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In the first three sec tions of these notes I try to es tab lish the fol low ing
points: 

1) Hegel’s di a lec tics is in sep a ra ble from his ac count of the na ture of the
sub ject, and his di a lec tics of na ture there fore only makes sense on the ba sis
of the iden ti fi ca tion of sub stance with subject. 

2) If the di a lec tic is to be used within a ma te ri al ist frame work it can not
merely be “over turned”; it re quires a wholly new philo soph i cal foun da tion, 
and this Marx Engels and Le nin fail to give it. 

3) Hegel’s di a lec tic is of fered as a so lu tion to gen u ine philo soph i cal
prob lems con cern ing the na ture of the know ing sub ject, and any at tempt at
a ma te ri al ist di a lec tic must be gin by tak ing these problems seriously.

In the last two sec tions I have at tempted to sketch out an ap proach to this
prob lem by in ter pret ing Sartre as a ma te ri al ist critic of Hegel. 

Sec tion 1 gives what I hope is an un con tro ver sial ac count of the na ture and
lim its of Kant’s crit i cism of em pir i cism, and of those el e ments in Kant’s al -
ter na tive to em pir i cism which are im por tant for an un der stand ing of the
gen e sis of ab so lute ide al ism. In the sec ond sec tion, deal ing with Hegel, I
have con cen trated on try ing to un cover the steps which lead Hegel to iden -
tify sub stance with sub ject: in par tic u lar, his in sis tence on the the o ret i cal
pri macy of con cep tual knowl edge and his con se quent re jec tion of what can 
be merely meant but not said; and his def i ni tion of be ing as “iden tity with
self”. I have then tried to show very briefly how the mech a nisms of the di a -
lec ti cal logic are linked to the no tion of a sub ject as self-iden ti cal. In the
third sec tion I deal with the at tempts by Engels and Le nin to give an ac -
count of the the ory of the di a lec tic, rather than with any pos si ble use of di a -
lec ti cal rea son by Marx. I try to show that they are al most en tirely de pend -
ent on Hegel for their con cepts, and of fer no se ri ous at tempt to re think the
di a lec tic in a ma te ri al ist con text. In the fourth sec tion I sug gest one pos si -
ble way of do ing this by look ing at the work of Sartre. This sec tion is not in -
tended to be an ex haus tive treat ment ei ther of Sartre or of the prob lems of a
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ma te ri al ist di a lec tic. It is merely in tended to sug gest a per spec tive for view -
ing both Sartre’s ear lier and his later writ ings, and to [2] use this per spec -
tive, in turn, to il lu mi nate some of the prob lems of a ma te ri al ist di a lec tic. In 
the last section I refer briefly, and simply on the basis of my own present
interests, to a number of problems which arise from the preceding
discussion. 

These notes ob vi ously deal very se lec tively with the work of the var i ous
phi los o phers dis cussed, and in gen eral as sume a prior knowl edge of the
books re ferred to. One very im por tant point which is not dis cussed at all is
the ques tion of philo sophic method. While I point out that Engels has no
philo sophic method, I do not give an ad e quate ac count of the re la tion be -
tween the meth ods of Kant, Hegel and Sartre, and hence I do not for mu late
the method which I implicitly use. 

These notes are not writ ten as a “de fence” of ma te ri al ism and di a lec tics.
Both terms by now carry so much ex cess bag gage and accreted myth that I
would be per fectly happy if they dropped out of cir cu la tion. Nev er the less,
since they are not likely to do this, it seems use ful to at tempt to re move
some of the ac cre tions by re ex am in ing the philo soph i cal prob lems as so ci -
ated with the idea of di a lec tics.[3] 

Kant and Empiricism 
Hegel’s di a lec ti cal logic and method were de vel oped within the con text of
a spe cif i cally “ide al ist” phi los o phy. Marx and Engels use a num ber of spa -
tial met a phors to de scribe the pro cess of sit u at ing the di a lec tic within a
“ma te ri al ist” phi los o phy: the di a lec tic has to be turned up side down, or
placed on its feet, or turned in side out. In or der to un der stand these met a -
phors, and to judge what hap pens to the di a lec tic in be ing thus meta mor -
phosed, we need to un der stand the re la tion be tween di a lec tics and ide al ism
in Hegel’s work, and we need to un der stand the re la tion be tween what
Hegel meant by “idealism” and what Marx and Engels meant by
“materialism”. 

Why, and in what sense, was Hegel an ide al ist? It seems to me that this
ques tion can only be an swered by trac ing out Hegel’s re la tion to the set of
philo soph i cal prob lems be queathed by Kant; in par tic u lar, by try ing to un -
der stand Kant’s com plex and am big u ous re la tion to em pir i cism. At one
level Kant un ques tion ingly ac cepts an “em pir i cist” ac count of the na ture of 
hu man re al ity. He ac cepts that, in so far as hu man be ings are part of the sen -
si ble world, they must be un der stood as part of the causal net work that
makes up that world. He thereby ac cepts, a) that per cep tion has to be un der -
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stood through a causal “sense-data” model of sen sa tion; and b) that hu man
be hav iour must be in ter preted in terms of a broadly sensualistic no tion of
de sire, plea sure as the sat is fac tion of de sire, and hap pi ness as en dur ing
plea sure (see CPracR 9-24). But he also shows the dras tic lim i ta tions of
such an ac count of hu man re al ity. How ever, [4] in stead of re ject ing it and
be gin ning from the be gin ning again, he at tempts to sup ple ment it, by ar gu -
ing that while it is valid for the em pir i cal sub ject and the sen si ble world,
these can them selves only be com pre hended if we pos tu late in ad di tion the
ex is tence of a tran scen den tal sub ject and a supersensible world. The re sult
is fi nally in co her ent, but it is such as to lay the foun da tion for “ab so lute Ide -
al ism”, which at tempts to dis en tan gle the the ory from its em pir i cist roots,
and thereby also cuts out any ref er ence to the “ma te ri al ist” idea of the fun -
da men tal in de pend ence of “be ing” from “thought” which was still con -
tained in Kant’s em pir i cist pre sup po si tions. I do not want to try to give a
com plete sum mary of Kant’s po si tion here, but I do believe that it is
important to remind oneself of the how and the why of Kant’s argument
before attempting to interpret Hegel’s defence of idealism. 

Kant takes a “sense-da tum” model of per cep tion so much for granted that 
he does not ar gue it or even for mu late it in any de tail. In tu ition 

... is only pos si ble to man at least in so far as the mind is af fected in a cer tain way.
The ca pac ity (re cep tiv ity) for re ceiv ing rep re sen ta tions through the mode in
which we are af fected by ob jects is en ti tled sen si bil ity. (CPR 65) 

Scat tered ref er ences through out the text give us some idea of how Kant
con ceived this sen si bil ity. Sen sa tion is “the se quence of one im pres sion
upon an other”, each be ing a unity “con tained in a sin gle mo ment” (CPR
131). Each sense-da tum is dis crete: “Dif fer ent per cep tions oc cur in the
mind sep a rately and sin gly” (144). Sen sa tion in volves a suc ces sion of such
dis crete data. Any ac tual man i fold of in tu ition is a col lec tion of sense data,
[5] rather than only a sin gle da tum. In this col lec tion the data are con joined
or re lated to one an other in some way, but the con junc tion it self is not an
ad di tional da tum of the senses. In them selves the data are a mere “rhapsody 
of perception” (193): 

In ex pe ri ence, how ever, per cep tions come to gether only in an ac ci den tal or der, so 
that no ne ces sity de ter min ing their con nec tion is or can be re vealed in the per cep -
tions them selves. For ap pre hen sion is only a plac ing to gether of the man i fold of
em pir i cal in tu ition; and we can find in it no rep re sen ta tion of any ne ces sity which 
de ter mines the ap pear ances thus com bined to have con nected ex is tence in space
and time. (CPR 209) 
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There is noth ing in any of the dis crete sense-data which re quires us to or der 
them in any spe cific way. The man ner in which they are to be put to gether
to make a “pic ture” is ap par ently un de ter mined. This ap plies even to the
fun da men tal forms of our ex pe ri ence, space and time. 

In or der that cer tain sen sa tions be re ferred to some thing out side me (that, to
some thing in an other re gion of space from that in which I find my self), and sim i -
larly in or der that I may be able to rep re sent them as out side and along side one an -
other, and ac cord ingly not only as dif fer ent but as in dif fer ent places, the rep re -
sen ta tion of space must be pre sup posed. The rep re sen ta tion of space can not
there fore be ob tained from the re la tion of outer ap pear ance. On the con trary, this
outer ex pe ri ence is it self pos si ble at all only through this rep re sen ta tion. (CPR
68). 

Sense data can only be put to gether to form a spa tial pic ture if we al ready
have some idea of space, for each sen sa tion, as an im pres sion in my mind,
is what it is and con tains no ref er ence to an outer. [sic] The same ar gu ment
ap plies to the idea of a tem po ral or der of sense-data, since each da tum is in
it self atemporal. 

This sense-da tum model is not, of course, an im me di ate de scrip tion of
our ex pe ri ence of per cep tion; look ing around me I per ceive not a rhap sody
of dis crete data, but a tidy world of sta ble ob jects. Rather, it seems to be
con structed from a phys i o log i cal ac count of per cep tion in terms of ex ter nal 
stim u lus and bodily re ac tion trans mit ted to the “mind” by the ner vous sys -
tem. It as sumes a “re al ist” ac count of the [6] body and the world out side the
body, but, pushed to its log i cal con clu sion, un der mines the pos si bil ity of
such an ac count. Kant, how ever, ac cepts its ac cu racy and only wishes to
show that it is incomplete. 

His prob lem is this. Sen sa tion it self gives only dis crete data, but no re la -
tions be tween the data. Nev er the less we do com bine them to make “pic -
tures”. How do we do this, and in what way are we en ti tled to do this? Is the
pro cess ar bi trary, as in a ka lei do scope, in which any way of com bin ing the
el e ments is both per mis si ble and in ter est ing, or is it rule-bound, as in a
jig-saw puz zle, in which there is only one le git i mate pat tern? We do dis tin -
guish be tween, on the one hand “judge ments of per cep tion”, sub jec tively
valid ‘it seems to me’ state ments, in which no ne ces sity of con nec tion is
claimed, and, on the other hand, “judge ments of ex pe ri ence” in which we
re fer the judge ment “to an ob ject, and want the judge ment to be valid for us
at all times and equally for everybody”. In such a judgement, 

I de mand that this con nec tion (be tween sen sa tions) shall stand un der a con di tion
which makes it uni ver sally valid. I re quire that I and ev ery body must nec es sar ily
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con join the same per cep tions un der the same cir cum stances (“Pro le gom e non”
pp. 56-64).

