ONE

INTRODUCTION

THE HIDDEN THEME OF INTERSUBJECTIVITY IN
GERMAN IDEALISM

The following monograph explores the topic of the other within German Ide-
alism, in particular, the thought of Fichte and Hegel. Few studies recognize
that German Idealism deals with intersubjectivity. The philosophies of Fichte
and Hegel supposedly represent the culmination of idealistic metaphysics,
and it is far from clear whether it is possible for idealism to raise, much less
give an adequate account of, intersubjectivity. That is because the general
principle of idealism, whether ontological or methodological, is said to be
“no object without a subject,” or that objectivity is dependent on and relative
to subjectivity. If the interpersonal other were an object, he/she would be
dependent on, and in some sense derivative from, primal transcendental sub-
jectivity. Thus the other would not be genuinely other. If the other is gen-
uine, it must be transcendent to consciousness, and cannot be reduced to pri-
mordial self-identity or immanence.

Owing to its Cartesian heritage, idealism seems haunted by solipsism.!
Since “everyone knows” that Fichte and Hegel are idealists, intersubjectivity
seems excluded a priori—at least that is how the story usually goes. On the
other hand, if they do raise and deal with intersubjectivity, that is an anomaly
in tension with or in violation of their fundamental philosophical position. If
5o, this is an anomaly that calls for inquiry and explanation. What is inter-
subjectivity doing in a supposedly idealist philosophical program? How and
with what justification does it arise there?

The theme of intersubjectivity in German idealism is all but unnoticed, not
only in the English speaking world, but even in meticulous German scholarship
as well. To be sure, Fichte and Hegel do not speak of intersubjectivity per se,
but instead speak of recognition (Anerkennung). The recognition of the signifi-
cance of “recognition” is so recent that the term Anerkennung is not indexed or
even mentioned in Glockner’s Hegel Lexicon. Only in the last ten years has the
topic of recognition surfaced in the German Hegel discussion, and appropriate
studies have appeared.2 There are only a few articles on it in English.3

This recent interest in Anerkennung is due in part to the emergence of
the problem of the other, not simply as a problem of intersubjectivity, but as
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2 RECOGNITION

a problem which threatens to undermine philosophy itself as traditionally
conceived. Yet few have done more to raise the problem of the other in this
global sense than have Fichte and Hegel. It is no exaggeration to say that the
problem of the other and the related problem of otherness, first becomes
explicit in these philosophies. Recent interest in the problem of the other and
the related problem of difference, stands in the long shadows cast by Fichte
and Hegel, and its relation to them is at best ambiguous. On the one hand,
current philosophical consensus repudiates their thought as “metaphysics,”
and on the other, it continues to borrow substantially from them, often with-
out acknowledgment.

Another reason to study recognition is to clarify one of Hegel’s central
concepts—that of Geist. In the Phdnomenologie des Geistes, the central con-
cept of Geist first emerges as the result of reciprocal recognition. The con-
cept of recognition provides the existential phenomenological genesis of
Hegel’s concept of Geist, an I that is a We, and a We that is an 1.4 It is signif-
icant that Geist originates in recognition, for this suggests that Geist is a fun-
damentally social concept. But the heretofore dominant interpretations treat
Geist as simply another term for a transcendental or absolute ego,’ and thus
suppress its intersubjective dimension. In the Phenomenology at least, the
intersubjective-social dimension of Geist is the bearer of the transcendental
dimension, and the latter is an abstraction from the former.6 For this reason
interpretations which see Hegel’s philosophy as simply transcendental phi-
losophy must be called into question. If Geist has its genesis in intersubjec-
tive recognition, then Geist is not an example of transcendental philosophy,
but instead its transformation.

Existing English translations of Hegel obscure this departure from, or
transformation of, transcendentalism. There is no single English term that is
equivalent to Geist, which gets translated sometimes as mind (mens) and
sometimes as spirit. The two English translations of the Phéinomenologie
reflect this ambiguity in their respective renderings of the title: the Phe-
nomenology of Mind and the Phenomenology of Spirit. The translation of Geist
as “mind,” although correct in conveying the Latin lineage, suffers the draw-
back that it calls up the very Cartesian foundationalist metaphysical connota-
tions that Hegel seeks to overcome—namely abstract, formal, disembodied,
worldless subjectivity. Moreover it utterly fails to convey the intersubjective-
social meaning that Hegel also intends. The attempt to correct this omission by
translating Geist as “spirit” suffers the drawback of being either too narrowly
theological (e.g., Holy Spirit) or conveying far too weak a sense of the social
(e.g., team spirit, which is not a normative or ethical concept), and it suppress-
es the first person sense which is also an element of Hegel’s concept.

Given the absence of an equivalent synthetic concept for Geist, English
translations vacillate between “mind” and “spirit,” as in the following trans-
lation of the Encyclopedia by William Wallace:
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The absolute Mind (Geist) while it is a self-centered identity, is always also
identity returning and ever returned into itself. If it is the one and universal
substance, it is so as a spirit (geistige), discerning itself into a self and con-
sciousness. Religion, as this supreme sphere may in general be designated,
if it has, on the one hand, to be studied as issuing from the subject and hav-
ing its home in the subject, must no less be regarded as objectively issuing
from the absolute spirit (Geist) which as spirit (Geist) is in its community.”

