Logic and the Philosophy of Mind. This is the view that 
the shape and direction of the categorial progression in the Philos-
ophy of Mind is determined by the nature of the idea’s progression 
through the Logic. To offer a partial defence of this reading, Part 
II of the book we will begin with an overview of the main aspects 
of the Logic.
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4.  tHe develoPMent of tHe notion in 
Hegel’S Logic 

This chapter will provide an overview of the notion’s develop-
ment in thought and as pure thought or, to use Hegel’s (1975, §19) 
words, of thought ‘in the sense of the self-developing totality of its 
laws and peculiar terms’. Let us begin by considering what Hegel 
(1989, p. 69) says about the nature of the notion’s initiation into 
this developmental process. 

Now starting from this determination of pure knowledge, all 
that is needed to ensure that the beginning remains imma-
nent in its scientific development is to consider, or rather, rid-
ding oneself of all other reflections and opinions whatever, 
simply to take up, what is there before us.

According to this statement, if we focus our attention on ‘what 
is there before us’ we can ensure the immanent beginning of a 
scientific development of the notion’s unfolding because we start 
from the ‘determination of pure knowledge’. What precisely is this 
determination? Following from our discussion in Chapter 3 we 
can answer this question by turning to the cognitive structure of 
absolute knowledge. Recall that speculative awareness takes its no-
tion to be the differentiated unity of the universal, the particular 
and the individual that is yet to be realised. 

The question to be addressed now is what role does this cate-
gorial interplay play in the starting point of the notion’s logical de-
velopment. Is ‘what is there before us’ the notion, as Hegel refers 
to it? If it is, should we expect absolute knowledge to begin with its 
notion and to go on from there to consider the question of its reali-
sation? What should we make of the fact that the Science of Logic 
consists of three ‘parts’ of which only the third and final part, ‘The 
Doctrine of Notion and Idea’, explicitly addresses this question of 
the notion’s realisation? We want to suggest that from the outset 
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absolute knowledge takes the differentiated unity of the universal, 
the particular and the individual to be its notion but in doing so 
it is, nevertheless, also aware that it has yet to think this unity in 
and as pure thought. From this perspective, the first two cycles of 
development in the Logic function as prerequisites for the notion’s 
readiness to tackle the question of its realisation.1

Being and eSSence
These cycles are developed respectively in ‘The Doctrine of Being’ 
and ‘The Doctrine of Essence’ (Hegel, 1975, § 83). Here, the no-
tion is referred to as ‘implicit’ and a ‘show’ respectively. More spe-
cifically, the ‘Doctrine of Being’ is ‘thought … in its immediacy’ 
which corresponds to ‘the Notion implicit and in germ’, whereas 
in the ‘Doctrine of Essence’ we have ‘thought … in its reflecting 
and mediation’ which corresponds to ‘the being-for-self and show 
of the Notion’ (Hegel, 1975, §83). The development of the notion 
through ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’ shows it justifiably to be their truth. 
Even so, Hegel (1975, §159A) notes,

[w]hen … the notion is called the truth of Being and Essence, 
we must expect to be asked why we do not begin with the no-
tion? The answer is that, where knowledge by thought is our 
aim, we cannot begin with the truth, because the truth, when 
it forms the beginning, must rest on mere assertion. The truth 
when it is thought must as such verify itself to thought.

Although the notion is the truth of ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’, before 
beginning its explicit development it has to show itself to be this 
truth. We can see why this is necessary by briefly considering the 
categorial character of ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’.

According to the Encyclopaedia Logic ‘in Being everything is im-
mediate, in Essence everything is relative’ (1975, §111A). The catego-
ries that correspond to ‘Being’ are oblivious to any kind of relation 
and are absorbed in their own immediate, that is unreflective, self-
unity. In ‘Essence’ each category retains its unity without however 
being exhausted in this unity in that its relation to an other category 
is acknowledged (1975, §111A). However, this acknowledgment has 
an external character. In ‘Essence’ the coexistence of unity and dif-
ferentiation does not amount to the differentiated unity of the notion.

The terms in Essence are always mere pairs of correlatives, and 
not yet absolutely reflected in themselves. … hence in essence 
the actual unity of the notion is not realized, but only postulat-
ed by reflection (Hegel, 1975, §112).

        1. See also Burbridge, 1995.
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So, in ‘Essence’ we have the external relation of unity and differ-
entiation whereas in ‘Being’ we have only a unity which is oblivi-
ous to differentiation. If this account is correct then ‘Being’ and 
‘Essence’ would appear to be the moments of the notion, not in 
their unity but as abstracted from it. Recall that the main charac-
teristic of the notion’s cognitive structure is that it is a differenti-
ated unity. It is the unity of the moments of unity and differentia-
tion. In ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’ these two moments are formulated 
so as to exhibit the condition of their abstraction from their unity. 

As moments of the notion, ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’ can also be 
described as the (knownness of the) object and the (knowingness 
of the) subject respectively. Their unity constitutes the notion’s be-
ing as absolute knowledge. ‘Being’ is not the object of knowledge 
in abstraction from the knowing subject in the sense of an object 
existing independently of the subject. Nor does ‘Essence’ express 
the reflective activity of a subject apart from the object of cogni-
tion. Rather each expresses the unity of knowing and known (ab-
solute knowledge) from a different angle. In ‘Being’ this unity is 
exhibited from the side of the known; the knownness of the object 
is immediate presence. In ‘Essence’ we see the unity from the side 
of its knowingness; this is relation. These two angles come togeth-
er in the perspective of the unity that is exhibited in the ‘Doctrine 
of the Notion and Idea’.

Justifying the notion in being and in essence
The above understanding of ‘Being’, ‘Essence’ and their relation-
ship to the notion allows us to see why Hegel thinks it necessary 
for the notion to justify itself as their truth. Were the notion to be-
gin its realisation as a differentiated unity it would have had to pre-
suppose itself as the truth of its moments. That is, it would have 
to assume that it is the truth of both a unity which is without dif-
ferentiation and a differentiation that is externally related to unity. 
In this way, thought would merely have assumed the truth of its 
notion rather than having derived it immanently, as is the mark of 
the development of scientific philosophy.

In order to engage in a justificatory process of the kind just 
referred to absolute knowledge must in some sense already pos-
sess that which is to be justified but it must also be immanently 
aware of the need of justification. In other words, the notion must 
be both a differentiated unity and one that incorporates the aware-
ness of the need to justify itself as the truth of its moments. This 
is precisely the situation in which absolute knowledge finds itself. 
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It initially encounters itself as a categorially differentiated unity 
yet this awareness of itself also makes explicit the need to justify 
itself in pure thought. When it is sought to be met in and as pure 
thought this need for justification is not external because absolute 
knowledge simultaneously reveals its notion to itself and challeng-
es the validity of what is expressed in this revelation thereby rais-
ing the question of its authentication. So, the requirement that the 
notion justify itself by emerging as the truth of its moments is an 
integral part of the development of the notion’s determinate being 
as fully self-determining. The notion’s awareness of itself as a dif-
ferentiated unity of the indeterminate categories of the universal, 
the particular and the individual must, therefore, be unavoidably 
accompanied by awareness of the task of reflecting on the being of 
thought that is nonetheless unthought in the sense of a being that 
is non-self-determining. 

tHe doctrine of tHe notion
We suggested so far that it is only at the completion of the develop-
mental cycle making up the second part of the Science of Logic that 
the notion determines itself as that which seeks its realisation. For 
this reason it is only from this point on that it can justifiably treat 
itself as the starting point of the process that confronts the ques-
tion of its realisation. The notion fully determines its otherwise 
indeterminate differentiated unity in the third cycle, developed in 
‘The Doctrine of Notion and Idea’. As the references to both notion 
and idea in the title of this third cycle suggest, at this point the no-
tion undertakes a developmental process that eventually gives rise 
to the objectified notion that Hegel calls the ‘idea’. In the third part 
of the Logic we have ‘thought in its return into itself, and its devel-
oped abiding by itself’ that corresponds to ‘the Notion in and for 
itself’ (Hegel, 1975 §83). 

In an explanatory remark concerning the emergence of the no-
tion in this sphere of its freedom Hegel notes the following.

The Notion, when it has developed into a concrete existence that 
is itself free, is none other than the I or pure self-conscious-
ness. True, I have notions, that is to say, determinate notions; 
but the I is the pure Notion itself which, as Notion, has come 
into existence (Hegel, 1989, p. 583).

Even though the notion has ‘come into existence’ as self-determin-
ing this existence is still incomplete to the extent that it is still a 
derivative or relative existence. In spite of having emerged as the 
absolute unity of unity (being) and difference (essence), it has only 
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determined itself as their truth and has not yet determined itself 
as notion. As self-determining the notion ‘must itself posit what it 
is’. In other words, the notion which is a positedness because it ‘has 
come to be’ through the development of its moments of unity and 
differentiation, must now develop itself as this differentiated unity:

this reality [of the notion’s positedness] does not yet possess the 
determination of being the Notion’s own, self-evolved determi-
nation; it fell in the sphere of necessity; but the Notion’s own 
determination can only be the result of its free determining, a 
determinate being in which the Notion is identical with itself, 
its moments also being Notions and posited by the Notion itself 
(Hegel, 1989, p. 596).

The self-determining notion must now construct its differentiated 
unity from the perspective of its truth. This means that it must en-
gage in a process the result of which will be to arrive at the differ-
entiated unity of the universal, the particular and the individual, 
this time as determined by the notion.

The notion of the notion as the unity of universal, particular and 
individual
For Hegel the requirement that the notion determine its differen-
tiated unity amounts to the requirement that the ‘Notion of the 
Notion’ be developed (1989, p. 582). The ‘notion’s notion’ refers to 
the principle of the notion understood as that which makes it the 
notion at its most abstract or universal level. Hegel refers to this as 
the ‘universal Notion’. 

The universal Notion, which we have now to consider here, 
contains the three moments: universality, particularity, and in-
dividuality. The difference and the determinations which the 
Notion gives itself in its distinguishing, constitute the side 
which was previously called positedness. As this is identical in 
the Notion with being-in-and-for-self, each of these moments 
is no less the whole Notion than it is a determinate Notion and a 
determination of the Notion (Hegel, 1989, p. 600).

In this process of self-determination the notion is ‘universal’ be-
cause it presents itself as the truth of every step making up the 
process. The claim that ‘each of these moments is no less the whole 
Notion’ means that each moment must incorporate the others. 
According to Hegel (1975, §164)

… the universal is the self-identical, with the express qualifica-
tion, that it simultaneously contains the particular and the in-
dividual. Again, the particular is the different or the specific 
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character, but with the qualification that it is in itself universal 
and is as an individual. Similarly the individual must be un-
derstood to be a subject or substratum, which involves the ge-
nus and species in itself and possesses a substantial existence.

The process in question takes the universal, the particular and the 
individual to be stages which are ‘determinations’ of the notion. At 
the same time each one of these categories is a form of the ‘deter-
minate’ notion, that is, one form of the notion’s differentiated uni-
ty. In other words, the justified notion is the differentiated unity 
that aims at determining itself as this unity. 

The rationale underlying this development can be put as fol-
lows. Precisely because it is merely self-determining, as distinct 
from already self-determined, the notion both anticipates the re-
alisation of its self-determination and is ready to realise what it an-
ticipates. In its attempt to realise its self-determining power, the 
notion enters a developmental process the principle of which is 
the differentiated unity of the universal, the particular and the in-
dividual. (For ease of reference we can simply refer to the differen-
tiated unity of these three categories as ‘the categorial differenti-
ated unity’.) The abstract unity of universality corresponds to the 
notion that, in anticipating its realisation, is not yet and, so, is as 
otherness expressed by the particular. In transcending its other-
ness the notion reflectively knows itself as self-determining and is 
thereby the individual. Given that the notion is the categorial dif-
ferentiated unity that anticipates its determination, it begins with 
the moment of universality which becomes the abstract expres-
sion of the differentiated unity. In this way, the universal is ‘the 
whole Notion’ and at the same time, a moment of the notion’s de-
velopment. The same holds for the particular and the individual, 
the first of which expresses the differentiated unity in its determi-
nate otherness whilst the second expresses the accomplished cat-
egorical differentiated unity.

So the notion must begin with the moment of universality in 
which it is abstractly self-related in a way that includes both deter-
minateness (particularity) and awareness (individuality) since it is 
the truth that is at the same time unrealised. From universality the 
notion moves to particularity. According to Hegel (1989, p. 606), 
‘the particular is the universal itself but it is its difference or rela-
tion to an other, its illusory reference outwards’. It eventually realis-
es ‘the return into itself’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 621) in the moment of 
individuality which is ‘the notion reflecting itself out of the differ-
ence into absolute negativity’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 601). The difference 
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expressed by the fact that the notion is related to the particular as 
its other is transcended when the notion reflectively knows that 
the essence of the particular is to embody the universal. The re-
flective awareness expressed by individuality reveals that the no-
tion is not simply immersed in its determinateness; it knows itself 
to be its own creation. The truth of the notion’s embodiment (the 
truth of its particularity) is the fact that in it and through it the 
universal is united with itself as both the determinate universal 
and the universal that is responsible for its determination. This is 
why Hegel calls the individual the absolute determinateness. The 
absolute negativity initially expressed in universality is explicitly 
shown in individuality to be the factor that determines the differ-
entiated unity of the notion. In the categorial differentiated unity 
formulated by the moment of individuality the notion returns to 
the absolute negativity of universality through particularity and it 
is in this regard retrospective. The notion is an individual that has 
accomplished its anticipated self-reflective determination.

The logical progression from the universal through the particular 
to the individual
The movement from the moment of universality that is itself a cat-
egorial differentiated unity (hereafter ‘the U moment’) through 
the unity of particularity (hereafter ‘the P moment’) to that of in-
dividuality (hereafter ‘the I moment’) exhibits the principle of the 
notion’s process of becoming. This aspect of the logical structure 
can be said to guide the progression through ‘The Doctrine of the 
Notion and Idea’.

If this interpretation is correct then the development in ‘The 
Notion’, the beginning of ‘The Doctrine of the Notion and Idea’, 
must be (at least part of) the U moment of the doctrine’s cycle of 
development. The last section, ‘The Idea’ must be (at least part of) 
its I moment. Indeed in the scheme we want to propose the no-
tion’s I moment is fully constituted by this stage whereas the no-
tion reaches this stage through the P moment which is developed 
as ‘The Objective Notion’ in the stage of ‘Objectivity’. We can re-
fer to the kind of movement just described, from the U moment 
through the P moment to the I moment, as a ‘U, P, I progression’. 
(Cf. Gaskins, 1990, pp. 414-416).

We can make sense of the transition from one developmen-
tal stage to the next, whether between developmental cycles or 
within a cycle, having regard to whether, and in what combina-
tion, the notion is (a) anticipatory and, hence, abstract relative to 
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its end; (b) in otherness, in so far as it has yet to determine its 
being; or (c) retrospectively aware of itself as whatever it has de-
termined itself to be. Consider the movement within the U mo-
ment of the most comprehensive cycle of development within the 
Logic. The three stages that are involved here, ‘The Notion’, ‘The 
Judgement’ and ‘The Syllogism’, are equally stages of abstract-
ness given their anticipatory role in the most comprehensive cycle 
of development within the Logic.2 On the other hand, they are also 
related to each other as the three moments of a U, P, I progres-
sion. The U moment of abstractness, ‘The Notion’, expresses the 
notion’s absolute indeterminacy. The P moment of abstractness, 
‘The Judgement’, expresses the notion’s complete loss in exter-
nality given the otherness of this moment in abstractness. That 
is, the notion immanently introduces itself into otherness by es-
tablishing its inner identity in otherness. However, in doing so, it 
posits the determinateness of its abstractness and thereby moves 
to the I moment of abstractness, which is its reflective moment. 

The I moment of abstractness, ‘The Syllogism’, expresses the 
notion’s opposition of its mediating unity to its externality due to 
its formality. The notion thereby exhibits its full determinateness 
as abstractness. Through this relation of opposition its inner ab-
stract unity (the absolute indeterminacy of the accomplished no-
tion’s differentiated unity) is reflectively equated with externali-
ty (the being to which the syllogistic form is related as the mere 
form). As a result of this equation in ‘The Syllogism’ the no-
tion is posited as the essence of its other and thereby moves to 
‘Objectivity’, the P moment of the most comprehensive cycle of de-
velopment within the Logic. 

As the P moment of its developmental cycle, ‘Objectivity’ in-
corporates the determinateness of its U moment which is made 
explicit in the latter’s reflective I moment, that of ‘The Syllogism’. 
The determinateness of the notion as the essence of otherness is 
thus exhibited with the emergence of the objective notion. The 
task of ‘Objectivity’ is then to become the self-determining iden-
tity of externality. Since it is not yet this identity the movement to 
objectivity gives rise to a new developmental cycle with its own an-
ticipatory and retrospective moments. 

In this way the notion develops through its first reality, that 
of the development of the subjective notion to objectivity, and, 
then through its second reality, that of the development of the 
        2. We adopted this understanding after consideration of comments by G. 
Marcus on Vassilacopoulos, 1994.
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objective notion’s subjectivity. At the completion of the develop-
ment through these two realities the notion becomes the self-de-
termining identity of its externality from which externality it is 
thus distinguished. It thereby passes into ‘The Idea’, the I moment 
of the most comprehensive developmental cycle within the Logic. 

This reading of the development of the notion’s first and sec-
ond realities implies three things about the nature of any particu-
lar point in the developmental process. Firstly, such a point con-
stitutes one moment of a U, P, I progression. Secondly, it is also 
part of the U, P, or I moments of the cycles of development from 
‘The Notion’ to ‘The Syllogism’ or from those within ‘Objectivity’. 
Finally, the particular point of the developmental process is an as-
pect of either the U moment or the P moment constituting the 
most comprehensive logical cycle. For example, the ‘Judgement of 
Existence’ is to be understood as simultaneously bearing the fea-
tures of (i) the U moment of the cycle of development that ends 
with the ‘Judgement of Necessity’ as this cycle’s I moment; (ii) 
an aspect of the P moment of the cycle of development from ‘The 
Notion’ to ‘The Syllogism’ in so far as it is incorporated into the 
true form of the judgement; and (iii) an aspect of the U moment in 
the cycle of development from ‘The Notion’ to ‘The Idea’ to which 
‘The Judgement’ as a whole belongs. 

On this view any particular point in the system is not merely 
to be understood as manifesting features which belong to it in vir-
tue of its position in the notion’s developmental process. Such a 
position should not be taken as one point in one cycle of develop-
ment but rather as a point in a number of cycles operating at dif-
ferent levels. These different levels need to be taken into account 
in order to understand the features manifested at any particular 
point in the system. 

We can demonstrate the merits of our proposed reading of the 
logical structure by indicating how it serves to explain transition 
points in the Logic. Indeed in the absence of this kind of explana-
tion these transitions either remain unaccounted for or are only 
explicable by reference to conditions external to the system. Some 
commentators on the Logic believe that this latter is the only kind 
of justification that is available to the Hegelian system. For exam-
ple, Zimmerli (1989) advances such a position regarding the jus-
tification of Hegel’s subjective logic. We believe, however, that we 
are left with Zimmerli’s conclusion only if we fail fully to appreci-
ate the implications of a reading that takes seriously the complex 
relationships between the various levels of U, P, I progressions 
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within the logical system’s cyclical development. The partial de-
fence of our reading, in the next chapter, will begin with a pre-
sentation of the general character and stages of the developmental 
process that the subjective notion undergoes in order to restore it-
self in its other and thereby to posit itself as the objective notion. 
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5.  tHe judgeMent, tHe SyllogiSM and 
oBjectivity in Hegel’S Logic 

In the previous chapter we made the point that the notion, whose 
absolute identity has been formulated by the moment of individu-
ality, enters the realm of otherness. This, we explained, constitutes 
the P moment of a U, P, I progression that unfolds within the over-
all U moment of ‘The Doctrine of the Notion’. According to the 
Science of Logic (1989, p. 621), at this stage otherness expresses the 
notion’s immediate loss of self:

individuality is not only the return of the Notion into self, but 
immediately its loss. Through individuality, where the Notion 
is internal to itself, it becomes external to itself.

Hegel (1986, p. 99) also refers to this kind of externality as that 
which ‘destroys’ the notion. 

tHe judgeMent
According to the Science of Logic, the notion’s externality is initially 
exhibited in the form of the judgement. The transition to this form 
is presented as follows.

Because it [the notion] is absolute negativity, it sunders itself 
and posits itself as the negative or as the other of itself; and fur-
ther because as yet it is only the immediate Notion, this posit-
ing or differentiation is characterised by the fact that the mo-
ments become indifferent to one another and each becomes for 
itself; in this partition, its unity is still only an external con-
nexion. As such connexion of its moments, which are posited 
as self-subsistent and indifferent, it is judgement (Hegel, 1989, p. 
599).

It is worth noting here that commentaries on Hegel’s analysis 
of the judgement offer very little by way of a discussion of the 
reasons for the transition from ‘The Notion’ to ‘The judgement’. 
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Indeed, references to the notion’s overall movement through the 
judgement’s developmental process are largely descriptive rath-
er than explanatory. For example, Taylor (1983, p. 306-308) sug-
gests that for Hegel the transition to the judgement is necessi-
tated by ‘the requirements which are posed by the ontological 
Concept’ but he does not say why these are supposed to be met by 
the form of the judgement in particular. Marcuse (1987), on the 
other hand, introduces his brief discussion of the judgement by 
suggesting that the transition to it should be understood in the 
light of the ‘species process’ undergone by the notion. In his in-
terpretation Marcuse mentions the ‘principle’ or ‘notion of the no-
tion’ but he does not explain its precise role in the transition to the 
form of the judgement.1

To appreciate the role of the judgement and the necessity of its 
emergence for the notion’s development we must bear in mind the 
relevant condition of the subjective notion. The subjective notion 
is not only immanently negated but its negation is immediate and 
due to the notion’s very formality. In the form of the judgement 
the notion is the other, immediate loss, of itself. As such it is im-
mediately the differentiatedness of its moments. These moments, 
the categories of the universal, the particular and the individual, 
have not yet been concretely determined by the notion as internally 
related. Individuality is only individual, universality, only univer-
sal and so too with particularity. The notion’s unity thus appears 
only as an ‘external connection’ of ‘self-subsistent and mutually 
indifferent’ categories. The absolute absence of internal categorial 
relation marks the ‘loss’ and ‘destruction’ of the notion given that 
the notion has formally determined its absolute identity as the cat-
egorical differentiated unity. Having become immediately ‘exter-
nal to itself’ the notion’s reflection upon its reality, the reality of its 
self-loss, must be exhibited as an external, as opposed to absolute, 
reflection. This is because that which is reflected upon is the lack 
of internal categorial relation. According to Hegel (1986, p. 99), 

[i]n the judgement ‘otherness’ comes into the Notion. Judgement 
is a subjective affair; Subject and Predicate appear as indifferent, 
apart, external and are first brought together by us externally. 

        1. Compare Burbridge, 1995, p. 124. This tendency in the secondary literature 
merely to describe the transition process rather than to offer an explanation for 
it is not limited to discussions of the judgement but extends to the discussion 
of transition points of the Logic generally. Cf. E.E. Harris, 1983, pp. 226-238; 
Johnson, 1988, pp. 169-179. In what follows we make an attempt to redress this 
problem by offering an explanation for the supposed necessity of the notion’s 
transition to the form of the judgement.
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We have here a Subject and here a Predicate which we attribute 
to the Subject.… In judgement there is a separation of Subject 
and Predicate, of the matter in hand and reflection.

For the negated notion relatedness is present only as a connection 
that we who reflect in the form of the judgement make externally 
to the mutually indifferent categories. 

According to Hegel (1975, §166),
[i]n its abstract terms a judgement is expressible in the propo-
sition: ‘The individual is the universal.’ These are the terms 
under which the subject and the predicate first confront each 
other, when the functions of the notion are taken in their im-
mediate character or first abstraction.

The suitability of these terms of the judgement for exhibiting ‘the 
notion in its particularity’ (1975, §166) can be appreciated if we 
bear in mind the retrospective achievement of the notion that con-
stitutes the I moment of ‘The Notion’. Taken retrospectively the 
notion’s U, P, I progression within ‘The Notion’ has given the no-
tion the status of a self-determined individual. Recall that the in-
dividual finds its universality in the determinateness of the partic-
ular. Now, in the realm of its self-loss this determinateness of the 
particular must be absent. The absence in question is exhibited 
by the absence of the particular as one of the terms of the judge-
ment’s propositional form. The individual thus appears to be con-
nected to its essence, as exhibited by the universal in the position 
of the predicate, simply through the abstractness of the copula. 
The judgement’s abstract form makes no reference to a third cat-
egory. It, therefore, manifests the notion’s first reality as the reality 
of immediate loss or destruction by taking a form in which there 
is absent the determinateness (particular) which brings together 
the reflective notion (individual) and its essence (universal) in the 
notion’s retrospection.

The form of the judgement manifests the differentiated unity 
of the notion only in so far as its terms exhibit differentiated cat-
egories that are related through the copula. Because the copula of 
the judgement is indeterminate this unity is not yet the posited 
‘pregnant unity of subject and predicate ‘ (Hegel, 1989, p. 630).

To restore this identity of the Notion [categorial differentiated 
unity], or rather to posit it, is the goal of the movement of the 
judgement … since subject and predicate are in and for them-
selves the totality of the Notion (Hegel, 1989, p. 630).

This ‘goal’ together with whatever is required for its realisation are 
anticipated at the beginning of the movement in question in a way 
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that makes this movement possible and necessary. In order to re-
store its identity the notion must immanently transcend its self-
loss. This immanent transcendence requires that what is antici-
pated is, firstly, posited and, secondly, developed. In this way the 
notion establishes its presence in order thereby to show the judge-
ment’s form to be its own reality. This task calls for the develop-
ment of the judgement as ‘truth’ in the sense of a correspondence 
of the notion to the reality of its object. The anticipation in ques-
tion is that of the notion’s truth understood as the ‘doubling’ of 
‘one and the same object’, that is, as the unity of individual subject 
with its universal essence (Hegel, 1989, pp. 630-631). 

Positing the notion as the truth of the judgement
Given that categorial differentiated unity is the essence of the no-
tion’s identity and that the goal of the notion in the form of the 
judgement is to posit its categorial differentiated unity, in order to 
achieve this goal immanently the notion must detect its own self 
rather than sheer otherness in the form of the judgement. This 
is the task of positing the truth of the judgement form as the dif-
ferentiated unity of subject and predicate. It is accomplished in 
the movement from the judgement of existence though the judge-
ment of reflection to the judgement of necessity.

Judgement of existence  As the U moment of this phase, the judge-
ment of existence constitutes the first of three stages of this cycle 
of development. The developmental process of the judgement be-
gins with the judgement of existence since this is the immediate 
judgement. The beginning is at first immediate because of the ab-
sence of internal reflection. This absence renders the judgement 
as the absolute other of the self-determined reflective individual 
notion. According to the Science of Logic (1989, p. 630), in its im-
mediacy the subject of the judgement ‘simply is’; it is the self-sub-
sistent or ‘abstract individual’. Similarly, its predicate is one of the 
subject’s properties taken as an abstract universal. 

The judgement of existence exhibits a subject that is immedi-
ately united with a predicate yet the unity in question does not also 
exhibit essential differentiation since the predicate is connected to 
the subject as one of its properties (positive judgement) or as not 
all its properties (negative judgement). Subjective reflection initi-
ates a movement which results in the transcendence of this form 
and with it the transcendence of reflection as external connection. 
In trying to think the categories as immediate we reach a point at 
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which determinate connection is revealed to be their essence. The 
initial immediacy of the categories exhibited by the judgement of 
existence is sublated into their unity, the copula, when in the infi-
nite form of the judgement, the most advanced form of the judge-
ment of existence, it is shown that the difference between subject 
and predicate cannot be retained in the way required by the form 
of the judgement. 

Judgement of reflection  The categories are reformulated in the 
judgement of reflection, the P moment of this first phase, so that 
‘the determination of one is reflected … in the other’ (Hegel, 1989, 
p. 630). A judgement of this form exhibits the essential determi-
nate content of the terms given that the predicate is not limited to 
one of the subject’s properties. 

The most advanced form of the judgement of reflection is the 
universal judgement. It shows that its unity is accidental, even if it 
reveals the essential determinateness of the terms. The unfolding 
of the judgement of reflection reveals that the difference of the cat-
egories is also sublated into the copula. 

Having appropriated both the unity characterising the abstract 
individual of the judgement of existence and the reflecting being 
of the categories exhibited by the judgement of reflection the form 
of the judgement is reconstructed so as to incorporate both these 
elements. This reconstruction is worked out in the judgement of 
necessity, the I moment of the judgement’s first phase.

Judgement of necessity  According to the Science of Logic (1989, p. 
657), the development of the judgement of necessity renders ex-
plicit the copula’s determining role. When the copula becomes the 
explicit unity of the terms of a judgement it is thereby identified 
with the notion and posited. This is expressed by the result of the 
disjunctive judgement, the most advanced form of the judgement 
of necessity. The disjunctive judgement takes the general form ‘A 
is either B or C or D’ and expresses the relation between genus and 
species. The genus as subject ‘contains within it the determinate-
ness which constitutes the principle of its particularisation into spe-
cies’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 656). In the position of the subject we have 
the abstract universal (genus) and in that of the predicate we have 
the universal particularised into its species. As stated in the Sci-
ence of Logic (1989, p. 657) ‘the simple determinateness of the sub-
ject is sundered into the difference of the species’. Here the notion 
is posited due to the presence, firstly, of the differentiation of the 
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subject into its predicate and, secondly, of the unity of the subject 
with the predicate that is expressed by the copula.

Hegel’s inclusion of a fourth judgement form
Hegel’s analysis of the judgement is not confined to three main 
forms. According to the Science of Logic, the judgement of neces-
sity gives rise to a fourth form, ‘the judgement of the notion’. At 
this point the Logic appears to give rise to the anomaly of having 
diverged from the system’s usual tripartite division within devel-
opmental cycles. The question of why Hegel should think this nec-
essary has been addressed in different ways. For example, Johnson 
(1988, p. 177) suggests that ‘Hegel’s treatment of the judgement 
ought to end … with the judgement of necessity, since … the iden-
tity of subject and predicate has been “explicitly posited”’. For E.E. 
Harris (1983, pp. 230-231) the diversion from the tripartite divi-
sion is only ‘apparent’. He suggests that the judgements of reflec-
tion and necessity correspond to the twofold categories of ‘The 
Doctrine of Essence’ and so reads ‘The Judgement’ as effectively 
comprising three stages. 

Despite their obvious differences, these readings share a fail-
ure to appreciate the rationale behind the notion’s movement in 
the sphere of the judgement. While it is correct that the comple-
tion of the judgement of necessity marks the explicit positing of 
the identity of subject and predicate, as Johnson notes, the ques-
tion that the notion’s anticipatoriness raises at the beginning of 
‘The Judgement’, that of the doubling of the object in the form of 
the judgement, has not been fully addressed at this point. This is 
because what has been posited as the truth of the judgement has 
not yet been developed as this truth and, so, still remains relative 
to this positedness. The development of this truth is the work of 
the judgment of the notion. 

The development of the notion as the truth of the judgement
We have already explained that the disjunctive form of the judge-
ment of necessity marks the point at which the notion has re-
claimed itself in the judgement by determining itself as the es-
sence of the judgement form. For this reason it is ready to realise 
its essence through the further development of the form of the 
judgement. We indicated above that the truth of the notion as 
judgement is reflection upon itself as the self-determined essence 
of the reality of the object. Since the relation between subject and 
predicate is not yet a concrete differentiated categorial unity, given 
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that the unity is affirmed in the predicate by the abstract copu-
la, the notion is this truth as what Hegel (1989, p. 657) calls an 
‘ought-to-be’ in relation to which ‘the reality may or may not be 
adequate’. 

The apodeictic judgement  Developing the form of the judgement 
from the perspective of the ‘ought-to-be’ eventually reveals that 
the ‘judgement … has its ground in the constitution of the subject 
and thereby is apodeictic’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 662). The subject of the 
apodeictic form of the judgement, the most advanced form of the 
judgement, contains the universal, that which the subject ought 
to be, as well as ‘its constitution’, the reason for the subject’s accor-
dance or failure to accord with the predicate. In the case of the ac-
cordance of subject and predicate:

we have the universal which is itself and continues itself 
through its opposite and is a universal only as unity with this 
opposite (Hegel, 1989, p. 662).

The subject so constituted by the predicate is objectively universal 
because it is mediated by the determinate reality that it is. This de-
terminateness is its ‘opposite’ in so far as it is the notion’s external-
ity, that to which the essence is to accord. When the notion reaches 
the form of the apodeictic judgement

we now have before us the determinate and fulfilled copula, 
which formerly consisted in the abstract ‘is’, but has now fur-
ther developed itself into ground in general (Hegel, 1989, p. 
662).

The notion fully reclaims its inner identity in the apodeictic judge-
ment because in it

the concrete identity of the Notion which was the result of the 
disjunctive judgement and which constitutes the inner basis of 
the Notion judgement—which identity was at first posited only 
in the predicate—is now restored in the whole (Hegel, 1989, p. 
663).

At the end of the unfolding of the judgement the truth of the 
judgement is shown to be the ‘determinate relation of subject and 
predicate’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 663). The abstractness of the copula’s 
being is transcended and 

the copula pregnant with content, the unity of the Notion … has 
re-emerged from the judgement in which it was lost in the ex-
tremes (Hegel, 1989, p. 663). 

This restoration of the notion’s identity does not amount to a re-
gressive return to the condition of the U moment of the notion 
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(‘The Notion of the Notion’). At the completion of the developmen-
tal process through the judgement the notion has determined its 
identity to be the identity of its externality. This is the sense in 
which the notion has returned to its inner identity. 

At the same time, the identity thus far determined by the no-
tion is not the absolute categorial differentiated unity given that 
its concrete determination is merely that of a being whose cate-
gories manifest both difference and mediating unity. Considered 
retrospectively, the apodeictic judgement is the notion’s developed 
identity as the essence of externality where ‘externality’ is that in 
which the notion has a presence that may or may not accord with 
the reality. In other words, the relation of essence (notion) to exter-
nality (reality) as it is so far determined is the result of a process 
that shows the notion to be present in externality given that this 
process begins with the notion’s radical self-loss. 

As the P moment of a cycle of development at a broader level, 
the apodeictic judgement can also be understood as supplying the 
notion’s truth in otherness. In so far as the judgement is the devel-
oped inner essence of the notion in externality it passes over into 
the reflective development of this innerness. That is, the judge-
ment results in the emergence of the notion’s determinateness as 
opposition to its externality. As already suggested, this element of 
opposition emerges in the apodeictic judgement as the opposite of 
the universal predicate that acts as the ground through which the 
predicate is united with the subject. This ground exhibits the re-
emergence of the notion’s unity and the content filled copula. It, 
therefore, marks the transition to the syllogism. 

tHe SyllogiSM
The syllogism is ‘the notion posited in its completeness’ in so far 
as it exhibits, not only the categories as ‘self-subsistent extremes’, 
but also the determinate mediating unity of the notion’s moments 
(Hegel, 1989, p. 599). The syllogism initially expresses the deter-
minate being of intercategorial relation as distinct from that of the 
categorial differentiated unity. The notion’s identity is reclaimed 
in the syllogism, not because the categorial differentiated unity of 
the notion has emerged as the truth of the categories, but because 
relating as such, the essential mediating unity of the categories, 
has been posited at the conclusion of the notion’s development 
through the judgement. The syllogism is the truth of the judge-
ment in the sense that it makes explicit the mediating unity of the 
notion which the judgement excludes (Hegel, 1989, pp. 664-665). 
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As the truth of the judgement, the syllogism exhibits the no-
tion’s reality in terms of the opposition between the notion’s medi-
ating unity and the externality manifested by the self-subsistence 
of the categories. Having shown itself to be the notion in external-
ity (in the form of the judgement) the notion must now show its 
mediating unity to be the immanent absolute essence of this exter-
nality. In order for this to be achieved the syllogistic development 
must determine the mediating unity as being in accordance with, 
rather than opposed to, reality. In this way the notion shows itself 
to be the essence of its externality in the terms required for the ap-
propriation by the notion of the determinate being of externality.