The fact is that we do make such judge ments of ex pe ri ence, al though we
are not en ti tled to do so purely on the ba sis of sen sa tion. In or der to le giti -
mise this pro ce dure we have to ask “whether there is any knowl edge that is
... in de pend ent of ex pe ri ence and even of all im pres sions of the senses?”
(CPR 42-3). The cri te ria for re cog nis ing items which might qual ify must be 
their claim to ne ces sity and uni ver sal ity, nei ther of which can be given
merely by sen sa tion. Kant sets out to iden tify such items and then to see if
they re ally con sti tute knowl edge, that is, whether their use is legitimate. 

In the case of the ideas of space and time they are nec es sary forms for the
or der ing of our sen si ble ex pe ri ence, but can not them selves be de rived from 
sen sa tion, and hence are a pri ori. [7] They are also nec es sary in the sense
that we can not imag ine the non ex is tence of ei ther space or time. Space and
time are forms of in tu ition. Apart from in tu ition, we also think ob jects by
means of con cepts. Each con cept is an or der ing prin ci ple which brings to -
gether, clas si fies and re lates var i ous as pects of ex pe ri ence. The con cept
“dog” is used to clas sify a num ber of dis tinct ob jects of ex pe ri ence, and to
re late them to one an other and to var i ous other ob jects.1 This relating
function is made explicit in the judgement: 

In ev ery judge ment there is a con cept which holds of very many rep re sen ta tions,
and among them of a given rep re sen ta tion that is im me di ately re lated to an ob -
ject. (CPR 43)

A judge ment is a way of uni fy ing ob jects of ex pe ri ence by means of con -
cepts, and each form of judge ment rep re sents a par tic u lar way in which dif -
fer ent bits of ex pe ri ence, dif fer ent rep re sen ta tions, can be brought to gether. 
Kant there fore ar gued that in the ta ble of judge ments es tab lished by lo gi -
cians we can find an ex haus tive list of the pos si ble ways of re lat ing as pects
of ex pe ri ence. Leav ing aside the ques tion of the ad e quacy of this ta ble, we
can ac cept the point that judge ments do unify as pects of ex pe ri ence, and
that the cat e go ries for bring ing about this unity are not given by and in the
sense-data. In so far as no or gani sa tion of our ex pe ri ence can oc cur with out
the use of these categories, they are universal and necessary.

With out these cat e go ries there can be no ex pe ri ence of “ob jects”, for to
pos tu late an ob ject of ex pe ri ence is to claim that there is a rule-gov erned
con nec tion be tween cer tain sense-date: 
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Now we find that our thought of the re la tion of all knowl edge to its ob ject car ries
with it an el e ment of ne ces sity; the ob ject is viewed as that which pre vents our
modes of knowl edge from be ing hap haz ard or ar bi trary, and which de ter mines
them a pri ori in some def i nite fash ion. For in so far as they are to re late to an ob -
ject they must nec es sar ily agree with one an other, that is, must pos sess that unity
which con sti tutes the con cept of an ob ject. (CPR 134-5) 

When I add up cer tain sense-data and end up with a dog, I am ap ply ing a
rule for the as sem blage of par tic u lar kinds of sense-data pre sented [8] in a
par tic u lar or der by the forms of in tu ition. The rule may be seen as a
blue-print for the man u fac ture of the ex pe ri ence of a dog. A dog is a very
com plex an i mal ex ist ing in a num ber of sen sory “di men sions”. Yet I
glance briefly at the ob ject in the gar den and im me di ately iden tify it as a
dog. In so iden ti fy ing it I am mak ing pre dic tions about it. I am pre dict ing
that it would he a cer tain ap pear ance if looked at from other per spec tives,
that it would bleed if cut, and so on. In par tic u lar in stances I might be
wrong, and it might turn out not to be a dog. But it is only pos si ble to even
try to ver ify my ini tial judge ment in so far as an ob ject is al ways de fined in
terms of a rule for the as sem blage of pos si ble in tu itions. It is only in terms
of the rule that I can go be yond the lim ited ex pe ri ence of it that I have had to 
make pre dic tions as to other pos si ble ex pe ri ences of it, and then to use
these pre dic tions to ver ify that it ac tu ally is a dog. With out the rule, the pos -
si bil ity of verification would not arise, and so they could be no ordered
experience whatsoever. 

But with out an or dered ex pe ri ence of ob jects there can be no ex pe ri ence
of the sub ject.

Only in so far as I can grasp the man i fold of rep re sen ta tions in one con scious ness
do I call them one and all mine. For oth er wise I should have as many-sided and
di verse a self as I have rep re sen ta tions of which I am con scious to my self. Syn -
thetic unity of the man i fold of in tu itions, as gen er ated a pri ori, is thus the ground
of the iden tity of apperception it self, which pre cedes a pri ori all my de ter mi nate
thoughts (CPR 154.) 

In or der to talk about my self as hav ing a par tic u lar ex pe ri ence of a
sensedatum, it must be pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween my self and the par -
tic u lar ex pe ri ence. If there is no iden ti cal I (in some sense of the term “iden -
ti cal”) link ing the ex pe ri ences, then we are left with a “many-col oured and
di verse self”, which is in ef fect noth ing other than the se quence of ap pear -
ances; it is a se quence of selves each of which is in fact iden ti cal with the
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ex pe ri ence which is sup posed to be its ex pe ri ence.2 But the nec es sary con -
di tion for dis tin guish ing the I from the [9] se quence of ex pe ri ences is pre -
cisely that there should be a “syn thetic unity of the man i fold gen er ated
apriori”. Only if there is a cer tain ob jec tive ne ces sity in the re la tion of at
least some of the bits of my ex pe ri ence to one an other is it pos si ble for me
to dis tin guish be tween my self and my ex pe ri ence, and hence to have a con -
cept of my self as a sub ject iden ti cal through time. It must be pos si ble to dis -
tin guish, in the tem po ral se quence of ac tual and pos si ble ex pe ri ences, be -
tween the or der of ap pear ances for the sub ject and some other pos si ble or -
der ex pe ri enced by the sub ject as be ing out side its con trol. Since this ex pe -
ri ence of ob jec tiv ity is only pos si ble in virtue of the application of the
relational categories, it follows that we are in fact justified in using them. 

How ever, Kant now has to elab o rate on the ba sic sense da tum model in
or der to give some ac count of the mech a nism of syn the sis through the ap -
pli ca tion of the cat e go ries. Roughly, this syn the sis involves: 
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2 [fvg] What is it that stops Turner from say ing here “Kant here al ready an tic i pates to -
day’s col lec tive nar cis sism, which is the same thing Hegel would later call ide al ism, and 
in Sartre is called ‘pos i tiv ism’”? It’s the en tirely dif fer ent mean ings of the word ‘ide al -
ism’ in Rus sell - in An a lytic Phi los o phy al to gether -, com pared to the ‘Con ti nent’. For
the Em pir i cism from which Turner is try ing to ex tri cate him self here, ‘ide al ism’ is that
car i ca ture Rus sell makes of it: an ‘ide al ist’ is some one who de nies re al ity, for whom
‘ev ery thing is in the mind’. “There is an em pha sis upon mind as op posed to mat ter,
which leads in the end to the as ser tion that only mind ex ists.” (Rus sell [1961]: His tory
of West ern Phi los o phy, p. 677.) Nei ther in Rus sell nor in the An a lytic Phi los o phy he in -
spired is there any dis cus sion of the way, in Kant, the mean ing of the word ‘cri tique’ is
en tirely new, with re gard to the en tire post-Ar is to te lian con cep tion of ‘truth’, ‘logic’
and ‘au thor ity’, and what this new con cep tion of cri tique has to do with that re la tion ship 
which Turner here con ceives of some thing static: the re la tion ship of the ‘I’ and the
‘sensedatum’. This ‘self-objectification’ in which Rus sell en gages here is char ac ter is tic
of An a lytic Phi los o phy right through to the eight ies: “Ac cord ing to Kant, the outer
world causes only the mat ter of sen sa tion, but our own men tal ap pa ra tus or ders this
mat ter in space and time, and sup plies the con cepts by means of which we un der stand
ex pe ri ence”. (Rus sell, op. cit., p. 680.) To call what in Kant is termed the aware ness of
the antinomies ‘an ar gu ment’ - in the or di nary sense -, is al ready pretty weak, though in
Ameriks the word ‘crit i cal’ does at least get a men tion: “The ‘crit i cal’ so lu tion to this
con tra dic tion is to ob serve that the whole ar gu ment rests on a dog matic prem ise ...”
(Karl Ameriks [1999]: “Im man uel Kant” in: The Co lum bia His tory of West ern Phi los o -
phy, p. 499.) Turner will later use the short hand ‘A=A’ for ex actly this dogma, the
so-called ‘iden tity’ of sub ject and ob ject, with out real is ing that his own em pir i cist pre -
sup po si tions are keep ing him from un der stand ing how this is used in the en tire tra di tion
from Hegel on wards. It’s this em pir i cism (or ‘nat u ral ism’, as Henrich pre fers to call it)
that’s the com mon de nom i na tor be tween An a lytic Phi los o phy and the Le nin ists, and is
ex plic itly re jected in Sartre - this is why the charge of ‘pos i tiv ism’ cov ers both An a lytic
Phi los o phy and what in Sartre is called dog matic ma te ri al ism. Turner does n’t no tice that 
the entire discussion about what he calls the ‘knowing subject’ doesn’t start - as he
thinks it does - with ‘dialectical materialism’ (i.e. post-Marx) but right here: in Kant, in
the notion of critique itself.  
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a) a num ber of dis crete el e ments, brought to gether by the syn the sis of ap -
pre hen sion in in tu ition: 

Each rep re sen ta tion, in so far as it is con tained in a sin gle mo ment, can never be
any thing but ab so lute unity. In or der that unity of in tu ition may arise out of this
man i fold ... it must first be run through and held to gether. (CPR 131).

b) each of these rep re sen ta tions must not only be pre served as a “now” in
a se quence of nows, it must also be re pro duced in the pres ent: 

If I were al ways to drop out of thought the pre ced ing rep re sen ta tions ... and did
not re pro duce them while ad vanc ing to those that fol low, a com plete rep re sen ta -
tion would never be ob tained (CPR 133). 

This is the syn the sis of re pro duc tion in imag i na tion. 
c) the re pro duced rep re sen ta tions must be or gan ised into a whole, ac -

cord ing to a pat tern or rule. This is the syn the sis of rec og ni tion in a concept: 

If, in count ing, I for get that the units, which now hover be fore me, have been
added to one an other in suc ces sion, I should never know that a to tal is be ing pro -
duced through this suc ces sive ad di tion of unit to unit, and so would re main ig no -
rant of the num ber. For the con cept of the num ber is noth ing but the con scious -
ness of this unity of syn the sis. (CPR 134). [10]

The syn the sis of ap pre hen sion in in tu ition oc curs through the ap pli ca tion
of the pure forms of in tu ition, space and time. The in ter me di ary be tween
this and the ap pli ca tion of the cat e gory is what Kant calls a ‘schema’,
which is a “rep re sen ta tion of a uni ver sal pro ce dure of imag i na tion in pro -
vid ing an im age for a con cept” (KS 182). A schema is a rule of tem po ral or -
der, and each cat e gory co in cides with a spe cific rule of tem po ral or der of
rep re sen ta tions. Thus the rep re sen ta tions re ceived by the sub ject are first
or gan ised into spa tial and tem po ral or der by the pure forms of sen si bil ity,
and then this or der func tions as the ba sis for a fur ther or der ing into
rule-bound se quences of pos si ble and ac tual ex pe ri ences by the imag i na -
tion and by the un der stand ing which as it were crystallises and identifies
the experience by the application of the a priori categories.