In the first sentence Geist is rendered by mind, a translation that suggests a
Cartesian metaphysical-transcendental reading. Yet in the last sentence
Geist, rendered as spirit, is an intersubjective conception, namely, Geist in
seiner Gemeinde. The English reader, deprived of the interpretive work of
the translator, fails to appreciate that Geist is being translated in two different
ways, as mind and as spirit. The passage, obscure in itself, is given a mis-
leading clarification by the translation.

These translation difficulties point to deeper philosophical problems. H.
G. Gadamer observes that translations of Hegel into foreign languages have
been only partially successful: “There is good reason for the fact that transla-
tions of him [Hegel] into the major cultural languages first appeared in this
century—translations which, without recourse to the original German text, are
only half successful in communicating Hegel’s thought. The linguistic poten-
tialities of these other languages do not permit a direct duplication of the mul-
tiple meanings contained in such concepts as Sein, Dasein, Wesen, Wirk-
lichkeit, Begriff, and Bestimmung. Thinking in the possible translation of these
thus inevitably leads one astray into the conceptual horizons of the Scholastic
metaphysics and the more modern developments of their concepts.”8 In
Gadamer’s view, the conceptual horizons of metaphysics, enshrined in Latin
and its linguistic offspring “provides the linguistic foundation for the transla-
tion of Hegel into Italian, Spanish, French or English.”? Consequently it is no
accident that Hegel tends to be regarded in English speaking circles as the cul-
mination of the metaphysical tradition. Those who rely exclusively on transla-
tions tend to pick up only the associations with classical metaphysics—i.e., the
common elements of the House of Being or metaphysics present in Western
languages—and miss the countervailing nuances of the German language
which signal Hegel’s breaking up and departure from the metaphysical tradi-
tion. Hegel’s speculative dialectical critique of metaphysics gets lost in the
translation. This concealment of Hegel’s concrete meaning in metaphysically-
determined translation, lies behind the dominant interpretation of Geist as
mind and the suppression of its social-intersubjective sense.

Even German scholarship is unclear concerning the meaning and signifi-
cance of Hegel’s concept of Geist. For example, H. F. Fulda’s article on
Hegel’s concept of Geist in the Historisches Worterbuch der Philosophie,
exhibits two different senses, the logical and the intersubjective, without
mentioning, much less dealing with, the problem of their relation. Fulda
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identifies the logical sense of Geist as an identity that divides itself and
opposes itself to itself, and then overcomes this disunity by restoration of
identity and self-sameness. The following text exhibits this pattern:

This substance is, as subject, pure simple negativity. For this reason it is the
division of what is simple, or the doubling which sets up opposition and
then again negates this indifferent diversity and its opposite. Only this self-
restoring self-sameness, or the reflection in otherness in itself—and not an
original unity as such or a pure immediacy as such—is the true. It is the
process of its own becoming, the circle that presupposes its end as its goal,
having its end also at its beginning. And only by being worked out to its
end is it actual.10

In this passage the other has no independent status. It is the result of the logi-
cal operation of negation which divides the primal simple unity. Since nega-
tion is determination, the other is a determination (= negation) of the original
substantial unity, or self-othering. The other is logically derivative from and
subordinate to unity and self-identity. But the other is also an instrument or
means to the restoration of identity. For by cancelling or eliminating the
other (as negation of identity), negation of negation restores the original
identity.

The following passage from the Encyclopedia likewise exhibits the logi-
cal concept of Geist as self-mediating: “The appearance that Geist is mediat-
ed by an other is overcome by Geist itself, since Geist has as it were the
sovereign ingratitude to sublate and mediate that through which it appears to
be mediated. It reduces such instrumentalities to elements which have exis-
tence only through Geist itself, and in this way Geist makes itself completely
independent.”!! Thus mediation turns out to be self-mediation and apparent
determination by other is really self-determination. The other of Geist turns
out to be posited and mediated by Geist. “What appears to be external to it or
an activity opposed to it, is its own doing...”2 On this reading the other is a
self-othering (negation) of Geist, to be overcome by a further negation of
negation. The negation of negation reinstates self-sameness by eliminating
otherness. In this reading Geist is a logical-metaphysical principle.

However Fulda notes that for Hegel Geist has a second intersubjective
sense. “The paradigmatic phenomenon of Geist. . .is for Hegel therefore not
the ego or self-consciousness. Rather it is the relation of self-conscious indi-
viduals which are crucial to each other, since they give of themselves with-
out reserve and at the same time know that the others on which they depend
are nothing alien. Where Fichte posited the ego as absolute, Hegel posits this
process of self-abandonment and finding of self in other.”13 Clearly this pas-
sage employs the concepts of other and mediation in a different sense from
the first. The other here is an interpersonal other, another self-consciousness.
This other is not simply a negation, or derivative from negation. And self-
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recognition in other is not simply a matter of determinate or double negation.
Rather, determinate negation is an element in self-recognition in other. Self-
knowledge here does not involve simple self-sameness or self-identity, but
rather mediation by other. Thus Fulda observes, “It ceases to be simple self-
knowledge and becomes instead, self-knowledge in self-externalization...
[Entéduferung 1714 This self-externalization presupposes and requires an
intersubjective other.