The form of the syllogism initially takes a shape which accords 
with the explicit emergence of the determinateness of mediation 
out of the form of the judgement. The previously absent determi-
nateness of mediation is introduced into the judgement’s abstract 
form, ‘the individual is a universal’, by introducing the particular 
ground of the unity. The form thus becomes ‘I-P-U’ where P rep-
resents the particular ground supporting the extremes, ‘I’ repre-
sents the individual and ‘U’ represents the universal. 

The syllogisms of existence, reflection and necessity
The notion’s syllogistic self-determination takes place in three 
stages that progressively make the middle term’s determination 
more concrete. The first of these is the syllogism of existence. In 
this form mediation is not effective given the self-subsistence of 
all the terms. The syllogism of existence results in the sublation 
of the abstractness of the terms and the emergence of their rela-
tion. The most advanced form of the syllogism of existence posits 
their relation as necessary and mediated so that the middle term 
obtains the determinateness of having the terms posited in it. The 
mediatedness of the categories is developed in the syllogism of re-
flection in which the middle term becomes a totality in the sense 
of a concrete integrated categorial unity. The general form of this 
syllogism is P-I-U given that the individual plays the role of the 
mediating unity explicitly. However, the essential relatedness of 
the categories developed by the syllogism of reflection is not also 
the notion’s absolute identity since the differentiation of the terms 
is external. The most advanced form of the syllogism of reflec-
tion, the syllogism of analogy, gives rise to the mediating unity 
of the objective universal totality and marks the transition to the 
most complete syllogism, the syllogism of necessity which takes 
the form I-U-P. This syllogism develops a structure of relations 
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that produces the concrete absolute identity of the notion in its 
most advanced form, the disjunctive syllogism. In the next chapter 
we will return to the analysis of the various syllogistic forms when 
discussing their connection with real philosophical categories.

froM SyllogiSM to oBjectivity
As we suggested above, the overall aim of the notion in developing 
its syllogistic form is to exhibit the subjective notion in its ‘com-
pleteness’. The form of the syllogism renders the subjective no-
tion complete in the sense that it makes explicit the determinate 
being of the categorial unity and thus gives rise to determinate 
being that exhibits both moments of the notion, categorial uni-
ty as well as the categorial differentiation developed through the 
judgement. The developmental process through the subjective no-
tion’s ‘first reality’ takes the notion that has arrived at its self-de-
termined, yet abstract, truth (the absolutely indeterminate catego-
rial differentiated unity) through a progressive development of the 
determinate being of its differentiated categories and of the medi-
ating categorial unity.

In this way the syllogism marks the completion of the process 
of the subjective notion’s development toward the establishment 
of its objective reality. We will briefly examine the outcome of the 
syllogistic process in order to clarify the rationale underlying the 
transition to ‘objectivity’ in the Science of Logic and the task of the 
notion once it has determined itself into objectivity. 

According to the Science of Logic, (1989, p. 703), as a result of 
the subjective notion’s development

the Notion as such has been realized; more exactly, it has ob-
tained a reality that is objectivity … the outcome of the course 
of the syllogisms is that this externality [the determinations 
posited in a ‘determinate and indifferent difference’ to which 
the Notion ‘sets itself in opposition’ and is thus ‘the inward-
ness of this its externality’] is equated with the inner unity; the 
various determinations return into this unity through the me-
diation … and thus the externality exhibits in its own self the 
Notion, which therefore is no longer distinguished from it as 
an inner unity.

Prior to this moment in its logical development the ‘notion as 
such’ is not realised given that its unity is ‘only inner’ in the sense 
that its truth as the categorial differentiated unity has been devel-
oped in purely formal terms and thus lacks any other determinate 
being. It, therefore, fails to exhibit itself as the notion or essence 
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of determinate being. In order to posit itself as the essence of de-
terminate being the notion has to develop its determinate being 
in the shape of being which accords with its essence. In the pro-
cess of constructing such determinate being in and through its 
externality the notion arrives at a construction of determinate be-
ing that exhibits the unity of determinate being with its essence 
in a way that makes it suitable for the realisation of the notion’s 
inner unity. This kind of determinate being is thus ‘externality … 
equated with the inner unity’ of the notion in that it is otherness 
that ‘exhibits in its own self’ the inner unity which was previous-
ly confined to the subjective notion. In exhibiting the notion’s in-
ner unity as its own the determinate being that is suited to the full 
realisation of the notion’s inner unity (a realisation that is not yet 
achieved with the completion of the notion’s syllogistic develop-
ment), nevertheless, realises the notion only in so far as the notion 
is an inner unity and the determinate being’s own. This is what 
we take Hegel to be claiming when he says that at the conclusion 
of the analysis of the syllogism that the ‘notion as such has been 
realized’ and that as a result ‘externality is equated with the inner 
unity’ of the notion. 

If the above reading is correct, then the movement of the no-
tion through the syllogism should conclude by exhibiting the two 
sides of the notion: we should expect to see exhibited, on the one 
hand, the subjective notion, the notion as inner categorial differ-
entiated unity, characteristic of its ‘first reality’, and, on the oth-
er, the notion’s second reality as objectivity. As the conclusion of 
the syllogistic process, the disjunctive syllogism should according-
ly exhibit the notion as a realised totality, as the inner (categorial 
differentiated) unity that has been posited as the inner unity of a 
being whose determinateness is suited to the realisation of this 
unity. The notion must show itself as the essence of such a deter-
minate being while the determinate being should also exhibit it-
self as the externality or other of the notion.

Both these conditions are met when the middle term of the 
disjunctive syllogism makes explicit the notion’s self-determina-
tion. The middle term realises its self-determining power when 
it is ‘perfectly determinate’ and ‘contains itself the two extremes 
in their complete determinateness’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 703). In this 
kind of relation to its extremes, the middle term posits objective 
universality by exhibiting comprehensive categorial differentiated 
unity in its complete determinateness through its differentiation 
into the totality of its species. In this way
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the whole form determination of the Notion is posited in its 
determinate difference and at the same time in the simple 
identity of the Notion (Hegel, 1989, p. 702).

All the species together constitute the totality as a whole and each 
of the species exhibits the totality in that it is the form as ‘determi-
nate difference’ in accordance with its essence. This essence is ‘the 
simple identity of the Notion’ in that it is a comprehensive catego-
rial unity. The disjunctive syllogism also exhibits determinate be-
ing as the externality or other of the notion given that the totality 
appears from the perspective of the particular individual, rather 
than from that of the whole, the unity of the totality itself.

At the same time, however, when the notion is realised as a 
totality in and through its other in the way just indicated, it si-
multaneously achieves the transcendence of this stage into oth-
erness. According to the Science of Logic (1989, p. 702), the very 
‘consummation of the syllogism’ produces its dissolution. Since 
the disjunctive syllogism posits the unity of mediated and mediat-
ing by positing objective universality as the totality of the species 
it is ‘equally no longer a syllogism at all’. The completion of the syl-
logistic process results in the ‘disappearance’ of the distinction be-
tween mediating and mediated in the completely determinate be-
ing of the comprehensive categorial differentiated unity (Hegel, 
1989, p. 703).

In this way then the formalism of the syllogistic process, and with 
it the subjectivity of the syllogism and of the Notion in general, 
has sublated itself (Hegel, 1989, pp. 702-703).

The sublation of the subjectivity exhibited by the syllogistic 
form marks the transition from the subjective notion to the ob-
jective notion.

oBjectivity
The syllogism is mediation, the complete Notion in its posited-
ness. Its movement is the sublating of this mediation. … The 
result is therefore an immediacy which has issued from the 
sublating of the mediation, a being which is no less identical 
with the mediation, and which is the Notion that has restored 
itself out of, and in, its otherness. This being is therefore a fact 
that is in and for itself—objectivity (Hegel, 1989, p. 704).

Prior to becoming objective the notion’s reality involved media-
tion, as distinct from the achieved immediacy of objectivity, since 
its task was the pursuit of its objectification through its subjec-
tivity. The mediating unity of its categories needed to be given 
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determinate being along with their differentiatedness. Having ful-
ly realised this task the notion becomes objective by detecting its 
own self (its inner unity) in its other. Because the subjective (the 
notion’s inner unity) and the objective (the notion’s externality) 
have been equated, the notion thus becomes its other, the object.

Having thus ‘restored itself out of, and in, its otherness’ the 
notion is now in a position justifiably to construct its objective be-
ing in accordance with the principle of objectivity which principle 
is, itself, the notion. This is what Hegel signals when in his over-
view of the process of development through ‘The Doctrine of the 
Notion’ he claims that

the identity of the Notion, which is precisely their [the exter-
nally related Notion determinations manifesting externality in 
their fixed being] inner or subjective essence, sets them dialec-
tically in movement , with the result that their separatedness 
vanishes and with it the separation of the Notion from the ob-
ject, and there emerges as their truth the totality which is the 
objective Notion (Hegel, 1989, p. 597).

The question of the identity of notion and object is made explicit 
and gives rise to the objective notion through the sublated media-
tion of a being that is now immediately ‘in and for itself’. Hegel 
(1989, p. 710) refers to such a being as ‘the absolute being of the 
Notion’. It is ‘in and for itself’ in that it is, as a whole, self-deter-
mined and ‘free from limitation and opposition’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 
709). But it is so only immediately given that with the sublation of 
mediation (as a result of the syllogistic process) the subjectivity of 
the notion is also sublated. 

According to the Science of Logic (1989, p. 597),
[a]s one with the object, the Notion is submerged in it; its dis-
tinct moments are objective existences in which it is itself 
again only the inner. As the soul of objective reality it must give 
itself the form of subjectivity which, as formal Notion, belonged 
to it immediately.

Due to its sublation the subjective notion is submerged in the ob-
ject; it has become ‘the soul of objectivity’. The objective notion 
faces the task of developing its self-determining subjective form 
in and through objectivity, that is, in and through its absolute be-
ing. This further process of development will achieve the identity 
of the objective notion and the subjective notion. 

As we indicated earlier ‘objectivity signifies in the first in-
stance the absolute being of the Notion’ and as objectivity the notion’s 
aim is ‘to restore the free-being-for-itself of its subjectivity’ (Hegel, 
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1989, p. 710). The notion is absolute being because it is not just the 
essence of reality but the reality of its essence. In ‘Objectivity’ we 
have the abstract identity of notion and object and, as a result, the 
appropriate setting within which to realise this identity. The no-
tion which until now was ‘being-for-self’, that is, absolute self-de-
termination abstractly, is now the material, so to speak, required 
to realise its self-determination. This realisation amounts to a 
‘restoration’ given that the notion’s subjectivity, which has been 
shown to be the essence of the object, is initially ‘submerged in the 
object’. In coming to know itself as the essence of the object the 
notion does not also determine the object’s determinate being and 
so does not exhibit what it is, namely a self-determining determi-
nation. If this analysis is correct then the objective notion which 
‘passes over into its in-itself ’ has to achieve the ‘reappearance’ in 
objectivity ‘of the negativity of the Notion’s being-for-self’ (Hegel, 
1989, p. 753). In other words, the notion has to move beyond its 
‘immediate freedom’ to ‘negative freedom’, to the activity in which 
the notion makes explicit that it is also the object’s determining es-
sence; ‘as the soul of objective reality the Notion must give itself the 
form of subjectivity’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 597).

The notion will have established its self-determining nature 
when, by developing itself through objectivity, it reaches the point 
at which it is its own end. To put it differently, the object must be 
constructed in a way that shows it also to be the self-determin-
ing activity towards its own actualisation. According to the Science 
of Logic this process of construction is developed in three stages: 
‘Mechanism’, ‘Chemism’ and ‘Teleology’. 

Mechanical objectivity
The mechanical object is the immediate object, the moments of 
which

exist in a self-subsistent indifference as objects outside one an-
other, and in their relationship possess the subjective unity of 
the Notion only as an inner or an outer unity (Hegel, 1989, p. 
710).

The mechanical object’s development from its immediate exis-
tence gives rise to the increasing thematisation of its external-
ity until the notion’s essential unity (the comprehensive catego-
rial differentiated unity) becomes the object’s explicit principle 
of self-determination . This unity, the unity of the mechanical 
object, is ‘only inner’ in the sense that it is still the unity of the 
subjective notion that is submerged in the object, even at the 
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most advanced stage of the mechanical object’s development, 
‘absolute mechanism’. 

Absolute mechanism, the explicitly organised mechanical ob-
ject, establishes the object’s essential unity as what Hegel calls 
‘free mechanism’, the mechanical object’s principle of self-deter-
mination which is located in its absolute centre towards which its 
moments ‘strive’ thereby exhibiting the object’s continued exter-
nality. Because the principle of self-determination and, with it, the 
essential difference of the object are concentrated in the (absolute) 
mechanical centre, the object’s essential difference is also shown 
to be immediately existent and in this way the mechanical object 
is only an ‘outer unity’.

The mechanical object thereby manifests (a) its essence ab-
stractly as internally organised through its principle of self-deter-
mination (inner unity) and (b) its individuality as external relation 
to other objects from which it is distinguished (outer unity). At this 
stage of immediacy the notion is a differentiated unity but only in-
ternally or in its ideality and not yet explicitly in its reality. As such 
it fully develops its differentiated unity in order, firstly, to estab-
lish that it is ideal. Reflection on its differentiated unity as ideality 
(its innerness) shows that the two moments of its essential unity, 
unity and difference, are externally related. The result of the emer-
gence of the mechanical object’s principle of self-determination is 
thus the positing of the immanence of the object’s difference. This 
difference is expressed as the relation of one object toward ‘its own 
other’ (Hegel, 1975, §199), that is, as the relatedness of objects spe-
cifically distinguished as (a) opposed in virtue of their differenti-
ated essence and (b) indifferent to the essence of each other. 

chemical objectivity
This leads to the second stage of the object’s development, 
‘Chemism’. This stage consists of the activity of relating objects 
that are themselves related in the mechanical terms described 
above. Here the object’s relationship ‘becomes a relation in which 
their determinate self-subsistence sublates itself’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 
710). Chemically interacting objects are objects in virtue of their 
difference and so are explicitly related to other objects toward 
which they are drawn. This process produces the repeated subla-
tion of the specific determinateness of objects which combine and 
the differentiation of objects so combined.

The movement in chemical interaction results in the positing 
of the distinctness of the essential unity of the objects (manifested 
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in their combination which sublates their self-subsistence) from 
their externality and immediate independence (manifested in 
their differentiation). 

Teleological objectivity
The object thus advances to the final stage of its development, 
‘Teleology’. The teleological object ‘is the subjective Notion, but 
posited as in and for itself related to objectivity, as end’ (Hegel, 
1989, p. 710). Teleology gives rise to the explicitly subjective notion 
as a self-determining relation to objectivity. The notion is thus the 
object’s own end or purpose.

In the emergence of the notion as objective purpose the es-
sential unity of the object becomes the object’s end in the sense 
that the notion engages in an explicitly purposive on going pro-
cess towards its realisation. At the lower mechanical and chemical 
levels of objectivity the notion’s existence is implicit (Hegel, 1975, 
§200A). We want to suggest here that in ‘Mechanism’ this implic-
it existence of the notion should be understood as essence in ab-
straction from purposive process. In ‘Chemism’, the ‘reflectional 
nexus of objectivity’ (Hegel, 1975, §202), the notion becomes pro-
cess explicitly in abstraction from its purposiveness. If this way of 
understanding the relationship between these levels of objectivity 
is correct, it follows also that the essential differentiated unity of 
the object becomes the object’s end. Because what is initially only 
essence and then only process has its true dimensions in the unity 
of this essence and process, the object becomes essence as end or 
purposive process. The teleological development of the notion will 
achieve the notion’s ‘restoration’ in the object since

the Notion is therefore [as a result of ‘the movement of the 
end’] essentially this: to be distinct as an explicit identity from 
its implicit objectivity, and thereby to possess externality, yet in 
this external totality to be the totality’s self-determining iden-
tity (Hegel, 1989, p. 754).

As such the notion completes the process of the development of its 
subjectivity through the object. When it does so it attains the sta-
tus of a justifiably retrospective notion. That is, when the notion is 
in a position to look back on itself and reflectively to know itself as 
the self-determining object, it will have thereby become one with 
its object. This unity of notion and object gives rise to ‘The Idea’.
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6.  tHe categorieS of logic and real 
PHiloSoPHy

On our systemic approach the categorial progression of the Logic 
strictly organises the subject matter of the Philosophy of Mind. The 
development of this subject matter, in turn, proceeds as the work 
of the idea understood as that which the logical idea becomes as 
a result of its categorial progression. We can refer to these two 
claims as ‘the strict organisation thesis’. 

In our view the strict organisation thesis enables a system-
ic approach to make sense of many of Hegel’s otherwise confus-
ing statements. Hegel’s references to ‘the Idea’ in the Philosophy 
of Right (Hegel, 1981, §32; §142) are a case in point. For example, 
without regard to the proper systemic significance of the idea it 
is difficult to see how Hegel can consistently relate ethical life to 
the idea (Hegel, 1981, §142) at the same time as relating the ethi-
cal state to logical objectivity (Hegel, 1991, §198) given that, as we 
noted in the previous chapter, the category of objectivity precedes 
that of the idea in the logical categorial progression. We need to 
understand that the idea that is referred to in the Philosophy of 
Mind is not merely the logical concept that is elaborated at the end 
of the Science of Logic. It is just as much the logical idea in its an-
ticipatory readiness to actualise its notion through the process of 
organising the concepts of empirical reality. Indeed, as Hegel ex-
plains in the Philosophy of Right (Hegel, 1981, §1R), in the course 
of its actualisation the idea has two essential moments: the first 
is ‘its form, … its mode of being as concept alone’ and the second 
consists of ‘the shapes which the concept assumes in the course of 
its actualisation [that] are indispensable for the knowledge of the 
concept itself’. The first of these moments is realised in the Logic 
with the emergence and development of what we have called the 
logical idea. The second is progressively realised in the rest of the 
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Hegelian philosophical system with the aid of the already devel-
oped logical categories and, in the case of the Philosophy of Mind, 
the categories’ systemic progression. 

An adequate defence of the strict organisation thesis would re-
quire much more than we can offer in this chapter. What we hope 
to do is to take a first step in the direction of such a defence by giv-
ing a more specific shape to the two claims of the strict organisa-
tion thesis that we introduced above. To this end, we will draw at-
tention to the links between the categories of Hegel’s Logic and his 
Philosophy of Mind that we believe would be supported by a com-
prehensive exposition. 

Hegel’S PHiloSoPHy of Mind
As is to be expected, according to Hegel, mind must manifest itself 
to itself through a three stage developmental process from ‘Mind 
Subjective’ through ‘Mind Objective’ to ‘Mind Absolute ‘ (Hegel, 
1985, §385). On the reading we propose these three stages should 
be taken to be worked out in the light of the logical idea’s progres-
sive development through the Science of Logic. ‘Mind Subjective’ 
corresponds to the development from ‘The Doctrine of Being’ to 
the completion of ‘The Judgement’ (Hegel, 1989, pp. 67-663). 
‘Mind Objective’ corresponds to the structure of relations devel-
oped in ‘The Syllogism’ and ‘Objectivity’ (Hegel, 1989, pp. 664-
754) whilst ‘Mind Absolute’ should be understood in the light of 
the logical development of ‘The Idea’ (Hegel, 1989, pp. 755-844). 

This way of correlating the logical progression with the idea’s 
real categorial development seems to us to accord with Hegel’s phil-
osophical texts and, in particular, with the characteristics of the 
various stages of mind’s actualisation. By way of a brief argument 
in support of it we will give some consideration to the nature of 
‘Mind Subjective’ and ‘Mind Objective’. Before doing so, however, 
it is worth noting that a proposal, such as this one, is worth investi-
gating despite the fact that it obviously does not reflect a neat set of 
parallels between the headings and sub-headings of the texts of the 
Science of Logic and the Philosophy of Mind. After all, Hegel (1989, 
pp. 54-55) introduces his system of logic by noting that the work’s 
divisions and headings ‘are made to facilitate a preliminary survey 
and strictly are only of historical value. They do not belong to the 
content and body of the science’ or speculative philosophy. This 
content and body must, instead, be ‘brought forward by the sub-
ject matter itself.’ It follows from this that the divisions proposed 
in Hegel’s text as they are highlighted in his list of contents and 
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headings are not necessarily the correct ones when judged by this 
last criterion. This, together with the reasons that we have already 
given for insisting that a sensitivity to the rationale underlying the 
various phases and stages through which the idea passes is the 
only way to make sense of the Hegelian system, lead us to conclude 
that any proposed correlation of logical and real philosophical cate-
gories must focus on ‘the content and body of the science’ as Hegel 
puts it. We turn now to a brief consideration of ‘Mind Subjective’.

Mind Subjective
Mind subjective is the first reality of mind and as such is abstract, 
immediate and ‘unspiritual’. This is mind’s ‘most inappropriate 
reality’ from which it must begin in order to develop itself uncon-
ditionally. The task of mind subjective is to come to know its being 
as its notion. To achieve this self-knowledge is to realise its notion 
or essence (Hegel, 1985, §385A). Subjective mind unfolds in three 
phases that deal with the respective objects of ‘Anthropology’, 
‘Phenomenology of Mind’ and ‘Psychology’. These are respective-
ly ‘soul’ in nature, ‘consciousness’ and the being of ‘an indepen-
dent subject’ (Hegel, 1985, §387). We suggest that the unreflective 
subjectivity of soul is organised in accordance with the logic of 
the undifferentiated unity encountered in ‘The Doctrine of Being’ 
(Hegel, 1989). The process that leads to the transcendence of soul, 
as described in the section entitled ‘Anthropology’ (Hegel, 1985, 
§387-§412), aims to differentiate the subjective and the objective. 
This differentiation results in the liberation of mind from its ab-
sorption in nature and the emergence of mind as reflection. 

Reflective mind is aware of its subjectivity in being aware of 
the objective world as that which is different from it. This is the 
stage in which the unity involved in subjectivity is subordinated to 
the differentiation between the subjective and the objective. What 
we have here is a real categorial organisation in accordance with 
the relation between differentiation and unity as the notion en-
counters this in ‘The Doctrine of Essence’ (Hegel, 1989). 

A possible objection  One might object to our proposed correlation 
of the ‘Phenomenology of Mind’ (Hegel, 1985) with ‘The Doctrine 
of Essence’ (Hegel, 1989) that this is inconsistent with Hegel’s 
characterisation of the concept of the ego in the former. Here, 
Hegel refers to the ego as the ‘existent’ and ‘pure’ notion. On the 
face of it this would appear to link the ‘Phenomenology of Mind’ 
(Hegel, 1985) to a logical category belonging to ‘The Doctrine of 
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the Notion’, a later developmental phase of the Science of Logic. If 
this is correct, then we must be mistaken in our view that the ‘Phe-
nomenology of Mind’ (Hegel, 1985) corresponds to ‘The Doctrine 
of Essence’ (Hegel, 1989).1

The above objection fails to take into account that the 
‘Phenomenology of Mind’ (Hegel, 1985) embodies logical catego-
ries whose structuring role is fundamentally a matter of a develop-
mental process. Recall from our discussion of the notion’s logical 
development in Chapter 4 that the notion is characterised as ‘exis-
tent’ and ‘pure’. This happens on completion of the developmental 
process through the doctrines of ‘Being’ and ‘Essence’. We pointed 
out how its main characteristic, differentiated unity, first becomes 
explicit once unity in the absence of differentiation (‘Being’) and 
differentiatedness that is the sphere of external relation (‘Essence’) 
have been superseded. Once this process has been completed the 
notion is ‘pure’ in that it is a self-determining differentiated unity 
and ‘existent’ in that it has completed the process through which it 
shows itself to be the truth of its moments (the truth of unity and 
differentiation). Only having justified its principle in this process 
does the notion become ready, for the first time in its logical devel-
opment, to examine the implications of having determined itself 
as this differentiated unity. It follows from this analysis that, even 
though the notion is not ‘pure’ and ‘existent’ prior to the develop-
mental process undergone in ‘The Doctrine of Essence’ (Hegel, 
1989), it is so as the result of the completion of this process. 

When we extend our analysis to the concept of the ego (the self-
consciousness treated in the ‘Phenomenology of Mind’, 1985) we 
can see that it embodies the existent, pure notion only at the end of 
the phenomenological process. This is the point at which universal 
consciousness is achieved (Hegel, 1985, §436) and it gives rise to 
the transition to the concept of reason (Hegel, 1985, §438). We will 
consider these aspects of the development of reason in a moment. 
For present purposes what we need to bear in mind is that the sec-
tion on ‘Reason’ (Hegel, 1985, §438-§439) constitutes the first elab-
oration of mind as mind. We would argue that mind as mind is the 
real category that is organised in accordance with the notion. To be 
sure, the existent pure notion is not to be found in the earlier phe-
nomenological process simply because this process is structured 
in accordance with the external relatedness of consciousness to its 
object. But, as we have already explained, the logic of this kind of 

        1. This concern was raised by G. Marcus.
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relationship is abstractly worked out in ‘The Doctrine of Essence’ 
(Hegel, 1989). This, then, is the sense in which ‘The Doctrine of 
Essence’ (Hegel, 1989) organises the ‘Phenomenology of Mind’ 
(Hegel, 1985) and gives rise to the notion as ego.

Reason  We have already suggested that the idea arrives at ‘Reason’ 
(Hegel, 1985, §436) as a result of the development of reflection into 
universal self-consciousness. Here, the object of the subject is an-
other subject, the differentiated unity of intersubjectivity. Reason 
is thus shown, in ‘Mind Subjective’, to be the notion of conscious-
ness. In this way reason is mind subjective’s achieved self-knowl-
edge. Reason is the actuality of ‘the simple identity of the subjec-
tivity of the notion with its objectivity and universality’ (Hegel, 
1985, §438). As the notion of mind, reason is the actualisation of 
the logical ‘notion of the notion’ that the Science of Logic elaborates 
in the section on ‘The Notion’. The category of reason is organ-
ised in accordance with the subjectivity of objective being in that it 
identifies the objective, ‘the very being of things’ with the subject, 
‘its own thoughts’.

Reason which is thus an identity is not only the absolute sub-
stance, but the truth that knows it. For truth here has, as its pe-
culiar mode and immanent form, the self-centred pure notion, 
ego, the certitude of self as infinite universality. Truth, aware 
of what it is, is mind (spirit) (Hegel, 1985, §439).

This transition to mind in ‘Psychology’ marks the transition to an 
awareness of the object as a ‘substantial totality’ that is ‘neither subjec-
tive nor objective’. For this reason mind starts only from its own being 
and is in correlation only with its own features (Hegel, 1985, §440). 

Psychology mind  Reason’s identity of subjectivity and objectivity 
gives rise to mind which is only immediately mind. Being ‘nei-
ther subjective nor objective’ it manifests a kind of self-loss. This 
initial awareness of mind is an awareness which, like the reflec-
tive structure of the notion, is immediately also its self-loss due to 
its complete abstractness. Recall from our discussion in Chapter 
4 that the notion’s self-loss marks the notion’s movement to ‘The 
Judgement’ (Hegel, 1989), the sphere of the development of deter-
minate difference in which the notion’s lost identity eventually re-
emerges as the inner identity of its externality. 

The above mentioned ‘correlation’ of mind ‘with its own 
features’ that is worked out in the section entitled ‘Psychology 
Mind’ aims to develop the knowledge of mind’s truth since mind 



Hegel and the Logical Structure of Love92

does not initially know this to be its proper form. Even though it 
is this truth, mind

is still abstract, the formal identity of subjectivity and objectiv-
ity. Only when this identity has developed into an actual differ-
ence and has made itself into the identity of itself and its differ-
ence … not till then has that certainty established itself as truth 
(Hegel, 1985, §440A).

Though we cannot go into it here, an examination of the process 
by which the form of inward mind becomes an actual difference 
would show that this real categorial developmental process is or-
ganised in accordance with the notion’s development as the judge-
ment (Hegel, 1989, pp. 623-663). 

At its completion mind achieves the form of the free will and 
becomes a ‘self-determining universality’.

In having universality, of itself qua infinite form, for its object, 
content and aim, the will is free not only in itself but for itself 
also; it is the idea in its truth (Hegel, 1981, §21).

Free mind takes a shape like that of the notion in the logical struc-
ture of the apodeictic form of the judgement (Hegel, 1989, p. 661). 
Like the subject of the apodeictic judgement, the free will is the 
universal that is identical with its opposite (objective externality) 
and is itself its own object. Its essence is, therefore, in complete 
agreement with its object (Hegel, 1981, §§22-24).2 

Further, just as the apodeictic judgement makes explicit the 
notion’s mediating unity and thereby marks the transition to the 
syllogism, the structure of relations in which the notion deter-
mines the inner unity of its essence to be the essence of its exter-
nality, so too

the absolute goal, or, if you like, the absolute impulse of free 
mind is to make its freedom its object, i.e. to make freedom ob-
jective as much in the sense that freedom shall be the rational 
system of mind, as in the sense that this system shall be the 
world of immediate actuality. In making freedom its object, 
mind’s purpose is to be explicitly, as Idea, what the will is im-
plicitly (Hegel, 1981, §27) 

Mind objective

Even though free mind returns to its identity its essential unity is 
still only implicitly the identity of its essence and externality. As 

        2. Passages 4-28 of the ‘Introduction’ to the Philosophy of Right cover the same 
aspects of mind subjective as those which the Philosophy of Mind treats in the sec-
tion entitled ‘Psychology Mind’.
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mind objective, the purpose of free mind is (a) to develop its inner 
unity as a rational system and (b) to actualise this system, that is, 
to elaborate the absolute unity of the essence of mind with its exis-
tence or reality. This goal is pursued through the development of 
the rational element of existents that embody free will and there-
by constitute (progressively more complex) kinds of ‘right’ (Hegel, 
1981, §§29-30).

The development of the idea of right as ‘the rational system 
of mind’ or, as Hegel (1981, §2) puts it, of the ‘rational factor’ in 
the concept of right, follows the notion’s syllogistic development 
through to objectivity. If we are correct in claiming that the form 
of the judgement corresponds to the development of mind sub-
jective as outlined above, then we should expect the next stage in 
the logical progression to correspond to the development of mind 
objective. But this is not our only reason for proposing this corre-
lation of logical and real categories. In addition, we take into ac-
count Hegel’s (1989, p. 664) claims that ‘everything rational is a 
syllogism’ and that ‘no content can be rational except through the 
rational form’ which is the syllogism. Syllogistic reasoning is that 
which, according to Hegel (1989, p. 665), accounts for the ratio-
nality in rational cognition of objects. So, we maintain, the logical 
form of the syllogism and its truth, namely logical objectivity, play 
a determining role in the organisation of the categories belonging 
to the sphere of objective mind, the spiritual world of everything 
that is existent.

According to the Hegelian system, the sphere of objective 
mind consists of three progressively more advanced moments, 
which the Philosophy of Right identifies under the headings, 
‘Abstract Right’, ‘Morality’ and ‘Ethical Life’.3 The third, most com-
plex moment consists of a further three moments, ‘The Family’, 
‘Civil Society’ (including its differentiated moments, ‘The System 
of Needs’, ‘The Administration of Justice’, ‘The Police’ and ‘The 
Corporation’) and ‘The State’ (including the individual state’s 
‘Constitution’, ‘International Law’ and ‘World History’). 

On the reading we propose, a detailed examination of ‘Abstract 
Right’ (Hegel, 1981, §34-§104) and ‘Morality’ (Hegel, 1981, §105-
§141) in the light of the forms of the syllogisms of existence and 

        3. The sections of the Philosophy of Right cover the same ground as ‘Mind 
Objective’ in the Philosophy of Mind. Whilst we will also draw on relevant passag-
es from the latter for ease of reference we will use only the (sub)titles which ap-
pear in the Philosophy of Right to refer to the developmental stages and spheres of 
activity which are the subject of both texts.
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reflection (Hegel, 1989, pp. 666-695) would show that the for-
mer are constructed respectively in accordance with the categorial 
interplay of the latter. Similarly, the analysis of the first two mo-
ments of ‘Ethical Life’ (Hegel, 1981, §158-§256) in the light of the 
syllogism of necessity (Hegel, 1989, pp. 695-704) would show that 
the Hegelian system constructs (a) the abstract concept of the fam-
ily in accordance with the logical categorial interplay defining the 
categorical form of the syllogism of necessity; (b) the abstract con-
cept of civil society in accordance with the logical categorial inter-
play defining the hypothetical form of the syllogism of necessity; 
and (c) civil society’s differentiated moments in accordance with 
the logical categorial interplay defining the disjunctive form of the 
syllogism of necessity. 

If this position is correct, the entire process from ‘Abstract 
Right’ to the end of ‘Civil Society’ as marked by ‘The Corporation’ 
(Hegel, 1981, §250-§256) should be treated as the process through 
which the idea determines itself as the essence of its externality in 
the sense of the inner unity of a being whose determinateness is 
suited to the realisation of a categorial differentiated unity. 

Furthermore, the final moment of ‘Ethical Life’, ‘The State’ 
(Hegel, 1981, §257-§360), should be analysed in the light of logical 
objectivity (Hegel, 1989, pp. 705-754). It can thus be treated as the 
process through which the idea determines itself as a self-deter-
mining object. That is, having successfully pursued its objectifica-
tion through the syllogistic development of its abstract moments, 
the idea of the ethical state becomes the concrete object that devel-
ops its subjectivity and essential categorial differentiated unity out 
of its own determinate being. 

In our view this correlation of (a) the syllogistic forms with 
the abstract categories of objective mind and (b) of the truth of syl-
logistic reason, namely objectivity, with the most comprehensive 
categories of objective mind enables a very precise reading of the 
distinctive characteristics of each of these stages of real categori-
al interrelations without undermining the dynamism of their de-
velopmental nature. Indeed, the ultimate significance of the final 
stage of ethical life is rendered visible only within the specifics of 
this logical categorial framework. It is because the organisation of 
the categories of ethical life rely on both the most advanced form 
of syllogistic reason and on the sublation of the syllogism’s for-
malism within the domain of self-determining objectivity that the 
idea of ethical life emerges as the self-determining process of the 
realisation of the notion’s unity with its object. 
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Such a dynamic unity encompasses the social world as a whole 
but it also recognises its systematic differentiatedness. Because 
ethical life is necessarily lived in connection with the world as a 
whole, this world must, in turn, be socially instituted so as to give 
appropriate shape to the necessary interdependence of all its differ-
entiated substantive dimensions. In the broad terms of the Logic 
this is to say that where notion and object accord with each other 
the particular is revealed in the universal, and vice versa, in ways 
that show them to make up the individual’s reflective identity. 

At the heart of this view of ethical life is the idea of a social-
ly integrated and instituted ethical intersubjectivity, something 
which is progressively developed into its more complex modes 
of being. In line with the developmental logic of the syllogis-
tic process underlying it, ethical intersubjectivity embodies a 
conception of differentiated unity whose objectivity rests on its 
having surpassed the limits of conceiving the interrelationship 
of unity and difference in terms that privilege one of these mo-
ments at the expense of the other. These restricted modes of 
relating unity and difference are embodied in the concepts of 
property owning personality and Kantian moral agency whose 
syllogistic organisation is more abstract by comparison. Due to 
this relative abstractness the mutual recognition characteris-
ing these kinds of identities is confined to the mere confirma-
tion by another subject of that which is antecedently affirmed 
by the individual subject. The moments of unity and difference 
are therefore merely oppositionally or externally related. In con-
trast, in both its differentiating and mediating processes, ethi-
cal intersubjectivity presupposes the mutually informing rela-
tionship of the moments of unity and difference and these are 
constructed as codependent aspects of their one objective uni-
versal essence. 

For this reason an intersubjective identity that forms part of 
ethical life can be understood as one that necessarily incorporates 
its other into its own dynamic structure. We will examine this idea 
more carefully when we consider the concept of ethical intersub-
jectivity as familial love. Here we note that our account is in a posi-
tion to appreciate how and why the realisation of the full potential 
of ethical intersubjectivity to embody its substantial universality 
depends on the possibility of overcoming the mere formality of its 
universality. 

Although a comprehensive elaboration and defence of the 
above claims is beyond the scope of our present discussion, we 
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will try to give a general outline of how we would proceed. Our 
purpose here is to supply the reader with an appropriate concep-
tual framework within which to consider the detail of the logical 
underpinnings of the concept of the family that will be our focus 
in Part III of the book.