Much of this is very ob scure, and in par tic u lar Kant does not give a clear
ac count of the na ture and func tion of the sche mata. But what is im por tant
here is the con trast be tween Kant’s ac count and the sim ple em pir i cist
sense-da tum model. In the lat ter, the sub ject is sim ply a re ceiver; purely
sen si ble in tu ition is noth ing but re cep tiv ity. It can not go be yond one rep re -
sen ta tion to re late it to oth ers. Its his tory would be rather like an un used
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movie, in which a se ries of pic tures sit im po tently next to one an other. By
show ing that such a model makes it im pos si ble even to con ceive of a sub -
ject, Kant has shown that it is nec es sary to un der stand the sub ject as be ing
in some way spon ta ne ous as well as re cep tive. The sub ject syn the sises ex -
pe ri ence, not only in mak ing judge ments, but, more fun da men tally, in our
very ex pe ri ence of ob jects. This ex pe ri ence is al ways of whole which go
be yond what is im me di ately given in per cep tion, to wards what is al ready
past per cep tion and also to wards con tin u ous rule-based pre dic tion of pos si -
ble fu ture per cep tions. We there fore have to un der stand the sub ject not
sim ply as a pres ent con scious ness of a pres ent rep re sen ta tion, but as what
Strawson calls “a tem po rally ex tended point of view on the world”
(Strawson 104).[11] 

This is con nected with the view of a con cept as be ing a rule, rather than a
spe cial kind of im age or rep re sen ta tion. For Hume, 

Ab stract ideas are ... in them selves in di vid ual, how ever they may be come gen eral 
in their rep re sen ta tions. The im age in the mind is only that of a par tic u lar ob ject,
though the ap pli ca tion of it in our rea son ing be the same as if it were uni ver sal.
(Trea tise, p. 28). 

Here an ab stract idea is a spe cial kind of im age, or, rather, an or di nary im -
age with a spe cial use. Dis putes among the empiricists con cerned the na -
ture of this im age, but all ac cepted that the ab stract idea was fun da men tally
an im age. A rule, on the other hand, is con structed and ar tic u lated in quite a
dif fer ent way from an im age. Very roughly, one may say that a rule is a
prop o si tion or a set of prop o si tions, while an im age is a pic ture. The rule is
ex pressed in words, which are in turn ex pressed in other words, in so far as
each word is it self a (con cep tual) rule. If we think of a con cept as be ing a
pic ture, its mean ing is in some sense im me di ately all pres ent in the pic ture
as we “look” at it. But if we think of it as a set of prop o si tion, each of which
ex tends into other prop o si tions, then we have to try to un der stand thought
it self in quite a dif fer ent way. It can no lon ger be in any sense a mere pas -
sive “look ing at pic tures”. Con se quently the think ing sub ject also must be
ar tic u lated in a dif fer ent way, in so far as it has to somehow hold together
and synthesise this set of rules.

A “re al ist” or a “ma te ri al ist” view will have to be able to find room within 
its own pa ram e ters for an ac count of this [12] spon ta ne ous and syn the sis ing
role of the sub ject. Kant, how ever, de vel ops his own ac count in the di rec -
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tion of ide al ism, as a di rect con se quence of the sense-da tum model fromtion of ide al ism, as a di rect con se quence of the sense-da tum model from
which he be gins.3

That in which alone the sen sa tions can be pos ited and or dered in a cer tain form
can not it self be sen sa tion; and there fore, while the mat ter of all ex pe ri ence is
given to us a pos te ri ori only, its form must lie ready for the sen sa tions a pri ori in
the mind, and so must al low of be ing con sid ered apart from all sen sa tion. (CPR
66). 

But if these forms lie in the mind, they may be con sti tu tive of our ex pe ri -
ence of the ob ject, but they can tell us noth ing of the thing as it is in it self,
in de pend ent of our ex pe ri ence of it. This has the par a dox i cal re sult that not
even the cat e gory of cau sal ity can be ap plied to the thing in it self,4 al though 
the the ory of per cep tion which has lead Kant to pos tu late a thing in it self
as sumes its causal ac tion in sen sa tion. Fur ther more, in my at tempts to
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3 [fvg] Turner is en cum bered here by two con trary as sump tions of the time: 
a) by the posi tiv ist mis con cep tion that ‘ide al ism’ - in Kant through to Hegel - leads to a
type of so lip sism in which the “spon ta ne ous and syn the sis ing role of the sub ject” loses
its ‘foun da tion’ in the ‘real world’, and is hence de pend ent upon a later gen er a tion of
‘re al ists’ and ‘ma te ri al ists’ to put it right; 
b) by the French ‘ex is ten tial ist’ read ing of Marx go ing in the di a met ri cally op po site di -
rec tion: res cu ing in di vid u al ity and au ton omy, as they see it, from the dog matic Marx ism 
of the Com mu nist coun tries. On the first as sump tion Kant has lost his grip on the ‘real’
world; on the sec ond that an ac count of the ‘know ing sub ject’ had to wait for Sartre and
the existentialists be fore ‘sub jec tiv ity’ could be un der stood. In fact, both the ‘ma te ri al -
ism’ and the ‘di a lec tics’ is al ready right there in Kant. The ‘pic ture’/’rule’ dis tinc tion,
which Turner here re gards as a prob lem that can only be solved in de pend ently of ‘ide al -
ism’, then turns out to be in dis tin guish able from what, within this self-same ‘ide al ism’,
is thematised by a for mula Turner him self uses: “A=A”. (The one ‘A’ stand ing for the
word or con cept or sym bol, the other for what it is that is be ing re ferred to or per ceived
or ‘de noted’.) The pur ported loss of re al ism in Kant evap o rates once the base less ness of 
the nat u ral ist as sump tions pre sup posed by such a read ing be come ev i dent. The idea that
Kant’s point of departure is a ‘sense-datum model’ is pure fiction, based on a confusion
with Hume.  

4 [fvg] The ‘thing-in-it self’ is not based on a ‘the ory of per cep tion’, but on a bit of his tory 
of phi los o phy that Turner - on posi tiv ist premisses - feels can be ig nored. Or rather: the
no tion that epis te mol ogy and the his tory of phi los o phy is col laps ible into a ‘the ory of
per cep tion’ (of ei ther em pir i cist or Le nin ist kind) is pos i tiv ism. (Habermas’ def i ni tion:
that we deny re flec tion is pos i tiv ism.) The form/con tent dis tinc tion Kant here in vokes as 
a re sponse to Humean scep ti cism is a bit of ‘rad i cal En light en ment’ based on Spinoza,
Leibnitz, Wolf, a con se quence of the in sight that nei ther causes, nor time, nor space can
be ob served - in the sense in which empiricists use ‘ex pe ri ence’. Since we can nei ther
ob serve nor ig nore them, we’re forced into a re flec tion on the way we use them - a re -
flec tion not pos si ble in that self-objectifying ‘stance’ in which we treat our selves as ob -
jects. Turner is here on a wa ter shed be tween two ma jor streams in West ern thought,
though he is by no means aware of it. Free dom and au ton omy can mean ei ther the au -
ton omy gained by free dom from the pas sions (Freud: free dom from ‘id’-forces, from
dis so ci a tion, fear, pri mary pro cess thinking), or freedom to choose one’s own ‘ends’,
also, and in particular, politically.  



un der stand my self as sub ject I am faced with the same lim i ta tions. I can
have no knowl edge of my self as I am, but only as I ap pear to my self
through the form of time, as the in ner sense, and by the me di a tion of the
cat e go ries. Be yond this I can only know that, for my ex pe ri ence to be mine, 
it has to be pos si ble for the “I think” to ac com pany it5, and this 

I think ex presses the iden tity of the tran scen den tal sub ject through the chang ing
se ries of per cep tions. We can af firm that it is, but we can say noth ing about what it 
is. We can not even ap ply the cat e gory of sub stance to it; it has a purely log i cal
sig nif i cance (see CPR 334). 

This faces us with a sim i lar par a dox to that con cern ing the thing in it self.
The ac count of sen sa tion starts from a “nat u ral sci en tific” causal ac count,
but we have now reached a po si tion from which this is impossible: 

The rea son for this is that it is not given to us to ob serve our own mind with any
other in tu ition than that of the in ner sense; and that it is yet pre cisely in the mind
that the se cret of the source of our sen si bil ity is lo cated. (CPR 287). [13] 

Kant has set tled the prob lem of the I as a tem po rally ex tended point of view 
on the world by plac ing the tran scen den tal I out side them. This also has
con se quences for his moral the ory. Here again he ac cepts a “sen su al ist” ac -
count of hu man be hav iour and mo ti va tion as be ing at least a partly cor rect
de scrip tion, but, through the dis tinc tion be tween the tran scen den tal I and
the em pir i cal I he wishes to sup ple ment it with an ac count of the re la tion
be tween mo ral ity and rea son. The cru cial point in his ar gu ment is the link
es tab lished be tween free dom and rea son. He makes the dis tinc tion be tween 
a heteronomous will, which is sub ject to de ter mi na tion from in cli na tions
im pos ing them selves on it from out side, and an au ton o mous will which
gives it self its own prin ci ples of ac tion. The heteronomous will has its ends
given to it; it may or may not suc ceed in achiev ing those ends, but what
Kant is con cerned with is not the free dom to real ise an end, but the ques tion 
of the free dom to choose ends them selves. Once it is acccepted that a par -
tic u lar kind of be ing can choose its own ends, once it is es tab lished that
ends are problematic, the question arises as to what ends ought to be
chosen. 