Fulda does not recognize or call attention to any problem here, but the
question is how these two senses of Geist are related, and whether they are
compatible. Are all cases of reference to other, mediation by other, ultimate-
ly cases of self-reference and self-mediation? Such a claim conceals the
theme of intersubjectivity and appears to reduce the other to a mere illusion
or semblance. This is the conclusion drawn not by an existentialist critic such
as Kierkegaard, but rather by Hegel’s champion and defender, J. N. Findlay.

Findlay claims that Fichte’s concept of the absolute ego is the back-
ground for Hegel’s concept of Geist. In view of the self-positing of the ego,
the chief question, says Findlay, is why the ego should posit anything other
than itself, particularly an other that confines, bounds, vexes and bewilders
it.!1s The answer lies in what Findlay calls an elaborate “myth of a barrier,” or
non-ego. “The Ego posits a resistant environment precisely because it
requires such an environment to elicit its own activities, and to bring them to
consciousness.”'6 However, having completed this strange story, Fichte pro-
ceeds to retract it. “He drops the myth of a barrier: the existence of the Ego’s
object-positing activity cannot be explained by an impact or resistance, but
must be a consequence of the Ego’s own absolute activity.”!” The other turns
out to be a myth, an illusion. “Since our rationality makes us look in the data
of experience for what is universal, unifying and intersubjective, we must
proceed as if such universality, unity and intersubjectivity were there to be
found...”8

Although Findlay was an important interpreter and defender of Hegel,
his interpretation of the other as a qualified illusion goes too far in the direc-
tion of metaphysical idealism and confirms the existentialist criticism that
idealism is unable to take the other or otherness seriously.!” The other is at
best only ambiguous, never receiving consistent expression or treatment. It is
not a central theme, but only a muted sub-theme in the system of identity.
The other is not regarded as posing any problems in principle for idealism,
because the other is a category, a part of the system. And so it is in the final
analysis not other, but rather an expression of identity and self-sameness.

Thus several questions arise from the foregoing discussion. If Fichte and
Hegel raise and treat intersubjectivity, how is this understood? If they raise
the issue of the other, how does it accord with the putative idealist tendency
of their thought? Does not their alleged metaphysical idealism override the
other and reduce it to self-sameness and identity? Such is the received opin-
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6 RECOGNITION

ion. On the other hand, if no such reduction occurs, then with what justifica-
tion is label of idealism pinned on these thinkers? Has the fundamental ten-
dency of their thought yet been identified? On such an apparently elementary
question there is scarcely any consensus.

Moreover, the recognition that Fichte and Hegel raise and treat intersub-
jectivity within a supposedly idealist framework does not make the interpre-
tive task any easier, but serves to intensify the perplexity. My thesis is that
Fichte and Hegel do raise and treat the topic of intersubjectivity, and begin a
massive transformation of philosophy into social and historical modes of
thought. The implications of this transformation are still being worked out
and are controversial. This story, obscure and only recently surfacing in Ger-
man scholarship, has been almost completely neglected and passed over in
English. Uncovering this story and exploring some of its ramifications is the
task of this study.

PHENOMENOLOGY AND GERMAN IDEALISM

The careers of German Idealism and phenomenology are intertwined and
interrelated. On the one hand, German Idealism requires and anticipates
aspects of the phenomenological method. In order to overcome Kant’s a-his-
torical formal transcendentalism, German idealism finds it necessary to intro-
duce a phenomenological or descriptive moment into philosophical method.
This is due in part to a crisis in foundations,? the recognition of the absence
of unproblematic first principles and criteria. Both Fichte and Hegel confront
the question, how to philosophize in the absence of a criterion? Such a situa-
tion compels philosophy to delve beneath the traditional theories of episte-
mology and ontology to concrete human existence and interests. This move
discloses that reason itself is historical and social. The phenomenological
description of ordinary consciousness (the natural attitude) begins with
Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre, continues in his practical philosophy and popu-
lar writings, and culminates in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.

On the other hand, Husserlian phenomenology, as it pursues the ques-
tion of the ontological interpretation of its method, raises the issue of the
relation between thought and being, or the ontological significance of phe-
nomenological descriptions. Husserl was accused by his followers of either
being naive about, or indefinitely postponing, the ontological question. When
that question is faced, phenomenology is transformed into existential phe-
nomenology. Husserl’s late discovery of the life-world as the concrete a pri-
ori foundation of theoretical sciences, constitutes an anti-foundationalist
departure from Cartesianism.2! Husserl’s call for an ontology of the life-
world articulates the need for a new phenomenological ontology that deals,
among other things, with the problem of the other. The discovery of the life-
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world as the a priori condition of science and the world of science, reopens
and confronts fundamental questions of reason, as Husserl acknowledged.??