Alternative correlations  Before proceeding with our general out-
line, it is worth noting that Hegel’s theory of right has been cor-
related with his Logic in a number of other ways which we find 
unsatisfactory. For example, contrary to the implications of the 
systemic analysis we offered in Chapter 4, Pinkard (1991, pp. 
310-312) suggests that ‘Abstract Right’ corresponds to ‘The Doc-
trine of Being’, ‘Morality corresponds to the Doctrine of Essence’ 
and ‘Ethical Life’ ‘corresponds to the Doctrine of the Concept’ 
(or notion). Ilting (1984, p. 214) correlates the three stages of 
‘Ethical life’ to the three stages of the logical idea and argues for 
the plausibility of this reading on the ground that ‘both in the 
Philosophy of Right and at the corresponding point in the Logic, 
on Hegel’s view, there takes place a liberation of the moments 
which were not yet released into independence in the preced-
ing stage of development’. Note, however, that Ilting’s descrip-
tion of the movement in question is general enough to apply to 
any movement from immediate universality to the moment of 
particularity. He does no more in support of his claim than to 
cite the Hegel (1981, §161) which talks of ‘life’ as does the rele-
vant section in the Logic. 

On the other hand, Kolb (1988, pp. 57-117) proposes a reading 
of Hegel’s ‘Civil Society’ and ‘The State’ in the light of the gener-
al development of the logical categories belonging to ‘The Notion’ 
and ‘The syllogism’. Whilst useful in some respects, Kolb’s read-
ing leaves many questions about the relationship of the logical and 
real philosophical categories unexplained (cf. Vassilacopoulos, 
1994, pp. 196, f.8; p. 255, f.13). 

Theunissen (1991, p. 14) presents a much more complex ac-
count of the correlation of the theory of right with the Logic which 
emphasises the significance of the notion’s logical development 
and presents the correlation in terms much like the U, P, I pro-
gression we discussed in Chapter 4. However, his substantive ac-
count of this progression in the case of the theory of right corre-
lates ‘Abstract Right’ to what we have taken to be the U moment, 
‘Morality’ to the P moment and ‘Ethical life’ to the I-moment. He 
argues further that ‘Hegel copies the movement of abstract right 
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from the judgement of existence’ (Theunissen, 1991, p. 23-24). 
However, Theunissen’s way of presenting the correlation leaves 
unexplained the place of ‘Absolute Mind’ (Hegel, 1985) in the wid-
er scheme of the system. 

The proposal by Richardson (1989, pp. 68-73) comes clos-
est to our own. However, Richardson puts together his account 
by detecting points of similarity and difference between Hegel’s 
elaboration of the relevant logical and real philosophical cate-
gories. For this reason he ultimately fails to appreciate the role 
played by logical objectivity in the construction of the idea of the 
ethical state.4 

tHe SyllogiSM of exiStence and aBStract rigHt
As we suggested in Chapter 5, the syllogism of existence does not 
exhibit effective mediation since the notion’s mediating unity is 
present but not self-determining in this syllogistic form. The task 
of the notion in the syllogism’s developmental process is progres-
sively to posit the mediatedness of terms that are initially only im-
mediately united in the middle term. The terms are thus ‘abstract 
determinatenesses … not yet developed by mediation into con-
cretion, but are only single determinatenesses’. In the syllogism’s 
first figure, I-P-U, the abstractness of its self-subsistent moments 
makes them ‘merely self-related determinatenesses, and one and 
all a single content’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 666). 

As we might expect to find on the basis of this structure of for-
mal categorial relations, ‘the sphere of Abstract or Formal Right’ 
is the immediate stage of the idea of the free will. This is the stage 
in which the will is initially ‘the inherently single will of a subject’ 
(Hegel, 1981, §34). As such, it does not contain its determinations 
within it explicitly since initially ‘there is no advance and no me-
diation’. This indeterminacy of the will that contains its determi-
nations only implicitly gives it the determinacy of being the single 
will, the person as such (Hegel, 1981, §34A). 

Personality, to begin with, has no other content except self-
consciousness of its ‘simple relation of itself to itself in its individ-
uality’. As such its universal element, which is awareness of its in-
finity and freedom, is also abstract (Hegel, 1981, §35). Universality 
is, therefore, not incorporated in the ‘mere being’ of the individual 

        4. Richardson (1989, pp. 77-78, f.10 & f.14) also cites a number of German 
papers which correlate other parts of the Logic with the theory of right and one 
which correlates ‘Absolute Mechanism’ with ‘The State’. For extensive critical dis-
cussions of the alternative views see Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 188-274.
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person (Hegel, 1981, §34A). Nor does this abstract personality con-
tain the will’s particularity (Hegel, 1981, §36). 

Accordingly, the self-subsistent categories constituting the first 
figure of the syllogism of existence organise the real categories of 
personality. Just as the notion’s development in the syllogism of 
existence unfolds in the activity of immediate individuality so too 
the decision making person relates to the external world of nature 
through the self-subsistence of an ‘immediate individuality’ that 
renders the person’s will ‘something subjective’. Because this re-
striction contradicts the potential universality or infinite self-re-
latedness of personality, personality struggles to lift itself above 
this restriction and to give itself reality, or in other words to claim 
that external world as its own (Hegel, 1981, §39). The ‘struggle’ 
of personality to claim the external world as its own is organised 
pursuant to the dynamics of the logical task of overcoming the 
oppositional relationship between immediate individuality and 
the notion’s mediating unity in particularity. As we pointed out in 
Chapter 5, this opposition is exhibited in the structure of relations 
in which, although it is present as particularity, the mediating uni-
ty is ineffective due to the self-subsistence of the categories. As im-
mediate individuality, personality gives expression to the discord 
between the subjectivity characteristic of the categories in their 
opposition to each other and subjectivity as the notion has con-
structed it. Recall that this latter is the individual of the notion of 
the notion that shapes mind’s absolute identity. On the other hand, 
the category of particularity is the medium by which personality 
‘gives itself reality’. Particularity, therefore, organises the world of 
self-less nature which is here to be understood broadly as whatev-
er falls outside the simple self-relation of the will.5 This too is con-
sistent with the formal categorial requirement that the mediating 
unity itself be an immediate existent.

The syllogism’s first figure and property ownership
According to Hegel, the ‘general significance’ of the first figure of 
the syllogism of existence is that 

the individual, which as such is infinite self-relation and there-
fore would be merely inward, emerges by means of particu-
larity into existence as into universality, in which it no longer 
belongs merely to itself but stands in an external relationship; 

        5. In our present discussion we make no effort to defend Hegel against the 
charge that this amounts to an objectionable transformation of nature into a self-
less ‘thing’ so that it can then be humanised.
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conversely the individual, in separating itself into its determi-
nateness as a particularity, is in this separation a concrete in-
dividual and, as the relation of the determinateness to itself, a 
universal, self-related individual, and consequently is also truly 
an individual; in the extreme of universality it has withdrawn 
from externality into itself (Hegel, 1989, p. 667).

Property ownership expresses this relation in which the category 
of individuality is immediately united with universality in partic-
ularity. The Hegelian system takes the external sphere in which 
the person translates his or her freedom to be ‘what is immediate-
ly different and separable from him’ or her. This is ‘the external 
pure and simple, a thing’ (Hegel, 1981, §41 & §42) and it extends 
to the person’s own body and labour power in so far as the person 
is an ‘immediate existent’ (Hegel, 1981, §43R; §47-§48). The act 
of taking possession of such a ‘thing’ transforms the latter into 
an embodied will (Hegel, 1981, §45). Still, the person’s relation to 
the particular thing that embodies his or her will is not completed 
with possession but involves the further ‘modifications’ of proper-
ty: ‘use’, ‘the thing as something to be negated’ and ‘alienation, the 
reflection of the will back from the thing into itself’ (Hegel, 1981, 
§53).6 These three aspects of the relation of the person to the ex-
ternal world are respectively expressions of the premises and con-
clusion of the syllogism’s first figure, I-P, P-U and I-U. In use the 
property item (including the person’s labour power and its prod-
ucts) is shown to be the embodiment of the particular will (Hegel, 
1981, §59) in something which has universal value (Hegel, 1981, 
§63) whilst alienation marks the return of the will out of its partic-
ularity to its universal infinite self-relation. 

Through the category of the property item, which has thus 
been defined as the particular embodied will, the person mani-
fests his or her external relationship. That is, he or she objec-
tifies his or her otherwise subjective will and becomes a con-
crete individual to this extent. However, this concretion does not 
thereby manifest the person’s essential unity given that any one 
of an indefinite number of ‘things’ can become the will’s em-
bodiment and the content of the individual’s unity with a spe-
cific particular is contingent and arbitrary (Hegel, 1981, §49). As 
regards the content of the terms of the first figure of the syllo-
gism of existence, Hegel (1989, p. 670) explains that because the 

        6. For an argument against the view that ‘talk of the embodiment of the will’ 
is not reducible to the claim that the will of the owner is expressed in the use of 
the thing, see Knowles. 
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terms are immediate determinatenesses and, therefore, qualita-
tive they cannot capture the notion’s essential determination. As 
a result, one syllogism can at best contingently and arbitrarily 
unite a subject with only one of its particular properties the uni-
versality of which is in turn only an abstract determinateness. 
Because an indefinite number of such syllogisms may concern 
the same subject they ‘must also pass over into contradiction’. 
Applied to the idea of property ownership taken in the form of 
a syllogism of this kind, this analysis suggests that the essence 
of personality cannot be captured adequately by the idea of the 
property owning identity understood as the embodiment of the 
single will in a thing.

Indeed, if we draw further on the analysis in the Science of 
Logic of the first figure, we can say that the failure of the idea of 
property ownership to manifest the person’s essential unity is not 
simply due to the arbitrariness of the content of the particular re-
lationship established, the fact that the property owner is related 
to externality by contingently putting his or her will in any one of 
an indefinite number of what would otherwise be mere ‘things’. 
It is instead due to the very form of this relationship since the ar-
bitrariness of the content derives from this form. In the form of 
property relations the person can only return to his or her infinite 
self-relation by withdrawing from the externality that is organised 
in accordance with the moment of particularity. This is revealed in 
the form of the syllogism’s conclusion. The conclusion of the first 
figure, I-U, shows that the determinateness of the abstract partic-
ular that is related to the individual (I-P) cannot also be character-
ised as a totality in the sense of the three moments’ essential unity 
with their reality. Since the conclusion does not incorporate par-
ticularity into the individual’s infinite self-relation true individual-
ity is secured only in the relation of the embodied (P) individual to 
the universal (P-U). 

The conclusion also shows that in abstracting from the speci-
ficity of its embodiment the individual treats the whole of external-
ity as if it were its potential embodiment but this conclusion can-
not be substantiated in this structure of relations given that each 
moment can only ever express a single determinateness. In other 
words, the determinateness of particularity can only be expressed 
as the negativity of the individual’s universal infinite self-relation, 
the separation of the individual’s infinite self-relation from its par-
ticular being whose universality is itself merely an infinite ab-
stract multiplicity of determinatenesses. 
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Property ownership exhibits the same limits. Alienation of the 
property item returns the person to his or her abstract self-rela-
tion. This is a condition that does not involve the embodiment of 
the will in the particular. At the same time, the implication of this 
structure of relations is that the external world amounts to the po-
tential embodiment of the person’s will but this cannot be sub-
stantiated since any particular act of taking possession of a thing 
merely relates the person to that single property item and control 
over the universal value of a property item through its use merely 
creates a potential relation between the embodied will and com-
parable items; it does not relate the person to every other ‘thing’.

Reply to two objections  Two rather obvious objections to the above 
analysis are worth considering here. The first argues that Hegel’s 
treatment of labour power as property is internally inconsistent 
whereas the second focuses on an apparent inconsistency be-
tween our claim that ‘Abstract Right’ corresponds to the logical 
form of the syllogism and the references to various judgements in 
‘Abstract Right’ (Hegel, 1981, §53, §85, §88, §95). Though we can-
not presently undertake an exhaustive discussion of these two is-
sues we hope to say enough to illustrate the explanatory power 
of our interpretive approach. This, in turn, reinforces our view of 
the merits of the kind of systemic reading of Hegel’s speculative 
thought that we have been advancing. 

The alienability of labour power  In his Marxist materialist inspired 
critique of Hegel’s accounts of personality, property and labour 
power Arthur (1980) argues against Hegel that the account of la-
bour power as (alienable) property lacks coherence. He thinks that 
this is because alienation requires, but cannot supply, a process 
through which human talents ‘achieve “a mode of externality” on 
the basis of which they are alienable on a par with “things” yet 
without estranging personality from itself’ (Arthur, 1980, p. 10). 
So, he thinks that there is some tension between Hegel’s claim re-
garding the alienability of labour power and the view that the ‘sub-
stantive characteristics, which constitute one’s own private per-
sonality and the universal essence of one’s self-consciousness are 
inalienable’ (Arthur, 1980, p. 10). 

This objection fails to take into account considerations that 
come into focus with an analysis of property ownership based on 
the categorial interplay of the syllogism of existence. Firstly, on 
the Hegelian account an ‘external thing’ is alienable and does not 
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thereby require alienation of one’s ‘universal essence’ because the 
relevant categorial relations have not given rise to this possibility. 
As we indicated above, in the relation I-U of the first figure, the cat-
egory of individuality unites with universality but this unity con-
cerns only an abstract determinateness since universality has not 
been determined as the essential nature of individuality. Because 
the relationships between the real categories at issue are organised 
in accordance with this relation of individuality and universality. 
The return to the person’s abstract self-relation through alienation 
of the property item does not affect the ‘substantive characteris-
tics’ of ‘personality as such, one’s universal freedom of will, one’s 
ethical life, one’s religion’ (Hegel, 1981, §66).

Secondly, if Hegel were committed to a once and for all re-
duction of labour power to the class of ‘external things’ that have 
the potential to become persons’ property, then his account would 
involve an unacceptable treatment of labour power, not only for 
the Marxist reasons given by Arthur, but also for reasons within 
Hegel’s own account of ‘Civil Society’ (Hegel, 1981). To see why 
Hegel is not committed to this sort of reduction even though he 
treats the abstract idea of labour power as potentially alienable we 
need to bear in mind the implications of the fact that in the logi-
cal categorial progression the syllogism of existence is positioned 
as an incomplete syllogistic form. Note, firstly, that when it takes 
the form of the syllogism of existence ‘the notion is at the very 
height of self-estrangement’ (Hegel, 1975, §183A). In a similar 
vein, Hegel describes personality that is organised in accordance 
with the self-estranged notion as the abstract will which is ‘itself 
at bottom external’ (Hegel, 1985, §530). So, the conception of the 
person’s body and powers as alienable property can be understood 
as itself being an expression of the will’s externality in the above 
sense. If this is correct, then, like the abstractness of the syllogism 
of existence as a whole, this rather narrow conception of the will 
may eventually be transcended. Indeed, in our brief discussion 
of ‘Ethical Life’ below we will indicate how various aspects of the 
ideas of ‘Abstract Right’ and ‘Morality’ must in fact be transcend-
ed consistently with the logical progression from the formalism of 
the syllogism to logical objectivity. For present purposes it suffic-
es to suggest that a detailed analysis of the relevant logical catego-
rial interplay can show why the idea of the property owner that is 
elaborated in ‘Abstract Right’ cannot be straightforwardly added to 
Hegel’s account of regulated market relations in ‘Civil Society’. It 
needs instead to be appropriately reconceptualised when it is taken 
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to be part of the Hegelian idea of the ethical state. Such a logically 
grounded reconceptualisation would also suggest that labour pow-
er need not be conceived merely as alienable property.7

The judgements of abstract right  Like Theunissen (1991), one may 
think that because Hegel (1981, §53) describes possession, use and 
alienation as ‘respectively the positive, negative, and infinite judge-
ments of the will on the thing’ the categorial analysis of property 
should be based on the logical form of the judgement of existence 
rather than on that of the syllogism as we have maintained. Quite 
apart from the explanatory power of our proposed correlation be-
tween the syllogism and abstract right there is textual support for 
the view that we should not simply take it for granted that Hegel’s 
references to judgements in ‘Abstract Right’ are proof that this 
stage of objective mind is organised in accordance with the judge-
ment’s logical form. This support is to be found in Hegel’s discus-
sion of the relationship between the logical forms of judgement 
and syllogism in the Science of Logic. 

To begin with, note that the judgements to which Hegel refers 
in the Philosophy of Right are all brought together into a unity. They 
are the will’s judgements and through them the will expresses its 
unity with its reality. Theunissen’s position fails to appreciate that 
in forming a unity the judgements thereby become a syllogism. 
When we introduced the syllogistic form in Chapter 5 we noted 
that in the logical categorial progression the syllogism is present-
ed as the truth of the judgement. The syllogism is, as Hegel says, 
the judgement with its ‘ground’. Moreover, the rational and, in the 
present context, spiritual element is to be found in its unity. 

Notice also that there is nothing inappropriate about the at-
tempt to understand a (number of) judgement(s) in terms of one 
of the syllogistic forms that belongs to the system. Hegel him-
self talks in such terms. For example, he refers to the categorical 
judgements that make up the categorical syllogism (Hegel, 1989 
p. 696). He also makes the point that 

everything is a syllogism, a universal that through particular-
ity is united with individuality; but it is certainly not a whole 
consisting of three propositions (Hegel, 1989, p. 669). 

That is, 
to regard the syllogism merely as consisting of three judge-
ments is a formal view that ignores the relationship of the 
terms …. It is altogether a merely subjective reflection that 

        7. This position is defended in G. Vassilacopoulos, 1994.
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splits the relation of the terms into separate premises and a 
conclusion distinct from them (Hegel, 1989, p. 669). 

At least two things follow from all the above for our discussion 
of Hegel’s concept of property. First, the logic of property must 
be syllogistic in form rather than simply given in the form of a 
set of judgements. The important thing about these judgements 
is the relations between them and the way in which their unity 
is expressed. Secondly, since, according to Hegel, the analysis of 
the syllogistic form cannot properly be reduced to the analysis of 
its isolated judgements the corresponding real categorial analy-
sis of the distinct modifications of property must pay attention to 
Hegel’s account of the way that the judgements are related in the 
form of the syllogism of existence.

The transition to the second and third syllogistic figures, contract 
and wrongdoing
According to Hegel (Hegel, 1989, p. 671), given the abstractness 
of the moments and the unity of the individual with only one of 
its determinatenesses, from the viewpoint of speculative philoso-
phy the conclusion of the first figure of the syllogism of existence 
does not carry any weight even though it may be formally val-
id. This is because the opposite conclusion could be drawn with 
equal force from a syllogism with a different content. Applied to 
the syllogistic organisation of the idea of property ownership this 
suggests that the same subject can be correctly taken to be a prop-
erty owner on the basis of the syllogism we have been discuss-
ing (possession, use and alienation of property) even though the 
opposite conclusion, that the subject is not a property owner, is 
equally derivable from a syllogism having the same form and an 
entirely different content. This is why formal property relations 
are an inadequate embodiment of the will’s freedom albeit the 
first of its embodiments. 

The limits of the form of this figure derive from the fact that 
the immediacy of the terms contradicts the essential nature of the 
syllogism which is mediation. Mediation is, after all, manifested 
in the relations of the terms. That is, the simple determinateness 
of particularity is posited as the relation of the terms and, so, as 
the mediatedness of the conclusion qua conclusion of the syllo-
gism (Hegel, 1989, p. 672). 

This gives rise to the demand that each of the premises of 
any particular syllogism themselves be proved. This, demand, 
in turn, results in (a) the sublation of this form of ineffective 
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mediation and (b) the immanent emergence of forms of media-
tion that function as demonstrations of the truth of the premises 
of the first figure.

For the mediation of P-U, we have I; accordingly the media-
tion must take the form P-I-U. To mediate I-P, we have U; this 
mediation therefore becomes the syllogism I-U-P’ (Hegel, 
1989, p. 673).

The first figure presupposes the other two while it is also pre-
supposed by them. The extraction of two more figures from the 
first figure of the syllogism of existence is still related specifically 
to the activity of immediate individuality. In fact the transition to 
the second figure, P-I-U, makes explicit the previously unacknowl-
edged mediating activity of the individual of the first figure.

As regards the form [of the first figure], the mediation likewise 
has for its presupposition the immediacy of the relation; therefore 
the mediation is itself mediated, and mediated by the immedi-
ate, that is, the individual (Hegel, 1989, p. 674).

The immediate individual is placed in the position of the middle 
term in the second figure in order to give expression to the uni-
ty effected through its opposition to particularity. This opposition 
marks the transition to the figure P-I-U. 

The process of this immanent construction of the second and 
third figures of the syllogism of existence out of the first figure or-
ganises the real categorial development from property ownership 
to contractual relations and wrongdoing as the second and third 
forms of ‘Abstract Right’ (Hegel, 1981, §72-§103). 

According to the Philosophy of Right ‘by distinguishing him-
self from himself [a person] relates himself to another person’ and 
this differentiation of the will as ‘being contrasted with another 
person’ underlies the contractual relation. This amounts to the re-
alisation of the implicit identity of two persons who ‘really exist for 
each other’ ‘only as owners’ through ‘the transference of property 
from one to the other’. At the same time, the differentiation of the 
will into the particular will that is ‘opposed to itself as an absolute 
will’ constitutes wrongdoing (Hegel, 1981, §40). 

Hegel (1981, §71) explains the transition from property to con-
tract in terms of the existence of property ‘as an embodiment of 
the will’. He notes that ‘from this point of view the “other” for 
which it exists can only be the will of another person’. Just as the 
transition from the first figure of the syllogism of existence to the 
second is rooted in the demand for the demonstration of the truth 
of the premise, P-U, which truth is its mediation by the moment 
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of individuality, so too the transition from property ownership to 
contractual relations indicates that the truth of the particularity of 
the will and its universality has to do with their mediation by in-
dividuality. The alienation of a property item to another individu-
al shows that the universal will is not merely related to an exter-
nal ‘thing’ but to that formerly external thing that has become the 
will’s embodiment. This conclusion marks the transcendence of 
the single will and the movement to the actuality of mutual recog-
nition and participation in a ‘common will’ (Hegel, 1981, §71-§72) 
as distinct from the mere ‘anticipated relation to others’ that char-
acterises the form of property ownership (Hegel, 1981, §51). 

Notice, here, that property owners’ mutual recognition is, as 
Raymond Plant (1980, p. 73) maintains, the necessary social di-
mension of the right of property. However, Plant also suggests that 
this social dimension is indicative of a communitarian rather than 
individualistic vision of modern commercial relations. Although 
we cannot go into this point in any detail we think that this does 
not follow from the social dimension of property since, as a vision 
of social relations, individualism need not deny the social aspect of 
these relations. It merely qualifies them in accordance with a view 
of the rights of the individual not to be interfered with.8 Our syllo-
gistic analysis of the Hegelian account of property ownership indi-
cates that the necessary social dimension of property is restricted 
to the property owner’s purely formal recognition that the other 
person equally has a property owning identity.

The existence of another property owner is rendered explicit 
by the alienated property item. As an embodied will that is also 
alienated, the alienated property item presupposes the presence of 
another property owning identity to whom the alienated property 
item must belong (Hegel, 1981, §72-§73). Accordingly, contractual 
relations make explicit the contradiction anticipated by the struc-
ture of relations characterising property ownership. As Hegel 
(1981, §72) puts it, the contractual process mediates the contradic-
tion that I am a property owner only in so far as I cease to be one. 

The concept of contract also makes explicit the limited way 
in which the will’s essential unity can come into existence as the 
unity of particular wills in the sphere of ‘Abstract Right’ (Hegel, 
1981, §73-§75). Significantly, this kind of unity does not manifest 
an absolute universality. This is why in the speculative system the 

        8. Compare an earlier discussion of property by Plant, 1983, p. 154. Here, he 
discusses its social dimension without implying that property is related to a dis-
tinctively communitarian redescription of commercial relations.
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form of contractual relations is limited to the treatment of per-
sons’ property relations and cannot properly be extended to ethical 
ties such as marriage and citizenship. 9

The syllogism’s fourth figure and justice as punishment
The development of the categories of abstract right to their ratio-
nal conclusion gives rise to the emergence of the demand for ‘jus-
tice as punishment’ (Hegel, 1981, §103). Critical discussions of 
Hegel’s views on the question of the nature and justification of 
punishment tend to read Hegel as if he were primarily propos-
ing a justification of the social practice, as distinct from identify-
ing the rational element in the conditions which give rise to crime 
and, consequently, revenge and the demand for punishment (cf. 
Cooper, 1984, pp. 151-167; Wood, 1990, pp. 108-124). 

In contrast to these writers Hinchman (1984) attempts to sit-
uate Hegel’s defence of the necessity of punishment within the 
broader context of his writings. So, he places emphasis on the sig-
nificance of identifying the universal element in the criminal will. 
We believe that our syllogistic analysis of ‘Abstract Right’ has the 
potential to show why Hinchman’s focus on the concept of the uni-
versal is correct. Although, we cannot defend our position here, we 
note that a detailed discussion would show that the demand for 
‘justice as punishment’ is logically grounded in the categorial pro-
gression which gives rise to the fourth figure of the syllogism of 
existence, U-U-U. This figure renders explicit the eliminative pow-
er of an abstracted formal universal. Through the systemic elabo-
ration of this developmental logic the categories of abstract right 
establish the right of particular persons to commodity produc-
tions, exchange relations and criminal justice understood as jus-
tice that is necessarily mediated by the authority of the universal.

The logical ground of the transition to morality
An examination of the way in which the fourth syllogistic figure ef-
fects the necessary transition to the syllogism of reflection (Hegel, 
1989, p. 679-681) would assist in the understanding of the catego-
rial interplay underlying the emergence of the concept of moral-
ity out of the demand for justice as punishment. This latter ques-
tion does not seem to us to have been adequately resolved in the 
critical literature. Consider as an example the explanation for the 
transition from ‘Abstract Right’ to ‘Morality’ that Stillman (1980a, 
        9. For further discussion of Hegel’s relationship to the social contract tradition 
see Benhabib, 1984, pp. 159-177. 
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pp. 103-115) proposes. He points to Hegel’s acknowledgment that, 
although necessary for individuality and freedom, property may 
also be in tension or conflict with these, due to its externality. 
‘What a person can and cannot do with his property … is partially 
determined … by nature and society … by putting his will in such 
a thing, (1980a, p. 107). A concern for morality is introduced sup-
posedly in order that the conflict may be mitigated. 

Through the understanding of morality … the individual 
comes to be merely a property owning person … he has a con-
crete set of characteristics and attitudes which shape and ex-
press, indeed which are, his life’ (Stillman, 1980a, p. 108). 

To explain the transition Stillman appeals to what Hegel would 
call the natural admissions of consciousness. These are conditions 
that do not carry any weight when the elaboration of the idea’s real 
categories is at issue. Stillman (1980a, p. 108) also suggests that 
in order to live a fuller life one ought to be concerned with those 
aspects of human life that are not self-directed or directed exclu-
sively to one’s property.10 The problem with this reading is that it 
leaves unexplained Hegel’s claims regarding the relational neces-
sity for both the move and the precise direction that it takes. Why 
should the Hegelian system hold that the categories of abstract 
right necessarily give rise to those of morality? Although this is 
not the place to pursue this issue further, the answer, we would 
submit, must have to do with the character of the fourth figure 
and the grounds it reveals for the transition to the syllogism of 
reflection.

tHe SyllogiSM of reflection and Morality
Just as the syllogism of reflection develops the reflective relation 
of the categories, so too morality is the sphere in which the moral 
subject reflectively develops its particular subjectivity. In line with 
our syllogistic analysis the moral subject is, here, to be understood 
as the infinitely self-related will that has become an object to it-
self. A detailed examination of ‘Morality’ (Hegel, 1981, §105-141) in 
the light of the syllogism of reflection (Hegel, 1989, pp. 686-695) 
would show that the three aspects of the moral will are respective-
ly developed in accordance with the categorial progression from 

        10. See also the comparison of Hegel and Marx on property and individuality 
by Stillman, 1980b, pp. 130-167. This analysis presents the transition from the 
concept of the person of abstract right, the ‘logical construct’, to ‘the man of civil 
society’ (Stillman, 1980b, pp. 133-134). While Stillman describes this process it is 
left effectively unexplained.
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the syllogism of allness through the syllogism of induction to the 
syllogism of analogy. For present purposes, however, it is impor-
tant to note that once the particularity of the subject has been es-
tablished in terms of the individual’s right of desire satisfaction in 
accordance with the form of the syllogism of induction, the sphere 
of morality treats the particular moral subject’s truth as the truth 
of his or her universal essence (Hegel, 1981, §128). This universal 
essence is developed in accordance with the logical categorial rela-
tions exhibited by the form of the syllogism of analogy.

The syllogism of analogy
According to Hegel (1989, p. 692) the abstract schema of the syl-
logism of analogy is I-U-P. That is, its middle term has been deter-
mined as ‘an individual taken in its universal nature’ and 

another individual forms an extreme possessing the same uni-
versal nature with the former. For example:
The earth is inhabited,
The moon is an earth, 
Therefore the moon is inhabited (Hegel, 1989, p. 692).

The objective significance of this form is that the middle term 
is shown to be the moment of universality in which individuality 
and particularity are indeed incorporated. It, therefore, constitutes 
a totality. The individual is, on the one hand, immediately united 
with its essence (in the position of the middle term) while the pres-
ence of another individual (in the position of an extreme) shows 
that the middle term is also a particular. The mediation of the in-
dividual in the position of the extreme with the essential nature 
(universality) with which the first mentioned individual is imme-
diately united simultaneously affirms the universality of the im-
mediate individual. 

However, in this structure of relations
it is undetermined whether the determinateness which is in-
ferred for the second subject belongs to the first by virtue of 
its nature or by virtue of its particularity… . analogy is still a 
syllogism of reflection in as much as individuality and univer-
sality are immediately united in its middle term. On account 
of this immediacy, the externality of the unity of reflection is 
still with us; the individual is only implicitly the genus (Hegel, 
1989, p. 694).

The form of analogy makes explicit the problem with the syllo-
gism of analogy. Although universality is treated as the essential 
nature of the individual, and not merely as one of its contingent 
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properties, this nature is only implicit given that the terms are im-
mediately united. For this reason the form leaves open the possi-
bility that the predicate that the conclusion attributes to a second 
individual as the determinateness of its universal nature may be-
long solely to the first in virtue of its particularity. Accordingly, the 
correctness of the conclusion of the syllogism of analogy must al-
ready be presupposed in so far as the syllogism takes for granted 
the immediate relation between universality and individuality that 
is exhibited by the middle term. 

It follows from the above that the determinateness of the indi-
vidual subject’s universal nature which is supposedly given in the 
conclusion is unsubstantiated. Nor is it capable of being substan-
tiated in this form. All that the syllogism of analogy can genuine-
ly express is the abstractness of the individual’s universal nature. 
According to Hegel (1989, p. 694), ‘this syllogism is in its own self 
the demand for itself to counter the immediacy which it contains’ 
in order that the conclusion it purports to give be a genuine con-
clusion. Since the immediacy in question is that of individuality ‘it 
is the moment of individuality whose sublation it demands’.

Moral subjectivity, good and conscience
The logical categorial relations that define the syllogism of analogy 
organise the real categories of ‘good’ and ‘conscience’ as they relate 
to the moral subject (Hegel, 1981, §129-140). The good is the uni-
versal essence of the individual qua moral subject whose ‘particu-
larity is distinct from the good and falls within the subjective will’ 
so that ‘the good is characterised to begin with only as the univer-
sal abstract essentiality of the will, i.e., as duty’ (Hegel, 1981, §133). 
Duty for duty’s sake cannot, however, justifiably produce the con-
tent of specific duties so as to give the moral subject’s universal es-
sence its determinateness, even though this particular content is 
required for the purposes of realising the good (Hegel, 1981, §133-
135). While the good remains the abstract universal essence of the 
moral subject, his or her ‘true conscience’, ‘the disposition to will 
what is absolutely good’ is the immediate universality which ‘es-
tablishes the particular and is the determining and decisive ele-
ment in him’ or her (Hegel, 1981, §136-137). 

The category of the conscience bound moral subject is or-
ganised in accordance with the form taken by the middle term of 
the syllogism of analogy. This category constitutes an individual 
whose immediate relation to his universal nature generates the 
determinateness of specific duties as duties required by the good. 
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The subject’s reasoning concerning the duty to do the good takes 
the following form.

The moral subject who is bound by conscience, A, has the spe-
cific duty, X.
B is a moral subject who is bound by conscience.
Therefore, B has the specific duty, X.

The discussion of the syllogism of analogy shows the unjustified-
ness of extending to one particular a determinate universal es-
sence (good as specific duty) on the basis of an identification of 
an immediate universal essence (conscience) belonging to another 
individual. 

This is the sort of reasoning that underlies the potential for 
evil and hypocrisy (Hegel, 1981, §139-§140). At the same time, 
however, the categorial relations permitting it also ground the po-
tential of self-consciousness to make ‘the absolutely universal its 
principle’ (Hegel, 1981, §139). According to the Philosophy of Right 
(1981, §141) the integration of good and conscience ‘into an abso-
lute identity has already been implicitly achieved’. The require-
ment that conscience and the good be mediated calls for the tran-
scendence of the element of immediacy that conscience manifests. 

The transition to the syllogism of necessity 
The transcendence of the immediacy that defines the moral sub-
ject’s conscience results in the transition to the absolute univer-
sality of ‘Ethical Life’ in which the substantial universality of the 
good and its determining principle are united. This transition pro-
cess, we contend, is governed by the logic necessitating the tran-
sition from the syllogism of analogy to the syllogism of necessity. 
The syllogism of analogy results in the negation of individuality 
that is simultaneously the positing of universality. It thus marks 
the transition to the syllogism that has ‘objective universality, the 
genus, purged of immediacy’ for its middle term (Hegel, 1989, p. 
694). This is the syllogism of necessity which, as already indicat-
ed, comes under the general schema I-U-P (Hegel, 1989, p. 695).

tHe SyllogiSM of neceSSity and tHe aBStract 
MoMentS of etHical life

The syllogism of necessity
As we explained in Chapter 5, the emergence of the form of uni-
ty belonging to the syllogism of necessity marks the transition to 
a structure of categorial relations in which the notion’s task is to 
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realise the middle term’s self-determining power. The middle term 
must, itself, posit its self-determining power as a prerequisite for 
realising the absolute identity of the notion with its object. Having 
emerged as the totality which is an objective universality, the mid-
dle term of the syllogism of necessity exhibits the characteristics 
of (a) the notion’s non-contingent correspondence with reality; and 
(b) its categorial differentiated unity (the unity of the universal, 
particular and individual). According to the Science of Logic, at this 
point in the logical progression the terms of the syllogism have 
been determined as ‘moments of a necessary existence’ and the 

middle term is not some alien immediate content, but the 
reflection-into-self of the determinateness of the extremes. 
These possess in the middle term their inner identity, the de-
terminations of whose content are the form determinations of 
the extremes (1989, pp. 695-696).

The middle term of the syllogism of necessity no longer mani-
fests a self-subsistent identity. Since the necessity of relatedness 
has been established, the mediating unity no longer appears to be 
merely superficial or external, as is respectively the case with the 
syllogisms of existence and reflection.

Even so, the self-determining character of the middle term 
does not yet extend to the other terms of the syllogism. For this 
reason the middle term must undergo a process of fully realis-
ing its implicit self-determining power. This gives rise to the first 
form of the syllogism of necessity, the categorical syllogism, which 
is described as ‘immediate and thus formal’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 696). 
The categorical syllogism expresses the U moment of this cycle of 
development and so exhibits the abstractness of the notion in the 
position of the middle term. Because the absolute unity is initially 
immediate due to its implicitness its determinate other, the P mo-
ment in the cycle, is expressed as the hypothetical syllogism in 
which form and content are posited as having come apart (Hegel, 
1989, p. 699). That which mediates and that which is mediated 
acquire the diverse form of ‘immediacy of being’ (Hegel, 1989 p. 
698). Finally, in the disjunctive syllogism we have the formulation 
of the unity of the moments from the perspective of the I moment. 
This is the explicit form of the notion’s fully self-determining cat-
egorial differentiated unity.

The abstract moments of ethical life
As already suggested, a detailed consideration of the forms of the 
syllogism of necessity would show that they determine the rational 
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character and structure of the abstract moments of ‘Ethical Life’, 
‘The Family’ (Hegel, 1981, §158-§181) and ‘Civil Society’ (Hegel, 
1981, §182-§256). In Part III we will try to show that, aside from 
Hegel’s support for a model of the male dominated heterosexu-
al family, the exposition of familial love in the Philosophy of Right 
mirrors the mode of categorial interrelations that we attribute to 
the form of the categorical syllogism. We will examine this form 
in suitable detail in the next chapter. Here we will outline our un-
derstanding of the logical underpinnings of ‘Civil Society’.