That is, ends are no lon ger sim ply ac cepted, but rea sons are re quired for
them. But in an im por tant sense one dem on strates free dom by the sim ple
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5 [fvg] See ing that Turner him self men tions Lacan, it is again puz zling to ex plain why he
falls back on a Car te sian ar gu ment here, is n’t at all in ter ested in the idea - de spite the
huge in ter est in this at the time in Eu rope - that, in Kant, this is an ad um bra tion of what
would now be called pro jec tion - in both the in di vid ual and col lec tive sense. Some how
Turner misses the en tire psy cho anal y sis de bate, from Fromm through to Marcuse and
the Frankfurt School.  
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ac tion of one self plac ing ends in ques tion by de mand ing rea sons for them.
Thus Kant can assert 

that ev ery be ing who can not act ex cept un der the idea of free dom is by this alone - 
from a prac ti cal point of view - re ally free, 

since to act on the as sump tion that one is free is to be faced with ought
ques tions. Ra tio nal be ings nec es sar ily act un der the idea of free dom, since 

We can not pos si bly con ceive of a rea son as be ing con sciously di rected from out -
side in re gard to its judge ments; for in that case the sub ject would at trib ute the de -
ter mi na tion of his power of judge ment, not to his rea son, but to an im pul sion.
Rea son must look upon it self as the au thor of its own prin ci ples in de pend ently of
alien in flu ences. (ML 116). 

A ra tio nal be ing will only ac cept con clu sions which have been ar rived at by 
a pro cess of rea son ing which at least ap pears to be au ton o mous, in the
sense that [14] each step in the ar gu ment is both nec es sary to it and is val i -
dated within the ar gu ment, rather than re ly ing on some unanalysed prej u -
dice which is, as it were, im posed upon the ar gu ment from out side, Thus a
ra tio nal be ing is au ton o mous, and so is faced with the question of ends. 

This ques tion is it self re solved by show ing that the ra tio nal be ing is in
fact an end in it self. From this Kant de vel ops the fol low ing for mu la tion of
the Cat e gor i cal Imperative:

All max ims as pro ceed ing from our own mak ing of law ought to har mo nise with
a pos si ble King dom of Ends as a king dom of na ture (ML 100), 

where a “king dom” is “a sys tem atic un ion of dif fer ent ra tio nal be ings un -
der com mon laws” (ML 100). To ask for rea sons is to re cog nise rea son, and 
one’s own ra tio nal ity as an end in it self. In act ing ra tio nally the will makes
uni ver sal law, by turn ing a ra tio nal prin ci ple into a maxim of con duct. The
law as maxim has no hold over the will other than the will’s own af fir ma -
tion of it as law, and this af fir ma tion co mes from the will’s aware ness of its
own sta tus as a ra tio nal be ing. Both the form of the law and its mat ter are
given in one and the same movement. 

How ever, for Kant the re la tion be tween the idea of free dom and the idea
of causal de ter min ism in the nat u ral world can only be thought by plac ing
the sub ject qua free and ra tio nal out side time, in the supersensible. The free
sub ject is the tran scen den tal not the em pir i cal ego. This mean that it is not
pos si ble to give any ac count of the re la tion be tween the two. In par tic u lar
no ac count can be given of the de vel op ment of mo ral ity as the move from
heteronomy of the will to au ton omy of the will. Nei ther is it pos si ble to give 
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a uni fied ac count of hu man ful fill ment. A di chot omy is main tained be -
tween hap pi ness as sen su ous con tent ment and that in tel lec tual con tent ment 
which co mes from the aware ness of one self as be ing free in obey ing the
moral law (see e.g. C Prac R 123). As so ci ated with this is a prob lem con -
cern ing my re la tion to other peo ple. On the one hand, al though the idea of a
King dom of Ends im plies that [15] rea son is, in an im por tant sense, so cial,
Kant can not clearly ar tic u late the re la tion be tween rea son as lodged in the
atemporal tran scen den tal ego and rea son as so cial intersubjectivity. On the
other hand, since he makes hap pi ness de pend ent purely on an in ter nal feel -
ing, and since there can be no guar an tee that what pro duces such a feel ing
in me will at the same time pro duce it in oth ers, it fol lows for him that if my
hap pi ness does co in cide with that of other peo ple this can only be ac ci den -
tal. Duty, as the prin ci ple of my re la tion to oth ers, can not be de rived from
hap pi ness, as the prin ci ple of my re la tion to my self, which is de ter mined by 
“my fi nite na ture as a be ing of needs” (CPrac R 24). The idea of the King -
dom of Ends lays the ba sis for an ac count of hu man mo ti va tion which
shows the ex tent to which fun da men tal hu man needs, far from be ing mu tu -
ally in com pat i ble, ac tu ally re quire the other’s sat is fac tion for their own
satisfaction. But he cannot develop this fully, because of the fundamental
dichotomy between the transcendental and the empirical. 

Kant at tempts to re solve some of these prob lems by two “pos tu lates of
pure prac ti cal rea son”: the im mor tal ity of the soul and the ex is tence of
God. The pos tu late of im mor tal ity al lows us to con ceive of a long pro cess
in which vir tue, as the com plete ra tio nal con trol of self in obe di ence to the
moral law, may fi nally be achieved. God over comes the ap par ent di ver -
gence of vir tue and hap pi ness by guar an tee ing that they will in fact co in -
cide in a King dom of God “in which na ture and mo ral ity come into har -
mony” (see CPracR 129-30). This how ever only fur ther con fuses the prob -
lem of the re la tion be tween his tory and the atemporal, while at the same
time le git i mat ing a po lit i cal quietism in terms of which cit i zens must obey
even unjust laws of an unjust government. 

Looked at as a whole, Kant’s model con tains four el e ments, con cisely
sum ma rised in the fol low ing pas sage from the Cri tique of Judge ment: 

The cau sal ity of free dom it self (of pure and prac ti cal rea son) is the cau sal ity of a
nat u ral cause sub or di nated to na ture (i.e. of the sub ject con sid ered as man and
there fore as phe nom e non). The in tel li gi ble, which is [16] thought un der free dom,
con tains the ground of the de ter mi na tion of this nat u ral cause in a fur ther in ex pli -
ca ble way (just as that in tel li gi ble does which con sti tutes the supersensible sub -
strate of na ture). (CJ 32-3 note 2). 
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In the Cri tiques of Pure and Prac ti cal Rea son Kant has tried to give an ac -
count of the re la tion be tween the tran scen den tal ego, on the one hand, and
both the em pir i cal ego and the nat u ral world of ex pe ri ence on the other
hand. In the Cri tique of Judge ment he at tempts to com plete the sys tem by
giv ing an ac count of the re la tion be tween the supersensible sub strate of na -
ture, na ture itself, and the subject. 

He ap proaches the prob lem by way of the dif fi cul ties faced by us when
we at tempt to un der stand how na ture works. 

The forms of na ture are so man i fold, and there are so many mod i fi ca tions of the
uni ver sal tran scen den tal nat u ral con cepts left un de ter mined by the laws given a
pri ori by the un der stand ing - be cause these only con cern the pos si bil ity of na ture
in gen eral (as an ob ject of sense) - that there must be laws for these also. These, as
em pir i cal, may be con tin gent from the point of view of our un der stand ing; and
yet, if they are to be called laws (as the con cept of a na ture re quires) they must be
re garded as nec es sary in vir tue of a prin ci ple of the unity of the man i fold, though
it be un known to us. The re flec tive judge ment, which is obliged to as cend from
the par tic u lar in na ture to the uni ver sal, re quires on that ac count a prin ci ple which 
it can not bor row from ex pe ri ence, be cause its func tion is to es tab lish the unity of
all em pir i cal prin ci ples un der higher ones, and hence to es tab lish the pos si bil ity
of their sys tem atic sub or di na tion. (CJ 15-16, KU 88) 

There are two dis tinct ques tions in volved here. One in volves the pro ce -
dure to be adopted by judge ment in at tempt ing to give a uni fied ac count of
na ture. But the sec ond con cerns the foun da tion of the unity of na ture it self.
Phe nom e nal na ture is noth ing but a mass of dis crete sense data, or gan ised
into ob jects by the cat e go ries of the mind. It has no in trin sic unity, not even
that of space: 

If we were jus ti fied in re gard ing ma te rial be ings as be ings in them selves, then the
unity that con sti tutes the ground of the pos si bil ity of [17] nat u ral for ma tions
would sim ply be the unity of space. But space is no real ground of the prod ucts,
but only their for mal con di tion ... (CJ 257). 

On the other hand, the con sti tu tive role of the un der stand ing is also not suf -
fi cient to ac count for the unity of na ture, since it only pro vides very gen eral
cat e go ries which leave ac tual be hav iour un de ter mined. The cat e gory of
cause says that A must have a cause, but not that its cause should be B. But
B on its own is fi nally a mere man i fold of sense-data and there fore does not
have that solid be ing on the ba sis of which we would feel com fort able say -
ing that A sim ply con tin gently is caused by B. If B is go ing to cause A next
time around - and in or der even to at tempt to un der stand na ture we must
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as sume that it is go ing to do so - then the ground for this must lie some -
where other than in B itself. 

Since for Kant the unity of the ob ject, as nec es sary con nec tion ac cord ing
to a rule, is guar an teed by the un der stand ing, the only way in which he can
ac tu ally con cep tual ise the unity of na ture is in terms of im po si tion on a
man i fold by an un der stand ing. Thus he concludes that 

Par tic u lar em pir i cal laws, in re spect of what is in them left un de ter mined by these 
uni ver sal laws (the cat e go ries), must be con sid ered in ac cor dance with such a
unity as they would have if an un der stand ing (al though not our un der stand ing)
had fur nished them to our cog ni tive fac ul ties (zum Behuf unserer Erkenntnis -
vermögen ... gegeben hatte), so as to make pos si ble a sys tem of ex pe ri ence ac -
cord ing to par tic u lar laws of na ture. (CJ 16, KU 89). 

This then ac counts for the unity of na ture, and at the same time it pro vides
the clue to the or der ing prin ci ple which we need in at tempt ing to un der -
stand na ture as a uni fied sys tem. Kant ar gues that some thing which has its
ground in an un der stand ing is pur posed, and so we may take the no tion of
the pur pos ive ness (zweckmässigkeit) of na ture as our or der ing prin ci ple.
As sum ing that na ture is a pur pos ively or dered whole, we can at tempt to un -
der stand the ways in which the var i ous parts com ple ment one an other.[18]

This ar gu ment per mits the con fla tion of two dif fer ent mean ings of “ne ces -
sity”. We may ac cept that there is a cer tain ne ces sity in the way in which
sense-data are to be com bined: a jig-saw puz zle rather than a ka lei do scope.
The ob jects in the world have a cer tain struc ture in de pend ent of our will,
and this struc ture im poses a cer tain or gani sa tion of the sense-data. From a
“re al ist” po si tion this has no im pli ca tions for the struc ture it self: whether
the struc ture could be oth er wise, or whether it is nec es sar ily as it is re mains
open. The im po si tion of a nec es sary pat tern for or gan is ing the sense-data is 
a func tion of the in de pend ent “thereness” of the world, and this in de pend -
ent thereness still re mains to be in ves ti gated and in ter preted. But for Kant
there is no in de pend ent thereness of the nat u ral world of ex pe ri ence. It can
only be un der stood as de riv ing its ne ces sity from an un der stand ing. Hence
the pat tern of the world is fi nally to be un der stood as be ing “nec es sary” in
the same sense as is the pat tern in which sense-data are combined; it has to
be thus and no other way. It must thus be rational, and hence have the form
of being purposed. 