Those problems were also the concern of German Idealism. For, from
Fichte on, the historical and social character of philosophical reason was rec-
ognized. This called forth efforts to treat the basic problems of reason within
a genetic history. In that transcendental-genetic history, reason develops as
the unifying subject of the various standpoints and categories, a process
Hegel describes as the development of substance into subject. This raises the
possibility that Hegel's Phenomenology may anticipate, if not actually pro-
vide, an ontology of the life-world that Husserl called for, but did not live to
complete.

The last claim would be disputed by many, but by no means all, in the
phenomenological tradition.2* Although Hegel may have published a book
with phenomenology both in the title and as the subject, it is a “different sort
of phenomenology” from the Husserlian. For example, Heidegger denied
that Hegel’s Phenomenology is phenomenology. Rather it is metaphysics, the
parousia of the absolute. This recalls the existential critique of Hegel, which
can be traced to Kierkegaard.24 Heidegger’s denial that Hegel is ‘doing phe-
nomenology’ is an oversimplification.2s Moreover, Heidegger’s relation to
Hegel is complex and underwent a change from earlier rejection to later
appreciation, even though their projects are different. These topics lie beyond
the scope of this study.26

Nevertheless, Hegel's considerable influence on the phenomenological
movement should not be overlooked. The appropriation of Hegel was itself a
major event in the so-called ‘existential turn’ of phenomenology during its
French phase. Kojéve’s lectures on Hegel are an important bridge between,
and synthesis of, Hegel and existential phenomenology. These lectures were
extremely influential on Sartre and others. Kojéve identified master and
slave, lordship and bondage, and death as central themes of Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology.? Sartre appropriated Hegel as filtered through this discussion
and claimed that Hegel was far more significant for the topic of intersubjec-
tivity than Husserl.

Ricoeur speaks of this Hegelian influence on phenomenology as due to
the “implicit phenomenology” of Hegel’s philosophy of existence.?® Sartre
goes further: he credits Hegel with making the real breakthrough to intersub-
jectivity as an internal relation. Hegel, says Sartre, shows that the self depends
on the other to mediate its own “internal” self-relation. The autonomous self
is nevertheless shaped by and must deal with the pervasive presence and influ-
ence of the other. Thus for Sartre, Hegel’s Phenomenology and his account of
the other are not merely important resources for phenomenological philoso-
phy; Hegel’s account of intersubjectivity is superior to Husserl’s. To be sure,
Sartre’s Hegel is a ‘left-Hegelian,’ i.e., Sartre’s appropriation of Hegel is
piecemeal, embracing the Phenomenology but not the Logic.
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8 RECOGNITION
Phenomenology in German Idealism

German idealism requires a phenomenological moment for several reasons.
Perhaps the most important is to overcome the abstract formalism of Kant’s
transcendental philosophy. Kant's appeal to transcendental subjectivity—the
ultimate condition of possibility of knowledge—is problematic and unstable,
and called forth skeptical criticism.2® The central problem is that Kant can-
not, within the boundaries of knowledge set forth in the first Critique,
explain how it is possible to draw those very boundaries.30 This is due in part
to his restriction of experience to sensible intuition and his denial of intellec-
tual intuition. This restriction raises difficulties for Kant’s conception of
transcendental freedom. The problem is that transcendental freedom is only a
possibility left open by the First Critique. It can be thought, but not known,
and it is far from clear how the self-consciousness of freedom is possible.
The official Kantian doctrine seems to be that freedom must be postulated,
because it cannot, strictly speaking, be known (i.e., be an object).

Kant’s transcendental philosophy is a restricted, mundane transcendental
philosophy, carried out on the presupposition of the life-world.3! But Kant
never got beyond transcendental justification of the categories of Newtonian
science, and so never reached, much less developed, an ontology of the life-
world. Although Kant justifies science, he begs the question concerning the
scope of experience by rendering alternative forms of experience (e.g., the
aesthetic, the moral and religious) non-cognitive. For this reason, Hegel
observes that Kant’s restriction of experience to scientific knowledge is too
narrow.

The ‘phenomenological moment’ of German idealism refers to the sus-
pension of metaphysical debates as well as Kant’s restriction of cognition to
scientific experience.3? It includes the expansion of experience in post-Kan-
tian thinkers to include, in addition to theoretical-scientific experience, aes-
thetic, moral, social-intersubjective, and religious experience as well as the
‘philosophical experience’ required to do critical philosophy itself.33 The
phenomenological principle of evidence, or act-object correlation, is broader
than Kant officially acknowledges. Moreover, Fichte claimed that Kant tacit-
ly presupposes this broader sense of experience and evidence as a condition
of possibility of his own critical philosophy.

Fichte developed further Kant’s suggestions about the interests of rea-
son. He moved the concept of interest from a topic buried in Kant’s discus-
sion of the antinomies to center stage, and thereby inaugurated an existential-
pragmatic turn within German Idealism. Fichte’s First Introduction to the
Science of Knowledge3* shows that there are two types of philosophical
explanation that have mutually exclusive first principles, namely, idealism
(Kant) and materialism (Spinoza). A first principle can neither be demon-
strated nor derived from anything prior. However, since there are two possi-
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ble, equally immediate or self-evident first principles, the impasse between
them is theoretically undecidable. The foundationalist project shipwrecks on
the irreducible plurality and opposition between first principles.