As one of the abstract moments of ‘Ethical Life’, ‘Civil Society’ 
establishes the right of particularity to satisfaction through pro-
ductive and exchange relations. It does this by uniting the forms 
of intersubjective relation previously established as embodying 
freedom with the equally already established freedom of subjec-
tive particularity. Recall that ‘Abstract Right’ establishes the right 
of commodity production and exchange relations while ‘Morality’ 
establishes subjective particularity in terms of the right of desire 
satisfaction. These relations of production and exchange for the 
purposes of desire satisfaction take the form of ‘an association of 
members’ in an ‘abstract universality’. In other words, civil soci-
ety takes the shape of a formal association that, at best, involves 
cooperation for mutual benefit given that its members exist as 
‘self-subsistent individuals’. Such individuals do not recognise the 
necessary place of others, whether individuals or institutions, in 
the definition of their identity as individuals. As units within civ-
il society, individuals are thus ‘externally’ related in that they do 
not take each other or their social organisations to be integral to 
the identity of each. Even their ‘common interests’ are initially to 
be understood in this light as an aggregation of their ‘particular’ 
interests. 

More specifically, according to the Philosophy of Right (1981, 
§182), the abstract idea of civil society consists of an interplay be-
tween the principles of particularity and universality understood 
in the following terms. On the one hand, we have the particular 
concrete person who forms a self-interested ‘totality of wants and 
a mixture of caprice and physical necessity’. Such a person relates 
to all else merely instrumentally. On the other hand, there is the 
form of universality, that is, the institutions by which society is or-
ganised into a formal association of private persons who thus meet 
their interests, needs and desires. Because the interplay between 
these two principles of particularity and universality is organised 
in accordance with the hypothetical form of the syllogism, they 
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take the contradictory form of ‘mediating and mediated immedia-
cies’. This contradictory form shapes the reality in which the ‘in-
ner substantial identity’ of the two principles is held together out 
of necessity whilst they manifest an outward appearance of mutu-
al indifference. In other words, whereas the being of each neces-
sarily depends on the being of the other they nevertheless relate to 
each other as being incidental to their own ends. Their substantial 
content and the form of their being have come apart in this sense. 

The hypothetical syllogism exhibits a kind of a negative unity 
in which relatedness is treated as the lack of any necessary unity 
of form. For this reason the idea of civil society is elaborated as a 
sphere of activity in which each of the two principles appears to be 
what it is irrespective of the other whilst this very process gives ef-
fect to ‘a system of complete interdependence’ (Hegel, 1981, §183). 
That is, in so far as there is indeed a mediation of particularity and 
universality, in so far as the concrete person ‘thinks, wills and acts 
universally’ in the process of satisfying his or her needs, the neces-
sary interrelatedness of the moments is rendered explicit.

An extensive analysis of ‘Civil Society’ in the light of the hypo-
thetical form of the syllogism would first draw attention to the spe-
cific features of each principle from the point of view of their ap-
parent self-subsistence. This appearance exhibits and reveals the 
limits of their contradictory form as mediating and mediated im-
mediacies. Neither the particular concrete person’s use of self-in-
terested means-ends rationality nor the reasoning of the formal 
universal can adequately express their relation given that, contrary 
to the standpoint of each, neither principle shapes this interrela-
tion exclusively. Furthermore, a detailed analysis would show pre-
cisely why this contradictory interrelation of particularity and uni-
versality incorporates an ethical dimension, namely, the ‘process 
whereby particularity is educated up to subjectivity’ (Hegel, 1981, 
§187). This process gives rise to the conditions that permit the 
emergence of social institutions that represent the formal embodi-
ment of subjects that are aware of themselves as free individuals.11

The transition to the disjunctive syllogism and the differentiation 
of civil society
The hypothetical form of the syllogism shows that the necessary 
interdependence of the moments of universality and particularity 
is grounded in the fact that the being of each one of them is no less 

        11. Cf. Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 195-207.
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the being of the other. This recognition allows their substantial 
differentiated unity to emerge as their absolute form. The disjunc-
tive syllogism renders this form explicit given that it reveals all the 
possible ways of uniting the moments of universality, particular-
ity and individuality within the constraints of syllogistic reason-
ing (Hegel, 1989, pp. 701-703). These constraints are given by the 
logic of exclusive individuality whose mode of being is ultimately 
that of the formal universality of particularity that we analysed in 
Chapter 3 of the book. 

The differentiation of civil society into its three moments 
amounts to the kind of limited systemic differentiating activity 
just sketched. On this reading, the ideas making up the external-
ly combined system of economic, legal and political units are not 
merely to be understood as different aspects of the one social sys-
tem; they also exhibit particular ways of viewing the social system 
taken as a whole. Accordingly, the idea of differentiated civil so-
ciety incorporates economistic, legalistic, governmental and cor-
porate understandings of the social system that are respectively 
based on different individual forms of uniting the universal and 
the particular to the exclusion of the other forms of unity.12

The transition from the syllogism and civil society to objectivity 
and the ethical state
When we analyse ‘Civil Society’ in the above terms we can make 
sense of the relationship between this idea and the Hegelian idea 
of ‘The State’. This relationship has been typically understood 
in terms of the differentiated civil and political aspects of social 
life. That is, whereas ‘Civil Society’ is taken to elaborate the real 
categories constituting non-political relations, ‘The State’ is sup-
posed to complete the social picture by elaborating the role of gov-
ernment and its various agencies. Our syllogistic analysis of the 
Hegelian idea of ethical life suggests that such an understand-
ing conflates the dichotomised categorial interrelations found in 
‘Civil Society’ with the idea of the fully integrated ethical sys-
tem constituted by the categories belonging to ‘The State’. As pre-
viously indicated, in the Logic ‘The Syllogism’ marks the com-
pletion of the subjective notion’s development of its determinate 
being in order to determine itself into ‘Objectivity’. Just as the 
transition in the Logic to ‘Objectivity’ establishes objectivity as 
the truth of the syllogism, so too the move from ‘Civil Society’ 

        12. Cf. Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 208-227.
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to ‘The State’ shows the latter to be the truth of its abstract mo-
ments, ‘Civil Society’ and ‘The Family’. 

While the idea of the state emerges as their truth out of the log-
ical progression of the categories toward the development of their 
determinate being as a comprehensive unity, in this way it also 
shows itself to be the ‘beginning’ or framework within which the 
abstract moments of family and civil society are developed (Hegel. 
1981, §256R). The nature of this framework is supplied by the na-
ture of logical objectivity given that the syllogistic process results 
in the idea of the emergence of the object. As a result of the logi-
cal categorial progression the object emerges as an organic whole. 
It follows from this understanding of the system that the catego-
ries of ‘The State’ cannot simply add to and complete the abstract 
account of civil life. It does not elaborate an exclusively political 
dimension of social life that is limited to the role of government 
and state agencies. On the contrary, when we read the categories 
of the ethical state in accordance with the dynamics of logical ob-
jectivity we recognise the idea of a systematically differentiated so-
cial whole whose various dimensions are organically interrelated. 
Indeed understood in this way the idea of the ethical state sup-
plies the fundamentals of the idea that we referred to in Part I of 
the book as the self-determining essence of modernity once it has 
overcome the moment of its self-denial. The idea of the ethical 
state presents a complete system of civil and political relations, al-
beit one that has yet to emerge historically.

objectivity and the ethical state
If our systemic approach to the interpretation of Hegel’s philoso-
phy is sound, then the idea of the ethical state must be understood 
as actualising the spiritual sphere in the sense that it elaborates 
the essential unity of its categories with their being in accordance 
with the objective notion’s process of construction from mechani-
cal through chemical to teleological objectivity. An extensive anal-
ysis of these three stages of logical objectivity would show that 
the notion’s movement through them grounds the three stages of 
the development of the idea of the ethical state in terms of the re-
lated ideas of the constitution, international law and world histo-
ry (Hegel, 1981, §259). Like the mechanical object the ‘individual 
state’ develops its internal organisation out of its immediacy, pro-
gressively making more explicit its essential unity. On this inter-
pretation the state’s essential unity, its constitution, must be equal-
ly ‘only inner’ or ‘only outer’ in the sense of an (inner) unrealised 
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essence or the (outer) reality of this unrealised essence that we 
discussed in Chapter 5. The Philosophy of Right (1981, §271) attri-
butes two sides to the state’s constitution, its internal organisation 
and its outward relations. Hegel deals with these two sides of the 
constitution under the headings: ‘The Constitution (on its internal 
side only)’ (Hegel, 1981, §272-§20) and ‘sovereignty vis a vis foreign 
states’ (Hegel, 1981, §321-§329), respectively. State sovereignty is 
presented in terms of relatedness to others because it is the ex-
plicit manifestation of the state’s essential difference which differ-
ence is nevertheless the difference of its ideality or innerness. If 
we have regard to the ‘outer unity’ of sovereign states as mechani-
cal objects, we can appreciate their existence in relations of oppo-
sition to each other. The main characteristic of these relations is 
that they are characterised by mutual indifference to the other’s 
essential difference. 

If the internal organisation of the state and its sovereignty do 
indeed respectively express the ‘inner’ and ‘outer unity’ of the or-
ganised object as we maintain, then it follows (from the relevant 
development of the notion in the Logic) that the individuality of 
the state is manifested exclusively in the sovereign state’s outer 
unity. This is the reality of its unrealised essence which it mani-
fests irrespective of its precise internal organisation. What is re-
quired at this level of immediate actuality is that the sovereign 
state be essentially a state. That is, it must have some internal or-
ganisation which differentiates it but this internal organisation 
need not be fully developed (in the terms of the internal unity 
that the Philosophy of Right presents in some detail).13 This follows 
from the analysis of the mechanical object’s unity as only inner or 
only outer.

The transition to ‘International Law’ (Hegel, 1981, §330) 
should then be understood in the light of the logical transition to 
‘Chemism’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 727) and the idea of international rela-
tions must be seen as rationally grounded in chemical interaction. 
Finally, ‘World History’ (Hegel, 1981, §341) brings to the actuality 
of the idea of the state its explicit teleological dimension as is the 
case with the logical object (Hegel, 1989, p. 735).

How are these different aspects of the logically organised ethi-
cal state connected to each other? On the interpretation we are pro-
posing Hegel’s elaboration of the much discussed constitution ‘on 
its internal side’ should be understood as an account of the state’s 
        13. For a detailed exposition of the individual state’s internal organisation as a 
unity of three syllogisms see Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 251-274.
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essence taken in abstraction from its purposive process. The devel-
opment of the internal organisation of the idea of the constitution 
amounts to the full elaboration of this essence as an abstract mo-
ment that is properly the end or purpose of the idea of world his-
tory, that is, of the state understood as a teleological object. 

The process of world history is purposive because in it is made 
explicit the unity of notion and object in so far as the world his-
torical process is the process of objective development towards the 
realisation of its own essence or self-determining end. In this way 
world history constitutes the unity of (a) the essence in abstraction 
from its purposive process (constitutional law) and (b) the process 
in abstraction from purposiveness (international law). As ‘mind 
which gives itself its actuality’ world history exhibits the restora-
tion of the notion in the object.

Reply to an objection  Even though this is not the place to pur-
sue this task in any comprehensive way, we will respond to an 
obvious type of objection to the position we have been advanc-
ing about the relationship between the logic of objectivity and the 
ethical state. In doing so, our purpose is to reinforce the claim we 
made at the beginning of this chapter that our systemic approach 
has much to offer by way of settling the meaning of a number of 
Hegel’s rather puzzling claims about the logical underpinnings 
of his social philosophy. 

If one lists Hegel’s references to concepts haphazardly and 
without the aid of some basic understanding of the organising 
principle that explains the relations between them, one can come 
up with a seemingly chaotic picture. So, we might ask, for exam-
ple, how Hegel (Hegel, 1985, §541) can be understood consistently 
to associate the state’s internal organisation with the notion’s ‘sub-
jectivity’ if the individual state’s organisation follows that logic of 
mechanical objectivity for the systemic reasons we have claimed. 
After all, given that (a) the subjective notion’s logical categories 
(judgement and syllogism) precede those of logical objectivity, and 
(b) mechanism belongs to the latter group of categories, is this not 
textual support against our proposed method of correlating the 
categories of the system’s logic and social philosophy? Indeed, if 
we compile, as we can do, a number of such pieces of textual evi-
dence, ought we not to conclude that any strict organisation thesis 
of the kind we have advanced must be mistaken?14 

        14. This objection has been raised by G. Marcus.
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If we take the developmental character of the categorial progres-
sion seriously we can see why this conclusion relies on a much too 
simple understanding of the meaning of ‘the notion’s subjectivity’. 
As we explained in Chapter 5, in the Logic and, in particular, in the 
part that deals with the doctrine of the notion (Hegel, 1989, pp. 575-
844), the notion starts off as (a) ‘subjective’ in the sense of being 
merely formal. Through its activity as such it sublates its subjectiv-
ity and becomes (b) the objective notion whose subjectivity is ‘sub-
merged ‘ in the object. As this kind of objective notion it develops 
itself to the point where it (c) regains its subjectivity as the self-de-
termining principle of its own object. Thus at the end of the logical 
categorial progression the notion as ‘Idea’ is subjective in this lat-
ter sense. 

The nature of the notion’s movement from (a) formal subjectiv-
ity to (b) objectivity to (c) the self-determining subjectivity of its own 
object is critical for a systemic reading of the correlation between 
logical objectivity and the ethical state. Because what is presented in 
the Philosophy of Right is the work of the idea and because the idea is 
the subjective notion that has passed through the process of objec-
tification, in the above sense, the idea is the subjective notion in the 
sense of (c) above; it knows itself as the self-determining organising 
principle of its categorial reality. 

tHe critique of Hegel’S Social PHiloSoPHy
As the above comments suggest, we believe that an extensive read-
ing of ‘Ethical Life’ by reference to the logical forms we have pro-
posed has the potential to shed light on some of the most puzzling 
claims in the Philosophy of Right about the character of the spheres 
of ethical life and their relationship to each other and to the logi-
cal categories.15 But we also believe that such a reading supplies a 
sound basis for assessing the adequacy of Hegel’s own exposition 
of ethical life. Granted that the Logic can and should function as 
the legitimate immanent perspective from which to engage criti-
cally with the claims of the Philosophy of Right, what would such a 
role involve?

Raymond Plant (1983, pp. 185-196) has also addressed the 
question of how one might evaluate Hegel’s basic principles. Plant 
suggests that ‘Hegel’s own practice generates three particular cri-
teria which are conjointly necessary and sufficient conditions for 
a rational test of the adequacy of his explanations’ (Plant, 1983, p. 

        15. For further work in this direction see Vassilacopoulos,1994, pp. 188-274.
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185). The first is drawn from Hegel’s ‘insistence that philosophical 
explanations must exhibit necessary connections between those 
things, practices or forms of experience which are explained’ 
(Plant, 1983, p. 186). The second criterion is derived from the na-
ture of the dialectic, one of the features of which is the ‘preserv-
ing at the more developed level patterns of experience or notions 
developed further back’ (Plant, 1983, p. 191) and the third calls for 
the coherence of philosophical explanation of a mode of experi-
ence with relevant empirical knowledge (Plant, 1983, p. 192). 

Plant (1983, p. 144) bases his argument that Hegel’s social phi-
losophy fails to satisfy all three criteria of adequacy on a reading 
which, unlike our own, takes Hegel to be proposing a reconcili-
ation of ordinary man with his existing social world through the 
practice of philosophy. For this reason he takes seriously the charge 
from an empiricist point of view that Hegel cannot satisfy his first 
criterion because to operate with a notion of necessity in his ex-
planations is ultimately to provide tautological explanations which 
have no claim on the (empirically discernible) facts (Plant, 1983, 
p. 186). Plant (1983, pp. 187-189) argues further that Hegel’s theo-
ry cannot be rescued from a criticism along these lines by relying 
on a conception of ‘contextual necessity or loose entailment’ since 
the developments that Hegel presents do not just take place within 
contexts with a shared pattern of behaviour, as the application of 
such a conception presupposes, but between contexts as well. 

Plant (1983, p. 196) concludes that ‘Hegel’s philosophy is to be 
rejected on the grounds of its failure to survive his own implied 
tests of adequacy’ but this need not be accepted. Hegel’s specu-
lative notion of the categorial progression’s logical necessity sug-
gests that the criteria Plant identifies are too general to play the 
role he attributes to them. 

Furthermore, although Plant (1983, p. 166) correctly empha-
sises that the rationality and necessity of the process of social de-
velopment is ‘secured through the structuring of the Idea’ in that 
this structuring reveals the pattern of relationships generated 
from what appears to be fragmentary at each stage of development 
he does not explain why the idea’s structuring should develop con-
cepts relating to social relations in one specific direction and not 
some other. 

Our detailed exposition of the Hegelian concept of the fam-
ily in Part III of the book will attempt to demonstrate the precise 
way in which our systemic approach can fill these sorts of gaps. 
Indeed, in criticising Hegel for his failure to make the right kind 
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of move from the logical categories at a critical point in his elabo-
ration of the idea of the family, we hope to correct an important er-
ror in his elaboration of the Hegelian system’s social philosophy.16 

        16. Interestingly, Flay (1980, p. 171) suspects ‘that a lacuna exists between … 
parts of the system of the philosophical sciences and that, therefore until we as-
certain precisely the nature of this break in the system of sciences, we shall not 
be able to judge forcefully the validity of the analysis given in the philosophical 
sciences of nature and spirit’.
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7.  tHe categorical SyllogiSM and 
tHe concePtS of faMily, love and 
interSuBjective identity

In this chapter we will begin presenting our argument that the 
logical structure of the categorical syllogism (Hegel, 1989, pp. 
696-698) strictly organises the Hegelian concept of the family 
and the related concepts of love, marriage, sexuality, family prop-
erty, parenting and the law.1 

        1. We use the phrase ‘Hegelian’ throughout our discussion to distinguish be-
tween the approach that we believe to be consistent with Hegel’s system of logic 
and Hegel’s own elaboration of the real categories in his Philosophy of Mind. It is 
also worth noting here that in the Science of Logic (1989, p. 727) Hegel mentions 
love as one of the spiritual relations for which the chemically organised ‘sex re-
lation’ is taken to be the formal basis. This indirect association of love with the 
logical structure of ‘chemism’ might be seen as textual evidence for the view that 
the Hegelian system correlates the real category of love with the logical category 
of chemical objectivity and not with that of the categorical form of the syllogism 
as we propose. This, however, would be mistakenly to assume that the Hegelian 
system allows for one correlation to the exclusion of the other. We suggest that 
in its entirety familial love is an ethically integrated relationship between indi-
viduals qua chemically related bodies who also realise the form of their loving 
being as this is internally organised by the categorical form of the syllogism. 
Thus the chemical nature (Hegel, 1989, pp. 728-733) of such relationships can 
be seen as determining the substance or content of relevant processes of inter-
action when we focus attention on the ethically integrated realisation of love as 
elaborated in the Hegelian idea of the ethical state. As we will see later, it does 
not follow from this that chemism also defines the internal form of familial love. 
Its internal organisation must be based on the notion’s formality (Hegel, 1989, 
p. 597) given that familial love involves an element of recognition by outsiders. 
Our discussion will focus on the aspect of the Hegelian account of familial love 
that elaborates the internal structure of the concept taken in abstraction from 
the further features of its ethically integrated realisation within the Hegelian 
idea of the ethical state.
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As we saw in Part II, the Logic constitutes the systematic and 
comprehensive elaboration of the fundamental formal categories 
of philosophical thought. This process involves a cyclical progres-
sion from the most abstract to the most concrete of forms. The 
demand, as Hegel puts it, that thought verify itself to itself gov-
erns the progression of the categories. This means that no point 
of the process can rest on mere assertion. Thought must create 
its concepts immanently. Thought acquires the status of objectiv-
ity by determining its content as the mediated result of the think-
ing process. The outcome of this categorial progression establish-
es thought as the unity of its two aspects, unity and difference. 
Thought thus determines itself as the concrete unity of subject 
and object through the unity of form and content. Thought ac-
quires this status pursuant to the full investigation of the formal 
categories and their diverse modes of interrelating. This investiga-
tion explores the dynamic of categorial interrelations that exhibit 
alternative configurations of thought’s differentiated unity, that is, 
of the notions of unity, difference and their relationships.

The ‘Doctrine of the Notion’, the third part of the Science of 
Logic which includes the treatment of the syllogistic forms, ex-
plores thought’s differentiated unity. This part elaborates the in-
terplay between the basic categories of universality, particularity 
and individuality.2 The form of this cycle of categorial interrela-
tions is produced as the result of a movement through categories 
that are thought, firstly, in their immediate presence, in abstrac-
tion from all relatedness (the categories of being), and, then, as 
pairs of correlatives exhibiting relatedness externally (the catego-
ries of essence). As the truth, in the sense of inevitable presupposi-
tion, of these preceding configurations of differentiated unity, the 
differentiated unity of universality, particularity and individuality 
emerges in what Hegel conceives as thought’s sphere of freedom. 
This is the sphere in which thought explicitly thematises its ‘self-
evolved determination’ (Hegel, 1989, p. 596).

Thought constructs syllogistic reasoning within the sphere of 
its freedom. The role of syllogistic reasoning is to unite the ab-
stract categories of universality, particularity and individuality and 
to overcome their immediacy (unmediatedness). It achieves this 
by bringing the categories into definite relations that give them 

        2. Since the meaning of these categories shifts in accordance with the catego-
rial progression, to give a fixed definition of them (cf. Kolb, 1988, pp. 60-61) is 
unavoidably to privilege the meaning they acquire at some particular stage of the 
categorial progression.
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their objective meaning. The most important of these relations 
are those of differentiation and mediation. In syllogistic reason-
ing thought’s unity takes on the form of explicit mediation as rep-
resented by one of three terms that is positioned as a middle term 
between two extremes. Its difference is exhibited as the middle 
term’s differentiating activity. Both these aspects characterise each 
of the three categories at various points in the syllogistic process. 
This process gives rise to forms exhibiting increasingly more ade-
quate ways of conceiving the differentiated unity of the categories. 
Differentiation and mediation are exhibited to varying degrees, 
with varying effects and measures of success. All this depends on 
precisely where and how the categories are positioned both in the 
complex relation of each to the other two at any given moment, as 
well as in the whole process of syllogistic development. This latter 
is the process that begins with the abstract forms that represent 
mere existence. It moves to the external reflection upon the catego-
ries and ends when the categories become necessarily interrelated. 

For present purposes, it is enough to bear in mind that, for 
Hegel, the totality of syllogistic forms, their respective dynam-
ics and limits are rendered fully visible in this elaborate way. His 
treatment of the syllogism purports to represent all the conceiv-
able modes of differentiating and uniting the three categories. 
These modes begin with the case in which the categories are in 
their respective self-subsistence. That is, they are mutually indif-
ferent to their respective determinations and their indifference ex-
hibits various oppositions and external relatedness. The syllogistic 
cycle culminates in the full integration of the categories that have 
become necessarily (non-contingently) interrelated. Each category 
reflects all three within it, as the result of effective differentiation 
and mediation by the category of universality.

The completed syllogism, in which the middle term deter-
mines both aspects of the complex process of differentiation and 
mediation, is related to its preceding formulations in much the 
same way as a geometric circle is related to the process of its con-
struction prior to its completion. A full account of the features of 
the constructive process at any point prior to completion would in-
clude reference to two kinds of features. There are those that can 
be found in the completed construction. There are also those that 
must be transcended since, were they to be retained, they would 
undermine the would-be qualities of the completed construction. 

The categorical syllogism is an incomplete formulation of the 
syllogism. It is the first of three modes of the third, most fully 
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developed form of the syllogism, the syllogism of necessity. As 
such it exhibits two kinds of features. On the one hand, there are 
those that result from the preceding syllogistic process and char-
acterise the syllogism of necessity in its objectivity. On the other, 
there are those that derive from the dynamic of the mode in ques-
tion, a dynamic in which aspects of immediacy, contingency and 
subjectivity persist. The contingent aspects of the syllogism are its 
subjectively determined aspects. The presence of degrees of sub-
jectivity is, in turn, due to the middle term’s failure effectively to 
determine differentiation, mediation or both of these. 

In this chapter we will offer a rather detailed account of both 
the objectively and the subjectively determined aspects of the cat-
egorical form of the syllogism. Although rather abstract and com-
plex, this discussion is necessary as it will form the basis of our 
analysis in the remainder of the book. We will elaborate a Hegelian 
understanding of the ethical significance of family life by return-
ing time and again to the insights that we can draw from the struc-
turing dynamic of the categorical form of the syllogism. 

tHe categorical SyllogiSM
As it emerges from the syllogistic process that precedes it, the 

categorical form of the syllogism expresses a certain combination 
of objectivity and subjectivity due to the character of its middle 
term. As regards its objective aspect, the middle term has deter-
mined itself as a differentiated unity that constitutes a totality, that 
is, a category the being of which is necessarily (non-contingently) 
related to the being of the other categories. Accordingly, whereas 
in the preceding formulations of the syllogism the middle term 
characteristically lacks any effective power of differentiation or 
mediation, the categorical syllogism exhibits the middle term’s ef-
fective power to differentiate itself into its extremes and, hence, to 
determine their character to this extent. The middle term has the 
status of objectivity in precisely this respect. 

Furthermore, this status of objectivity has been taken up by the 
category of universality. As objective universality, then, the mid-
dle term gives the extremes their essence which is their common 
content or substantiality.3 However, in differentiating itself into its 

        3. The notion of essence need not connote properties that are attributed to 
(some class of) human beings in a fixed and predetermined way. Our characteri-
sation seeks to avoid the charge of essentialism that is targeted to theories which 
posit some universal human or sex-specific essence in terms of a set of proper-
ties. Cf. Grosz, 1992, pp. 332-344; Phelan, 1989. In relation to Hegel’s philosophy 
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extremes the middle term does not merely define the extremes as 
objective universal essence. Significantly, in doing so it also renders 
visible the preconditions of its actualisation as a potentially, as dis-
tinct from effectively, mediating unity. These preconditions consti-
tute the terms of the middle term’s differentiation in accordance 
with the basic features of its universal essence: qua essence the mid-
dle term is the essence of an individual being whereas qua universal 
essence it is the essence of a plurality of such beings. In this way the 
middle term differentiates itself into the moments of (individual) 
unity and (universal) difference respectively. As this differentiated 
middle term, the middle term is necessarily related to its extremes 
and thus constitutes an effective differentiating unity. The extremes 
are, in turn, necessarily related to their middle term in so far as each 
one of them expresses one aspect of their common essence. This 
means that, to this extent, the moments of unity and difference are 
not mutually indifferent or externally related. Since the incomplete-
ness of the substance of one is exhibited in its relationship to the 
other they are mutually informing. 

At the same time, due to the preceding categorial process, the 
objective universality of the categorical syllogism inheres in the cat-
egory of particularity. As particularity, the middle term still lacks a 
reflective relation to itself and retains a degree of immediacy. Due 
to its immediacy the middle term’s universal essence is only an ab-
stract essence in the sense of a simple quality taken apart from its 
relationship to other individual determinations. This immediacy 
permeates and affects the conception of the extremes, individuality 
and universality. They, in turn, retain a degree of immediacy that is 
exhibited in their self-subsistent form. Due to their persistent self-
subsistence, the extremes retain a degree of externality: they are in-
different to the middle term qua mediating unity and thus exceed 
the grasp of its unifying potential or power. So, the defining char-
acteristic of this mode of categorial interrelations is that, whilst the 
particular middle term effectively determines the differentiation of 
the categories into individual unity and universal difference, it does 
not effectively bring them back into a unity. 

The indifference of the extremes to the unifying potential of the 
middle term is exhibited by the fact that mediation is effected by the 
extremes rather than by the middle term. In other words, effective 
mediation depends on the independent character of the extremes. 
In effecting mediation themselves, the extremes form a unity 

see also Redding, 1996, pp. 156-158.
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through their objective universal essence in so far as it is presup-
posed but not as the result of that which necessarily relates them. 
Instead, mediation by the extremes depends upon that which ex-
ceeds the common abstract essence attributed to them by the mid-
dle term. In the case of the individual this common abstract essence 
is accompanied by a specific nature, a concrete content consisting of 
diverse properties belonging to the individual being irrespective of 
the precise determination of its objective essence.4 Not having been 
determined in any particular way, the content and internal organi-
sation of these properties is taken to be open ended and fluid. The 
universal, in turn, exceeds its abstract essence in virtue of the con-
crete differences that characterise individuals involved in the unifi-
cation of the moments of unity and difference. 

Rather than forming a fully concrete unity, the mediation ef-
fected by the extremes exhibits the abstractness of their essence; 
what comes into concrete being is a relationship that involves a uni-
ty of abstract unity and abstract difference. This mode of interrelat-
ing has important implications regarding the character of the ex-
tremes’ concrete being. Because the unity in question is only a unity 
as regards an abstract essence it does not extend to the whole being 
of that which is brought into the unity. Accordingly, the necessary 
relatedness of the categories that, as already explained, is brought 
about by the middle term’s differentiating activity does not also 
characterise the mediation that is brought about on the basis of the 
excess characterising the being of individuality and universality. It 
follows that in this mode of interrelations the concrete being of in-
dividuality is constituted by a contingent excess. The excess in ques-
tion is contingent relative to the extremes’ objective essence in the 
sense that the excess plays no role in the necessary relationship con-
stituted by the differentiating activity of the middle term.

Further, the presence of the element of contingency just re-
ferred to is not itself contingent. On the contrary, since the individu-
al in question is a concrete being constituted by a universal essence 
as well as a specific nature that exceeds the grasp of this essence, 
this specificity must be exhibited in the categorial interplay. In ad-
dition, the contingent excess that characterises the being of the ex-
tremes is not merely present in the extremes’ differentiatedness; 
the contingency in question is not overcome in the relevant process 
of unification. Rather, the concrete being of individuality remains 

        4. The notion of a specific nature is not to be understood here as invoking a 
fixed and inescapable condition. Rather, it refers to whatever makes a specific be-
ing that specific being.
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a necessarily contingent excess even as mediation is effected. This 
condition constitutes what we can refer to as ‘the necessity of contin-
gency’. The necessity of contingency is a relation of difference, not 
only in relation to the unity of individuality and universality in the 
terms just indicated, but significantly, in relation to the unity of con-
tent exhibited by the objective universality of the middle term. The 
latter relation is rendered visible with the availability of a multiplic-
ity of forms in which the middle term’s abstract essence might be 
expressed. The availability of multiple forms is necessary since the 
abstractness of the middle term’s essential determination means 
that form and content are not identical.

With the identity formed as a result of the mediation, the po-
sition of the extremes is, nevertheless, transformed. In their iden-
tity, individuality and universality are not merely indifferent to the 
middle term’s power of mediation in the way indicated earlier. On 
the contrary, in effecting mediation they appropriate their com-
mon essence and establish a reflective relationship to it, though not 
to the power of mediation itself. This enables individuals to relate 
reflectively to the specifics of their unity from within their estab-
lished unity. Even so, they do not reflectively relate to the source of 
their unity’s existence as a unity. The latter reflection is an aspect of 
the unity that retains a degree of immediacy. It, therefore, remains 
within the power of merely subjective reflection. 

The extremes continue to retain a degree of immediacy due to 
the fact that their formed identity remains a particular unity. Their 
objective universality is still limited in so far as it inheres in the 
category of particularity that occupies the position of middle term. 
Furthermore, because the identity formed is still only a particular 
unity, its persistent immediacy must also be exhibited by its exter-
nal relationship to whatever falls beyond this unity. Being external-
ly related to that which falls beyond its unity constitutes the way in 
which a unity that exhibits the necessity of relatedness does so qua 
particular.

Accordingly, the objective meaning of the syllogistic form is fur-
ther enhanced by the categorical syllogism in a very precise way. It 
is a mode of relating the moments of unity and difference that sur-
passes the notion of a common essence in the sense of a property or 
properties belonging to each of a number of different individuals. 
The categorical syllogism exhibits the form of being as a common 
or universal essence where ‘universal essence’ is given the more re-
fined sense of a necessary interrelationship through a quality that 
frames the activity taking place within it. A universal essence in 
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this sense functions as the field in which different individual be-
ings relate and through which the necessarily contingent aspects of 
their beings are rendered capable of attaining a rational character 
(in Hegel’s sense of being reflectively grounded) and being trans-
formed accordingly. At the same time, due to the role played by the 
necessity of contingency in this mode of interrelations, the exercise 
of this transformative element remains within the power of subjec-
tive reflection. The mediation effected due to the contingent excess 
of the extremes remains subjective or, conversely, lacks objectivity 
to this extent.5 

tHe concePtS of love, faMily and interSuBjective 
identity
We turn now to consider Hegel’s initial characterisation of the fam-
ily in the light of the above analysis of the categorical form of the 
syllogism. As is well known, in the Philosophy of Right (§158-§160) 
Hegel introduces the family as an ethical unit that consists of three 
aspects, marriage, family property and parenting that culminates 
in the family’s ethical dissolution. At this point he draws upon a 
certain understanding of the relationship between the concepts of 
family, love and individuality. From the outset (Hegel, 1981, §158), 
the family is presented as the ‘immediate substantiality’ of spirit 
that is specifically characterised by love. However, love is described 
as spirit’s ‘feeling of its own unity’. Furthermore, within the spir-
itual unity that is created by familial love one is self-conscious of 
one’s individuality as a self-determined essence so that one is as a 
family member rather than as an independent person. These three 
basic ideas organise the sphere of intimate life in its spiritual or 
ethical dimension when this is reflected upon in abstraction from 
its place in the comprehensive idea of an ethically integrated social 
whole. As we explained in Chapter 6, Hegel refers to the idea of an 
ethically integrated social whole as ‘the ethical state’.6 Once we out-

        5. Cf. Burbridge, 1995, pp. 181-183.
        6. The discussion that follows focuses on the modern idea or concept of the 
family as a social unit that has a spiritual or ethical dimension in the Hegelian 
sense discussed in the previous chapter. This is a modern concept in the sense 
sometimes attributed to the ideal of the so-called ‘sentimental family’. That is, in 
contrast to the family of traditional society, the modern family is founded on love, 
is based on affect and psychological attachment and it is located in the private 
sphere of intimacy (cf. Robinson et. al., 1997, p. 90; Midgely and Hughes, 1997, 
pp. 60-62). For reasons that will become evident in the course of our discussion 
the Hegelian idea of the family needs to be distinguished from conservative and 
liberal-communitarian ‘family values’ discourses that link the ethics of familial 



the categorical Syllogism 133

line the logical structure underlying these conceptual relations it 
will be possible to see precisely how they relate to other aspects of 
intimate life of which Hegel makes no mention. 

Familial love
We will begin by indicating how Hegel’s description of familial 
love follows the pattern of relationships that is given by the cat-
egorical form of the syllogism. In our earlier discussion of the re-
flective process that is captured by the syllogistic progression we 
explained that the objective significance of the categorical form 
of the syllogism initially lies with the fact that the category in the 
position of the middle term (that which is supposed to bring to-
gether two other categories that are positioned as extremes) has 
determined itself into a differentiated unity that is a totality. This 
means that it necessarily relates to the other categories in the 
light of its effective power to differentiate itself into its extremes. 
Consequently, it defines them to this extent. The concept of famil-
ial love plays precisely this role. Its essence is an objectively uni-
versal differentiating power which determines the identity of each 
family member as that of a loving being. Ethical love is thus nec-
essarily intersubjective in the sense that it constitutes an objec-
tive universal essence that functions as loving beings’ substantive 
field of interaction. Within this substantive field the loving bond 
embodies the moments of unity and difference. The first, the mo-
ment of unity, takes the form of individual self-unity as this struc-
tures the identity of the loving self. The second, the moment of 
difference, takes the form of the universal difference that defines 
family members as a plurality. 