Kant’s own de vel op ment of this re mains con fused, since the ac tual struc -
ture of the hu man un der stand ing re mains con tin gent. He fails to give any
ac count of why there should be just these cat e go ries and forms, al though
such an ac count would be re quired in or der to es tab lish a ra tio nal ne ces sity, 
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as op posed to a “con tin gent ne ces sity”. Thus he also re tains an am bi gu ity
con cern ing the sense in which some thing has its or i gin in the un der stand -
ing. In an or di nary sense, some thing is pur posed in so far as it re sults from a
prior idea (or in ten tion) in the un der stand ing. But the cat e go ries are not “in
the un der stand ing” in this sense, and so we can not say that the or gani sa tion
of our ex pe ri ence in terms of the cat e go ries is pur posed by us. But Kant
nev er the less wishes to say that na ture as a whole is pur pos ive in so far as it
de rives its unity from the cat e go ries of an un der stand ing other than our
own. Kant never ex pli cates this prob lem, but it is ev i dent that, un less one
can in some sense in ter pret the cat e go ries of our un der stand ing them selves, 
as other than con tin gently given, the con cept of pur pos ive ness is at least
mis lead ing. This is brought out by Hegel in his crit i cism of the fail ure to de -
duce the cat e go ries. For the mo ment, though, I wish only to point to the
concepts function in the system. [19] 

From Kant’s point of view, the cen tral prob lem in the sys tem con cerns
the re la tion be tween free dom as the char ac ter is tic of the tran scen den tal
sub ject, and de ter min ism, as the char ac ter is tic of nature.

Na ture must be ca pa ble of be ing re garded in such a way that in the con for mity of
law to its forms it at least har mo nises with the pos si bil ity of the ends to be ef fec tu -
ated in it ac cord ing to the laws of free dom. (CJ 14) 

The idea of pur pos ive ness en ables him to es tab lish such a har mony in two
dif fer ent ways, in re la tion to two dif fer ent types of judge ment. The first is
the aes thetic judge ment of the beau ti ful or of the sub lime; in par tic u lar, the
judge ment of beauty. 

There are cer tain pe cu liar i ties about such a judge ment. We both ac cept
that the judge ment that a cer tain ob ject is beau ti ful con cerns our in ter ac tion 
with the ob ject, and in that sense is sub jec tive, but also in sist that the judge -
ment is uni ver sally valid for all ob serv ers. This can only be the case if the
con tent of the judge ment can be uni ver sally com mu ni cated, which is not
the case with judge ments of phys i cal plea sure. It can only be the case if it
re fers to some ex pe ri ence avail able to all in di vid u als. In so far as it is sub -
jec tive, it can not in volve my sub jec tive pe cu liar i ties, but must be con -
nected with that in my sub jec tiv ity which is com mon to the sub jec tiv ity of
all other in di vid u als. Since all we have in com mon is the pos ses sion of the
same cog ni tive fac ul ties, the ex pe ri ence must con cern the re la tion be tween
these fac ul ties. Sen sa tion, imag i na tion and un der stand ing are all in volved
in the ex pe ri ence of an ob ject, but the ex pe ri ence of beauty in volves mere
form, rather than plea sur able sen sa tion. It thus in volves imag i na tion and
un der stand ing, not sensation as such. [20] 
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In ex pe ri ence, the func tion of the imag i na tion is to sche ma tise the dis -
crete sense-data. It acts freely when it does this with out con cepts, but it be -
comes rule-bound when op er at ing in con junc tion with the un der stand ing
and its cat e go ries. There are two pos si ble ways in which the two fac ul ties
can re late here. Ei ther un der stand ing im poses its rule (force fully, as it
were), or the syn the sis of the imag i na tion is such as vir tu ally al ready to ex -
hibit and con form to the rule, in which case the imag i na tion “in its free dom
har mo nises with the un der stand ing in its con for mity to law” (CJ 129). This
is the ex pe ri ence of beauty: a har mony be tween imag i na tion and un der -
stand ing, which is sub jec tive but also uni ver sal, be cause it ap plies to the
form or na ture of the un der stand ing and the imag i na tion, and not to the par -
tic u lar imag i na tion & un der stand ing of one or more in di vid u als. The rep re -
sen ta tion which is given us has the form of zweckmässigkeit (suit abil ity,
fit ness, pur pos ive ness); it fits in with the na ture of the cog ni tive fac ul ties.
The plea sure in the beau ti ful ob ject is “the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of the
rep re sen ta tion for the re la tion be tween the cog ni tive fac ul ties in the act of
judging a sensible object in general.” (CJ 132). 

The antinomy of taste in volves the mu tu ally con tra dic tory but de mon -
stra ble ar gu ments that “ev ery one has his own taste”, but “There may be a
dis pute about taste”. This con tra dic tion is only re solv able if we make the
con cept of taste in de ter min able, by ac cept ing a) that the ex pe ri ence of
beauty is the ex pe ri ence of the sub jec tive pur pos ive ness of na ture for the
judge ment, but that b) this con cept can not be used in proof, to con clu sively
set tle any ar gu ment about the beauty of an ob ject, be cause it re fers to the
supersensible, in so far as “the de ter min ing ground lies per haps in the con -
cept of that which may be the supersensible strata of hu man ity” (CJ 185).
Thus we can only com pre hend the pe cu liar i ties of the judge ment of beauty
if we pos tu late, as a reg u la tive prin ci ple, that na ture is pur pos ive for the
per ceiv ing sub ject, in the sense of be ing co or di nated with the na ture of the
sub ject by a noumenal un der stand ing. [21] 

An anal o gous ar gu ment ap plies to the sec ond aes thetic judge ment, the
judge ment of the sub lime. While the beau ti ful is an in de ter mi nate con cept
of un der stand ing, the sub lime is an in de ter mi nate con cept of rea son, that
fac ulty which seeks al ways for to tal ity. The ex pe ri ence of the sub lime is
con nected with “a rep re sen ta tion of lim it less ness, yet with a super added
thought of its to tal ity.” (CJ 90). That is, it in volves a sense of size or force
so great that our imag i na tion can not com pass it, yet we are aware, pre cisely 
in so far as we re cog nise that our imag i na tion has failed to en com pass it, that 
we have a fur ther supersensible fac ulty that tran scends the lim its of the
sense-bound imag i na tion. Yet be cause we our selves also re main bound by
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the categorial lim its of the phe nom e nal world we can not turn the idea of to -
tal ity given by rea son into an in tu ition of the to tal ity. The ten sion be tween
imag i na tion and rea son re mains, and the sub lime is “a plea sure which is
only pos si ble through the me di a tion of a dis plea sure” (CJ 109). Yet the re -
la tion re mains pur pos ive, in that the imagination here harmonises directly
with the reason in its search for totality.

The sec ond type of judge ment which can be used to es tab lish a pos si ble
har mony be tween law and free dom is the te le o log i cal judge ment. Kant
con tends that we are jus ti fied in us ing such judge ments be cause the be hav -
iour of or gan ised nat u ral wholes can not be ex plained in terms of mere me -
chan i cal mo tion. In such wholes the parts not only fit pur pos ively to gether
but ac tu ally re cip ro cally pro duce one an other in an in ter ac tion be tween
whole and part in which the whole may be said to func tion as end and the
parts as means. Such wholes are 

ob jec tive ma te rial pur poses which af ford ob jec tive re al ity to the con cept of pur -
pose in na ture ... and so they give to the sci ence of na ture the ba sis for a te le ol ogy,
i.e. a mode of judge ment about nat u ral ob jects ac cord ing to a spe cial prin ci ple
which oth er wise we should be by no means jus ti fied in in tro duc ing (be cause we
can not see a pri ori the pos si bil ity of this kind of cau sal ity.) (CJ 222). 

But once we ad mit some nat u ral pur poses, we are “jus ti fied, nay called
upon” (CJ 226) to treat na ture as a whole as nat u rally pur pos ive; to as sume
as a guid ing prin ci ple for the re flec tive judge ment that noth ing in na ture is
con tin gent, and that each thing may be un der stood in terms of its re la tion to
other things and to the whole. [22] 

In re la tion to our or di nary mode of rea son ing this gives rise to an
antinomy: “All pro duc tion of ma te rial things and their forms must be
judged to be pos si ble ac cord ing to mere me chan i cal laws” ver sus “Some
prod ucts of ma te rial na ture can not be judged to be pos si ble ac cord ing to
merely me chan i cal laws.” Un less we can some how re duce or gan ised
wholes to me chan i cal prin ci ples of na ture, which Kant flatly states can not
be done (CJ 248), this antinomy can only be re solved by treat ing the whole
of na ture as de signed by a noumenal un der stand ing which we can pos tu late
but not com pre hend. We must “seek the su preme ground of these pur pos -
ive com bi na tions in an orig i nal un der stand ing as the cause of the world ”
(CJ 298). Al though we can not com pre hend this un der stand ing, we can at
least con trast it with our own. Our un der stand ing is dis cur sive, in the sense
that par tic u lars in the world are not de ter mined by the a pri ori uni ver sals of
our un der stand ing. In stead, on the ba sis of each par tic u lar we have to seek
the uni ver sal law which would de ter mine it. A supersensible un der stand ing 
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which de ter mined the whole sys tem of na ture, on the other hand, would be
able to pro ceed di rectly from its own uni ver sals to each par tic u lar; to be
more pre cise, it would “move from the syn thetic uni ver sal, or in tu ition of a
whole as a whole, to the par tic u lar, that is to say, from the whole to the
parts” (CJ 255) Such a di rectly in tu itive un der stand ing Kant calls an
intellectus archetypus. This intellectus archetypus can pro ceed in tu itively
from whole to part be cause it is the prin ci ples of its own understanding
which give the laws to the whole. It is both intuitive comprehension and
cause of the world. 

Its ac tual pur pose must re main a se cret to us, but we can nev er the less, by
seek ing to un der stand the ways in which things in the world are pur pos ive
for one an other, look to see whether there ap pears to be some ul ti mate pur -
pose to wards which all oth ers point. Kant’s an swer here is that Man 

is the ul ti mate pur pose of cre ation here on earth, be cause he is the only be ing
upon it who can fur nish a con cept of pur pose and who can, by his rea son, make
out of an ag gre gate of pur pos ively for mal things a sys tem of pur poses. (CJ 276) 

To in ves ti gate na ture thus is to in ves ti gate from the point of view of [23]

man as a choos ing be ing. Man de vel ops his ca pac ity for choice through
cul ture as the free ing of the will from the des po tism of de sire. The cru cial
el e ment in this pro cess is the de vel op ment of a civil com mu nity in which
“law ful au thor ity in a whole ... is op posed to the abuse of their con flict ing
free dom” (282). We are thus en ti tled to con ceive of the King dom of Ends
as the ul ti mate pur pose of na ture, and hence to in ter pret na ture as be ing in
har mony with rea son, for which the Kingdom of Ends is also the ultimate
purpose. 