Fichte’s critique of foundationalism raises the problem of the beginning
or starting point. Foundationalist Cartesian transcendentalism separates the
transcendental consciousness from the empirical and identifies the former as
the starting point. Skepticism about the transcendental subject undermined
this sort of transcendentalism. However, when the life-world lying beneath
Kant’s transcendental constructions is uncovered, not only is the scope of
experience enlarged, the transcendental itself undergoes modification. It
becomes embodied in the life-world. But this very embodiment of the tran-
scendental calls into question its ability to serve as foundation or starting
point, i.e., episteme is founded upon doxa. The transcendental subject is dis-
placed from an a priori starting point, and becomes instead a subject which
emerges and develops in history. Thereby it ceases to be a purely transcen-
dental subject and becomes social, and socially mediated. Thus the starting
point of philosophy shifts from a regressive transcendental inquiry into a-his-
torical a priori conditions, to a phenomenological investigation of the natural
attitude.3s

Fichte claims the impasse concerning first principles cannot be settled
on theoretical grounds. It can be settled, if at all, only by appeal to interests:
what sort of philosophy one chooses depends upon the sort of human being
one is. This turn to human interest is one example of a phenomenological
moment in German Idealism. But when philosophical attention is directed to
human interests, the problem of the other is not far behind, as Fichte shows:

There are a few questions which philosophy must answer before it can
become Wissenschaft and Wissenschafislehre.... Among these questions are
the following: ...How does the human being come to assume and recognize
that there are rational beings similar to it outside of it, since such beings arc
not at all immediately or directly given to or present in its pure self-con-
sciousness?... The relation of rational beings to each other I term
Gesellschaft. But the concept of Gesellschaft is not possible except on the
presupposition that there actually exist rational beings outside of us.... How
do we come to such a presupposition,.. 7%

We shall consider Fichte’s answer to this question below. For the present it is
sufficient to note that talk of transcendental constitution, and imposition of
order on the world, reflects a subjective idealism that ill accords with ordi-
nary interpersonal experience, the moral imperative, or religion. Taking the
life-world context of the transcendental subject into account means removing
the abstraction which makes that subject appear disembodied, a-historical
and solipsistic, and finding it situated within and shaped by the social and the
historical. Given such concrete re-contextualization, it is inevitable that the
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problem of the other becomes an explicit topic and calls for fundamental
changes in the concepts of subjectivity and experience. This happens in the
philosophies of Fichte and Hegel. Fichte’s pragmatic history of spirit implic-
itly, and Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit explicitly, are social phe-
nomenologies, or archeologies, of so-called “pure reason.” Reason is herein
conceived as social. Intersubjectivity, ethics and religion figure prominently
in the de-centering and transformation of the transcendental subject.

THE PROBLEM OF THE OTHER IN CONTEMPORARY PHILOSOPHY

The “problem of the other” has dominated the philosophical landscape for
the last twenty years. Michael Theunissen characterizes the history of this
development thus:

...the problem of the other has been thought through in former times and
has at times been accorded a prominent place in cthics and anthropology, in
legal and political philosophy. But the problem of the other has certainly
never penetrated as deeply as today into the foundations of philosophical
thought. It is no longer the simple object of a specific discipline but has
already become the topic of first philosophy. The question of the other can-
not be separated from the most primordial questions raised by modern
thought.3?

There is sharp disagreement concerning the exact nature of the problem and
its significance. For example the choice of specific terminology such as
“alien” or *“alter ego,” on the one hand, or “Thou” on the other, already
implies a decision concerning what the other is. From the standpoint of tran-
scendental philosophy and existential philosophy, the other has negative sig-
nificance, i.e., it is the alien ego, the inaccessible subject of the look, etc. To
be sure, there are radical differences concerning the sense of this negation.
Some maintain that the other is simply another instance of general epistemo-
logical worries about knowledge, objectivity, transcendence, and presents no
special problems.38

Others, like Emmanuel Levinas, challenge transcendentalism’s claims
concerning the primacy of cogito, methodological or ontological. The origi-
nal being of the other is the Thou who summons the self to responsible dia-
logue. This sense of other is neglected and passed over by traditional and by
existential ontologies. The intersubjective other presents a new issue which
calls into question traditional epistemology and ontology. To be sure, ontolo-
gy has not been a failure on its own terms: it has comprehended the other,
but at the price of reducing the other to the same, the particular to the univer-
sal. Levinas writes that “Western philosophy has most often been an ontolo-
gy: a reduction of the other to the same by the interposition of a middle and
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neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being.”3 The universality at
which ontology aims, strips the other of its alterity and reduces it to the same
(i.e., the universal).