In being a simple quality familial love also exhibits the im-
mediacy (unmediatedness) characteristic of the categorical syl-
logism’s middle term. Love is at once an objective condition, in 
the above mentioned sense of a field of interaction within which 
loving beings relate to each other, and no less a feeling. In this 
way it conforms to the self-determination of a concept that is po-
sitioned as the middle term of a categorical syllogism. The idea of 

life to an idealised type (cf. Moller Okin, 1997, pp. 22-25; Midgely and Hughes, 
1997). It also needs to be disassociated from attempts, like that by Virginia Held 
(1993), to construct a non-contractual morality out of an analysis of ethical bonds 
within families. Finally, note that we will leave aside another two areas of dis-
course on the family. The first concerns the social and political practices of fami-
lies within specific types of historical communities (cf. Nicholson, 1997) and the 
second concerns the family as a biological unit (cf. Firestone, 1970). 
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the family unit is itself grounded in the feeling of unity created 
by love. This is an immediate sharing of the experience of love 
within which each family member feels the interconnectedness of 
his or her loving essence. In other words, family members affirm 
their loving essence immediately even though this is necessarily 
secured intersubjectively, that is, in the practice of sharing the ex-
perience. This is what we take to be the significance of Hegel’s ref-
erences, firstly, to the family as the ‘immediate’ substantiality of 
spirit and, secondly, to familial love as ‘ethical life in the form of 
something natural’ (Hegel, 1981, §158A). The naturalness of this 
first moment of ethical life derives from its connection to love as 
an unmediated feeling. 

Family membership as dynamic individuality
Just as love is necessarily related to its differentiated moments, 
they too are necessarily interrelated and mutually informing. The 
loving self is a kind of pure awareness that seeks the recognition 
of an other pure awareness as a constitutive aspect of its own iden-
tity. This means that within the field of love there are two precon-
ditions for ethical intersubjectivity that derive from the precise dif-
ferentiation of the moments of individual unity, as embodied by 
the loving self, and universal difference that is expressed in the 
plurality of loving selves. The first condition is that ethical subjec-
tivity be conceived as a dynamic process; a loving self is ethically 
self-related in so far as one conceives of oneself in terms of a pro-
cess to be realised. The second precondition for ethical subjectivity 
is that the mutual recognition that ethical subjects give each oth-
er must be incorporated into the identity of each. In being recog-
nised, the self-unity characterising each loving self is transformed 
through an incorporation of difference as represented by the other 
self. Being necessarily intersubjective in this sense allows one’s 
loving essence to transcend the subjective boundaries of individu-
ality. It is in the dynamic potential of this kind of mutual recogni-
tion, in which a mutual informing of the pure being of selves is 
achieved, that differentiated unity is intersubjectively realisable as 
an objective essence.7 

otHer kindS of intiMate and loving relationSHiPS
The Hegelian association of love and dynamic individuality with 
the concept of the family raises some questions about other kinds 

        7. Compare Redding, 1996, p. 185.
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of loving and intimate relationships that we need to address be-
fore proceeding with our exploration of the Hegelian concept. The 
kinds of relationship we have in mind here fall into three general 
groups: (1) loving relationships in the absence of family ties; (2) 
sexual relations in the absence of love where love is understood 
as an on going relationship; and (3) the single parent family that 
arises from the decision of only one person to raise a child or chil-
dren.8 To be sure, an investigation of these sorts of relationships 
would reveal important similarities between each of them and 
the kind of familial love that is defined by the Hegelian account. 
However, a comprehensive investigation of the sphere of intimate 
life must be left to another occasion. For present purposes we want 
to make three points about these other sorts of relationships in or-
der to explain why it is that we will not deal with them any further.

First, whatever the points of overlap, there are some signifi-
cant differences between them and the Hegelian concept of fa-
milial love. To begin with, whilst the unity characterising familial 
love is, of course, not restricted to family ties, its distinctive fea-
tures need not be present in other kinds of necessarily intersub-
jective relationships. For example, what we referred to above as the 
objectively universal essence of familial love need not define the 
friendship relationship. The idea that love functions as the objec-
tive field within which friendly interaction takes place might char-
acterise a friendship derived from the participants’ good natured 
being, but it need not. As Aristotle explains, aside from this form 
of ‘perfect friendship,’ friendship might instead be grounded sole-
ly in participants’ desires for utility or pleasure. The feeling that 
friends have for each other in these latter types of instance cannot 
be said to give expression to their loving beings in the same way 
that this is secured with the determination of family members as 
loving beings.

Similarly, the feeling of unity that is generated by familial love 
differs in a crucial respect from the feeling characterising solidar-
ity with strangers. The necessarily intersubjective identities that 
define ethical solidarity cannot remain at a similar level of im-
mediacy since such identities come into being as a result of be-
ing reflectively endorsed by individuals. Unlike the bonds of soli-
darity with strangers, the creation of family ties does not depend 
on some kind of reflective endorsement of the bond (even though 

        8. The cases of single parenting that result from a couple’s decision to separate 
or from the death of one parent fall within the framework of the Hegelian concept 
and will be discussed in Chapter 9.
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a decision to formalise such relations by marrying involves such 
reflection). The immediacy of the origin of familial love is most 
clearly demonstrated by the case of children’s’ unreflective love for 
their parents but it is also captured by the idea of falling in love.

Furthermore, the features of the dynamic individuality that is 
at the heart of familial love need not be present in other kinds of 
loving interaction. Thus the process of incorporating difference 
into one’s identity as a loving being is altogether lacking in uni-
versalistic or ‘cosmopolitan’ altruism, as it is sometimes referred 
to (Galston, 1993, p. 123). This is altruism directed to humanity at 
large. The very abstractness of the idea of humanity that renders 
any particular person a suitable object of universalistic altruism 
leaves out of the altruistic interaction the element of incorporating 
difference into the altruist’s loving identity. When one person acts 
altruistically towards another in virtue of the latter’s humanity, 
the first person relates himself or herself to that which they share 
in common rather than to their specific difference. This kind of 
altruistic act denies any place to the process of incorporating dif-
ference into an individual’s identity because it presupposes a static 
conception of the individual’s identity that is given prior to the in-
teraction. That which renders any specific individual a suitable ob-
ject of universalistic altruistic love is his or her capacity to invoke 
in the altruist the latter’s pre-determined identification with the 
abstract quality, humanity.9

If this brief analysis is correct, then the dynamic individual-
ity that is presupposed by the concept of familial love cannot come 
into play in altruistic love because the particularity of the individ-
ual with whom the altruist interacts is not recognised. Dynamic 
individuality also does not come into play in the case of single par-
enting but for a different reason. Here, it is not that the individ-
ual to whom the loving activity is directed, namely the child, is 
recognised in one way rather than some other. It is rather that the 
asymmetry involved in the parenting relationship altogether ex-
cludes the kind of mutual recognition that dynamic individuality 

        9. These comments are explicitly restricted to universalistic or cosmopolitan 
altruism. Our analysis clearly does not apply to so-called ‘personal’ altruism (cf. 
Galston, 1993, p. 123), that is , altruism directed to family members and friends for 
reasons having to do with the special nature of these kinds of relationships. Since 
our objective here is limited to identifying fundamental differences in the struc-
ture of different kinds of relationships, we do not need to isolate for special consid-
eration sub-classes of friendships or family ties that include acts of altruism. We, 
therefore, leave aside comparisons between such ‘conditional altruism’ and uni-
versalistic altruism and their respective moral weight (cf. Blum, 1980, pp. 77-81).
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presupposes. The parenting relationship not only lacks the pres-
ence of two selves who are both capable of recognising their own 
self-unity in the other, but it typically begins from a relationship 
of undifferentiated unity (Fromm, 1985, pp. 30-32; Kristeva, 1989, 
pp. 160-186) and progresses towards the child’s attainment of his 
or her atomic individuality. Accordingly, single parenting does not 
involve the mutuality that makes the realisation of dynamic indi-
viduality possible in other familial ties.

Indeed, outside the parental bond, a single parent may remain 
atomically related to all others. This is also the case with intimate 
relations based on the mutual satisfaction of individuals’ desires. 
Thus, those who relate to each other primarily through the desire 
for good sex or, what is sometimes referred to as ‘sex without love’, 
can be said to affirm each others’ atomic individuality. This con-
stitutes a fundamental structural difference between good sex and 
sex as one aspect of an on going loving relationship. 

This brings us to the second point we want to make about the 
sorts of relationships we have been outlining above. In our view 
the structural differences that we have highlighted signify differ-
ences of kind. If this is correct, then it would be inappropriate to 
evaluate and rank relationships belonging to one kind by refer-
ence to criteria that are simply drawn from the preferred charac-
teristics of another kind of relationship. Indeed, comparisons that 
overlook the structural differences are apt to create unnecessary 
confusion about the relative value of relationships that share large-
ly superficial similarities. As an example, take the comparison of 
sex without love and sex in a loving relationship. Russell Vannoy 
(1990) disagrees with Rollo May that sex with love is better than 
sex without it. First he draws attention to the ways in which May’s 
arguments ignore differences between sex with and without love 
(Vannoy, 1990, pp. 20-22). Then he puts forward a case for the 
superiority of sex without love by drawing attention to qualities 
that can only be found in the absence of an on going loving rela-
tionship. Vannoy cites the uniqueness and freshness of a new en-
counter, the excitement generated by the unknown, the freedom 
from obligations generated within on going relationships and so 
on (Vannoy, 1990, pp. 23-28). However, he does not explain why 
the presence of such qualities amounts to a better kind of rela-
tionship as distinct from a merely different one. Vannoy takes for 
granted that the operative evaluative criteria for good sexual rela-
tions, whether between strangers or as part of an on going loving 
relationship, must be the same. But this mistakenly presupposes 
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that the sexual aspect of an on going loving relationship must only 
ever be externally related to the structure of the loving bond. We 
will argue in Chapter 8 that on our Hegelian account the value of 
sex within a loving union cannot be fixed (in the way that an analy-
sis like Vannoy’s supposes). 

For present purposes we need to note simply that were we to 
begin from the contrary assumption, that sex within a loving rela-
tionship has the potential to generate what we might call ‘acquired 
pleasures’, that is, pleasures of a kind that derive from familiarity 
over time, then we could just as well find forceful arguments for 
the view that sex with love is superior. Such comparisons seem 
pointless when we have regard to the view that sex with and with-
out love are different in kind. In our view this has to do with the 
fact that, whereas the former engages our dynamic individuality, 
the latter engages our atomic individuality. To conflate these two 
distinct aspects of individuality is to misunderstand the kinds of 
relationship each makes possible and meaningful. 

This said, note that the necessarily intersubjective identity at 
the heart of the Hegelian concept of dynamic individuality does 
not cancel out atomic individuality. This means that one and the 
same human being can simultaneously engage in and be recog-
nised as an atomic and as a dynamic individual in respect of dif-
ferent relationships.

The final point that we want to make concerns the implica-
tions of not including the above mentioned sorts of relationships 
in the Hegelian account of ethical life. So far, we explained, firstly, 
what we take to be fundamental differences in these kinds of re-
lationships and, secondly, our reasons for thinking that differenc-
es of kind render unhelpful the simple comparison of similarities 
and differences in their characteristics. Even so, one might think 
that the exclusion of these other kinds of relationship from the 
Hegelian account of ethical life signals their presumed relative in-
feriority. To appreciate why this is not the case we should note that 
the Hegelian elaboration of the system of ethical life does indeed 
focus on the systemically instituted aspects of intimate ethical life. 
As we will see in the course of our discussion, the concept of the 
family forms part of this account because, like the concepts of civil 
society and the ethical state, it involves a necessarily objective di-
mension, namely public recognition. This is what sets the concept 
of the family apart from other equally important ethical concepts 
like friendship that does not depend on any form of recognition by 
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outsiders.10 So, by focusing on the Hegelian concept of the family 
we will not be presuming its ethical superiority over the kinds of 
relationships that we have mentioned above. We will instead set 
them to one side on the ground that their respective structures call 
for a different kind of treatment.

        10. The above remarks need to be qualified to take account of the view that sin-
gle parent families, in the limited sense referred to at the outset, can and should 
be publicly recognised. From the standpoint of the Hegelian account, the single 
parent family gives selective expression to the idea of familial love for the reason 
we have already explained. This kind of selectivity, however, merely puts it on a 
par with relationships like the childless marriage.
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8.  tHe faMily and PerSonality: Marriage 
and interSuBjective identitieS 

In the previous chapter we suggested that the relationship be-
tween the Hegelian concepts of family, love and intersubjective 
identity is organised by the categorial interrelations that the cat-
egorical syllogism’s middle term makes possible. We put forward 
the idea that because Hegel’s concept of love is positioned as the 
middle term between the concepts of the family and that of indi-
viduality the idea of familial love functions as a field within which 
family members interact as loving beings. The reciprocal love of 
family members, in turn, gives rise to the situation in which in-
dividuals bring into the fullness of being their necessarily inter-
subjective identities. The family member is defined by a dynamic, 
mutually recognising individuality. 

Now we want to consider in some detail the internal dynam-
ics of the Hegelian concept of familial love.1 Hegel’s analysis fo-
cuses on monogamous, male dominated, heterosexual marriage, 
collective family property, parenting and the ethical dissolution of 
the family. It is worth noting that marriage, family property and 
parenting are not presented as necessary and sufficient conditions 
for the existence of families. Instead, they constitute the poten-
tial ethical dimensions of a long term coupled relationship based 
on love. This said, our objective is to show, firstly, how a suitably 
modified and refined elaboration of these ideas follows the pat-
tern of categorial interrelations defining the categorical form of 
the syllogism; and secondly, how our Hegelian approach can be 
used to reconceptualise and resolve issues within contemporary 
theoretical debates about the sphere of intimate life. We will start 

        1. Unless otherwise indicated, in the remainder of our discussion all references 
to love are intended as references to familial love.
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our discussion in this chapter by drawing attention to the logical 
structure that underpins Hegel’s elaboration of the idea of monog-
amous marriage leaving to one side his claims about the signifi-
cance of sexual difference and about the role of the law. The next 
chapter will focus on family property, parenting and the family’s 
dissolution. Our critical discussion of Hegel’s sexist and hetero-
sexist views and his claims about the family and the law will be 
left to the last two chapters. 

The marriage union embodies both the objective and sub-
jective aspects that respectively define the rational and non-ratio-
nal aspects of the syllogism’s form. The former, as previously ex-
plained, are expressed in the ethical or spiritual dimensions of love. 
The latter reveal the contingency and immediacy that the form re-
tains due to its relative incompleteness. They are found in the vari-
ous specificities of marriage unions based on love. Nevertheless, 
together, the objective and subjective aspects of marriage consist 
of familial love’s formal embodiment in the sense that marriage 
gives love its precise shape.

tHe SuBjective Side of Marriage
The ‘subjective side’ of the marriage union is initially to be found 
in the particularistic, even unique, ways in which people are at-
tracted to each other or come to choose their marriage partners 
(Hegel, 1981, §162). Let us begin by explaining how the categorical 
syllogism supplies the logical basis of this claim. As we explained 
in the previous chapter, the defining characteristic of this syllo-
gistic form is that the category in the position of the middle term 
does not effectively mediate between its differentiated categories 
so that the extremes must secure their unity. This suggests that 
even though loving beings necessarily presuppose their universal 
loving essence, they must, nonetheless, invoke a variety of contin-
gent factors to make their decisions to marry and/or to remain in 
a particular marriage. 

Understanding the logical ground of the subjective side of 
marriage in the above terms allows us to draw upon the precise 
character of the syllogism’s form to elaborate the precise role that 
is played by the contingent factors associated with the marriage 
relation. Recall that the categorical syllogism’s middle term is a 
universal essence that, nevertheless, inheres in the particular. 
Due to this limit on its effective power of determination, the ex-
tremes exceed the grasp of the middle term’s differentiating pow-
er and thus retain a degree of contingency that is evident in their 
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self-subsistent form. This, in turn, means that effective mediation 
depends, in part, upon the independent character of the extremes 
relative to their middle term. This independent character is consti-
tuted by individuals’ specific natures and the concrete differences 
between united individuals, namely their different specific natures 
(as distinct from their objective universal essence). Accordingly, 
even though it is differentiated individuals’ common abstract es-
sence that is brought into a unity, the mediation is nevertheless 
initiated and effected by individuals qua common abstract essence 
and the different specific natures that constitute the contingent ex-
cess of their essential determination. Correspondingly, though a 
loving individual’s union with another individual is the union of 
a loving essence that they do not determine, their union is, never-
theless, dependent for its initiation and actualisation upon the dif-
ference of their specific natures that exceeds their loving essence. 

The above analysis explains why Hegel (1981, §176) claims 
that because of the ‘fundamental contingency of marriage’ people 
cannot justifiably be compelled to marry or to remain married to 
someone they do not want. The marriage union must be (re)cre-
ated and maintained by willing participants. This willingness ex-
tends beyond the objective aspect of each participant’s intersubjec-
tive identity to their different specific natures.

Eros born of chaos
In the context of our present discussion, individuals’ different spe-
cific natures are embodied in the diverse needs, interests, values, 
desires and pleasures that constitute each loving being as the spe-
cific being that he or she is. In line with the open endedness and 
fluidity of the contingent excess characterising this aspect of in-
dividuals’ concrete being, the character of the diverse aspects of 
individuals’ different specific natures is taken to be neither fixed 
nor organised in any particular way. This is what is meant by the 
contingent excess that co-defines the concrete identities of loving 
beings who form a marriage union. The role played by the con-
tingent excess of loving beings’ concrete identities reveals the im-
mediacy and self-subsistence characterising the differentiated ex-
tremes of this syllogistic form.

This role is not limited to the formation of a marriage union. 
The contingent excess of loving beings continues to inform their 
relationship throughout the process of its actualisation. This is be-
cause, as we argued in the previous chapter, the contingent ex-
cess of the concrete being of individuals is itself necessary in the 
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sense that the contingency following from the limits of the mid-
dle term’s objectivity must be exhibited in the categorial interplay. 

Furthermore, the syllogism’s form gives rise to the possibil-
ity of transforming the specifics of individuals’ contingent beings. 
Recall that within their unity individuals establish a reflective rela-
tionship to their universal essence. This empowers them to relate 
reflectively to their differentiatedness (although the loving rela-
tion, itself, comes into being without the aid of this kind of reflec-
tiveness). This is the conceptual source of a union’s transforma-
tive power. Loving beings who have formed a marriage union thus 
have the power to transform their contingent excess through the 
practice of love. 

The transformative power of a marriage union does not in-
evitably give rise to the suppression or reduction of differences. 
Within a loving relationship the transformation of specific aspects 
of lovers’ contingent beings enables, though it does not require, 
such specifics to acquire a spiritual significance. In so far as two 
individuals come together in a loving union the syllogism’s form 
shows why their interaction as beings with specific natures can-
not be primarily instrumental or strategic. Effecting mediation, or 
being willing members of an ethical relationship in the terms al-
ready outlined, empowers them with the spiritual and emotional 
energy characteristic of love, an energy that makes possible and 
meaningful the process of creating an ethically integrated self out 
of the chaotic character of atomic needs and desires.2 In this on 
going creative process of a self-affirming becoming, rather than 
compromising the fluidity of desires and pleasures, the blindness 
of their atomic character is transcended. This is a blindness that 
on its own would give rise to the valorisation of diverse, uncompro-
mised and, ultimately, competing satisfactions. Still, the scope of 
creative love is, here, unlimited, but not shapeless, given that the 
shape of creative love is defined by the operative mode of intersub-
jectivity that we outlined in the previous chapter. 

It follows from the unlimited scope of creative love and the 
defining role of ethical intersubjectivity that the full exploration 
of a loving couple’s creative potential, and indeed the question of 
what is to remain beyond its scope, is entirely a matter for the 
participants themselves. For this reason the Hegelian concept of 
marriage is consistent with the practice whereby married couples 

        2. We believe that Lorde’s characterisation of women’s erotic energy can be 
analysed in the terms of this logic even though she expressly denies the value of 
associating the erotic power of love with marriage. Lorde, 1993, esp. pp. 341-342.
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determine their own marriage vows. For example, the Hegelian 
concept of marriage does not presuppose that sexual desire be tak-
en as exclusively satisfiable within the confines of what a couple, 
whether heterosexual or homosexual, might have to offer each 
other. It requires instead that this sort of issue be a matter for 
them to explore and determine as a couple. Later we will argue 
that the Hegelian approach, not only has the conceptual resourc-
es to accommodate ‘open marriages’, but it also does not need to 
limit these to heterosexual relations. Indeed, on the Hegelian ap-
proach the participants of a loving relationship need not even iden-
tify as heterosexual or homosexual. It is left up to them to deter-
mine the significance of a marriage partner’s bisexuality or ‘queer 
pleasures’. In order to show that the Hegelian approach makes this 
openness possible, we need to explain how the subjective side of 
the Hegelian concept of marriage relates to its objective side.

tHe oBjective Side of Marriage
As Hegel (1981, §161) puts it, marriage is a union of ‘self-con-
scious love’. Familial love that is reflectively given the form of mar-
riage is neither purely natural, in the sense of being unmediated, 
nor merely instrumental as is a merely contractual relationship. 
Furthermore, it is not merely a feeling (Hegel, 1981, §161A). This 
is because lovers’ free consent to marry gives expression to the ob-
jective significance of the loving relationship (Hegel, 1981, §162). 
What matters from this point of view is that lovers do indeed share 
in a loving feeling and, so, in marrying freely, they can manifest 
their common essence. 

In creating a union their aim is to ‘make themselves one per-
son’ in the precise sense of actualising their intersubjective identi-
ty or bringing into full being the unity of their existence with their 
universal essence. In Hegel’s (1981, §163) words, 

[t]he ethical aspect of marriage consists in the parties’ con-
sciousness of this unity as their substantive aim, and so in 
their love, trust, and common sharing of their entire existence 
as individuals.

When the parties to a marriage are in the frame of mind just de-
scribed, their marriage union becomes spiritual in the sense that 
it rises ‘to a plane … above the contingency of passion and the tran-
sience of caprice’ (Hegel, 1981, §163). In other words, irrespective 
of the contingent factors that bring two persons together to form 
a marriage, when their interaction is a loving one their love can-
not be reduced to the presence of these subjective factors. For, this 
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would be to ignore the essential nature of love, the fact that each 
person necessarily finds his or her abstract essence in the other 
person. Marriage thus embodies the objectivity that characterises 
the middle term of a categorical syllogism.

objections to the idea of marrying to become one person 
The idea of becoming one person through marriage has been sub-
ject to criticism by feminist political theorists. One objection con-
cerns its supposed reductionism. For example, Susan Moller Okin 
(1979, p. 341) suggests that with his reference to marriage partners’ 
willingness to renounce their individual personalities ‘Hegel is the 
clearest example of a theorist who assumes total altruism to gov-
ern intra-familial relationships’. After all, he takes women not to 
have ‘any distinct life or interests at all’ (Moller Okin, 1979, p. 285).

Note, firstly, that Hegel implies that the renunciation of indi-
vidual personality involves a kind of struggle on the part of will-
ing individuals. They must give their ‘free consent’ ‘to renounce 
their natural and individual personality to this unity of one with 
the other’ (Hegel, 1981, §162). On a psychological level, this can be 
understood as a willingness to engage in the process of what E. S. 
Person (1990) describes as ‘loving merger’ as distinct from either 
‘mere bonding’ or ‘fusion’. According to Person (1990, p. 125), lov-
ing merger is not reducible to the mere satisfaction of mutual in-
terests, as is the case in mere bonding. Instead, this process of be-
coming one

connotes an interpenetration of selves …. There is a quality, si-
multaneously, both of mingling with the beloved and expan-
sion of the self.

Person (1990, p. 127) adds that merger
may most readily be expressed through physical means, but 
its actual locus is within the psyche. It is here that the fluidity 
of ego enables the kind of interpenetration of selves that con-
stitutes merger. The repository of meaning is located in the 
merger itself, in the lovers’ internal psychic process. Merger is 
in part surrender to a person, but primarily it is surrender to 
love’s powers.

We should not confuse this process with fusion where the latter is 
understood as an unsustainable state in which lovers’ egos merge 
completely (Person, 1990, p. 127). 

On the conceptual level, the process of becoming one person 
is a mark of free intersubjectively constituted dynamic individual-
ity in the sense explained in the previous chapter. In other words, 
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one does not renounce individual personality per se (in favour of 
‘total altruism’ in intrafamilial relations) but only one mode of 
personality, namely that which takes it for granted that exclusive 
atomic individuality is exhaustive of individuality. The renuncia-
tion of ‘natural and individual personality’ thus involves the recon-
stitution of personality in line with its necessarily intersubjective 
dimensions and the dynamic individuality associated with this. 

We will have more to say about the precise embodiment of the 
form of this intersubjective personality in the next chapter. For 
the moment, we want to point out that by insisting on the com-
mon sharing of their entire existence as individuals the Hegelian 
approach need not be understood as calling upon marriage part-
ners to give up all concern for the pursuit of their several interests. 
On the contrary, as we suggested when considering the subjective 
side of marriage, all that is required is that the very identification 
of these kinds of interests and needs be thematised within the 
framework created by a loving union. After all, as we explained in 
the previous chapter, the actualisation of an individual’s dynamic 
individuality does not cancel out appropriate expressions of atomic 
individuality. Within such a framework personal autonomy is not 
sacrificed but refigured in terms of its necessarily intersubjective 
dimensions. This is a point which contemporary feminist relation-
al theories of metaphysics and epistemology have sought to devel-
op. 3 This said, the Hegelian claim that partners to a heterosexual 
marriage become ‘one person’ would, of course, be problematic if 
the category woman were overtly or covertly subordinated to that 
of man, as it is in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. In chapter 10 we will 
argue that the Hegelian approach we favour does not suffer from 
this limitation.

The critic may still object that even if the Hegelian approach 
does not imply the elimination of individual personality, still mar-
riage partners give up a significant degree of privacy they would 
otherwise enjoy as separate individuals. Relatedly, vulnerable indi-
viduals lose state protection from spousal abuse. A version of this 
general objection has recently been formulated by Claudia Card 
(1996). Her position is worth considering here because it focuses 
on the formal structure of the marriage relationship.

Card (1996, pp. 12-13) observes correctly that, unlike typical 
contractual arrangements that specify the obligations of parties in 
a formalised way, a marriage contract creates very loosely defined 

        3. See, for example, Fox Keller’s (1985) account of dynamic autonomy. 
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obligations. Further, by meeting their obligations, the parties to a 
marriage usually strengthen, rather than discharge, their obliga-
tions to each other as is the case in contractual relations. She sug-
gests that spousal arrangements conform better to an unaccept-
able mutual guardianship or trustee paradigm.

The obligations of a trustee, or guardian, are relatively ab-
stractly defined. A trustee or guardian is expected to exercise 
judgement and discretion in carrying out the obligations to 
care, protect, or maintain. The trustee status may be relatively 
formal …. But consequences of failing to do this or that spe-
cific thing may not be specified or specifiable, because what 
is required to fulfill duties of caring, safekeeping, protection, 
or maintenance can be expected to vary with circumstances, 
changes in which may not be readily foreseeable. A large ele-
ment of discretion seems ineliminable. This makes it difficult 
to hold the trustee accountable for abuses (Card, 1996, p. 13). 

If we leave to one side the question of the source of the inadequacy 
of legal protections against spousal abuse we can focus attention on 
the very structure of marriage relations that Card’s mutual trustee 
paradigm presupposes. Two points are especially noteworthy. 

Firstly, a mutual trustee relationship permits unilateral deci-
sions and actions on behalf of a beneficiary. In the relationship 
between trustee and beneficiary all effective power, for example, 
to determine what is in the beneficiary’s interests and to act on 
this determination, may reside with the trustee. Thus the iden-
tities of the parties to such a relationship may remain atomically 
constituted. Of course, this need not be the case. For example, the 
trustee relationship of parent and child may well involve (a) a par-
ent whose identity internally incorporates his or her relationship to 
her child and (b) a child whose necessarily intersubjective identity 
is not yet fully differentiated from his or her parent. Nevertheless, 
what has significance for the purposes of our discussion is that the 
necessarily intersubjective aspect of a marriage relationship is not 
a necessary feature of the trustee paradigm. 

Card could respond that a necessarily intersubjective aspect of 
the marriage relationship is equally incapable of consistently be-
ing recognised within the contract model of marriage. We would 
point out that, whilst the Hegelian approach recognises the mar-
riage contract, it restricts the idea of a marriage contract to the mu-
tual and freely entered into commitment to become one person. 
Such a mutual commitment is not the actuality (the unity of this 
existence with the essence) of a marriage union but only what we 
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might call the anticipation of its actuality. The contract paradigm 
is unsuited to capturing the essence of marriage. The reason is 
that the essence of marriage is given by the interplay of its objec-
tive and subjective aspects whereas contract concerns only the ob-
jective aspect of marriage in its initial emergence. As Hegel (1981, 
§163R) points out, even though a contract marks the beginning of 
a marriage, ‘it is precisely a contract to transcend the standpoint of 
contract, the standpoint from which persons are regarded in their 
individuality as self-subsistent units.’ (Cf. Hegel, 1981, §75R.)

Secondly, a trustee’s relationship to a beneficiary is unavoid-
ably hierarchical given the way in which it invests the power of de-
cision and action. A mutual trustee and beneficiary relationship 
merely duplicates this hierarchical structure with the parties’ role 
reversal. Yet, Card offers no reasons for thinking that a hierarchy 
is inherent to the structure of a marriage union. On the contrary, 
if we are correct in our view that the concept of marriage conforms 
to the structure that defines the categorical form of the syllogism 
then, as we will argue in the next section, it cannot consistently 
conform to a hierarchical structure of relations. 

We do not mean to deny that many actual marriages are hier-
archically ordered. We also do not mean to deny that when they are 
hierarchically ordered to the detriment of vulnerable parties exist-
ing marriages might conform to a trustee paradigm. This kind of 
observation could prove useful as part of an adequate sociological 
explanation for the historical failure of legal and other social insti-
tutions to protect against spousal abuse. Still, we should not con-
flate (a) this kind of sociological argument for avoiding marriage 
under certain cultural conditions and (b) the philosophical argu-
ment to the conclusion that the institution of marriage as such is 
irreparably flawed due to the very structure of the relations that 
the concept invokes. When a symmetrical structure of relations is 
taken to be an indispensable feature of the concept of marriage the 
requirement that marriage partners be willing to become one per-
son cannot be reduced to vulnerable partners’ unreasonable expo-
sure to others’ uncontrollable abuses. This said, we can now turn 
to explain why it is that the Hegelian concept of marriage presup-
poses a dyadic structure of relations between symmetrically relat-
ed partners. 

The dyadic and symmetrical structure of marriage 
The formal structure of the marriage relationship is necessari-
ly dyadic in the sense that Nel Noddings (1984) attributes to the 
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care relationship in general. Noddings analyses the relationship 
of ethical care in terms of repeatable and reversible reciprocal dy-
adic relations. She outlines the formal structure of the care rela-
tion as follows.

(W,X) is a caring relation if and only if
(i) W cares for X (as described in the one-caring) and 
(ii) X recognizes that W cares for X.
When we say that ‘X recognizes that W cares for X’ we mean 
that X receives the caring honestly …. Hence, its reception be-
comes part of what the one-caring feels when she receives the 
cared-for.
… the relationship can be mutually (or doubly) caring if we can 
interchange W and X and retain true expressions (Noddings, 
1984, p. 69).

Care ‘as described in the one-caring’ refers to ‘engrossment’ and 
‘motivational displacement’ in the ‘cared-for’. In Noddings’ (1984, 
p. 30) words, ‘caring involves for the one-caring, a “feeling with” 
the other’. This does not call for the projection of one person’s per-
sonality onto an object of contemplation. Rather, it calls for ‘receiv-
ing the other’, ‘seeing and feeling with the other’. Engrossment 
in the other is achieved by making oneself available to the other 
through one’s commitment to this kind of receptivity. 

In addition, caring requires a ‘motivational shift’ in which one 
allows one’s ‘motive energy’ to be shared and ‘put in the service of 
the other’ (Noddings, 1984, p. 33). This is to be distinguished from 
merely responding emotionally or non-rationally (Noddings, 1984, 
p. 34). Indeed,

in caring, my rational powers are not diminished but they are 
enrolled in the service of my engrossment in the other. What 
I will do is subordinate to my commitment to do something’ 
(Noddings, 1984, p. 36).

The process of caring involves a lateral shift from a mode of con-
sciousness that is receptive in the above terms to one that is reflex-
ive in the sense of being directed towards oneself and what one has 
received. At this point one reflects upon the received subject mat-
ter and the demands generated by one’s commitment. Noddings’ 
account acknowledges that one may engage in instrumental and 
object-related thinking in this process. However, her account of 
care requires that the one-caring ‘move back to the concrete and 
the personal’ in order to ‘keep [one’s] objective thinking tied to a 
relational stake at the heart of caring’. Failure to do this transforms 
the situation into caring about (an abstractly constructed) problem 



the family and Personality 151

rather than for a person (Noddings, 1984, pp. 35-36). Engrossment 
and motivational displacement in the other effectively involve a 
commitment to the other as the subject and not the mere object 
of one’s attentions. A conceptual continuity between caring and 
cared for subjects is presupposed for the possibility of the realisa-
tion of this kind of receptivity. 

The kind of interaction just described (the attentiveness, the 
responsiveness to, and recognition of, the attentiveness and the re-
ceptivity of the recognition of care) is entirely dependent upon the 
presence of dyadic relations since the caring process must flow 
to and from participants for its actualisation. This dyadic struc-
ture also defines the formal framework of marriage partners’ lov-
ing actions towards each other. The reason for the necessity of 
such a symmetrical dyadic structure is to be found in the way in 
which the moments of unity and difference come together in the 
idea of the marriage union. Recall that because it is organised in 
accordance with the categorical syllogism’s middle term, love is 
an abstract essence. Its differentiating activity produces the indi-
vidual self’s abstract self-unity and abstract universal difference. 
We earlier made the point that due to the middle term’s objectiv-
ity the individual’s abstract unity is not self-subsistent but is, in-
stead, internally related to the moment of difference. This inter-
nalisation of difference is made explicit when the extremes come 
together through their universal essence. To the extent that this 
universal difference, the abstract difference of individuals, is in-
ternally related to the moment of individual unity it must be sym-
metrical. This is implied by its relative abstractness that does not 
depend on this or that specific difference that might be hierarchi-
cally ordered. 

The necessity of a dyadic structure derives from the charac-
ter of the difference that must be internalised in order that it be 
brought into a unity of the syllogism’s categorical form. To over-
come the self-subsistence of the individual’s abstract self-unity 
this self-unity cannot merely be internally related to (some) specif-
ic differences. Instead the individual’s abstract self-unity must be 
internally related to that which expresses the very idea of excluded 
difference because it is this idea that is presupposed by the self-
subsistence of the individual’s abstract self-unity. 

Now, the idea of excluded difference is expressed by the 
copresence of two atomically related individuals. This is because 
they stand in an external relation to each other where (a) the oth-
er represents the difference that is excluded by the self-subsistent 
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self-unity of the first and (b) this self-unity excludes difference 
by being indifferent to it. Individuals who restrict their mutu-
al recognition to their respective abstract property owning iden-
tities are the paradigm instance of this type of interrelation. 
Accordingly, in reciprocally internally relating themselves to what 
they previously excluded, namely another atomic individual, the 
difference that atomic individuals would otherwise exclude can 
play a constitutive role in the intersubjective identity that they 
thereby form. It follows from the above analysis that the struc-
ture of the marriage union is necessarily dyadic in the sense that 
any and every expression of the (relevant kind of) loving potential 
of one loving being must be completed through a second loving 
being whose responsiveness and recognition, in turn, enable the 
first to respond receptively. 

So far we have been arguing that the categorical form of the 
syllogism supplies a basis for thinking that we should under-
stand the objective side of the concept of the marriage union 
in terms of marriage partners’ symmetrical and dyadic relat-
edness pursuant to their reciprocal willingness to become one. 
This is not to deny the existence of spousal abuse or inequalities 
in actual marriages. It is also not to deny that, historically, the 
legally sanctioned heterosexualisation of the sphere of intimate 
life has been premised on a culturally reinforced dimorphism. 
What we have been trying to do is to draw out the conceptual 
basis for recognising the ethical significance of marriage, un-
derstood as an on going coupled relationship, without imply-
ing that the long term coupled relationship represents the para-
digm ethical unit to which other kinds of intimate relationship 
should conform. 