The idea of an his tor i cal de vel op ment of rea son is dis cussed in greater
de tail in the “Idea for a Hu man His tory with a Cos mo pol i tan Pur pose”,
where Kant is in ves ti gat ing the pos si bil ity that there may be some hid den
pur pose be neath the ap par ent sur face chaos of his tory. He con nects this
with man’s ca pac ity for rea son, which nei ther works in stinc tively nor de -
vel ops in stinc tively, but “re quires trial, prac tice and in struc tion to en able it
to prog ress grad u ally from one stage of in sight to the next” (PW 47). Rea -
son can thus only be fully de vel oped in the spe cies. The method chosen by
nature for this is the 

un so cial-so cia bil ity of men, that is, their ten dency to come to gether in so ci ety,
cou pled, how ever, with a con tin ued re sis tance which con stantly threat ens to
break this so ci ety up. (PW 44) 
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Hu man ca pac i ties are de vel oped in this strug gle, so that even tu ally “a
patho log i cally en forced so cial un ion is trans formed into a moral whole”
(PW 45). We are still far from that endstate, but the in creas ing in ter de pen -
dence of states and of in di vid u als brought about by trade and in dus try is
mov ing us in the right di rec tion. In or der better to un der stand what is re -
quired for fur ther de vel op ment we should ex am ine the history of past states 
to find out

how their de fects lead to their over throw, but in such a way that a germ of en light -
en ment al ways sur vived, de vel op ing fur ther with each rev o lu tion, and pre pared
the way for a sub se quent higher level of im prove ment. (PW 52) 

In the Cri tique of Judge ment, then, Kant in tro duces three new con cepts to 
try to give a more co her ent ac count of his ba sic phe nom e non-noumenen
model. The aes thetic judge ment leads to an ap pre ci a tion of the har mony
be tween na ture and hu man cog ni tive fac ul ties. The nec es sary reg u la tive
prin ci ple of [24] the pur pos ive ness of na ture gives us the idea of an
intellectus archetypus whose un der stand ing would be in tu itive and con sti -
tu tive, rather than dis cur sive, and who is ef fec tively the ground of na ture.
The idea of pur pose leads us to re cog nise the full de vel op ment of the ra tio -
nal ca pac i ties of the hu man spe cies as the ul ti mate pur pose of na ture, and
hence to recognise an historical process working towards this result. 

This fi nal syn the sis is not in tended by Kant to give ac tual (meta phys i cal)
knowl edge of the noumenal world and its re la tion to our phe nom e nal ex pe -
ri ence. He in sists through out that these are only reg u la tive prin ci ples,
which we need to em ploy in the nec es sary task of try ing to make sense of
the world of ex pe ri ence. But this pro hi bi tion it self rests on the dis tinc tion
be tween noumenon and phe nom e non. Kant’s reg u la tive prin ci ples were
avail able to be ap plied as fac tual de scrip tions once the con tin u ing in co her -
ence of the sys tem as a whole led to the rejection of this distinction. 

For his fi nal syn the sis does not of course work, and the re la tion be tween
phe nom e non and noumenon does re main fun da men tally in co her ent. We
may not think of the re la tion as causal, since cau sal ity is a phe nom e nal cat -
e gory, but it is not clear how a supersensible ground, which op er ates “in a
fur ther in ex pli ca ble way” (CJ 32 note) is to be dis tin guished from a cause.
The sense-da tum the ory con tin ues to rest on the pre sup po si tion of an ex ter -
nal cause. More over, the re la tion be tween the his tor i cal de vel op ment of
rea son and the atemporal ra tio nal tran scen den tal ego is in ex pli ca ble,
whether in the case of the moral his tory of the in di vid ual sub ject at tempt ing 
to move from heteronomy to au ton omy, or in the his tor i cal pro cess as a
whole. If ra tio nal be hav iour is the endstate in hu man his tory, fully-de vel -
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oped hu man rea son does not oc cur be fore this point is reached. But this
would seem to im ply that the Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive, as the ra tio nal af fir -
ma tion of the ra tio nal ac tor as an end-in-it self, can only be un der stood by
hu man be ings at or at least near the end of the his tor i cal pro cess. In this case 
the ar gu ments for im mor tal ity and the ex is tence of God fall away, in so far
as they are both de pend ent [25] on the em pir i cal im pos si bil ity of the King -
dom of Ends, in which there is some cor re spon dence be tween vir tue and
hap pi ness. In any event the ten sion be tween sen si ble hap pi ness and moral
con tent ment re mains un re solved. While hu man re al ity remains split in two
human motivation necessarily also is split in two. [26] 

Kant and Hegel 

Hegel ac cepts Kant’s crit i cism of em pir i cism and the key role which he
gives to the no tion of syn the sis, but at tempts to de velop the the ory in such a
way as to re move some of the con tra dic tions and in con sis ten cies to which I
have pointed. His crit i cism and de vel op ment of Kant’s the ory is to a con -
sid er able ex tent me di ated through the early writ ings of Fichte and
Schelling, but I shall largely ig nore their work in this summary. 

If a con cept is a rule, or a prop o si tional struc ture, rather than an im age or
pic ture, then the ques tion arises as to the na ture of the unity of the con cept.
For Hegel, the im por tance of Kant’s work lies in the fact that in it “the unity 
which con sti tutes the es sence of the con cept is re cog nised to be the orig i nal
and syn thetic unity of apperception”. (SL 11. 218) In per cep tion, it is
through the unity of the con cept that the ob ject is an ob ject, and not a mere
sub jec tive com bi na tion of sen sa tion. The Ego thus pen e trates the ob ject
and re duces it to its own form, uni ver sal ity. The con cept is si mul ta neously
uni ver sal ity and in di vid u al ity, or what Hegel terms negativity and de ter mi -
na tion, and it is the syn thetic unity of these two features which
characterises the Ego: 

Now Ego is this unity which, first, is pure and self-re lat ing, and is so not im me di -
ately but ab stract ing from ev ery de ter mi nate ness and con tent and pass ing back
into the free dom of bound less self-equal ity. It is thus uni ver sal ity: unity which is
self-unity only by vir tue of this neg a tive at ti tude which ap pears as ab strac tion
and there fore con tains dis solved within it self all de ter mi nate ness. Sec ondly and
equally im me di ately Ego as self-re lat ing negativity is in di vid u al ity, or ab so lute
de ter mined ness which op poses it self to and ex cludes Other: it is in di vid ual per -
son al ity (SL II 217/8) 
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While re veal ing this fun da men tal struc ture of both the con cept and the
sub ject, Kant how ever failed to de velop it in any co her ent way. The var i ous 
el e ments of his model: the cat e go ries, the forms of in tu ition, the dif fer ent
fac ul ties, are col lected purely em pir i cally, with out any at tempt to de velop
them out of the fun da men tal unity, and as a con se quence the unity of the ‘I
think’ is ob scured by the heterogenous col lec tion which makes up the
know ing sub ject as a whole. So Hegel tries to rem edy this by in ves ti gat ing
the unity of the sub ject, and ar gu ing that the var i ous as pects of the sub ject
can be un der stood only in and through this unity. His phi los o phy is a de -
scrip tion of the nec es sary struc ture of the sub ject. [27]

But this ac count of the na ture of the sub ject is given within the con text of
the iden ti fi ca tion of sub ject with sub stance or, more broadly, the iden tity of 
thought and be ing. In the His tory of Phi los o phy Hegel ar gues that the task
which faced “mod ern Ger man phi los o phy” was that of “tak ing as its ob ject
the unity of thought and be ing ... and com pre hend ing it, that is, lay ing hold
of the in most sig nif i cance of ne ces sity, the No tion” (Vol.III. p. 409) Kant
car ried out the ‘for mal as pect’ of this task by grasp ing thought it self as the
ul ti mate - that is, as con sti tu tive of the ob ject but he un der stood the whole
pro cess as sub jec tive, so that “the ca pac ity of know ing the ab so lute is de -
nied to it” (III. 425), and at the same time Kant “can sup ply no re al ity to this 
es sence of self-con scious ness” (III. 426) That is, Kant leaves the be -
ing-in-it self as un know able. This is be cause for Kant the cri te rion for truth
must fi nally in clude some thing which is ex ter nally given to the sub ject, but
the in-it self cannot be so given. Hegel, however, rejects both elements in
this argument. 

Kant’s ar gu ment con cern ing the cri te rion for truth is this: 
If truth con sists in the ac cor dance of a cog ni tion with its ob ject, this ob ject must
be, ipso facto, dis tin guished from all oth ers, for a cog ni tion is false if it does not
ac cord with the cog ni tion to which it re lates, al though it con tains some thing
which may be af firmed of other ob jects. Now a uni ver sal cri te rion of truth would
be that which is valid for all cognitions, with out dis tinc tion of their ob ject.(CPR
67) 

Thus, with re spect to the mat ter of the ob ject, as that which spec i fies and
dis tin guishes it, there can be no uni ver sal cri te rion. To at tempt to ab stract
from the con tent is for Kant equiv a lent to ab stract ing from all re la tion to the 
ob ject. He wishes to say, I think, that the cri te rion for the truth of the prop o -
si tion “This desk is brown” in some sense in cludes the desk, so that if we
ask for a uni ver sal cri te rion, this would mean ab stract ing from the desk; we
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would be ask ing for a cri te rion which would not re fer at all to the mere
unconceptualised givenness of the desk. 