For Levinas, Hegel is the arch-offender, because he allegedly subordi-
nates infinity to totality. Levinas believes that Hegel falls under his criticism
that philosophy is essentially egology, and that ontology dominates the other
by reducing it to the same. “Hegelian phenomenology, where self-conscious-
ness is the distinguishing of what is not distinct, expresses the universality of
the same identifying itself in the alterity of objects thought and despite the
opposition of the self to self.... The difference is not a difference; the I, as
other, is not an other.”0 Levinas finds Heidegger even less satisfactory, since
Heidegger’s pursuit of the Seinsfrage through Dasein analysis affirms the
priority of Being over existents. “In subordinating every relation with exis-
tents to the relation with Being, the Heideggerian ontology affirms the priori-
ty of freedom over ethics.”#!

These examples are not accidental or merely contingent. Levinas’ thesis
is that “the relation with Being that is enacted as ontology consists in neutral-
izing the existent in order to comprehend or grasp it. It is hence not a relation
with the other as such, but the reduction of the other to the same.... Themati-
zation and conceptualization, which moreover are inseparable, are not peace
with the other but suppression or possession of the other.... Ontology as first
philosophy is a philosophy of power.”#2 From this critique it seems to follow
that there can be no social ontology, because ontology subverts the very con-
ception of the social that is its object.

Levinas’ philosophy enters a protest on behalf of the other, and seeks to
reverse the situation presented by ontology: infinity must be distinguished
from totality, and ethics must take priority over ontology. The primacy of the
ethical comes out in Levinas’ concept of the face, an infinity which is irre-
ducible to totality. “The way in which the other presents himself, exceeding
the idea of the other in me, we here name face.”#3 Because the other exceeds
my idea of him, he can put my freedom in question and make the fundamen-
tal demand, “You shall not kill.” Levinas explains “The notion of the
face...brings us to a notion of a meaning prior to my Sinngebung and thus
independent of my initiative and power.”

Amid such divergent estimates concerning the nature and significance of
the problem of the other, two points need stressing: First, this controversy
shows that the other has emerged as a fundamental problem of contemporary
philosophy, but there is little consensus concerning its significance. To the
extent that we identify first philosophy with traditional metaphysics, or with
its successor transcendental philosophy, first philosophy appears to exclude
the other, and vice-versa. For if the other is neither a percept nor a concept,
neither an object, nor reducible to the immanence of pure transcendental con-
stitution, how can there be social ontology or an ontology of intersubjectivi-
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ty? On the other hand, isn’t Levinas’ attack on the ontologies of the other
itself an ontology? Steven Smith observes that Levinas’ phenomenological
ontology of the other is in fact anti-phenomenological and anti-ontological.45
But this makes it appear that Levinas must appropriate what he rejects in
order to make his case. Thus he seems to be playing Hegel’s game of dialec-
tical opposition.46

Second, whenever the problem of the other is taken seriously, Hegel
sooner or later becomes a topic of discussion. Classical ontology may not
have done justice to alterity, but Hegel claims to have developed an ontology
which gives difference its due. Thus Hegel not only shares Levinas’ critique
of classical ontology, but his concept of Geist may also represent an alterna-
tive social ontology. Levinas’ charges that philosophy is an egology, that
ontology reduces the other to the same, were anticipated and brought forth as
a critique of idealism in Hegel’s day by F. H. Jacobi.4” According to Jacobi,
idealism is the doctrine that the self can know only the products of its own
activity. This makes self-knowledge the constitutive principle of all knowl-
edge, and leads to a speculative egology that dissolves all reality into the
self’s representations. We do not know any reality that exists apart from the
self’s activity, be it nature, other minds, or God.

Hegel’s response was to develop an account of intersubjectivity and to
formulate an alternative to traditional ontology. Hegel’s Phenomenology is a
pre-categorial ontology of the Gestalten des Bewusstseins, that serves as the
phenomenological introduction to the concrete identity that requires differ-
ence, and receives categorical articulation in the logic.4® Hegel would proba-
bly regard Levinas as a latter-day Jacobi. Levinas’ claim that ontology is an
egology that reduces the other to the same, may turn out to be not so much a
criticism of Hegel, as a restatement of Hegel’s criticism of the traditional
concept of abstract identity, the identity that excludes or suppresses differ-
ence. Levinas® opposition to Hegel may turn out to be a restatement of both
Hegel’s critique of traditional metaphysics and Hegel’s existential phe-
nomenological ontology.4?

These comments are not intended to settle the issue, but rather to illus-
trate how the problem of the other—and Hegel—are at the center of contem-
porary discussions. For whether we think him successful or not, we cannot
deny that Hegel remains an important party to the current discussion. Who
better than Hegel has shown that first philosophy, as traditionally conceived,
is committed to abstract identity that excludes difference? The problem of
the other has no basis in the categories of traditional ontology. However, the
other may not simply subvert philosophy, provided a way can be found to
give difference its due. Such is Hegel’s project from his early Difference
essay on. Since Hegel’s thought presents an important treatment of the other,
an examination of the topic of recognition is long overdue in English schol-
arship.