This position raises a number of questions. In particular, if we 
grant the ethical significance of marriage, what should we make 
of Hegel’s claim that it must also be monogamous and what are 
the implications of our analysis for communal and other living 
arrangements? Critics of Hegel, such as P. J. Steinberger (1988, 
p. 187), suggest that even though Hegel convincingly argues that 
‘something like marriage is necessary to the unfolding of Objective 
Spirit, [he] has failed to prove that only [monogamous] marriage 
can do the job’. This is because the demands of familial life can 
also be otherwise met. For example, communal living arrange-
ments could just as well ‘satisfy procreative and other social urges 
and ‘provide children with sound moral instruction’ (Steinberger, 
1988, p. 187). We will examine these issues in turn.
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tHe oBjective Significance of MonogaMy 
Here is how Hegel (1981, §167) presents the rationale behind his 
claim that marriage is essentially monogamy. 

In essence marriage is monogamy because it is personality—
immediate exclusive individuality—which enters into this tie 
and surrenders itself to it; and hence the tie’s truth and in-
wardness (i.e. the subjective form of its substantiality) pro-
ceeds only from the mutual, wholehearted, surrender of this 
personality. Personality attains its right of being conscious of 
itself in another only insofar as this other is in this identical re-
lationship as a person, i.e. as an atomic individual.

The first thing to note about this passage is that, rather than mere-
ly being linked to the demands of procreative and child rearing 
functions, Hegel’s association of marriage with monogamy in-
vokes the conceptual necessity for two individuals reciprocally to 
renunciate their atomic individuality. In our discussion so far we 
have attempted to explain why it is that at least two symmetrical-
ly and atomically related individuals must be involved in this pro-
cess. Now, we also need to appreciate Hegel’s reason for thinking 
that only two such individuals can be involved in creating a par-
ticular marriage union at any one time. Of course, in addition to 
being understood as the practice of being in a long term coupled 
relationship with only one other individual at a time, monogamy 
can also be understood as being in a sexually exclusive long term 
coupled relationship. We will return to this narrower sense of mo-
nogamy once we have explored the question of the rational ground 
of monogamy in the first of these two senses.

In our view the key to an adequate understanding of the Hegelian 
concept of monogamy is the conceptual significance of Hegel’s ref-
erence, in the above cited passage, to ‘immediate exclusive individ-
uality’. The immediacy and exclusiveness characteristic of person-
ality as atomic individuality also characterises personality that has 
been reconstituted as an intersubjective identity in the terms we dis-
cussed in the previous section. Monogamy, the on going coupled re-
lationship, embodies the immediate exclusiveness of an intersubjec-
tively constituted identity. This is because when two hitherto atomic 
individuals come together to form a couple based on their love for 
each other (a) they bring into being a mutual immediate responsive-
ness to each other’s being as lovable and (b) they recognise the lov-
able in each other as belonging exclusively to that other. 

We can best explain this notion of immediate exclusiveness 
by drawing on a comment that Giorgio Agamben (1993) makes 
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about the lovable. In discussing a certain view of the interrelation-
ship of the concepts of the universal, the singular (particular) and 
the individual in ‘the intelligence of an intelligibility’, Agamben 
draws attention to a being’s ‘being-such’. This is found in the very 
condition of belonging to the being in question (Agamben, 1993, 
pp. 1-2). He illustrates the significance of belongingness to ‘being-
such’ with reference to the idea of loving the lovable because this 
idea cannot be reduced either to the love of the loved one’s particu-
lar properties or to the love of the abstract universal that he or she 
is taken to instantiate. 

Love is never directed to this or that property of the loved one 
(being blond, being small, being tender, being lame), but nei-
ther does it neglect the properties in favour of an insipid gen-
erality (universal love): The lover wants the loved one with all 
of its predicates, its being such as it is. The lover desires the as 
only insofar as it is such (Agamben, 1993, p. 2).

We want to suggest that this kind of link between love, the beloved, 
his or her particular loved properties and their belongingness to 
the beloved in the lover’s experience of the lovable does not merely 
ensure the beloved’s irreplacability for the lover. It also accounts for 
the kind of exclusiveness that the Hegelian approach takes to be in-
dispensable to the idea of the marriage union that is based on love. 

The non-necessity of sexual exclusiveness 
So far, we have suggested that the immediate exclusive individual-
ity that the idea of monogamy is called upon to embody should be 
understood in terms of the exclusiveness generated by the ‘being-
such’ of the lovable. The ‘being-such’ is rendered intelligible in 
the lover’s experience of an immediate feeling of love toward the 
particular beloved. If this analysis is correct, then the Hegelian 
approach does not also need to rely on the concept of monoga-
mous marriage understood narrowly as being in a sexually exclu-
sive long term coupled relationship. As Richard Mohr (1994, pp. 
49-50) concludes on the basis of moral argument, the idea of mar-
riage to one person at a time need not involve sexual exclusiveness.

Plural marriages 
As part of her attack on the idea of marriage, Claudia Card makes 
the point that in order to accommodate the plural on going in-
timate relationships of many lesbians the marriage institution 
would need to recognise plural marriages. Card thinks that it 
would not be enough to recognise open marriages (marriages that 
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do not demand sexual fidelity), since people who have more than 
one on going intimate relationship might wish to accord to inti-
mate non-spouses the same material benefits that they provide to 
their spouse. She concludes that even though plural, as distinct 
from open, marriages would be required to give expression to 
many lesbian relationships this option is dubious because it has 
unknown economic implications (Card, 1996, p. 8; p. 10). 

A Hegelian response to Card’s plural marriages objection 
would begin by pointing out that, although our conceptual analy-
sis of monogamy provides no normative basis for denying plural 
marriages, it renders a concept of plural marriages unnecessary 
from the point of view of the Logic. This is because the immedi-
ate exclusive individuality of symmetrically related marriage part-
ners’ intersubjective identity would merely be repeated in each of 
their several marriages. 

This said, a Hegelian approach would also need to point out 
that whilst it is correct that the concept of marriage does not ac-
commodate the case of being in more than one on going intimate 
relationship at a time, this need not be seen as a problem. This is 
because the concept can be suitably disconnected from the hetero-
normativity of the institution as we currently know it. We will de-
fend this latter claim in Chapter 10. For now, let us assume that 
the concept can be disconnected from the institutional practices 
that historically have contributed to the marginalisation of other 
kinds of intimate loving relationships. Once we have put this issue 
to one side we can see that the Hegelian concept of marriage does 
not need to accommodate the kind of relationship that Card has in 
mind. After all, Card’s preferred relationships need have nothing 
to do with the creation of a necessarily intersubjective identity of 
the kind that we have argued is at the heart of the marriage union. 
Consider by way of illustration Card’s references to a long term in-
timate relationship of her own. She states,

my partner of the past decade is not a domestic partner. She 
and I form some kind of fairly social unit …. We do not share 
a domicile (she has her house; I have mine). Nor do we form 
an economic unity (she pays her bills; I pay mine). Although 
we certainly have fun together our relationship is not based 
simply on fun …. We know a whole lot about each other’s lives 
that the neighbours and our other friends will never know. In 
times of trouble, we are each other’s first line of defence, and 
in times of need we are each other’s main support. Still, we 
are not married. Nor do we yearn to marry (Card, 1996, p. 8).
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Although the participants to the relationship just described obvi-
ously share much that is meaningful and worthwhile for them, 
Card makes it clear that the creation of a necessarily intersubjec-
tive identity is not at issue and that she and her partner continue 
to relate to each other as atomic individuals. This is reflected in 
Card’s representation of their economic relations. Their relation-
ship has no need for the creation of communal property or what 
Hegel (1981, §170) calls labour and care for common possessions. 
For reasons that we will explain in the next chapter, the Hegelian 
approach takes collective property to be part of the process of actu-
alising the marriage union. 

Of course, the above observations are not meant to be criti-
cal of the kind of relationship Card describes. (On the contrary, 
though we cannot demonstrate the point here, it could be argued 
that the form of this relationship conforms more closely to the cat-
egorial interrelations that define the disjunctive form of the syl-
logism. This is a later, more advanced stage in the categorial pro-
gression of the Hegelian system of logic.) For the purposes of our 
present discussion we want to draw attention to the differences in 
orientation towards partners’ economic relations in the two kinds 
of relationship in order to support our contention that such differ-
ences are indeed indicative of relationships that are different in 
kind. Because of the character of the intersubjectively constituted 
identity at the heart of the concept of marriage, on the Hegelian 
approach, marriage partners’ economic relations cannot be under-
stood exclusively in terms of the distribution of benefits and bur-
dens to atomically related individuals. Since Card’s discussion pre-
supposes precisely this kind of interrelationship, her objection to 
marriage (that marriage would need to, but cannot easily, be un-
derstood in terms of plural marriages if it were to capture many 
lesbians’ experiences of their intimate relations) is misplaced. 

Furthermore, Card should not complain that whereas the 
Hegelian approach recognises the marriage union it fails to do the 
same for the kind of relationship she describes. As we suggested 
in the previous chapter, the inclusion of marriage in the elabora-
tion of Hegel’s system of ethical life reflects the view that institut-
ed marriage has a necessarily public dimension. 

Marriage and coMMunal living arrangeMentS
We turn, finally, to consider the implications of including the idea 
of marriage in the Hegelian concept of the family for our under-
standing of communal living arrangements. More specifically, 
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does the Hegelian approach fail to have regard to the benefits of 
communal living? Let us begin to answer this question by indicat-
ing what we consider such benefits to be. On a practical level, they 
may involve everything that we might need to enjoy, or to cope 
with, life given our circumstances. Communal living arrange-
ments have the tendency to enrich (as well as tax) the stock of 
emotional, material and economic resources that we can devote to 
the sphere of intimate life. Sharing resources with networks that 
include friendship and/or kinship ties spanning over generations 
may be people’s preferred way of life or, in conditions of economic 
hardship, this may be the only available way of life.4

On a more theoretical level, John Hardwig (1997) has recent-
ly restated the case for pluralistic communal living, in preference 
to living in coupled relationships, on the ground that the former 
type of arrangement gives its participants an epistemic advantage. 
Hardwig maintains that the potential for self-knowledge within 
coupled families is restricted by the way it creates shared intimate 
space. Although we must rely on others’ observations and evalua-
tions of us in order to learn about ourselves, the coupled family’s 
creation of shared intimate space corresponds to the exclusion of 
all outsiders. This, in turn, restricts the observation and evalua-
tion of us to two mutually exclusive and exhaustive classes of indi-
vidual. There are ‘those who are very close or very distant and re-
moved’ (Hardwig, 1997, p. 112). 

Hardwig (1997, p. 112) envisages an alternative that consti-
tutes an ‘intermediate position’ pursuant to which our self-reflec-
tion can draw upon others who are ‘close but not too close’. He 
thinks that pluralistic communes can provide such an intermedi-
ate position because they allow for ‘outsiders within’. He makes 
the point that, instead of preserving the space that couples usu-
ally keep to themselves, communes try ‘to make the private pub-
lic’ without giving up privacy. The creation of a ‘private public’ 
space is the creation of a space that (a) is open to people who are 
outsiders from the perspective of the intimate couple but (b) still 
excludes strangers who have not earned participants’ trust and ap-
proval (Hardwig, 1997, p. 113). 

So, Hardwig’s theoretical objection to the coupled relation-
ship is based on his view that it cannot create the sort of pri-
vate public space that is available to the members of a pluralistic 
commune. This inability, he believes, explains why the intimate 
        4. Cf. Stack, 1974; Nicholson, 1997, p. 38. We will discuss the specific question 
of the significance of communal child care in the next chapter.
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couple cannot enjoy the epistemic advantages of communal liv-
ing. Let us grant that pluralistic communal and, indeed, other 
non-coupled living arrangements may be worthwhile and benefi-
cial on a practical level. Let us also grant that on a conceptual lev-
el, the private public space that Hardwig associates with pluralis-
tic communal living has the potential to situate its participants in 
a richer epistemic and, we would add, ontological context. By this 
we mean that participants in a private public realm would be ex-
posed to relatively more comprehensive ways of knowing and be-
ing than those available in a restricted exclusively private social 
sphere. Now, we want to argue that the Hegelian concept of mar-
riage is not necessarily in conflict with ideals of communal and 
other non-coupled living arrangements. 

Firstly, we have already given our reasons for thinking that it 
does not follow from the inclusion of a certain kind of ethical rela-
tionship in the Hegelian elaboration of ethical life that other kinds 
of relationship might implicitly be treated as less worthwhile or as 
lacking value altogether. We should add here that it does not fol-
low from the understanding of the concept of marriage as the fam-
ily’s formal embodiment that the Hegelian concept of the family 
cannot recognise people living in non-coupled households as be-
longing to families. On the contrary, according to the Hegelian 
concept, alternative living arrangements such as communes, ex-
tended kinship networks and single parent households constitute 
families insofar as participants’ interactions invoke their necessar-
ily intersubjective loving being.

Secondly, there is no reason to think that the Hegelian con-
cept of marriage requires couples to choose between living alone 
and living in a pluralistic commune. To begin with, the objective 
side of the concept of marriage does not necessitate any particular 
household living arrangements. Instead, the determination of this 
question is left to couples to work out pursuant to the subjective 
side of the marriage relationship. For reasons that we will discuss 
in the next chapter, although the Hegelian approach takes the con-
cept of family property to be an important aspect of the family’s 
actualisation, this concept need not be embodied in a (single) fam-
ily home. It follows that the concept of marriage does not support 
marriage partners’ pre-given right to live with each other, let alone 
to live with each other to the exclusion of all other adults pursuant 
to a general right to family privacy. Any ethical rights to share a 
household and to privacy against outside interference must derive 
from the specific ways in which they collectively determine what is 
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definitive of their sphere of intimacy. So, for example, a couple may 
or may not choose to share different aspects of their daily lives with 
each other, or with other adults, as part of the on going creative 
process of their self-affirming becoming that we discussed earlier.

We have been arguing that the Hegelian concepts of marriage 
and family do not preclude flexibility in married couple’s choices 
regarding living arrangements. Our suggestion is that their open-
ness to being associated with a range of living arrangements en-
ables the Hegelian concepts of marriage and family to be capable 
of embodiment in communal living arrangements. But, what is 
it that enables these concepts to accommodate the possibility of 
creating an epistemically and ontologically enriching private pub-
lic space? Our answer is that this power derives from the way in 
which the concepts of marriage and family are integrated into the 
Hegelian idea of the system of ethical life. We have already ex-
plained how, in treating the categories that belong to the idea of 
the family as an abstract moment of ethical life, the Hegelian ap-
proach situates the former in a complex network of concepts defin-
ing an ethical state. These concepts, we explained, are governed by 
a triad of different syllogistic interrelations that together give ex-
pression to the idea of society as an organically differentiated unity 
whose social spheres are integrated in ways that admit of degrees 
of publicness and privateness. The family is thus not inevitably 
relegated to the private side of a public-private dichotomisation of 
social spheres. On the contrary, as an integrated part of an ethical 
state’s sphere of civil life, it belongs to precisely the kind of ‘private 
public’ sphere that Hardwig identifies, namely one with sufficient 
ideological dissimilarities and emotional distance between partici-
pants who, nevertheless, enjoy each others’ trust and care. 

Hardwig’s discussion fails to acknowledge this possibility be-
cause his analysis proceeds from the view that the modern division 
of social space into mutually exclusive and mutually exhaustive 
public and private realms inevitably confines the coupled family 
to the exclusively and exhaustively private domain (cf. Hardwig, 
1997, p. 112). However, the brief analysis of modernity that we of-
fered in Part I of our book suggests a rather more complex expla-
nation for the overwhelming tendency to limit our thinking about 
modern familial relations involving couples in terms that oppose 
them to wider communal living arrangements. This explanation 
would have it that we limit ourselves to this oppositional mode 
of thinking because we fail to have regard to the current condi-
tion of modernity as the negative moment in the process of the 
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actualisation of its ideals. When our reflective framework is fixed 
in a way that presupposes the universal givenness of particular-
ity that we explored in Chapter 2 the ideas of the coupled fami-
ly and the pluralistic commune can, at best, represent competing 
ideals for the particularistic organisation of private social space. 
Similarly, in the current condition of modernity whose institution-
al organisation recognises the universal givenness of particular-
ity we appear to face either-or choices, like that between living as 
a couple or living in a commune, precisely because, having been 
equally relegated to the particularistic private, the coupled fam-
ily and the commune are forced to compete for space. In the next 
chapter we will examine this issue further in connection with the 
conceptualisation of communal child rearing.
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9.  tHe faMily and PerSonality: faMily 
caPital, cHildren and tHe faMily’S 
diSSolution

The Hegelian approach takes family property and parenting to be 
the substantial embodiments of love in the sense that these two 
types of essentially communal activity put into practice and actu-
alise the formal marriage union. Recall from the previous chapter 
that marriage should be understood as the consent of two people 
to become one person and to act within a commonly created field 
of loving interaction. The substantial embodiments of love have 
their objective and subjective sides. As well as offering an account 
of these, in this chapter we will try to show how their respective 
structures accord with the necessary and contingent features of 
the categorical syllogism’s form.

tHe oBjective Side of faMily ProPerty
According to Hegel (1981, §169), the second phase in the comple-
tion of the idea of the family concerns its ability to own property. 
He claims that ‘[t]he family, as person, has its real external exis-
tence in property’. This claim initially seems odd when read along-
side his later comment that ‘it is only in the children that the unity 
[of marriage] itself exists externally, objectively, and explicitly as a 
unity’ (Hegel, 1981, §173). If love, the substantiality of the family, 
is embodied in the practice of raising children why is the family 
also presented as having to reappropriate personality with its con-
sequent external embodiment in property? Indeed, why should we 
attribute any ethical significance at all to family property? After 
all, the unity of family property has been exposed as an instru-
ment of patriarchal domination (Moller Okin, 1979, p. 15). To an-
swer these questions we need to have regard to two issues. The 
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first concerns the way in which Hegel’s syllogistic analysis relates 
the abstract concepts of personality and property. We will draw 
on our brief discussion of this connection in Chapter 6. The sec-
ond concerns the way in which these concepts are refined in accor-
dance with the organising power of the categorical syllogism when 
they are explicitly related to the family.

Substantial personality and property
As we explained in chapter 6, Hegel analyses the abstract concepts 
of personality and property in terms of the relationships provided 
by the first abstract form of the syllogism of existence. This anal-
ysis suggests that, in its abstract or formal mode, personality be-
gins as the simple self-relation of an immediate individual whose 
identity is purely inward or merely subjective. Thus constituted, 
the person overcomes his or her mere subjectivity by relating him-
self or herself to the external world. This, in turn, is secured by 
taking possession of some particular (supposedly self-less) thing 
and thereby adopting the universal identity of a property owner. 
Private property is thus the first external embodiment or objec-
tification of the atomic individual’s will that otherwise remains 
merely subjective.

The Hegelian concept of property (the idea of contingently plac-
ing one’s will in a thing through alienable possession of it) plays 
the role of objectifying an otherwise merely subjective will. This is 
because the form of this concept is suited to relating personality, 
through a particular, to the will’s externality as such. Hegel rein-
troduces the concept of property, rather than relying solely on that 
of parenting, to elaborate the form of the external embodiment 
of the family’s ‘substantial personality’ (cf. Hegel, 1981, §169) be-
cause of this relationship of the concept of property to personality. 

Indeed, it is the form of the family’s formed substantial per-
sonality, as distinct from the substance of the formed substance, 
that we need to bear in mind when considering the relationship 
between the concepts of person and property ownership, as dis-
tinct from that of person and parenting. As we have already seen, 
the family’s substantial personality is love that has acquired an in-
tersubjective form and this requires an external embodiment that 
is not reducible to love understood as the substance of personality.

Now, in the case of the family and its property, the categori-
cal form of the syllogism must be called upon to explain the fur-
ther relationship between the person qua family unit and this 
unit’s common or collective property. According to Hegel (1981, 
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§171), the family’s property is necessarily ‘common property, so 
that while no member of the family has property of his own, each 
has his right in the common stock’. If family property is the exter-
nal embodiment and objectification of the family’s intersubjective 
will qua person, then the property in question must itself be col-
lectively held. 

The distinguishing feature of collective family property is that 
in being held by family members in common it cannot be reduced 
to the private property of any of them. This latter possibility can 
only be justified when there is a corresponding dissolution of the 
family’s personality. As we saw when discussing the form of the 
marriage union, in becoming one person the identity of marriage 
partners is necessarily intersubjective in the sense that each en-
gages in a reciprocal dynamic process of reflectively becoming 
one. This interactive process has the effect of transforming the 
internal dynamics of the concept of personality as this concept re-
lates to the family. Whereas formal personality is defined in terms 
of the individual subject’s immediate simple self-relation, the fam-
ily’s substantial personality is, as we have seen, defined in terms of 
the internal unity of the moments of individual self-unity and the 
universal difference of family members’ specific natures. 

We have also already seen how the above mentioned difference 
between the two conceptions of formal and substantial personal-
ity derives from relevant differences in the categorial interrelation-
ships that characterise the first form of the syllogism of existence 
and the categorical form of the syllogism of necessity. What we 
need to consider now is the explanation that the categorical form 
of the syllogism offers regarding two further issues. The first con-
cerns the question of how these concepts of formal and substantial 
personality are related in the process of actualising the family’s 
substantial personality through the acquisition, use and mainte-
nance of family property. The second concerns the precise form of 
the embodiment of the family’s intersubjective personality in col-
lective family property. In particular, why does Hegel (1981, §169) 
claim that family property must take the form of capital in order 
to become the embodiment of the family’s substantial personality?

Family property and the process of sublating atomic individuality
Consider first the question of the relationship between the con-
cepts of formal and substantial personality as they relate to indi-
viduals who have entered into a marriage union. Here we need to 
have regard to one of the implications that follows from the fact 
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that the categorical form of the syllogism retains a degree of im-
mediacy and contingency due to its relative incompleteness. We 
have seen how this immediacy affects the form of the categories in 
the position of the extremes. It renders them self-susbsistent with 
the result that their effective mediation turns out to be contingent. 
Nevertheless, the contingency of mediation, which is due to the 
fact that it relies upon individuals’ different specific natures, shows 
itself to have been determined as contingent. This is because, in ef-
fecting their mediation, the extremes are still dependent upon the 
middle term in two ways: they presuppose and reflectively relate 
to its universal essence. This dual dependence relationship gives 
rise to a process in which individuals’ immediate form is sublated. 
What this means is that the very process of forming a unity with-
in the necessity of relatedness that is determined by an immediate 
substantiality ultimately produces a mediated result. The result in 
question is that the form of the extremes is shown not to be whol-
ly independent of the middle term’s determining power. To the 
extent that they come together within their presupposed univer-
sal essence that is determined by the middle term’s differentiating 
power, to that extent individual identity is transformed from a self-
subsistent category that is immediate to one that is mediated and, 
in turn, has limited self-determining mediating power.

In the family’s substantive actualisation this situation is ex-
pressed as follows. As we have already seen, the creation of a mar-
riage union based on love gives rise to the idea of the family’s in-
tersubjective personality when the individuals involved are willing 
to renounce their respective atomic individualities. Because lov-
ing beings who are united in this way presuppose the essential 
nature of their love, they manifest the immediacy characterising 
their substantial bond. However, we have also seen how within 
this union they are in a position to exercise the transformative 
power that comes from being reflectively related to their universal 
loving essence. To the extent that they exercise the creative power 
of their love, to that extent they sublate the immediacy of their per-
sonality that is grounded in their atomic individuality (hereafter, 
‘atomic personality’). This means that the process of actualising 
their love, which is always a matter of some degree, is ultimately 
responsible for the transformation of individuals’ identity. Their 
identity is transformed from the immediacy of formal atomic per-
sons to the substantially mediated and mediating individuality (al-
beit within the limits given by their immediate bond) qua mem-
bers of a substantial intersubjective person, the family.
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An important point follows from the above analysis about the 
relationship between the concepts of atomic and intersubjective 
personality as they relate to the family. Our analysis suggests that 
we are concerned with a process that (a) sublates atomic person-
ality to the extent that it succeeds in actualising intersubjective 
personality; and (b) is itself dependent upon the necessity of the 
contingent. Accordingly, the sublation of individuals’ atomic per-
sonalities as a result of their family ties must be an on going strug-
gle whose achievement is always a matter of some degree.

The ethical significance of family capital
Hegel (1981, §170) claims that the family requires capital, that is, 
‘possessions specifically determined as permanent and secure’, be-
cause it is ‘a universal and enduring person’. Our analysis above 
offers a way of appreciating what Hegel takes to be the ethical sig-
nificance of family capital. In characterising the family as a ‘univer-
sal’ person Hegel is indirectly appealing to the idea that the fami-
ly’s substantial personality is grounded in an objective universality 
which, we have seen, defines both the middle term and one extreme 
of the categorical form of the syllogism. However, we have also seen 
that formal personality no less embodies a universality, albeit one 
that expresses a static moment that cannot permanently secure the 
objectivity of personality given its reliance on the alienable posses-
sion of a particular property item. Hegel’s reference to the family 
as an enduring person implicitly alerts us to the relative stability of 
the family’s substantial personality and, relatedly, to the above men-
tioned temporal dimension of family life. This must, in turn, find 
its external embodiment in a form of collective property that is simi-
larly enduring. This, then, is the ethical basis of family capital which 
is ‘permanent and secure’ and not just an alienable possession with 
some use value in so far as it is the means of need satisfaction. 

There are two related aspects to this understanding of family 
capital. In order that its substantial personality have ‘real external 
existence’ the family must have capital, firstly, because this form 
of property has the potential to embody personality understood as 
an ongoing dynamic process; and, secondly, because it has the po-
tential to embody the moment of universal difference that is man-
ifested in family members’ different specific natures throughout 
this process. As the external embodiment of the family’s substan-
tial personality, family capital must reflect the family’s continued 
dependence on its members’ different specific natures for its ac-
tualisation. Accordingly, it is also available for the satisfaction of 
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the sorts of needs that family members associate with their re-
spective specific natures. 

We have already drawn attention to the openendedness and 
fluidity of family members’ specific natures in the context of ex-
plaining the subjective side of marriage. Here, it is worth noting 
further that the very meaning of family members’ needs contin-
ues to be thematised after the establishment of a loving union, that 
is, when formal mediation has been effected through marriage 
and is in the process of being substantively actualised. This is why 
the meaning of family members’ needs is not treated as fixed. 

Needs are themselves capable of acquiring an ethical charac-
ter pursuant to the transformative power of loving beings’ reflec-
tiveness that we examined in the previous chapter. The Philosophy 
of Right reinforces this interpretation with the claim that

[t]he arbitrariness of a single owner’s particular needs is one 
moment in property taken abstractly; but this moment to-
gether with the selfishness of desire, is here transformed into 
something ethical, into labour and care for a common posses-
sion (Hegel, 1981, §170).

What we have here is a ‘community of personal and private inter-
ests’ (Hegel, 1985, §519) expressed in the common ‘care for the fu-
ture’ (Hegel, 1985, §520). Needs lose their ‘natural’ or immediate 
character in so far as they are reflectively defined and endorsed in 
family members’ intersubjective practices of creating the means 
of their satisfaction. This idea of needs contrasts strongly with the 
notion of needs that operates when persons act as atomic individu-
als (cf. Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 200-201). In the case of this lat-
ter notion the expression of a desire for something can be a suffi-
cient ground for deciding to pursue the means of its satisfaction. 

When family members cooperatively create, use and maintain 
collective family capital ethical need satisfaction, not only tends to 
reinforce such practices, but it also encourages family members to 
become future oriented. They make sense of themselves not just 
by reference to what each one of them is but by reference to what 
they might be or become through their communal efforts. In this 
way a normative filter is created through which their understand-
ing of their needs is transformed having regard to the communal 
character of family capital.

Transforming private property into family capital  To recognise fam-
ily capital as an external embodiment of the family’s substantial 
personality is to recognise the ethical significance of this kind of 
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social relationship. But, just as the question of how much property 
one holds is incidental to the recognition of one’s property own-
ing capacity, so too the specific amount of a family’s capital is not 
something about which the Hegelian approach provides instruc-
tion. It merely insists that there be family capital of some kind. 

Does this imply that individuals’ privately held property 
should be treated as family property upon marriage, whatever this 
property happens to be? Note, firstly, that the logic governing the 
objective aspect of family capital leaves open the normative ques-
tion of precisely how any particular family should create, use and 
maintain its own capital. Due to the persistent contingency that 
governs this sphere of ethical life, what property the members of 
a particular family are prepared to make into their family capital 
must be a matter for them to work out. 

Secondly, since creating a substantial personality does not 
cancel out atomic individuals’ formal personality, the Hegelian 
approach can admit the possibility that marriage partners might 
retain their respective privately held property in their capacities as 
atomic individuals. What the Hegelian approach excludes is the 
possibility of privately holding property that belongs to the family. 
This is how we think the Hegelian approach should understand 
Hegel’s (1981, §171) claim that family

capital is common property so that, while no member of the 
family has property of his own, each has his right in the com-
mon stock.

It follows from these two observations that whether or not in-
dividuals’ privately held property should be treated as family prop-
erty upon marriage depends entirely upon the particular way in 
which a married couple creatively incorporates their different spe-
cific natures into the objective side of their loving union. Even 
where the family’s capital is concerned, the transformative power 
of a marriage union based on love remains within the domain of 
subjective reflection. 

Reply to objections  Earlier we noted the feminist objection to the 
idea of family property on the ground that it functions as an instru-
ment of patriarchal domination. We do not wish to deny that his-
torically family property has been associated with an investment 
of the power of its administration in the hands of male heads of 
households. Of course, Hegel (1981, §171) is no exception in this re-
gard. However, our analysis above suggests that the Hegelian con-
cept of family property is at odds with a (gendered) hierarchical 
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family structure that takes for granted the exclusive right of one 
(male) family member to control family property. This follows from 
the view that family members cannot rightly hold family proper-
ty privately, that is, in their capacity as atomic individuals. So, the 
proper object of the feminist objection is the idea of a gendered hi-
erarchy and not the communal character of family property.

Claudia Card (1996) reveals another source of concern about 
the idea of family property. She worries that the attainment of eco-
nomic benefits through marriage can have a corrupting effect on 
a loving relationship. People who do not really love each other, or 
who no longer love each other, get and stay married for the finan-
cial gain (Card, 1996, pp. 8-9). Card goes on to suggest that the 
right of one party to receive economic support or ‘a share of the 
other’s assets to which they would not otherwise have been enti-
tled’ creates ‘new economic motives to preserve emotionally disas-
trous unions’ (Card, 1996, p. 9). The corrupting potential of mar-
ried couple’s property interests is one of the grounds upon which 
Card opposes the idea of marriage. 

To be sure, engaging in the communal practice of love and 
care for common possessions involves taking risks and experienc-
ing pressures to which we might not otherwise be exposed. But, 
Card’s objection presupposes that marriage partners necessarily 
relate to their own and each other’s property only as atomic indi-
viduals. This is why in her view one individual’s right to receive a 
share of the family property upon divorce or, indeed, even in the 
course of a marriage appears as an unjustified intrusion upon the 
other’s private holdings. This position privileges a consideration 
that is important in analyses of rights to property shares that in-
voke a contribution principle, namely the individual source of the 
effort that is put into the generation of property. At the same time, 
Card’s position fails to take into account the possibility that a mar-
ried couple may be communally oriented toward the creation of 
the social conditions (that is, the emotional, psychological and cul-
tural conditions) that make possible any such effort. We believe 
that this possibility ought to be accommodated by a theory of inti-
mate life and it can best be accommodated with the recognition of 
the ethical significance of family property in something like the 
terms we have proposed above. 

tHe oBjective Side of Parenting
As we mentioned above, Hegel (1981, §173) says of children in con-
nection with the marriage union that
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[i]t is only in the children that the unity itself exists externally, 
objectively, and explicitly as a unity, because the parents love 
the children as their love, as the embodiment of their own 
substance.

The ‘addition’ to this section of the Philosophy of Right gives an idea 
of the difference between the ‘embodying’ roles of family capital 
and children in the family unit.

Such an objectivity [that of the unity of love between a married 
couple] parents first acquire in their children, in whom they 
can see objectified the entirety of their union. In the child, the 
mother loves its father and he its mother. Both have their love 
objectified for them in the child. While in their goods their 
unity is embodied only in an external thing, in their children 
it is embodied in a spiritual one in which the parents are loved 
and which they love (1981, §173A).

The children of a marriage embody the objectivity of the family’s 
substantial unity, namely love, as distinct from love in the form of 
substantial personality. In this the role played by the concept of the 
children of a marriage differs from that played by family capital. 
This, as already indicated, functions as the external embodiment 
only of the substantial unity qua intersubjective personality. 

Here, Hegel explains that children are peculiarly positioned to 
embody ‘the entirety’ of the marriage union because of their spiri-
tual being. So, what is it about children’s spirituality that enables 
them to embody the marriage union’s entirety and in what does 
the entirety of this union consist?

The ethical significance of children and parenting
In response to the first of these questions it is worth noting that 
what matters, from an ethical point of view, is the practice of par-
enting rather than maintaining the family as a biological unit by 
giving birth to or raising one’s own offspring. As Hegel (1985) 
points out elsewhere, the ethically significant relationship be-
tween parents and children concerns the ‘second or spiritual birth 
of the children’. This refers to their upbringing and education, as 
distinct from their ‘natural generation’, even when people consider 
procreation to be of ‘primary importance in first forming the mar-
riage union’.1 

        1. Hegel, 1985, §521. Although, Hegel repeatedly invokes the biological family, 
on mistaken grounds that we will examine in the next chapter, he does not con-
flate this with the source of the ethical bond between parents and their children. 
The conflation of the family as a biological and as an ethical unit led early radical 
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The Hegelian concept of parental love invokes two features 
that Erich Fromm (1985) identifies in parental love. On the one 
hand, there is the immediate or unconditional love of one’s chil-
dren just because they are. On the other, there is the conditional 
love of children for the expectations they fulfil (Fromm, 1985, pp. 
30-36). Whereas the first of these features secures for the child the 
experience of being loved, the second is linked to the experience of 
becoming responsive to the demands of one’s beloved.

In respect of his relation to the family, the child’s education 
has the positive aim of instilling ethical principles into him in 
the form of an immediate feeling for which differences are not 
yet explicit, so that thus equipped with the foundation of an 
ethical life, his heart may live its early years in love, trust and 
obedience (Hegel, 1981, §174).

In being this kind of ‘spiritual’ embodiment of their parents’ love, 
children are in the special position of being able to realise their 
power immediately to reciprocate this love as a result of their ini-
tial undifferentiated unity with their parents. 

The kind of reciprocity that exists between parents and chil-
dren is particularly important for the external embodiment of the 
entirety of the marriage union because, as we have already ex-
plained, familial love is defined, not only in terms of the necessary 
interrelatedness of loving beings, but also in terms of the imme-
diacy of this kind of relatedness. 

The ethical dissolution of the family and the subjective side of 
familial love
There is a second reason why children are in a position to embody 
the entirety of the substantial unity created by familial love. This 
has to do with the fact that they also give expression to the family’s 
ethical dissolution. Because this is the final phase in the internal 
dynamics of the Hegelian idea of the family it needs to be incorpo-
rated in an adequate appreciation of the marriage union in its en-
tirety. So, what does the family’s ‘ethical dissolution’ refer to and 
how is this expressed by the children?

The ethical dissolution of the family consists in this, that once 
the children have become educated to freedom of personality, 
and have come of age, they become recognized as persons in 

feminists such as Shulamith Firestone (1970) to ignore the value of the latter in 
calling for the destruction of the former. But see Sidney Callahan (1997) for a re-
cent argument that reproductive technologies should not be used to create arrange-
ments in which biological parents are not given ethical responsibility for parenting.
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the eyes of the law and as capable of holding free property of 
their own and of founding families of their own … . The old 
family on the other hand falls into the background as merely 
their ultimate basis and origin (Hegel, 1981, §177).

Unlike the ‘natural dissolution’ of the family unit by way of the 
death of the parents (Hegel, 1981, §178) or marriage breakdown 
ending in divorce (Hegel, 1981, §176), the ethical dissolution of 
the family unit manifests the persisting subjectivity, immediacy 
and contingency of its substantial unity. These features are at-
tributable to the relative incompleteness of the syllogistic form 
with which the idea of the family accords. This incompleteness, 
as already explained, derives from the fact that, in that it inheres 
in the moment of particularity, the objective universality of the 
categorical syllogism’s middle term is limited to the substantial 
unity of its abstract essence. This universality cannot extend ei-
ther to the whole concrete being of the categories positioned as 
its extremes or to the precise form of their effective mediation. It 
follows from this that the mediation effected is limited in that it 
is not integral to the being of the category in the position of the 
middle term. For this reason the concept of the family is not self-
sustaining. In contrast to the concept of the ethical state, which 
is a more comprehensive stage of ethical life and contains the 
resources to be self-sustaining through the reproduction of its 
members, the family unit’s structure does not allow for its inter-
nal reproduction. Instead the ethical activity of the married cou-
ple produces the very ground of its own ethical, because neces-
sary, dissolution. 