For Hegel, on the other hand, what is en tirely spe cific to the desk can not
be con cep tual ised, or ex pressed in uni ver sal form, and there fore can not be
ei ther true or false. He writes 

It would be ab surd, we are told, to ask for a cri te rion of the truth of the con tent of
cog ni tion; - but, ac cord ing to the def i ni tion, it is not the con tent which con sti tutes
truth, but its cor re spon dence with the No tion. A con tent such as is spo ken of here, 
that is, with out No tion, is notionless and there fore essenceless; of course it is im -
pos si ble to ask for the cri te rion of the truth of such an en tity, [28] but for the op po -
site rea son, namely be cause, lack ing no tion, it is not the req ui site cor re spon dence 
and can not be any thing but what be longs to truthless opin ion (wahrheitslose
Meinung). (SL II. 228 WL II. 267) 

Thus Hegel wishes to leave “the sense-ma te rial, the man i fold of in tu ition”,
which is mere wahrheitslose Meinung, and in stead en gage in “a con sid er -
ation of the No tion and of the cat e go ries in and for them selves”, which in -
volves “a spec u la tive method in phi los o phy” (SL II.228) This spec u la tive
method in volves the ac cep tance that what Kant de scribes as the purely for -
mal el e ment in fact has its own spe cial con tent, which it is the task of phi -
los o phy to make ex plicit. In do ing this phi los o phy is un cov er ing the struc -
ture of the ob jec tive in the sub ject. It is not merely as sert ing, as did
Schelling, that it is pos si ble to have an “in tel lec tual in tu ition” of the na ture
of the ob ject, but it is of fer ing a ra tio nal method, not lim ited to the priv i -
leged few gifted with in tel lec tual intuition, and available for universal
rational application: 

Phi los o phy is in its own na ture ca pa ble of be ing uni ver sal, for its ground work is
thought and it is through thought that man is man. (His tory of Phi los o phy Vol. III
p. 520) 

“Meinen” and the Pri macy of Knowl edge 

It seems to me to be im por tant to dis tin guish two claims made by Hegel in
the above dis cus sion. The first claim is that it is pos si ble to de velop a ra tio -
nal philo soph i cal method which will help us to un der stand the struc ture of a 
know ing sub ject by in ves ti gat ing the pre con di tions for the pos si bil ity of
con cep tual thought. The sec ond claim con cerns the pos si bil ity of thereby
also in some sense grasp ing the na ture of ‘be ing’, or of the ob ject. That is, it
is pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween the claim to be able to of fer a uni ver sal
cri te rion of knowl edge, and the claim to be able to give a ra tio nal ac count
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of the ego as syn thetic unity of apperception. There are, I think, two steps in 
the pro cess which leads Hegel to iden tify these two claims. The first has its
roots in Kant’s ac cep tance of the em pir i cal dis so lu tion of the sen su ous
world. (see EL 86’90). Like Kant, Hegel tends to ac cept rather than to ar gue 
this, as in the above reference to wahrheitslose Meinung and as in this
passage: 

But if the given ma te rial of in tu ition and the man i fold of ideation are taken as the
real in op po si tion to that which is thought and to the No tion, then this is a view the 
re nun ci a tion of which is not only a con di tion of phi los o phy, but is as sumed even
by re li gion; for how can these be needed and have [29] sig nif i cance if the fu gi tive
and su per fi cial ap pear ance of the sen su ous and the in di vid ual are taken for truth?
(SL II. 222) 

Be cause the sen su ous is ‘fu gi tive and su per fi cial ap pear ance’ it can have
no in de pend ent be ing of its own. At the same time it is not conceptualisable 
and hence has a van ish ing sig nif i cance within the spec u la tive phi los o phy.
This emerges at two cru cial points in Hegel’s phi los o phy: the dis cus sion of
sense-cer tainty at the be gin ning of the Phe nom en ol ogy, and the dis cus sion
of Be ing and Noth ing ness at the beginning of the Logic. 

In his dis cus sion of the idea that sense-cer tainty gives the real truth, and
the es sen tial re al ity, Hegel points out that in what ever way we at tempt to
de scribe the ob ject of sense-cer tainty we nec es sar ily use uni ver sal terms
which re fer to more than what is di rectly pres ent, so that our de scrip tion of
what is di rectly pres ent is nec es sar ily me di ated by what is not pres ent. This
ap plies even to terms such as This, Here, Now, in so far as, for ex am ple, the
Here and the Now are de fined by their re la tion to the not-here and the
not-now. and so to as sert that some thing is here and now is to place it within 
a cer tain re la tion to other heres and other nows. Thus, we do not pres ent it
to our selves as uni ver sal, but we ut ter what is uni ver sal; in other words we
do not ac tu ally and ab so lutely say what in this sense-cer tainty we re ally
mean ... it is not pos si ble at all for us even to ex press in words any sen su ous
ex is tence which we “mean” (PhM 152. PhG 85). We can, that is, mean the
im me di ate, but we can not say it. When we try to say it we are left not with
the con crete ob ject which sense-cer tainty claims but with the most ab stract
of uni ver sal, pure ‘be ing’. Now the dis tinc tion be tween what we can only
mean and what we can ac tu ally say, in the sense of ex press ing in words, is
im por tant and in ter est ing. Faced with an ob ject, we can say many things
about it, but each pred i cate that we at trib ute to it has the form of a uni ver sal: 
blue, hard etc; it is shared with other objects and so fails to specify the
particularity of this object. 

568



No com bi na tion of uni ver sals can exhaustively spec ify this par tic u lar ity.
Fi nally, then, the par tic u lar ity can only be meant; it can never be said. Con -
cep tual knowl edge can not grasp the ob ject in its immediacy.

The ques tion is, what is to be made of this dis tinc tion? Re fer ring to those
who speak of the ex is tence of ex ter nal ob jects as ab so lute cer tainty and
truth, Hegel writes: 

They ‘mean’, then, doubt less this bit of pa per here, which is quite dif fer ent from
that bit over there: but they speak of ac tual things, ex ter nal or sen si ble ob jects,
ab so lutely in di vid ual, real and so on; that is, [30] they say about them what is sim -
ply uni ver sal. Con se quently what is called un speak able is noth ing else than what
is un true, ir ra tio nal, some thing barely and sim ply ‘meant’. (PhM 160 PhG 92) 

And, im me di ately be fore this he has writ ten that some body at tempt ing to
de scribe this piece of pa per would fi nally have to ad mit “von einem Dinge
zu sprechen, das nicht ist” (PhG 92 PhM l60). Thus what can not be said is
un true and ir ra tio nal, is not, or does not hold out or ex ist (“nicht bestehen
bleibt oder ist” (PhG 87). 

The re jec tion of sense-cer tainty is made eas ier by the ac count of per cep -
tion as tran sient, but it also in volves more than this, as be comes ev i dent in
the anal o gous ar gu ment at the be gin ning of the Logic. It in volves the as -
sump tion of the pri macy of knowl edge, in the sense that, to count as real,
some thing must be ca pa ble of be ing ex pressed in con cepts. What can not be 
con cep tu ally ex pressed may sim ply be ex pelled from the do main of phi los -
o phy. This man i fests it self in the treat ment of the re la tion be tween Be ing
and Noth ing ness in the Logic. The Logic be gins with the de ci sion “to con -
sider thought as such which re quires a pure, presuppositionless,
unmediated beginning”: 

It must, there fore, first be some thing im me di ate or, rather, the im me di ate it self.
As it can not have any de ter mi na tion rel a tively to Other, so also it can not hold in
it self any de ter mi na tion or con tent; for this would be dif fer en ti a tion and mu tual
re la tion of distincts [sic], and thus me di a tion. - The be gin ning there fore is Pure
Be ing (SL I. 82 EL 142, 158)

But, ar gues Hegel, this mere Be ing, as mere ab strac tion, is ab so lutely neg a -
tive, or Noth ing. Noth ing, in turn, as “com plete emp ti ness, with out de ter -
mi na tion or con tent ... is the same empty in tu ition or thought (Anschauen
oder Denken) as pure Be ing” (SL 94. WL 83). The con cepts Be ing and
Noth ing ness each pass over into the other. Yet, each at the same time
retains its identity.
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But equally the truth is not their lack of dis tinc tion, but that they are not the same,
that they are ab so lutely dis tinct; and yet un sep a rated and in sep a ra ble, each dis ap -
pear ing im me di ately in its op po site. (SL 95) 

This tran si tion Hegel calls Be com ing. It is only pos si ble be cause the two
terms are con cep tu ally iden ti cal, but at the same time, dis tinct. The na ture
of this dis tinc tion is, there fore, of cru cial im por tance. Hegel dis cusses it in
the same terms in both EL and SL. In ED he writes of Being that

Only in and by na ture of this mere gen er al ity (dieser reinen Unbestimmtheit) is it
Noth ing, some thing inexpressibel, whereof the dis tinc tion from Noth ing is a
mere in ten tion or mean ing (eine blosse Meinung) (EL 161-2 Ger man 186, [31]

Hegel’s emphasis).

The same point about a purely “gemeinte” dis tinc tion is made in the
Zusatz, and also in the fol low ing para graph (88). In SL Hegel writes:6

In the re sult (Be com ing) there fore, the dis tinc tion be tween Be ing and Noth ing is
equally as serted, but is as serted as a dis tinc tion that is merely in tended. It is in -
tended (meint) to take Be ing, rather, as that which is sim ply other than Noth ing;
noth ing is clearer than their ab so lute dis tinct ness, and noth ing seems eas ier than
to be able to de scribe it. But it is equally easy to prove the im pos si bil ity of this,
and that the dis tinc tion can not be ex pressed. ... Those who in sist on re main ing at
this stand point of the dis tinc tion of Be ing and Noth ing should set them selves the
task of in di cat ing in what it con sists. If Be ing and Noth ing had any de ter mi nate -
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6 [fvg] So ist das ganze, wahre Resultat, das sich hier ergeben hat, das Werden, welches
nicht bloß die einseitige oder abstrakte Einheit des Seins und Nichts ist. Sondern es
besteht in dieser Bewegung, daß das reine Sein unmittelbar und einfach ist, daß es
darum ebensosehr das reine Nichts ist, daß der Unterschied derselben ist, aber
ebensosehr sich aufhebt und nicht ist. Das Resultat behauptet also den Unterschied des
Seins und des Nichts ebensosehr, aber als einen nur gemeinten. Man meint, das Sein sei
vielmehr das schlechthin Andere, als das Nichts ist, und es ist nichts klarer als ihr ab so -
lut er Unterschied, und es scheint nichts leichter, als ihn angeben zu können. Es ist aber
ebenso leicht, sich zu überzeugen, daß dies unmöglich, daß er unsagbar ist. Die, welche
auf dem Unterschiede von Sein und Nichts beharren wollen, mögen sich auffordern,
anzugeben, worin er besteht. Hätte Sein und Nichts irgendeine Bestimmtheit, wodurch
sie sich unterschieden, so wären sie, wie erinnert worden, bestimmtes Sein und
bestimmtes Nichts, nicht das reine Sein und das reine Nichts, wie sie es hier noch sind.
Ihr Unterschied ist daher völlig leer, jedes der beiden ist auf gleiche Weise das
Unbestimmte; er besteht daher nicht an ihnen selbst, sondern nur in einem Dritten, im
Meinen. Aber das Meinen ist eine Form des Subjektiven, das nicht in diese Reihe der
Darstellung gehört. Das Dritte aber, worin Sein und Nichts ihr Bestehen haben, muß
auch hier vorkommen; und es ist auch hier vorgekommen; es ist das Werden. In ihm
sind sie als Unterschiedene; Werden ist nur, insofern sie unterschieden sind. Dies Dritte
ist ein Anderes als sie; - sie bestehen nur in einem Anderen, dies heißt gleichfalls, sie
bestehen nicht für sich. Das Werden ist das Bestehen des Seins sosehr als des
Nichtseins; oder ihr Bestehen ist nur ihr Sein in Einem; gerade dies ihr Bestehen ist es,
was ihren Unterschied ebensosehr aufhebt.  



ness to dis tin guish one from the other, they would be de ter mi nate Be ing and de -
ter mi nate Noth ing, as has been re called, and not pure Be ing and pure Noth ing, as
they are at this stage. The dis tinc tion be tween them is there fore com pletely void;
each is the in de ter mi nate it self, and is so in the same man ner; the dis tinc tion
there fore, does not lie in them selves but in a third be ing, namely our in ten tion (im 
Meinen). This, how ever, is a form of the sub jec tive which does not be long to this
stage of the ex po si tion. (SL 104 WL 95, Hegel’s em pha sis not given in SL.)