Copyrighted Material



INTRODUCTION 13
PLAN AND OVERVIEW

This study takes the following form. Part One deals with Fichte, who first
raised the problem of intersubjectivity within German Idealism. One reason
why such a development may strike us as strange is the absence of attention
to or knowledge of German philosophy in the period between Kant and
Hegel, one of the most fertile periods in the history of philosophy. Although
German Idealism has been traditionally and unfairly considered to represent
a retrograde step from Kant to dogmatic metaphysics, it is now recognized
that, in response to Kant, post-Kantian German idealism develops its own
critique of traditional metaphysics and its inversion in transcendental ideal-
ism.3¢ Moreover, once the fundamental problems are more clearly recog-
nized, the commonly accepted picture of a development from Kant to Hegel
must be set aside in favor of a divergent threefold response to Kant by
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.5! The Other is an element in this critique, and,
for Fichte and Hegel, it requires the transformation of transcendental philos-
ophy from an a-historical a priori philosophy to a concrete social philosophy
of spirit.

Chapter 2 places the problem of the Other within the context of German
Idealism’s genetic history of consciousness. Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre
began the transformation of Kant’s critical philosophy into a transcendental-
pragmatic system that includes a pragmatic history of spirit. In his Natur-
recht, Fichte introduced the concept of recognition (Anerkennung) as a tran-
scendental condition of natural law. This is not a formal categorical structure
a priori, but a concrete life-world a priori that involves praxis and action. The
traditional concept of subjectivity is transformed into a social intersubjective
concept.

A study of Fichte’s thought is long overdue in English, but lies beyond
the scope of this monograph. The anomaly of Fichte’s thought is its develop-
ment from an early (Wissenschaftslehre 1794) methodological idealism that
asserts the primacy of subjectivity, or the ego, to the later ontological turn
(after the Wissenschaftslehre 1804) that asserts the priority of being over the
ego. This ontological turn in Fichte’s later thought is not extensively recog-
nized, much less understood. The concept of recognition, and the problem of
the Other, is an important first step down this path of ontological reversal.
The focus of the present monograph is on the concept of recognition, and not
on the Wissenschaftslehre 1794, much less the development of Fichte’s
thought in subsequent versions of the Wissenschaftslehre. Since the focus is
on recognition, I shall consider Fichte from this perspective, and then turn to
Hegel’s appropriation and development of this concept, following the prac-
tice of two German studies.>2

Part Three deals with Hegel, focusing on his early social philosophy and
the development of his phenomenological project. Chapter 4 treats Hegel’s
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early social theory in his theological writings. Prior to his appropriation of
Fichte’s concept of recognition, Hegel had already worked out analyses of
domination, alienation and reconciliation in his treatment of the positivity of
the Christian religion. His later accounts of master and slave, domination and
servitude, continue his early themes, and transpose them into the framework
of recognition. Hegel appropriates Fichte’s concept of recognition (Anerken-
nung) and transforms it by integration with the themes of domination, alien-
ation and reconciliation. He thus deepens and clarifies the intersubjective
significance of his earlier social and religious themes.

Part Three is chiefly a study of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, from
the vantage point of recognition. I hasten to point out that this is not intended
as a commentary on or study of the Phenomenology as a whole. The focus is
on the concept of recognition and its significance. Although my concerns are
more modest than a full commentary on the Phenomenology, the importance
of recognition in its overall argument has not been widely appreciated.53
When Hegel introduces the crucial concept of spirit (Geist) he shows that
spirit originates in and results from a process of recognition that involves
struggle, domination and reconciliation. Spirit has its existential genesis in
interpersonal recognition. It is an I that is a We and a We that is an I. This
suggests an hypothesis to be explored, namely, that just as the [ is aufge-
hoben or sublated in the We, so recognition is aufgehoben in Geist. This
implies that Geist is a fundamentally interpersonal and social conception.
This hypothesis will be explored in the following examination of the Phe-
nomenology. In support of this hypothesis is the fact that when Hegel intro-
duces the concept of absolute Spirit, it is not as a transcendent metaphysical
entity, but rather as the very accomplishment of mutual-reciprocal recogni-
tion. Absolute spirit is a divine-human, theo-anthropic community (Geist in
seiner Gemeinde). Not only is religion thereby transformed into social and
historical modalities, the social-historical nature of absolute Spirit is main-
tained even in the concluding chapter on Absolute Knowledge. Absolute
Knowledge has the structure of and involves divine-human recognition. Thus
the treatment of the Phenomenology from the perspective of recognition is at
the same time an exploration of the social, religious and historical signifi-
cance of recognition as aufgehoben in Geist.

Chapters 5 and 6 deal with Hegel’s phenomenological project, and relate
it to Husserlian phenomenology. I shall show that phenomenology is not an
utterly equivocal term when used in reference to the Husserlian movement
on the one hand, and Hegel on the other. There is common ground between
the two, extending to the problem of the other as a life-world concern, and
the need for philosophy to respond to the crisis in first principles raised by
the antifoundationalist critique of traditional metaphysics.

Hegel is unique among his contemporaries, and certainly among ‘typical
Hegelians’, in making perhaps the most serious study of skepticism of any
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modern philosopher. Skepticism is the self-styled “other” of philosophy,
which it accuses of being dogmatic.5 Hegel prefers ancient skepticism to
modern skepticism of the Cartesian-Humean variety; he claims the former is
far more radical than the latter.55 Modern skepticism attacks reason and its
claims, but uncritically accepts immediate perception as true, and relies upon
immediate certainties. In contrast, ancient skepticism turned its attack on pre-
cisely such immediate certainties, the claim of immediacy to be true, and
expressed utter hopelessness about all that is taken as stable, or typical.5
This fact—that Hegel sides with ancient skepticism against Cartesianism and
its alleged immediate facts of consciousness—shows that it is a mistake to
regard Hegel as a Cartesian foundationalist, or metaphysician of subjectivity.