It follows that parents must raise their children, not to remain 
members of their family, but to become ‘self-subsistent persons’ 
(Hegel, 1981, §186). What makes children peculiarly appropri-
ate for this kind of embodiment, once again, is their potentiality. 
According to Hegel (1981, §175),

[c]hildren are potentially free and their life directly embodies 
nothing save potential freedom.… In respect of his relation to 
the family the child’s education … has the negative aim of rais-
ing children out of the instinctive, physical level on which they 
are originally, to self-subsistence and freedom of personality 
and so to the level on which they have power to leave the natu-
ral unity of the family.

Potentially free personality is presupposed for the immanent ethi-
cal dissolution of the family. To this end children must be educat-
ed out of their initial undifferentiated unity with their parents to 
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become independent persons qua atomic individuals, as distinct 
from family members. 

Indeed, in being responsible for raising children to attain their 
formal subjective freedom as atomic individuals, the family unit 
does not merely produce its own dissolution, but also grounds an 
immanent transition to ‘civil society’, the sphere of interaction be-
tween persons so formed.2 It is sometimes suggested that Hegel 
presents the family as the first moment of the idea of ethical life be-
cause it provides the Hegelian state with ethical citizens through 
the cultivation of substantial ties. For example, according to L. P. 
Hinchman (1984, p. 220), ‘the state must acknowledge its enor-
mous debt to the family, since the latter provides it with ethical 
citizens rather than persons’. On a similar note, S. Avineri (1980, 
pp. 133-134) presents the family as ‘projecting particular altruism’ 
as its mode of human association while ‘universal altruism’ is pro-
jected as that characterising the state. He, therefore, implies that 
the altruism, that is, the ‘non-moralistic’, ‘other-regarding’ orien-
tation that individuals first experience in relation to their own par-
ticular family members is ultimately extended to the members of 
one’s society at large and thereby made universal. 

These suggestions fail to justify what appears to be a concep-
tual leap from the (familiar) substantial or altruistic ties character-
istic of interpersonal relationships to the purported similarly sub-
stantial or altruistic ties with non-specific others. M. Westphal’s 
(1984, pp. 77-92) elaboration of the structure of the Hegelian state 
as ‘a We of the same sort as the family’ raises similar questions 
about the justifiability of elaborating large scale social phenomena 
in the light of the characteristics of interpersonal relationships. 

In contrast to these interpretations, on the analysis we have 
proposed above, the ethical significance of parenting has to do 
with the need to develop atomic individuals who have the poten-
tial to pursue their formally free subjectivity and not merely with 
individuals who are united by substantial ties. A view similar to 
the one we are proposing has been defended on entirely different 
grounds by H. Brod (1992, p. 64). Brod (1992, p. 65) observes that 

Hegel argues that when the family is fully philosophically con-
ceptualized and set in a larger context, we can see that there 
are essential political dimensions to family life in the trans-
mission of capital and in the inculcation of ethical conscious-
ness, what we might today call socialization for citizenship. 

        2. For an extensive analysis of the logical ground of this transition see 
Vassilacopoulos, 1994, pp. 184-187.
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On our reading it is only when this ‘larger context’ is supplied by 
the third moment of ethical life, the ethical state, that familial re-
lations can be appropriately reconceptualised as fully integrated 
with social and political life more broadly. We must leave the in-
vestigation of this reconceptualisation for another occasion.

Reply to an objection 
One might object to our treatment of the ethical significance of 
children and parenting that we have overlooked the significance of 
communal child rearing practices. One might think that this is due 
to the fact that the Hegelian concept of the family abstracts the ques-
tions of the ethical formation and dissolution of the family from 
wider cultural practices. Consider for example, parenting practices 
that share the responsibility for raising children across households 
and amongst people who are not necessarily biologically connected 
to the children (cf. hooks, 1984, p. 144; Firestone, 1970). 

To respond to this kind of objection we need to draw attention 
to a couple of distinctions that could be made. In our approach 
the operative distinction is not between the married couple’s ex-
clusive parenting practices and alternative arrangements. On the 
contrary, the cultural specifics of the parenting practices that the 
Hegelian approach takes to be of ethical significance may well 
vary. So, for example, our Hegelian approach can recognise peo-
ple sharing responsibility for raising children with a wider circle 
of intimate others. What matters for the ethical significance of 
parenting is whether or not those raising the children are related 
to each other and/or to the children through their mutual loving 
feeling. When they are not such relationships are lived through 
the opportunities and limits made possible by atomic individual-
ity. For example, the primary basis of a child care giver’s relation-
ship to a child and/or to relevant others may be need satisfaction 
or economic interdependence. In contrast, when they are related 
through their mutual loving feeling the structure of their relation-
ships holds out the possibility of certain kinds of ethical experi-
ence that are not otherwise available to the participants.
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10.  SexiSM, HeteronorMativity and 
Plural SexualitieS

Hegel’S SexiSt and HeteronorMative viewS

As is well known, in the Philosophy of Right and elsewhere Hegel 
identifies marriage with a male dominated heterosexual union. 
In his view, the biological difference of the sexes is transformed, 
through its ‘rational basis’, into something that has ‘ethical sig-
nificance’ (Hegel, 1981, §165). Hegel also presents ethically signifi-
cant sexual difference in terms of a rigid sex-role differentiation. 
This latter confines the wife to the sphere of family life and gives 
the husband the powers (a) to represent the family in the outside 
world (Hegel, 1981, §166); and (b) to control the administration of 
its capital (Hegel, 1981, §171). 

Feminist critiques of Hegel’s sexism
For obvious reasons, feminist political theorists have subjected 
Hegel’s views about (the place of) women to considerable criti-
cism. An important part of this criticism has been aimed at ex-
posing its contribution to the western intellectual tradition’s mas-
culine bias. This bias has sometimes been taken to consist of the 
uncritical reproduction by men of the misogynist ideas of their 
own times. However, it has also been understood as involving a 
deeper, more disturbing problem for western thought. In particu-
lar, feminist political theorists have been arguing that there is a 
conceptual linkage between the category, woman, and the inferi-
or side of a set of hierarchically related dichotomies such as mas-
culine-feminine, reason-feeling, humanity-nature, culture-nature 
and public-private. 

Genevieve Lloyd’s The Man of Reason (1984) and Jean Bethke 
Elshtain’s Public Man, Private Woman (1981) offer two early defences 
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of this general thesis.1 The authors of these books take Hegel’s 
work to support their thesis (Lloyd, 1984, p. 84; Elshtain, 1981, p. 
177). Elshtain (1981, p. 179) suggests that the conceptual linkage of 
the category woman to categories that are treated as inferior is not 
central to Hegel’s theory. So, her reading of the Phenomenology of 
Spirit allows for a possible reformulation of Hegel’s account of fa-
milial love in order to remove its masculine bias. 

On Lloyd’s reading, however, Hegel’s conceptual association 
of woman with categories such as feeling, nature and the private 
is a necessary one. If this is correct, his masculine bias cannot be 
corrected within this structure of categorial relations. Woman, ac-
cording to Lloyd, is defined as that which must be transcended by 
man. The same view is advanced by Patricia Jagendowicz Mills 
(1979). Jagentowicz Mills (1979, p. 75) argues that ‘Hegel’s account 
of intersubjectivity implies the equal recognition of women even 
though he himself is tied to a framework that prevents him from 
actually seeing women as man’s equal’. In this ‘framework’ wom-
an is conceptually aligned to nature, man’s other (Jagentowicz 
Mills, 1979, p. 85). 

It is worth noting that these readings draw primarily on 
Hegel’s account of the phenomenology of human consciousness 
in the Phenomenology of Spirit. Some feminists argue that this 
account is better described as an account of the development of 
male consciousness towards self-consciousness and that its fur-
ther implications for the development of female consciousness 
must somehow be teased out of this.2 We do not wish to defend 
Hegel’s account of the phenomenology of consciousness against 
this attack. However, we think it is important to point out that 
a simple reading of his statements concerning family life in the 
Phenomenology of Spirit alongside those of the Philosophy of Right 
can give a distorted view of what he is actually claiming. Such 
an approach hinders an adequate assessment of the contemporary 
value of his political and ethical thought. 

Here it is worth bearing in mind the brief interpretation of the 
place and role of the Phenomenology of Spirit in the Hegelian sys-
tem that we set out in Chapter 3. On this interpretation it would ap-
pear that, whatever the implications of the Phenomenology of Spirit 
for the phenomenological development of female and feminine 
consciousness, such implications cannot also supply the ground 
for our internal critical assessment of Hegel’s account of relations 
        1. For a more recent and still more comprehensive argument see Plumwood, 1993.
        2. See for example, Hayim, 1990, p. 13. 
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between the sexes that forms part of the idea of ethical life. These 
relations need to be assessed in the light of relevant developments 
in Hegel’s Logic, since this is where he derives his understanding of 
their supposed ‘rational basis’. As we have already argued, the de-
velopmental dynamic of the Logic proceeds following the demon-
stration of consciousness’ inability adequately to reflect upon itself 
within the givenness of the subject-object dichotomy. Hegel’s ref-
erences to female/feminine consciousness in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit form part of this demonstration. So, there is no reason to 
think that within the Hegelian system they must also be taken to 
have ethical force in the relevant sense of this term. 

Note also that an approach to Hegel’s theory like the one we 
have offered is in a position to explain why Hegel seems to iden-
tify the category, woman, with her natural, biological difference 
on some occasions but not on others. Despite the general charge 
by feminist critics that Hegel defines woman as man’s other, or as 
linked to nature through her reproductive functions, there also ex-
ists considerable, otherwise unexplained, textual evidence to sug-
gest that his theory does not amount to a mere reduction of wom-
an to her natural or biological functions.3 

We have suggested, so far, that feminist critiques of Hegel’s 
sexism can either call for a removal of the theory’s sexism or, when 
they take the problem to be ineliminable, they suggest that to en-
gage with the theory is to study the internal workings of some in-
herently masculine concepts. If this latter position were correct, it 
would be reason enough to conclude that Hegel’s theory of famil-
ial love has no contemporary value from the point of view of the 
search for a justifiable ethical orientation. However, feminist crit-
ics who insist that Hegel’s sexism presents an ineliminable struc-
tural problem for his theory do not offer convincing explanations 
for their view that his system needs to relegate women to an infe-
rior social position. 

More recently, Seyla Benhabib (1992, p. 243) has advocated a 
third feminist approach to reading Hegel. She calls this a ‘feminist 
discourse of empowerment’ because it aims to read the text in the 
light of the lived experiences of relevant women. Using this meth-
odology, Benhabib interprets the sexist claims of the Philosophy 
of Right in the light of Hegel’s personal interaction with women 
such as Caroline Schlegel. Benhabib (1992, p. 252) then argues 
that his views should be understood as a personal reaction against 

        3. For a brief summary of such textual evidence see Easton, 1987, pp. 34-42. 
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the power of women, like Schlegel, who were, not only the ‘ear-
ly forerunners of the early women’s emancipation, but also repre-
sented a new model of gender relations, aspiring to equality, free 
love and reciprocity’. 

This response to Hegel’s sexism is markedly different from 
the ones we mentioned above in so far as it moves beyond the pub-
lished text. Nevertheless, it shares with them the tendency to im-
pose on Hegel’s political theory considerations that are external to 
the logical progression on which the theory claims to be based. For 
the sorts of reasons we have already mentioned, it seems to us that 
we should only resort to factors outside the Hegelian system, like 
his personal dislikes, to explain his views in the event that a sys-
temic reading proves unsatisfactory. 

Moreover, despite all the attention that has been given to 
Hegel’s work, his feminist critics have had little to say about the 
reason that Hegel gives in the Philosophy of Right for invoking the 
notion of sexual difference. We will turn to a consideration of this 
reason next. In doing so, we will assume that Hegel’s reference to 
the ‘rational basis’ of sexual difference is an implicit reference to 
the relevant part of the Logic that organises relations within the 
system of ‘Ethical Life’ (Hegel, 1981). We will also leave aside the 
important but separate question of the relationship between the 
phenomenologies of human, male, female, masculine and femi-
nine consciousness.

Hegel on the ethical significance of sexual difference
According to Hegel (1981, §165), 

[t]he significance [of sexual difference] is determined by the 
difference into which the ethical substantiality [love], as the 
concept, internally sunders itself in order that its vitality may 
become a concrete unity consequent upon this difference. 

The claim being made here is that the ethical love that brings the 
idea of the family into concrete being must take a heterosexual 
form precisely because the formation of the unity in question de-
pends upon the presence of a difference that can be brought back 
into a differentiated unity. What we wish to argue is that this is 
implicitly a reference to the requirement that the category posi-
tioned in accordance with the categorical syllogism’s middle term 
must differentiate itself into the moment of a universal differ-
ence in order that this moment be unified with that of an indi-
vidual self-unity. If this is correct, then Hegel would appear to 
appeal to sexual difference and, through this appeal, to endorse 
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heteronormativity (heterosexuality taken as the ethical norm), in 
order to locate the element of difference within the idea of the 
marriage union. Recall that this is the first stage in the develop-
ment of the concept of the family. 

Furthermore, since the element of difference is crucial for the 
necessity of contingency that shapes the meaning of familial love, 
this appeal to the notion of sexual difference can ultimately be ex-
plained as part of his attempt to expose the necessity of contin-
gency within the family unit. This is the point at which our analy-
sis must part company with the Hegel of the Philosophy of Right. 
However, we are not just taking issue with his sexism and hetero-
normativity. Significantly, we want to elaborate and defend what 
we believe to be the genuine import of the categorical syllogism’s 
form. We will argue that if we have proper regard for the require-
ments of the categorical syllogism’s form the idea of family life 
does not need to invoke a notion of difference that is sexualised. To 
explain the point at which we think Hegel misunderstood the de-
mands of his own Logic, we will need to return to a consideration 
of the nature and role of the operative concept of difference.

The non-necessity of sexualised difference
The first thing that our analysis must do is to show why Hegel does 
not need to sexualise his notion of difference. To this end we will 
argue that the notion of difference is introduced and preserved di-
rectly in the constitution of family members’ intersubjective per-
sonality. This is because the family is necessarily dependent on 
the concrete being of individuals who are as much constituted by 
their different specific natures as by their universal essence. 

We need to recall, firstly, that the notion of universal differ-
ence is positioned as one of the extremes in the categorical form of 
the syllogism as a result of the middle term’s substance differen-
tiation. Secondly, the syllogistic form does not also ensure that the 
middle term fully determines this notion given the abstractness 
of its essential determination. This means that when the differ-
entiated moment of difference is brought into a unity with that of 
individual self-unity this is achieved in the light of the difference 
that contingently exceeds the middle term’s unifying power. This 
difference, as we have already seen, is to be found in individuals’ 
specific natures (hereafter ‘specific difference’). So, the idea of spe-
cific difference is already expressed in the being of the concrete in-
dividuals involved in the differentiating and unifying processes to 
which this syllogism gives shape. 
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This said, we also argued that the limits placed by this mode 
of interrelations on the middle term’s power of determination, not 
only leaves it to the extremes to effect their mediation, but their 
unity is produced and maintained thanks to the contingency that 
defines them, that is, to the role played by their different, open 
ended and fluid, specific natures. The continued presence of spe-
cific difference is, therefore, ensured in this way. For this reason 
the Hegelian account of the family does not need to sexualise the 
operative idea of difference. It follows that, even though Hegel is 
correct to insist that the concept of the family presupposes the con-
tinued presence of specific difference, this latter should not be se-
cured by appeal to the idea of sexual difference. 

So much for the supposed logical basis of Hegel’s claim re-
garding the ethical significance of sexual difference. How might 
we make sense of his appeal to different roles for men and women 
and, in particular, of the exclusion of women from activity outside 
the sphere of the family? Is there any systemic ground for restrict-
ing women in this way?

To be sure, at this first stage in the development of the idea of 
the family, Hegel needs to explain the relationship between the 
family’s internal life to its ‘external’ activity. This latter is activity 
that only needs to be understood in the general terms of the fam-
ily’s life outside its own domain when the idea of the family is elab-
orated in abstraction from its place in an integrated ethical sys-
tem. So, Hegel is obliged to say something about the role of family 
members in ‘externality’. Now, we want to suggest that, having 
mistakenly introduced the rigid idea of sex-based biological differ-
ence, he goes one step further and uses an extension of this idea 
to define the family’s relationship to its external world. The fam-
ily’s outside activity becomes the domain of the male head of the 
household only if sex-role differentiation is mistakenly attributed 
ethical significance. So, Hegel’s insistence on the confinement of 
women’s activities to the internal life of the family is not required 
by the Logic.

tHe logical Structure of faMilial roleS and 
SexualitieS
So far we have been arguing that the sexism and heteronormativ-
ity in the Philosophy of Right can be traced back to Hegel’s misiden-
tification of the requirements of his own Logic. Hegel misunder-
stood the way in which the relevant notion of difference should be 
expressed in the Hegelian concept of the family. Now we want to 
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move on to consider what the Logic implies about familial roles and 
sexualities in positive terms. In particular, we will address the fol-
lowing questions. Firstly, since sex-role differentiation cannot be 
relied on to account for family members’ roles, whether within or 
outside the family, how are these roles to be determined? Secondly, 
given that sexual difference need not form part of the marriage 
relationship, how are sexualities to be viewed within the family 
and, in particular, how might marriage and homosexuality be re-
lated? Thirdly, even though sexual difference is not necessitated by 
the need to preserve the element of specific difference within the 
concept of the family, might its ethical significance be otherwise 
grounded? The answers to these questions draw upon our analysis 
in Chapter 7 of the ontology and necessity of the contingent.

Familial roles within the family’s domain 
In Chapter 8 our discussion of the marriage union indicated how, 
due to the necessity of their contingent excess, individuals who are 
united through their loving being are in a position to exercise their 
transformative powers in their creative interaction. It is in their 
unique interaction that married people can define and redefine 
their roles and work out the nature and meaning of the guidelines 
of their ethical conduct, such as care, respect, trust and the like. 
For this reason, family members’ reflections upon the question 
of how to determine their different roles should be understood 
in terms of the family’s way of addressing ‘the common task of 
looking after the family generally’ (Hegel, 1981, §174). Hegel puts 
this criterion forward when explaining different aspects of the re-
lationship between parents and their children. He notes that it is 
the basis upon which parents can require their childrens’ service 
‘as service’ as well as the ground for restricting the demands that 
parents can justifiably make on their children for their contribu-
tion to the family’s way of life. What Hegel fails to realise is that 
the criterion of care for the family as family members’ common 
task must also be the basis upon which to determine all family 
members’ contributions to the maintenance of family life, includ-
ing the generation of its capital.

Familial roles in the outside world
The family must also relate itself to the outside world through some, 
if not all, of its family members in order to satisfy its needs, includ-
ing the generation of family capital. Since, as already suggested, 
the concept of the family concerns a unit that is by definition not 
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capable of being fully self-reliant, its needs, however defined and 
refined, cannot be fully met within the family’s restricted domain. 
It is important to bear in mind that what we are concerned with 
here is the outside activity of family members qua members. This 
is to be distinguished from their possible activities in the outside 
world in their distinct capacities as atomic individuals. 

In the former case, the same criterion that governs the ques-
tion of family members’ role differentiation within the family unit 
extends to their activities in the outside world. Accordingly, family 
members should also apply the criterion of care for the family as 
family members’ common task to the questions of who should be 
active outside the family unit and what they are to undertake on 
behalf of their family. Similarly, the problem of interpreting the 
meaning and application of this criterion must be left up to the 
collective creative practices of family members in all the context 
specificity of their particular relationships.

This said, our analysis of the categorical syllogism in Chapter 7 
suggests that there is one limit on family members’ practices of in-
terpreting their mode of ethical interaction with the outside world. 
We suggested that the persistent immediacy that characterises the 
categorical syllogism’s form of unity, because it is only a particular 
unity, must also be exhibited by its external relationship to whatev-
er falls beyond its unity. Correspondingly, family members’ reflec-
tions on the relationship of their particular family to the outside 
world must give expression to this external relationship. 

We want to suggest further that under the current condition 
of modernity the external relationship of the family to the outside 
world requires family members’ reflections to take on a certain ap-
pearance. These reflections must appear as a response to the dichot-
omous differentiation of their family from the outside world. Due 
to the limits of modernity that we discussed in Part I of the book 
and, in particular, the dichotomisation of social spheres, the sphere 
of modern family life appears, not only as opposed to the outside 
world, but as hierarchically related to it. The family either takes on a 
valorised status or else it is subordinated to the wider spheres of civ-
il and political life. We can find evidence for this contradictory state 
of affairs in the treatment of the family as at once offering a haven 
from the outside world and as constituting the domain of activities 
of lesser value. (Cf. Sennet, 1975; Waring, 1988.) In the current con-
ditions of modernity, this constitutes the unavoidable framework 
within which the members of the modern family unit must reflect 
upon and determine their respective roles in the outside world. 



Sexism, Heteronormativity and Plural Sexualities 185

It is also worth recalling here our suggestion in Part I of the 
book that the obstacles to social integration can be overcome with 
the transcendence of modernity’s negative moment. Since the 
transition to a fully self-determining modernity would also im-
pact upon the appropriate way to conceive the externality that de-
fines the family’s relationship to the outside world, it would also 
affect the way to address the question of the social roles of family 
members within an ethically integrated social system as elaborat-
ed by the Hegelian idea of the ethical state. Whilst we cannot go 
into this issue in any detail here, we note that on the interpretation 
of the idea of the ethical state that we proposed in Chapter 6 the 
logical structure of the family unit’s mediating particularity must 
be governed by the integrated triad of syllogisms that logical objec-
tivity makes possible.

Sexualities as multiple loving forms
Our analysis of the syllogism in Chapter 7 concluded, firstly, that 
the necessity of the contingency characterising the being of the 
categories in the position of extremes is constituted by a relation 
of difference to the unity of content exhibited by the middle term’s 
objective universality. Secondly, we maintained that this relation 
must be exhibited by the availability of a multiplicity of forms in 
which the middle term’s abstract essence might be expressed. 
Extending these ideas to our discussion of love, we can now say 
that the necessary contingency characterising the subjective as-
pect of familial love, as outlined in Chapter 8, must also be consti-
tuted by a relation of difference to the unity of content, the ethical 
substantiality expressed by loving feeling. 

This relation gives rise to the idea of a multiplicity of loving 
forms. If love does indeed embody the common essence of per-
sons that is abstract, the condition of abstractness is made explicit 
when love is expressed in different forms. When love is expressed 
in multiple forms the difference between them is shown to be oth-
er than that which determines that they are equally expressions 
of loving feeling in the sense elaborated in Chapter 7. In order for 
this difference to be exhibited the indifference of love towards the 
specifics of the form of its realisation must also be exhibited. In 
the next chapter we will argue that this indifference is manifest-
ed as the requirement that familial love be publicly recognised. 
For present purposes, however, the important implication that fol-
lows from our analysis is that familial love is exhaustively realised 
when it is expressed in a number of different yet symmetrically 
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related forms in order that it not be exclusively and unjustifiably 
conceived as, or confined to, any one of these. 

The possibility of a multiplicity of loving forms arises out of 
the role played by the necessity of contingency analysed in Chapter 
7. A multiplicity of loving forms can be secured in a network of re-
lations that recognises the value of differences in the constitution 
of sexualities. This means that, what matters from an ethical point 
of view is that there be differently constituted sexualities. It follows 
from this that gay male and lesbian sexualities are an indispens-
able part of the way in which the necessity of contingent being is 
constituted by a relation of difference to the unity of content em-
bodied by love.

Homosexuality and the ontology of the contingent  Our discussion 
of the subjective aspect and the objective significance of marriage 
in Chapter 8 showed how it is possible to allow for both the con-
tingent and the necessary in this kind of spiritual union without 
valorising one of these at the expense of the other. On the basis of 
our analysis above, we can now say that the concept of homosexu-
ality can be understood in terms of the dynamics of this interplay 
between the objective and the subjective. Homosexuality thus con-
stitutes a spiritual self-affirmation of the contingent that familial 
love renders necessary.

The logical interdependence of multiple sexualities  If the analysis 
above is correct, then not only is the ontology of homosexuality 
understood in terms of the notion of the necessity of contingency 
but, in addition, the relationship of homosexuality to heterosexu-
ality is clarified in one key respect. Specifically, if multiple sexuali-
ties provide a multiplicity of loving forms, then these sexualities 
are logically interdependent to this extent. This interdependence 
shows that the content of a loving relationship cannot be justifiably 
reduced to its form and, as a result, any one form that love might 
take cannot justifiably be universalised.

The ethical significance of sexual difference
It follows from this analysis that sexual difference, that is, the dif-
ference constituted by differently sexed embodied beings, can be 
understood as one of a number of the contingent grounds for the 
existence of multiple loving forms. If, as it has been extensively 
argued in recent years, ‘sex and sexuality are marked, lived, and 
function according to whether it is a male or female body that 
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is being discussed’ (Grosz, 1995, p. 213) then the morphology of 
sexed bodies plays a role in securing a multiplicity of loving forms. 
However, the attempt to give sexed bodies, like the attempt to give 
gender, any privileged role in an account of that which ensures 
multiple loving forms would be to deny a role to some ‘transgres-
sive’ modes of desire, for example, those for which gender prefer-
ence or the sex of a body do not define sexual object choice.4

a critical review of recent SexualitieS diScourSeS
The above account of the role that the idea of multiple sexuali-
ties plays in the Hegelian concept of familial love supplies a much 
needed framework for theorising sexualities. We will use it to as-
sess a number of recent attempts to theorise the relationship of 
concepts like homosexuality and lesbianism to heterosexuality. 
In the rest of this chapter we will focus on three recent areas of 
discussion.

The valorisation of homosexuality over heterosexuality
In some recent philosophical investigations of the ontology of sex-
ualities, in particular, of homosexuality and lesbianism, the logi-
cal interdependence of multiple sexualities has been overlooked 
with some unfortunate consequences. Consider the following as 
examples of this tendency. Elizabeth Grosz (1995, pp. 226-227) be-
gins from the claim that due to its ‘fundamental fluidity’ human 
sexuality is potentially ‘queer’. She then suggests that the exis-
tence of homosexuality poses a ‘threat’ to heterosexuality because 
the former has the power ‘to infiltrate the very self-conceptions of 
what it is to be heterosexual’ and to bring unstuck the ‘apparent-
ly natural coupling of male and female lovers’.5 Whilst we agree 
        4. Cf. Seidman, 1993, pp. 121-122. Sedgwick (1993, pp. 56-59) has emphasised 
the pervasive ‘yoking of contradictions’ that has presided over ‘all the thought on 
the subject’ of ‘homosexuality in terms of overlapping sexuality and gender’ even 
after having formalised (by abstracting from the asymmetries of gender and het-
erosexist oppression) what she calls ‘the impasse of gender definition’ as linked 
to homo/hetero sexual definition’. On her analysis this impasse is constituted by 
conflicting ‘separatist’ and ‘inversion’ models of gender definition that tend to be 
linked to respectively conflicting ‘universalising’ and ‘minoritising’ definitions 
of homosexuality. Our analysis would suggest that the conceptual incoherence 
that Sedgwick identifies results from the imposition of models aimed at ordering 
interrelationships between and within the categories of gender and sexuality onto 
that which is inherently open ended and not structured in any one way.
        5. The same point is made by Calhoun (1994, p. 569) about the effects of trans-
gressive sexual behaviour, though she relies on Judith Butler’s notion of repetitive 
gender performances in order to distinguish lesbian from feminist sexual politics.
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with her claims regarding the fundamental fluidity and openend-
edness of sexuality, claims that the Hegelian conception of the ne-
cessity of contingency can well accommodate, we would make two 
critical observations. 

Firstly, Grosz is right about the ‘threat’ of homosexuality to 
the extent that heterosexuality is conceived as the universal norm. 
Conversely, the threat of homosexuality does not merely arise in 
virtue of its very existence but has to do, importantly, with this be-
ing a denied or unrecognised existence. We will take up the ques-
tion of the meaning and significance of recognition in the next 
chapter. The point here is that Grosz’s target should be heteronor-
mativity in its ontological distinctness from heterosexuality. 

Secondly, we maintain that the power of homosexuality that 
Grosz invokes derives from the logic of the necessary interdepen-
dence of different forms of loving relations that we have analysed. 
If this is correct, then it would be a mistake to conceive the defin-
ing power of any one of these forms as uni-directional, as Grosz 
seems to here. Since the logical character of the contingency of 
sexually related beings suggests that there is a fundamental sym-
metry regarding the necessity of the contingency of different sexu-
alities, this, in turn, would suggest that any ‘power of infiltration’ 
must be multi-directional. 

The valorisation of ‘woman-identified’ lesbianism
From our analysis so far it follows that heteronormativity can be 
understood as the logical consequence of viewing the defining re-
lationship of homosexuality to heterosexuality in a uni-directional 
way that privileges the latter. But the failure to recognise the onto-
logical interdependence of different forms of loving relations also 
underpins the lesbian feminist demand that women reject hetero-
sexuality as an institution of male domination. In other words, it is 
not just heteronormativity but ‘woman-identified’ lesbianism that 
can be understood as mistakenly denying the interdependence of 
multiple loving forms.6 

        6. Defenders of this view of lesbianism might see our argument as contribut-
ing to what Bat-Ami Bar On (1992) has recently identified as ‘the containment’ 
of lesbian feminism’s radicalism and the consequent reprivatisation and de-
politicisation of intimate relations. (Our position could be mistakenly seen as 
contributing to the tendency to view female erotic life in isolation from female 
friendship and solidarity, a tendency in response to which Adrienne Rich (1993, 
p. 240) proposed the notion of a ‘lesbian continuum’. Bat-Ami Bar On argues 
that this containment began with the ‘normalisation’ of lesbian feminism as one 
amongst a variety of feminisms and has recently been reinforced by the focus on 
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The same problematic conceptual commitments continue to 
underlie more recent attempts to develop a notion of specifically 
lesbian love in contrast to the perceived earlier subsumption of 
lesbian love under a notion of ‘woman-identified’ love directed 
to the class of women. This brings us to a recent paper by Ruth 
Ginzberg (1992). Drawing on the work of Audre Lorde,7 Ginzberg 
presents lesbian love as derived from specifically lesbian experi-
ence. However, she also wants to acknowledge the ‘contributions’ 
of non-lesbian women to the conception of what she sees as lesbi-
an love. To this end she invokes Lugones’ notion of world travel-
ling and suggests that non-lesbian-identifying women are travel-
lers in lesbian worlds who are not also ‘at home ‘ in them as are 
women who identify as lesbian. In other words, Ginzberg suggests 
that the ‘contributions’ of non-lesbian-identifying women to the 
concept of love are made possible by such women’s lesbian feel-
ings, in spite of the way in which they, themselves, happen to ex-
perience loving feeling. The problem with this account is that it 
ultimately reverses a value hierarchy in favour of what is assumed 
to be the lesbian aspect of women’s experiences. 

In contrast, the account we have proposed on the basis of our 
analysis of Hegel’s Logic need rely on no such hierarchical struc-
turation. On the one hand, it makes room for the distinctness 
of lesbian eros as drawn from lesbian experience which it leaves 
to lesbian lovers to explore and elaborate. On the other hand, it 
proposes a sense in which lesbians must presuppose the (objec-
tive universal) framework of love within which any elaboration 
of the subjective and the specific takes place. If our analysis of 
the dynamic interplay between the subjective and the objective 
aspects of love is correct, what is presupposed, here, is drawn nei-
ther from distinctively lesbian experience nor from that which is 
not lesbian.

stigmatised sexualities resulting in the separation of lesbian politics from gender 
politics. (See, however, Calhoun (1994) who argues that without this separation a 
specifically lesbian theory focusing on lesbian desire cannot be fully developed.) 
The problem with Bat-Ami Bar On’s argument about the containment of lesbian 
feminism’s radicalism is that it takes for granted the vanguardism of this view of 
lesbianism. This, however, has been rightly called into question. See for example, 
Phelan, 1989, pp. 37-58.
        7. As regards Lorde’s conception of love we believe it possible to demonstrate 
that, in contrast to the emphasis of Ginzberg’s reading (1992, pp. 73-75), its 
strength derives from its having eloquently captured the dynamic interrelation-
ship of the objective universality and the subjective aspects of loving relation-
ships that the Hegelian concept of love highlights.
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The misconception of lesbian desire
As explained in Chapter 8, the Hegelian account of a loving union 
creates space for the participants themselves to explore and cre-
ate the concrete meaning of the terms of their interaction as sexu-
al beings. This entails that, whilst communal and cultural values 
and practices might be taken up by lovers, the latter have no spe-
cial authority over them.8 Our analysis of the ontology of homo-
sexuality would suggest further that not only are the specificities 
of the practices of lovers a matter for the participants to explore for 
themselves, this is also the case for the very terms in which such 
processes of exploration take place. For this reason it is inappro-
priate for theories of erotic desire to pre-empt the ways in which 
the exploration of aspects of loving relations or desire might pro-
ceed. To illustrate this point consider Grosz’s treatment of ‘lesbi-
an bodies and pleasures’. Noting the relative underrepresentation 
of lesbians in some key discourses, Grosz (1995, p. 219) describes 
‘lesbian desire and sexual relations between women’ as ‘the area 
which still remains the great domain of the untheorised and the 
inarticulate’. 

Is this [underrepresentation of lesbians as lesbians in key dis-
courses] a lapse in the regime of sexuality, a sign of its imper-
fections and its capacity to create sites of resistance? Or is it a 
mode of further delegitimising lesbianism, a ruse of power it-
self? This is not an idle question, for whether one reads it as a 
shortfall of power, or as one of its strategies, will dictate wheth-
er one seeks to retain the inarticulateness, the indetermina-
cy of lesbian desire—my present inclination—or whether one 
seeks to articulate lesbianism as loudly and as thoroughly as 
possible (Grosz, 1995, p. 221).

Grosz (1995, p. 221) attributes the latter position to Marilyn Frye 
and comments:

Frye seems to believe that the silence on the details of lesbian 
sexual relations is an effect of the obliteration or subsumption of 
women under heterosexist sexual norms.… Frye seems to yearn 
for a language and a mode of representation for lesbian sexual 
practices. She implies that without an adequate language, with-
out appropriate terms, women’s experiences themselves are less 
rich, less rewarding, less determinate than they could be. 

        8. Thus our conceptual framework lends support to the criticism by Martindale 
and Saunders (1992) of the style of lesbian ethics they call ‘lesbian ethics in the 
upper case’ even if they are mistaken about who in fact advocates such a position. 
On the latter see Shogan (1993).
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Grosz basically argues that it might be a mistake to assume that 
female sexuality (in contrast to male sexuality) is knowable and ca-
pable of articulation. Instead, theorising female sexuality may not 
be a matter of 

simply how to know woman (what theories, concepts and lan-
guage are necessary for illuminating this term); but rather, the 
cost and effects of such knowledge, what the various process-
es of knowing do to the objects they thereby produce (Grosz, 
1995, p. 224).

So, she links her response to the position she attributes to Frye 
about lesbian sexuality to a more fundamental question of the the-
orisation of female sexuality. This enables her to imply that Frye is 
buying into a conception of language and knowledge that does not 
enable her to see that ‘articulateness and representation’ may not 
‘in themselves’ be ‘a virtue’ as far as lesbian sexuality is concerned 
(Grosz, 1995, p. 222). 

Our view is that, in this exchange with Frye, Grosz offers a 
misplaced choice over whether ‘to retain the inarticulateness, the 
indeterminacy of lesbianism, and of female sexuality’ or ‘to artic-
ulate lesbianism as loudly and as thoroughly as possible’. On our 
analysis this is not the sort of question to which theorising can or 
need provide an (one?) adequate answer or, indeed, quasi-univer-
salising pronouncements of the kind Grosz makes here. This is 
not to say that the question she addresses cannot be written and 
spoken about productively. Rather, our concern is that she con-
flates philosophical articulation, for which the fundamental ques-
tion of the theorisation of female sexuality is a concern, with hu-
man and lesbian practices of meaning creation more generally. 
Adapting an expression of hers, we might say that such practices 
include the ‘philosophically sayable’ (Grosz, 1995, p. 189), but they 
are not limited to them. 

Our account of the subjective aspect of the ontology of homo-
sexuality and, in particular, our claim that its multiple shapes de-
velop within specific relationships, suggests that Frye’s position 
has more merit than Grosz is prepared to allow.9 Rather than jux-
taposing to Frye’s concerns a philosophical framework in which 
lesbian sexuality is subordinated to the problem of theorising fe-
male sexuality,10 we would stress the importance of Frye’s concerns 

        9. Grosz (1995, p. 222) allows that lesbians may need ‘modes of representa-
tion to affirm and render these [delegitimated social and sexual] practices viable 
and valuable’.
        10. Indeed Grosz (1995, p. 222) treats them as identical. We do not want to 
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for the process of exploring the (subjective and intersubjective) 
meanings of lesbian sexual practices. From within our conceptual 
framework we need not judge Frye’s claims as resulting from her 
failure to appreciate the negative effects of ‘the subsumption of 
women under heterosexist norms’. Instead, there emerges a more 
subtle way of understanding (a) her observation that in her expe-
rience ‘lesbian “sex” is … inarticulate’; and (b) her comment that 
this restricts the meaning generating potential of lesbian experi-
ence.11 She can be understood as drawing attention to the lived, as 
distinct from theorised, effect of the inarticulateness in question. 
Inarticulateness understood as a lived constraint upon the mean-
ing generating potential of lesbian experience is open to a vari-
ety of different reflective responses depending on the vast range 
of factors that have to do with the specifics of beings and interac-
tions.12 So, Grosz’s ‘present inclination’ to seek ‘to retain the inar-
ticulateness, the indeterminacy of lesbian desire’ turns out to be 
unnecessarily limiting. 

In another, initially more restrained, attempt to theorise les-
bian desire, Grosz (1995, pp. 173-174) sets out to investigate ‘what 
kinds of terms may be appropriate for understanding [her] own’ 
‘sexual practices, fantasies and desires’ rather than to explain or 
judge lesbian sexual practices. Here, she opposes to the dominant 

object to this position but to its effect as evidenced in Grosz’s essay. It renders 
invisible the possibility of reflection on lesbian sexuality that is neither derived 
from nor identified with female sexuality as such.
        11. Cited in Grosz, 1995, p. 221. In the passage Grosz cites, Frye notes that most 
of her ‘experience in the realms commonly designated as “sexual” has been pre-
linguistic, non-cognitive’ and that as regards these areas of experience she has 
‘no linguistic community, language and, therefore in one important sense, no 
knowledge’. 
        12. Grosz’s desire to assess the political value (presumably for lesbians’ strug-
gles) of lesbians’ attempts to articulate the structure of (their) lesbian desire(s) 
tends to underestimate the variable dynamics of the contingent, even as she 
warns against the ‘taming and normalisation’ effects of theoretical discourses on 
lesbian desire. This would explain why she concludes her review of de Lauretis’ 
The Practice of Love by suggesting that the time has come (she does not say for 
whom) to rethink what discourses lesbians should be using to theorise lesbian de-
sire, even though she makes a point of acknowledging that de Lauretis’s rework-
ing of a psychoanalytic conception of lesbian desire may be an attempt at self-un-
derstanding (Grosz, 1995, p. 171). In contrast to Grosz’s approach, we believe that 
the strength of the practice of ‘queer theorising’ lies in its efforts to resist classifi-
cation and categorial colonisation (Butler, 1990) and to transgress and transcend 
categorial ‘ideological liabilities’ (de Lauretis, 1994, p. v). Its weakness, on the 
other hand, lies in its inability to say precisely what, if anything, marks the limits 
of politically significant transgressive behaviour.
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concept of desire as ontological lack that of ‘the subordinated tra-
dition within western thought’ in which ‘desire is primarily seen 
as production’ (Grosz, 1995, pp. 179-180). Drawing on the work 
of Deleuze, Guattari and Lyotard, Grosz (1995, p. 180) advocates a 
reading of lesbian desire in terms of ‘bodies, pleasures, surfaces 
and intensities’. 

To use the machinic connections a body-part forms with an-
other, whether it be organic or inorganic, to form an intensity, 
an investment of libido, is to see desire, sexuality as produc-
tive. Productive, though in no way reproductive, for this pur-
pose can serve no other purpose, have no other function, than 
its own augmentation and proliferation … 
If we are looking at intensities and surfaces rather than laten-
cies and depth.… Their effects rather than any intentions occu-
py our focus, for what they make and do rather than what they 
mean and represent (Grosz, 1995, p. 183). 

Grosz draws two insights from her discussion of this ‘positive’ 
conception of desire. First, as regards lesbian desire, she notes that 
‘becoming-lesbian’ is a question of ‘what kinds of lesbian machine 
we invest our time, energy and bodies in’ (Grosz, 1995, p. 184). 
Second, as regards theorising, her proposal is presented not as 

a vision of things to come, an ideal or goal, but a way of look-
ing at, and doing things here and now, with concepts and ideas 
in the same ways we do with bodies and pleasures, a way of 
levelling, of flattening the hierarchical relations between ideas 
and things … of making them level and interactive, render-
ing them productive and innovative, experimental and provoc-
ative. That is the most we can hope from knowledge or desire 
(Grosz, 1995, p. 185).

Whilst there is much to commend attempts to produce desire 
in its radical particularity, we think that here, too, Grosz’s discus-
sion shows signs of advocating an unnecessarily restrictive un-
derstanding of desire. For, part of the way in which she presents 
desire as productive is through its opposition to desire as lack, 
an opposition which, as she recognises, has the effect of denying 
the ontology of any desires with inner depth, like lovers’ sharing 
of a rich inner life. Whilst we have no objections to the sugges-
tion that for some of us nothing may be lost by abandoning such 
an ontology of desire in favour of an exclusive focus on ‘machinic 
connections’, it is worth noting that Grosz goes beyond offering 
an understanding of lesbian desire in the restricted terms she ini-
tially suggests. 
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This is most evident in her concluding comments on the pro-
duction of concepts and ideas when Grosz assigns a restricted 
place to knowledge. In the second passage cited above she advo-
cates that the production (in her sense) of concepts and ideas (of 
desire) proceed ‘in the same ways’ as do the productive activities 
of bodies and pleasures. Presumably, this is possible because, and 
in so far as, bodies and pleasures are productive. Yet rather than 
render this relationship between the ontology and the concept of 
desire visible, much of Grosz’ text is devoted to clarifying her in-
tentions through a series of disclaimers. If the very ontology of de-
sire is purely productive and if it can be linked to the production 
of concepts in the way that Grosz claims, then Grosz should not 
be trying to convince others of the value of producing concepts. 
Rather she needs to show the productive activity in action. This 
is precisely what we take the categories of Hegel’s logic to be do-
ing. Their creative power is not, however, premised on the oppo-
sition and substitution of one concept of desire for another. As we 
hope our discussion makes clear, rather than offering an either-or 
choice between machinic and what we referred to as ethical con-
nections, it is possible within the Hegelian conceptual framework 
to engage bodies and pleasures at the level Grosz advocates with-
out having to deny another spiritual orientation of desire. This is 
due to the space created for the necessarily contingent by the inter-
play of the subjective and objective aspects of loving beings.
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11.  tHe faMily and tHe law

Our aim in this final chapter is twofold. Firstly, we want to outline 
what we consider to be a central feature of the Hegelian under-
standing of the logical ground of family law. Secondly, we want to 
draw out some implications of this understanding for two issues 
of current concern. The first of these is the question of the legal 
recognition of same sex relationships and the second is the legal 
conceptualisation of the post divorce family.

Before turning to the first of our aims we note that a defence 
of Hegel’s theory of law is beyond the scope of our present dis-
cussion. Instead, we hope merely to indicate why a suitably elab-
orated Hegelian approach to the concept of law has the potential 
to supply a much needed theoretical framework within which to 
resolve complex issues surrounding the role of law in its relation-
ship to the family. Contemporary approaches to the theorisation 
of this relationship have recently been reviewed by Martha Minow 
and Mary Lyndon Shanley (1996). The authors find fundamen-
tal weaknesses in contractarian, communitarian and rights based 
thinking about family law.

Contract-based theories promote individual freedoms but ne-
glect social values and concerns about inequality and digni-
ty; community-based theories articulate shared values but risk 
constraining individual freedoms and social pluralism while 
prompting greater social conflict. Rights-based theories invig-
orate as social values respect for certain individual freedoms, 
but they historically lack a rich understanding of relationships, 
including their preconditions, their responsibilities, and their 
consequences (Minow and Lyndon Shanley, 1996, p. 20).

In our view, the problems that Minow and Lyndon Shanley correctly 
identify are due to the tendency within each of the three approach-
es they discuss both to over emphasise and to under emphasise 
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what we described in Chapters 7 and 8 as the atomic and the neces-
sarily intersubjective aspects of family members’ identities. 

We also believe that the interplay between these two aspects 
of the loving identity has not just been overlooked by current con-
tractarian, communitarian and rights based approaches. In con-
temporary legal discourse it has also been under theorised by 
thinkers, like Minow and Lyndon Shanley (1996, p. 23), who ad-
vocate a focus on ‘relational rights and responsibilities’. We will, 
therefore, begin our discussion with an outline of the central 
claims of these authors. We will try to show how our Hegelian ap-
proach, which has a similar focus on relational rights and respon-
sibilities, supplies a more adequate theoretical grounding for such 
rights and responsibilities.

tHe legal recognition of relational rigHtS and 
reSPonSiBilitieS
Minow and Lyndon Shanley (1996, p. 23) maintain that were it 
to draw attention to ‘the claims that arise out of relationships of 
human interdependence’ family law theory would be better po-
sitioned to accommodate ‘two paradoxical characteristics of fam-
ily life and the family’s relationship to the state’. The first of these 
paradoxes is that ‘the individual must be seen simultaneously as a 
distinct individual and as a person fundamentally involved in re-
lationships of dependence, care and responsibility’. Here, Minow 
and Lyndon Shanley implicitly point to the need for the public rec-
ognition of both the atomic and necessarily intersubjective aspects 
of family members’ identities. 

They go on to suggest that attention to relational rights and 
responsibilities would require courts that decide cases like child 
custody disputes between parents ‘to consider each party to such 
actions both as separate adults and as individuals-in-relationship’ 
(Minow and Lyndon Shanley, 1996, p. 23). On this approach cer-
tain kinds of cases that are especially vulnerable to the distortion 
of the relational aspects of parenting would be better handled by 
the courts. For example, in cases involving pregnancy contracts 
and disputes between same sex parents one of whom is biological-
ly related to their child it would not be open to courts to make their 
rulings by reducing these sorts of cases to the mere enforcement 
of a contract or to the protection of the biological parent’s interests 
(Minow and Lyndon Shanley, 1996, p. 22). 

Whilst we agree with these observations about the potential ben-
efits of a relational approach to the legal conceptualisation of family 
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relationships, the authors’ discussion starts from the assumption 
that the law ought to have a role in the recognition and regulation of 
intimate relationships. Their analysis does not address the concerns 
of critics of family law concepts, such as radical and lesbian femi-
nists. They have argued, for example, in favour of the deregulation 
of marriage and for the resolution of property and child custody dis-
putes outside the legal system.1

Indeed, the second paradox that Minow and Lyndon Shanley 
(1996, p. 22) identify is that ‘family relationships are simultaneous-
ly outside of yet shaped by the political order’. They suggest that rec-
ognition of this fact would require legal institutions to have regard 
to the ways in which family life is framed and influenced by wider 
social practices. Illustrating the application of this claim, they main-
tain that the question of the legalisation of same sex marriages calls 
for a consideration of ‘the place of such proposed relationships in 
the lives of those immediately involved and those in the surround-
ing community’ (Minow and Lyndon Shanley 1996, p. 23). In at-
tempting to recognise the undeniable influence of wider cultural 
practices on the internal life of families the authors attribute to ‘the 
surrounding community’ a significant role in the determination of 
the meaning of fundamental legal concepts like marriage. Yet, their 
suggestion leaves unexplained why an appreciation of the social-
ising effects of wider cultural practices should lead to a recogni-
tion of any role for particular communities in the determination of 
the meaning and application of such concepts. Their own proposal 
seems potentially to suffer from the problem that they attribute to a 
community based approach, namely that it risks constraining social 
pluralism.2 We will come back to these concerns once we have out-
lined a view about the meaning and significance of the public recog-
nition of family relationships based on the analysis we offered in the 
        1. Card, 1996; Robson, 1992a and 1992b. Calhoun (1997, pp. 132-135) offers an 
overview of radical and lesbian feminist arguments against marriage, mother-
hood and the family.
        2. Midgley and Hughes (1997) conceive of the problem with the notion of the 
family in a slightly different but equally problematic way. They suggest that it is 
ambiguous because it is definable from two perspectives that represent conflict-
ing interests. On the one hand, an administrative perspective that looks down on 
the family unit from the outside views it as a political and economic unit and, so, 
values its stability and potential for self-regulation and self-maintenance. On the 
other, individual family members view it as an emotional and supportive network 
and, so, they value its permanence to the extent that it has the potential to sustain 
loving supportive relationships (Midgley and Hughes, 1997, pp. 61-62). They con-
clude that ‘what the family is and where family values lie can look quite different 
from these two perspectives’ (Midgley and Hughes, 1997, p. 62).
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preceding chapters. An outline of the role of such public recognition 
will enable us to explain the logical ground of the legal recognition 
and regulation of family relationships. 

Law and the public recognition of family relationships 
Why is the public recognition of family relationships necessary? 
Our discussion of mutual recognition in Chapters 7 and 8 sug-
gests that in the present context recognition concerns the objec-
tive aspect of familial ties as this is expressed in marriage, fam-
ily property and parenting. Developing this idea further we can 
say, firstly, that on the Hegelian approach the objective universal-
ity embodied in a loving couple’s mutual recognition also calls for 
recognition of the loving union by non-members. The reason for 
this has to do with the objective universal essence that, as we ar-
gued, lovers presuppose as the framework within which to prac-
tice their love. The logical priority of this objective universal es-
sence is concretely expressed in the public recognition of a loving 
union by non-members.

Secondly, this requisite public recognition must be institution-
ally embodied in law precisely because what is in need of this kind 
of recognition is the objective aspect of family relationships alone 
and not their subjective aspects. Recall that the objective aspect of 
marriage, the formal moment of family life, consists of the em-
bodiment of the abstract common essence, as distinct from spe-
cific natures, of the participants of a loving relationship whereas 
family property and children constitute substantive embodiments 
of the objectivity of familial love. Significantly, for reasons that we 
need not go into here, in the Hegelian system the law is understood 
in terms of the institutional embodiment of persons’ abstract es-
sence, irrespective of whether this essence is intersubjectively or 
atomically constituted. The combination of these two elements is 
what makes the institution of law particularly suited to satisfying 
the requirement that family relationships be publicly recognised. 

This is why we believe that Hegel is consistent with the de-
mands of his system of logic when he refers to the family as a ‘le-
gal entity’ (1981, §171) and insists on the legal recognition and reg-
ulation of marriage, divorce, family property and parenting (1981, 
§164, §176-§179). This part of his analysis can be severed from his 
assumption that the gender based administration of family prop-
erty should similarly be legally recognised since this assumption 
follows from his distorted elaboration of gender roles that we ex-
amined in the previous chapters.
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An internal objection to the family as a legal entity  The above men-
tioned references to the family as a legal entity have led Theunis-
sen (1991, p. 7) to complain that, although he presents the fam-
ily as the first moment of ‘Ethical Life,’ Hegel assumes that ‘the 
mates belong to civil society and live in a state’. Yet, according to 
Theunissen (1991, p. 18) consistency would require Hegel to view 
the family as becoming a legal entity only upon its dissolution into 
a plurality of families which gives rise to the concept of civil soci-
ety as the second moment of ‘Ethical Life’. Our discussion above 
points to the reason why this objection to Hegel is misplaced. We 
have seen that the rational principle underlying the law’s role in 
intra familial relations is conceptualised through a consideration 
of the family against the background of the abstractly understood 
non-familial. Neither the second nor the third moments of ethical 
life, which respectively elaborate the internal workings of civil so-
ciety (the systems of the economy, civil and criminal law, govern-
ment and corporations) and the state (constitutional law, interna-
tional relations and world history), need be assumed for the elab-
oration of the dimensions of the concept of the family which are 
public in nature when all that is at issue is the family’s recognition 
by the instituted outside per se. The question of the extent of justi-
fiable legal regulation of the internal affairs of family life is a fur-
ther issue to which we will return shortly.

The ethical significance of commitment ceremonies  A different kind 
of objection to our suggestion above about the role of family law 
could be put as follows. Whilst there is some basis for the pub-
lic recognition of on going coupled relationships, given the con-
straints that are inevitably imposed on intimate relationships as 
a result of their legal regulation, the need for public recognition 
might better be satisfied through community practices like com-
mitment ceremonies in the presence of friends. Hegel (1981, §164) 
acknowledges the role of kin and community in the recognition 
of a couple’s bond and he realised that state sanctioned marriage 
makes divorce more difficult (Hegel, 1981, §176). 

We do not wish to detract from the seriousness of the concern 
that people should be just as free to end their intimate relation-
ships as they should be to enter them. Nor do we deny the cultur-
al significance of the practice of commitment ceremonies in the 
presence of friends and family. Nevertheless, our response to this 
suggestion is to point out one unattractive consequence of adopt-
ing this approach. As communitarian theorists have shown, the 
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strength of face to face community practices lies in the fact that 
they engage participants in their totality as fully concrete beings 
who view each other accordingly. We suggest that this is precisely 
the reason why such practices cannot play the role we attribute to 
family law. Since lovers are viewed as whole beings within their 
communities, were communities to be pressed in the service of the 
public recognition of love’s objective universality the subjective as-
pects of familial love would be at risk of unwarranted interference. 

From the point of view of the relevant logic what would be 
lacking were the public recognition of a marriage not provided by 
the institution of law is exclusive regard to lovers’ objective univer-
sal essence on the part of those giving the recognition. If lovers’ 
objective universal essence is not the exclusive focus of public rec-
ognition then it cannot be effectively distinguished from the ir-
reducible differences that also define their identities as loving be-
ings. The irreducible differences defining the identities of loving 
beings cannot, in turn, be safeguarded from the possibility of be-
ing exposed, as a result of meeting the demand for public recogni-
tion, to processes that undermine the freedom to address the sub-
jective aspects of familial relationships. 

The need for a clear difference in the treatment of the rela-
tionship of the law to the subjective and the objective aspects of 
family relationships is overlooked by Minow and Lyndon Shanley 
(1996) when they advance the idea of focusing on relational rights 
and responsibilities. As a result, their approach fails adequately to 
explain the basis of the legal recognition and regulation of fam-
ily relationships and to set limits to the relevance of community 
concerns in the determination of such questions. Despite having 
aptly drawn attention to the undesirable tendency within commu-
nitarian thought to generate disputes about which family values 
society should endorse through its legal and other regulatory in-
stitutions (Minow and Lyndon Shanley, 1996, pp. 13-16), their own 
approach does not seem to have the conceptual resources to avoid 
this problem.

legal recognition and Plural SexualitieS
On the basis of our Hegelian understanding of the rational princi-
ple underlying the legal recognition of family relationships we can 
now account for the forms of sexual relationship that justifiably fall 
within the scope of legal recognition. Let us bring together the ob-
servation, made above, that legal recognition should extend only as 
far as the objective aspect of familial love and our conclusion, in the 
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previous chapter, that this objective aspect must remain indifferent 
to specific loving forms.3 We can now say that the law’s exclusive 
recognition of heterosexual love and, indeed, legal discrimination 
on the basis of the specific form of a loving relationship, contradict 
the logical ground of the need for suitably instituted public recogni-
tion of family relationships. 

Same sex marriages
Three important points follow from the above analysis for the de-
bate concerning the legal recognition of same sex relationships. 
First, there is a logical basis for dislodging the legal concepts of 
marriage, family property and parenting, from definitions de-
rived from heterosexual experiences. This is because the legal 
recognition of long term coupled relationships which involve the 
potential to acquire family capital and to raise children cannot 
be grounded on the fact that heterosexuals engage in this mode 
of relationship. So, our position supports the view advanced by 
Calhoun (1997, p. 135) that 

it does not follow from the fact that heterosexual marriage and 
family has been oppressive for heterosexual women and a pri-
mary structure of patriarchy that any form of marriage or fam-
ily, including lesbian ones, is oppressive for women and a pri-
mary structure of patriarchy. 

In addition, our analysis shows why the legal concept of the fam-
ily need not remain linked to a heterosexual form, whether patri-
archal or not.

Second, when grounded in an analysis of the objective univer-
sality of loving relationships, the demand for the legal recognition 
of same sex marriages amounts to a demand to treat the forms 
of love as irrelevant from the point of view of the law since such 
forms come into play only from within familial love’s subjective 
domain. It follows from this that, whilst the demand in question 
should not be conceived in terms of seeking the same treatment 
as heterosexuals,4 it also should not be conceived in terms of treat-
ment that recognises same sex couples’ differences from hetero-
sexuals. Comparative assessments are altogether out of place here.5

        3. This indifference need not be the homophobicly constituted space of ‘un-
knowing’ that Sedgwick (1993, pp. 51-52) discusses.
        4. Cf. Weitzman, 1974; Mohr, 1994; Pierce, 1995.; Wolfson, 1996. Critics of 
this position, such as Robson, 1992b, and Card, 1996, correctly maintain that it 
amounts to complicity with the heteronormativity of legal discourses.
        5. We do not believe that we are defending a view that naively assumes the 
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Finally, what of the question faced by lesbians and gay males 
about whether or not to support the legal recognition of same sex 
relationships given the cultural and historical links of the legal cat-
egories of marriage, parenting and family to heteronormativity? It 
is important to recognise that the issues at stake here can be con-
fined to political strategic considerations as distinct from theoreti-
cal or conceptual ones.6 That is, if our analysis is correct, then only 
considerations characteristic of any political struggle to do with 
effectiveness (priorities, timing and the like) remain open ques-
tions. These should not be confused with the conceptual issues 
that we have been discussing. So, for example, Ruthann Robson’s 
(1992b) opposition to lesbian marriage on the strategic ground 
that it threatens ‘lesbian solidarity’ by creating divisions between 
‘good’ and ‘deviant’ lesbians, (like her related claim that it exposes 
feminists to the law’s gender bias), should be distinguished from a 
quite different, we would say conceptual, claim, that she conflates 
with this argument from solidarity. This is her suggestion that 
lesbian marriage threatens ‘lesbian survival’ because it ‘domesti-
cates’ lesbians in the sense of oppressively over legalising their 
lives and eroding their power to define their lesbianism (Robson, 
1992b, p. 18). Robson (1992b, p. 127) concludes that lesbian ‘ener-
gy is better directed at abolishing marriage as a state institution’. 

Our differentiation between strategic and conceptual argu-
ments enables us appropriately to assess the merits of each kind of 
argument. The strategic argument from lesbian solidarity calls for 
assessment of contingent factors like the character and strength of 
lesbian solidarity at any given time and the specifics of legal doc-
trine. Such questions might, in turn, need to be considered in the 
light of the need to render visible the outlaw status of gay and les-
bian families. With this political goal in mind, Calhoun (1997, p. 
137) advances the strategic counter argument that by pressing for 
legal recognition of their families and child custody rights gays 
and lesbians oppose the enforced restriction of their families to 
‘queer non-marital and non-parenting relationships’. 

neutrality of law. Rather we take the view that the proper target of sociological-
ly oriented critiques of law, that draw attention to such matters as law’s race, 
class, gender and sexuality biases, is law as it operates in liberal theoretical and 
institutional frameworks. Although we cannot argue the point here, we believe 
that Hegel’s account of law in the ethical state does not suffer from the same 
limitations.
        6. We believe that the current tendency to treat all theoretical questions as 
strategic ones arising out of various discursive power struggles is ultimately 
unhelpful.
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Whatever one makes of the above sort of disagreement, 
Robson’s domestication argument is flawed because it fails to ap-
preciate the difference between the objective and subjective as-
pects of coupled loving relationships and the relevance of the law 
to the former. Consequently, it can see no positive and productive 
way of relating the categories of family and law. The limitations 
of Robson’s position become clear when she discusses lesbians’ 
child custody and access disputes and the possibility of extending 
the legal category of parent to include both lesbian parents. In line 
with her goal of ‘centering’ lesbians rather than the law (Robson, 
1992b, pp. 20-21) Robson (1992a) insists on treating differently 
the intralesbian situation from that in which non-lesbians are also 
involved. In the latter type of case she advocates the privileging of 
lesbian choices over the interests of children or paternal rights. 

In the former type of case in which it is not possible to resolve 
conflicts by centering lesbians’ choices, Robson opposes the ex-
pansion of the legal category of parent which would give the non-
biological mother of a disputing lesbian couple a basis for claim-
ing child custody or access rights. She urges lesbians to resolve 
the disputes amongst themselves by another ‘non-domesticating’ 
process available to them. This process effectively amounts to in-
voking lesbian categories that Robson (1992a, p. 183) only explains 
in terms of their opposition to legal categories. Her view is that 
the law (a) is unnecessary in a world of lesbians and (b) should be 
opposed where relationships between lesbians and the dominant 
non-lesbian culture is concerned (1992b, pp. 23-25). Thus, her ap-
proach unrealistically refuses to countenance the possibility that 
lesbians amongst themselves are capable of reaching an impasse 
when their personal relationships end and they are still linked to-
gether through involvement with their children. In the final sec-
tion we will turn to a brief consideration of the legal conceptuali-
sation of the post divorce family.

tHe PoSt divorce faMily
Our examination of the relationship between the concepts of fam-
ily and law has enabled us to attribute a certain role to family 
law which properly includes the regulation of divorce for the rea-
son that marriage partners’ decision to end their marriage, like 
their decision to enter into it, concerns their objective universal-
ity. Thus, the Hegelian approach inevitably gives rise to the ques-
tion of how the law should deal with property and child custody 
disputes between divorcing parents. We think that the key to an 
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appreciation of the Hegelian position on this question is the dif-
ferentiation between the ideas of the ‘natural dissolution’ of the 
family and its ‘ethical dissolution’ that we outlined in Chapter 9. 
Recall that whereas the latter necessarily comes about as a result of 
the development of the children of a family into their atomic indi-
viduality, the former results from the death or divorce of parents. 
Thus in the Hegelian approach it is conceivable that a family that 
has come to its natural end has yet to reach its ethical end. This 
observation has some interesting implications for the legal con-
ceptualisation of post divorce relationships between parents and 
between parents and children. We can best draw these out of a 
comparison of the effects of a family’s natural dissolution on fam-
ily capital and children.

Significantly, the natural dissolution of the family results in 
the dissolution of the family’s necessarily intersubjective will. In 
thus putting an end to their family’s substantial personality, rela-
tive to each other divorcing parents revert back to their respective 
atomic individualities. This change in the ethical and legal status 
of family members, in turn, grounds, the respective claims by the 
members of a post divorce family to have their family capital trans-
formed into private shares. In this case, family capital, the collec-
tive property that signifies on going ‘labour and care for a com-
mon possession’ loses its spiritual source. Consequently, it must 
revert back into private property items that can severally embody 
the formal personalities of each one of the (potentially) atomic in-
dividuals who had formerly constituted the family’s substantial 
personality. Divorcing partners thus become entitled to a share 
as do their children in their capacity as (potentially) formally free 
persons. This said, the Hegelian approach does not provide any 
objectively universal principle, such as a contribution principle, 
on the basis of which to determine the amount of specific shares. 
Instead, this question is left to the contingencies of time and place. 
Principles of distribution may well focus on considerations that 
are determined either communally (and codified in law) or by the 
parties involved (when they make pre-nuptial agreements). 

By contrast, the conceptualisation of the post divorce relation-
ship of divorcing parents to their children relies on an entirely dif-
ferent feature of the Hegelian concept of the family. Children, as 
we explained in Chapter 9, are taken to embody the family’s sub-
stantial unity, namely parents’ love for each other as distinct from 
their love in the form of a substantial personality. We can, there-
fore, distinguish between (a) parental love as the objectification 



the family and the law 207

of parents’ love for each other and (b) parental love as the objec-
tification of parents’ love for each other that takes the form of a 
substantial personality. In the case of the natural dissolution of a 
family, because the divorcing parents no longer form a necessarily 
intersubjective identity their parental love in the first sense just de-
scribed must simply take the new form of atomically interrelated 
individuals relating to their children. 

Interestingly, the fact that divorcing parents no longer feel the 
love of each other except as love of their children brings the chil-
dren of divorcing parents to the centre of their continuing familial 
ties. As long as divorcing parents’ responsibilities for raising their 
children have not reached the ethical end of developing the chil-
dren’s atomic individuality, divorcing parents can be said to con-
tinue to belong to their children’s family. The post divorce family 
can thus be conceptualised as the continuation of a substantial 
ethical unit that, nevertheless, takes on a new form as a result of 
the dissolution of its substantial personality. 

We believe that were family law discourse to distinguish ade-
quately between what the Hegelian approach refers to as the natural 
dissolution of the family and its ethical dissolution the difficult task 
of conceptualising the post divorce family would be significantly ad-
vanced. To illustrate this claim we would like to end our discussion 
by revealing the limitations of the position advanced in a recent oth-
erwise insightful paper on this issue by Elise Robinson et. al. (1997).

According to Robinson et. al. (1997, pp. 93-94) empirical re-
search into (legally enforced) child custody arrangements following 
the divorce of parents shows that such arrangements tend to favour 
giving custody to women and they reinforce values that underlie the 
model of the sentimental family. Significantly, this model invokes 
respect for the privacy of the family and of its gendered division of la-
bour. Furthermore, the authors suggest that within the model of the 
sentimental family children are viewed as fragile objects in need of 
protection. Their own perspective on their new situation is not taken 
into account and the perspective of parents is privileged. Consistent 
with the assumptions underlying the model of the sentimental fam-
ily, most accounts of a post divorce reality involving children 

suggest that either two new families are formed, with the chil-
dren being part of one or both, or that one new single-parent 
family is formed, made up of the children, the residential par-
ent, and (perhaps) any new partner the residential parent may 
come to have, but not including the outside parent (Robinson, 
1997, p. 96).
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Robinson et. al. challenge these beliefs about the impact of di-
vorce on the families of divorcing parents by drawing on the ex-
periences of children of divorcing parents. The authors offer a de-
scription of children’s post divorce situation which for the most 
part is consistent with the Hegelian approach we have proposed. 
They argue, correctly in our view, that children benefit from fam-
ily life through relationships with intimate others and not through 
‘residence in a sentimental household’ (Robinson, 1997, pp. 95-
96). Relationships provide the conditions that contribute to their 
identity and agency formation. It follows from this that when liv-
ing arrangements change following parental divorce the house-
hold splits into two but the child’s family, in the sense of his or 
her relationships with his or her specific intimate others, endures 
(Robinson, 1997, pp. 99-100). 

Indeed, from the child’s perspective, which (decisions about) 
child custody arrangements typically overlook, the child’s post 
divorce family is still a single, even if larger, unit (Robinson, 
1997, p. 96). It ‘has now expanded to flow into two households 
instead of one’ (Robinson, 1997, p. 100). This more fluid model 
of the post divorce family allows children of divorcing parents to 
access the ‘special moral context’ that families supply. This is a 
context in which familial ties play an important role in reveal-
ing who the child is as a moral agent at a time when his or her 
actions do not as yet reveal his or her moral identity to outsiders 
(Robinson, 1997, p. 98). 

To be sure, the authors’ attention to the experiences and per-
spectives of children of post divorce families enables them to 
make some important observations about the nature of the post 
divorce family. They identify the advantages of viewing it in terms 
of the continuity of ethically enriching familial ties. Still, the de-
velopment of their position relies upon the assumption that the 
different perspective of children is somehow more credible than 
that of parents. Thus, even though they locate the source of the 
problem with alternative accounts of the post divorce reality in 
the apparent failure of such accounts to incorporate the perspec-
tive of children, the authors do not explain why or when it is ap-
propriate to draw upon children’s perspective in preference to the 
parental perspective. 

This lack of a principled inclusion of the perspective of children 
in the process of defining the post divorce reality leads Robinson 
et. al. to conclude their discussion of their preferred model of the 
fluid family with suggestions, drawn once again from the child’s 
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perspective, about the special moral benefits of growing up in a 
post divorce family. Here is how they represent the advantages to a 
child of having access to two households:

by giving the child two households to be connected to, the 
child gets the good of living in two different worlds. When one 
world becomes tiresome or stale, the other world holds out, 
perhaps, the freshness of a different style of personal interac-
tion, a different ambience, an alternative world view, a change 
of scene. It can be comforting, when there is a quarrel or dis-
pute in one of the child’s worlds, to retreat at least mentally to 
the other world, where this particular altercation does not exist 
(Robinson, 1997, p. 100).

Notice, firstly, how the authors’ appeal to ‘the good of living in two 
different worlds’ is explained in terms of being given two house-
holds. Their discussion started by invoking the distinction be-
tween the household and relationships with intimate others in or-
der to point out, against the model of the sentimental family, that 
what matters morally is relationships and not households. Yet, the 
authors collapse the distinction in their own appeal to the child’s 
access to different worlds. Nothing more is said about what makes 
these ‘worlds’ different in any morally significant sense. 

Secondly, the authors’ illustration of ‘the good of living in two 
different worlds’ presents relationships that supposedly define the 
child’s moral identity as resources for the alleviation of boredom 
or means for avoiding the cultivation of a sense of shared respon-
sibility for the resolution of family problems. The psychological 
benefits referred to in the above cited passage can no doubt be 
an important part of the experience of children who grow up in 
plural households. Nevertheless, the authors’ attempt to attribute 
to this experience some special moral significance in the elabora-
tion of their conception of the post divorce family confuses the is-
sues. (Are they implying that good child rearing requires parents 
to ‘give’ their children more than one household?) Having implied 
that the perspective of children is authoritative, they do not have 
any way of limiting its supposed authority. 

By contrast, the Hegelian approach we presented above sug-
gests that it is not the child’s perspective, but his or her position, 
that should be taken to be ethically significant. Children, we have 
suggested, move to the centre of an adequate conceptualisation of 
the post divorce family. From this position they mediate the now 
atomic interrelationship of their divorced parents and, where ap-
propriate, they also mediate the interrelationship of their divorced 
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parents and their parents’ new partners. A recognition of the cen-
tral position of children within the post divorce family supplies a 
principled way of determining child custody issues and disputes 
that end up coming before the courts.
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This study presents an original interpretation of the meaning and 
complex inter-relationship of the concepts of love, sexuality, family 
and the law. It argues that they should be understood as forms of 
interplay between the subjective and the objective, necessity and 
contingency and unity and difference. 

A comprehensive elaboration of these forms is to be found in 
Hegel’s Science of Logic—the conclusions of which he used to 
organise his ethical and political thought. The argument is intro-
duced with a discussion of the relevance of Hegel’s speculative 
philosophy to modernity. The authors then explore the relation-
ship between thought, being and recognition in Hegel’s philo-
sophical system and offer an interpretation of the Science of Logic. 
This interpretation forms the basis of a re-assessment of Hegel’s 
treatment of love, sexual relationships, the family and law. A Hege-
lian account of familial love is employed to review recent debates 
within a range of discourses, including feminism, family law and 
gay and lesbian studies. 

As well as addressing current concerns about sexual difference 
and the ontology of homosexuality, the study provides a guide to 
reading Hegel in an original and productive way. It will be of inter-
est to philosophers, feminists, theorists of sexualities, ethical and 
legal theorists.

‘This is an interesting and significantly valuable example of how 
Hegel’s Logic can be applied to his own interpretation of his time to 
produce a contemporary Hegelian view of our world and its problems. 
The authors show that by the Logic of the family, as conceived by 
Hegel, contemporary views about same-sex and single-parent families 
can be justified and defended. The male-dominance and heterosexual 
orientation taken for granted by Hegel’s own world is not mandated 
by the Logic. I find their argument completely convincing. They dem-
onstrate beyond dispute that Hegel’s speculative philosophy remains 
relevant for us, and very fruitful in its applications.’ 
—H. S. Harris, author of Hegel’s Ladder and Hegel’s Development.
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