Hegel’s Phenomenology is a self-accomplishing skepticism. Hegel’s
phenomenology begins at the abyss where Husserl’s ends, namely the dis-
covery of the groundlessness of the philosophical enterprise.5” Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology begins with the recognition of the absence of any assured crite-
rion, or rather that all philosophical criteria are mere assurances, to which
other, equally plausible assurances can be opposed. The classical skeptical
problem of equipollence—that to every argument there is an opposing argu-
ment of equal force and validity—sets the agenda of Hegel’s Phenomenolo-
gy. It is supposed to demonstrate by its traversal of all the shapes of con-
sciousness (Gestalten des Bewusstseins) that all merely immediate certainties
collapse and self-destruct, leaving no alternative to mediation and holism.
The truth is the whole. That is why Hegel characterizes Phenomenology as a
self-accomplishing skepticism, that serves as the critical introduction to
philosophical science. Of course Hegel is not a skeptic, but he does maintain
that skepticism raises rational demands, and, as a critical moment, belongs to
every genuine philosophy.

The skeptical problem of equipollence shapes Hegel's phenomenologi-
cal method, and underlies his characterization of experience as the highway
of despair. Each shape of consciousness is self-subverting and undergoes a
reversal or transition into its opposite. The truth of each turns out to be the
opposite of what was originally intended, giving rise to a new shape. Hegel’s
analysis of recognition, including the famous example of master and slave,
illustrates this general skeptical-phenomenological method of tropic reversal.
The truth of Mastery is servitude. Self recognition by other and freedom turn
out not to exclude, but to require each other. For these reasons an examina-
tion of Hegel and skepticism is an important part of the study.

Chapters 7 and 8 deal with Hegel’s treatment of recognition (Anerken-
nung). This may appear to be a traversal of familiar territory. After all, Fhe
passages in question are among the most famous and well known in Hegelian
literature. Nevertheless they have not been well translated or subjected to
sufficiently detailed scrutiny, especially from a Husserlian perspeclivq. I will
show that Hegel makes an important distinction between two perspectives on
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the concept of recognition. The first is an eidetics, which sets forth the gener-
al concept of recognition from the perspective of the phenomenological
“We” or “for us,” the phenomenological onlookers. The second is an empir-
ics, which treats particular forms and determinate modes of recognition from
the perspective of ordinary consciousness in the natural attitude. It is impor-
tant not to identify or confuse the concept of recognition with one of its pos-
sible instances or examples, e.g., master and slave. Such confusion leads
many to the erroneous conclusion that master/slave exhausts Hegel’s theory
of intersubjectivity. This overlooks the point that the eidetic concept supports
alternative modes of realization, and that master/slave is a deficient mode of
recognition. The other possibilities include friendship, love, the devotion
between brother and sister, and reconciliation.

Chapters 9 and 10 deal with further discussions of recognition in the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit, including its social and religious dimensions. Here the
hypotheses that recognition is sublated in Geist and that Geist is fundamental-
ly social are explored and tested. Although Hegel maintains that alienation is
not the final word and can be overcome, he nevertheless conceives recogni-
tion tragically, as is evident in his discussion of Greek Sittlichkeit as
expressed in Antigone, and in the Christian motif of the death of God.

Chapter 11 treats Hegel’s account of absolute knowing. There are at least
two divergent readings of absolute knowledge. One is the idealist reading, in
which all being is reduced to a metaphysical posit of subjectivity. The other,
which I shall defend, is that absolute knowledge is inherently social and
exhibits an intersubjective-social structure. This is not to claim that the two
models are mutually exclusive; it is to claim that Hegel does not abandon the
intersubjective-social conception of reason he develops in the course of the
Phenomenology, and that while there is no way from the idealist model to the
social, the latter model nevertheless can incorporate the former. The Phe-
nomenology does not conclude with an absolute idealism of pure self-reflec-
tive transparency, but with an historical recollection of the realms of spirit
without which the absolute spirit would be life-less, solitary, and alone.

The study concludes with an exploration of the significance of Hegel’s
recognition for the views of the interhuman in Husser], Sartre and Levinas.
It challenges Sartre’s strange appropriation of Hegel and shows how the
later Sartre drew closer to Hegel in his attempt to graft Marxist social philos-
ophy onto the existentialist individualism of Being and Nothingness. It also
compares the social ontological conception of reason that Hegel develops
with the anti-phenomenological and anti-ontological deliverances of Lev-
inas. I argue that Levinas’ critique of ontology is already present in Hegel's
critique of classical metaphysics, and that the position Levinas urges against
Hegel in Totality and Infinity is in fact Hegel’s own. The latter does not
reduce the other to the same, but rather grants otherness its due and allows
the other to be.
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