The fun da men tal dis tinc tion from which the Logic be gins is thus a dis -
tinc tion which can be meant, but not said. This would seem to re quire a se -
ri ous anal y sis of Meinen, but Hegel side steps the prob lem by dis miss ing it
as a form of the sub jec tive which is out of place at this stage of the ar gu -
ment. Of the com men ta tors on the Logic of Be ing whom I have read
(Bloch, Clark, Gadamer, Hyppolit, Henrich, Kröner, Le nin and Tay lor)
only Gadamer pays at ten tion to the ques tion of Meinen. He tries to avoid
the prob lem by ar gu ing that Be com ing is the real start ing point of the
Logic, that Be ing and Noth ing ness ap pear in thought only from the per -
spec tive of Be com ing, and that within the con text of the con cept Be com ing 
they can be con cep tu ally dis tin guished, as op posed to being meant
differently (see Gadamer 59-61.). 

The im pli ca tion of Gadamer’s ap proach seems to be that we can
exhaustively de ter mine the con cept “Be com ing”, and thereby en ter a
purely con cep tual world, in which no ref er ence need be made to what is not 
con cep tual. On the con trary, it seems to me that Be com ing can only be de -
fined in terms of B. and N. in so far as they are meant dif fer ently, since in so -
far as they are con cep tu ally iden ti cal, the as ser tion of their unity adds noth -
ing.7 But in so far [32] they are meant dif fer ently we can say that they have
con cep tual mean ing in re la tion to one an other: we can con cep tual ise the
fact that they are dif fer ent, al though we can not con cep tual ise the dif fer ence 
it self. Within this re la tion of dif fer ence they can be used to give a gen u ine
con cep tual con tent to a new cat e gory. But this cat e gory, and all the oth ers
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7 [fvg] The idea that the re la tion ship be tween Be com ing Be ing and Noth ing ness are
‘purely con cep tual’, that deal ing with them is a mat ter of def i ni tion - clara et distincta -
is Des cartes, via Rus sell. (And: Le nin, c.f. Negt on this.) “Meinen”, in Hegel - this is
now Turner’s read ing - the point of de par ture for the Logik, is a dis cus sion about what
“can be meant but not said”. If I say ‘dog’, that’s an ab strac tion with only the most ten u -
ous re la tion ship to the smelly mut at my feet, la zily thump ing its tail on the floor. I
mean the lat ter, say the for mer, since - be fore the age of smartphones - that’s the only
way I have of com mu ni cat ing what I’m ex pe ri enc ing, namely by means of words. It’s
Rus sell/Strawson here - An a lytic Phi los o phy al to gether -, that keeps Turner from reg is -
ter ing the Lu ther in Hegel; sci ence as some thing non-re al is tic, as an eman ci pa tion from
the here-and-now, from what is so in tol er a ble about the ‘real world’. There’s this odd
thing in Turner: he does n’t see - Spro-Cas or no Spro-Cas - the Christianity in Hegel.  
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built upon it, re tains the ref er ence to a fundamental meant difference; it
never becomes purely conceptual. 

In terms of his own method, Hegel should be obliged to pre serve the
spec i fic ity of that which can be meant but not said as a mo ment within his
de vel op ing sys tem. But this is not done, be cause to do so would be in com -
pat i ble with the pri mary which he ac cords to ver bal con cep tual knowl edge. 
In EL he writes: 

Now lan guage is the work of thought, and hence all that is ex pressed in lan guage
must be uni ver sal. What I only mean or sup pose is mine (was ich nur meine ist
mein) it be longs to me, - this par tic u lar in di vid ual. But lan guage ex presses noth -
ing but uni ver sal ity, and so I can not say what I merely mean. And the un ut ter able
- feel ing or sen sa tion - far from be ing the high est truth, is the most un im por tant
and un true. (EL 38 German 74) 

In the Phe nom en ol ogy Hegel makes the fol low ing dis tinc tion be tween
con scious ness which “(knows) about ob jec tive things as op posed to it self,
and about it self as op posed to them” and sci ence which “in know ing keeps
within it self, and never goes be yond it self” (PhM 87 PhG 30) Us ing this
def i ni tion of con scious ness, we may say that for Hegel knowl edge in the
sense of ‘sci ence’ or or gan ised con cep tual knowl edge) has pri macy over
con scious ness; con scious ness has fi nally to be shown to be a ‘prim i tive
stage’, an ‘un sci en tific stand point’ (PhM 88,89) Whereas con scious ness is
faced with an other, knowl edge takes its other back into it self, or is in fi nite.
Par tic u lar things are fi nite, in that they are both lim ited and de ter mined by
other be ings: “The sun is a fi nite en tity, for it can not be thought with out
other en ti ties, since the re al ity of its No tion com prises not merely the sun it -
self but the en tire so lar sys tem” (Phil Mind 23) The fi nite is “a re al ity which 
is not ad e quate to its no tion”, in that the iden tity of each fi nite thing lies in
its re la tion to other fi nite things. This re la tion does not ex ist for the thing
but only for us as we com pare it with other things. Mind, on the other hand,
re cog nises that its iden tity lies in its re la tion to its other - and thereby over -
comes its fini tude by in te grat ing its other, its lim i ta tions, into itself: [33] 

We make our selves fi nite by re ceiv ing an Other into our con scious ness; but in the 
very fact of our know ing this Other we have tran scended this lim i ta tion. (Phil
Mind 24). 

A known limit is no lon ger a limit, be cause to know it is to go be yond it and
to dis solve it. 

The mind, as in fi nite, as con tain ing its own other within it self, is thus
con trasted with the thing which is not com plete in it self but ideal (das
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Ideelle) as “a de ter mi na tion or con tent, which though dis tinct does not ex ist 
in de pend ently, but only as mo ment” (SL I 63).

The prop o si tion that the fi nite is of ideal na ture con sti tutes Ide al ism. In phi los o -
phy ide al ism con sists of noth ing else than the rec og ni tion that the fi nite has no
ver i ta ble be ing (SL I 168, cf EL 178). 

It is the pri macy of con cep tual knowl edge which per mits Hegel to ig nore
the purely meant at the be gin ning of his sys tem, and then, at the end, to
show that oth er ness it self, as purely con cep tual, is ab sorbed back into the
know ing sub ject, as merely one el e ment in what is purely a sys tem of con -
cepts. The fi nite has no self-subsistent be ing of its own8 be cause the
empiricists and Kant have dis solved the thing into a rhap sody of
sense-data; hence its spec i fic ity can only come from its po si tion within the
to tal sys tem of con cepts, which means that fini tude is nec es sar ily equated
with ideality, and that only the total system has “veritable being”. 

Yet the fact of the ap par ent oth er ness of be ing to thought still has to be
over come. This is achieved by show ing that be ing it self has the struc ture of
thought. This, how ever, can only be done be cause Hegel builds an el e ment
char ac ter is tic of the sub ject into his ini tial def i ni tion of be ing. This is the
sec ond step in the ar gu ment to show that the method for in ves ti gat ing the
struc ture of a know ing sub ject can also en able him to grasp the nature of
being. 

Be ing as selfrelation 

The start ing point of the Logic is “the de ci sion to con sider Thought as
such” (SL 1 82); it is pure knowl edge, which is thought think ing it self. This
pure knowl edge has no re la tion to an other: it has “shrunk into this unity” in 
which all ref er ence to an other and to me di a tion are tran scended (see SL I
81). It is this thought think ing it self which is the im me di ate, or pure be ing.
Be ing thus has that im me di ate re la tion to self which is char ac ter is tic of
thought think ing it self. Be ing is “sim i lar to it self alone” (sich selbst gleich), 
just as noth ing ness is “sim ple equal ity with it self” (einfache Gleichheit mit
sich selbst) (SL I 76, WL 83). 

In EL this char ac ter is tic of be ing equal or iden ti cal to it self is used to es -
tab lish the iden tity of thought and be ing: “If we un der stand Be ing as it is

573

8 [fvg] Hegel can’t be re al is tic - on Turner’s read ing -, be cause, fol low ing Kant, our or di -
nary ‘life-world’ no tion of ob jects has been dis solved into a ‘rhap sody of sense data’.
There’s this equiv o ca tion in Turner: ‘Be ing’ is both em pir i cal re al ity and know ing sub -
ject, with out him reg is ter ing that it is this equiv o ca tion it self which co mes to full con -
scious ness, for the first time, in the West, in Hegel. In the term ‘dialectic’.  
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de fined by re flec tion, all that we can say [34] of it is that it is what is wholly
iden ti cal and af fir ma tive. And if we then look at thought, it can not es cape
us that thought also is at least what is ab so lutely iden ti cal with it self. Both,
there fore, Be ing as well as Thought, have the same at trib ute” (TM, 168).
The same point is made in the op po site di rec tion in the pref ace to the Phe -
nom en ol ogy: “The sub sis tence or sub stance of any thing that ex ists is its
self-iden tity; for its want of iden tity, or one ness with it self, would be its dis -
so lu tion. But self-iden tity is pure ab strac tion; and this is just think ing.” (PH
M 113) 

In his dis cus sion of Hegel’s re la tion to Fichte and Hegel Kröner brings
out some of the ideas un der ly ing this no tion of self-iden tity. He points out
that Fichte, in be gin ning from the prop o si tion A=A, fails to no tice the di a -
lec tic hid den therein. It in fact be gins by mak ing a dis tinc tion be tween A as
sub ject and A as ob ject, and then as serts a re la tion be tween the two. The
iden ti fy ing of the two As is a syn the sis which goes be yond each of the A’s
to re late it to the other. Kröner links this with the struc ture of the I: “Er ist
synthetisch, weil sich das Ich=Ich in ihm verbirgt” (It is syn thetic be cause
the I=I is con cealed within it) (Kröner 314). For Kröner, this is because 

Das selbst ist nur, indem es aus der Entselbstung, aus der Entäusserung zu sich
zurückkehrt; in der Bewegung, die es beschreibt, verleugnet es zugleich die
Bewegung, es bewegt sich und bleibt doch unbewegt dasselbe (The Self is only
in so far as it re turns to it self from its “outselfing” or externalisation; in the move -
ment which it car ries out it at the same time de nies move ment; it moves it self yet
re mains unmovedly the same. (Kröner II 315). 

The pos si bil ity of A=A de pends on the pos si bil ity of the I go ing be yond it -
self from the first enun ci a tion of A to the sec ond (from A' to A") while at
the same time re main ing iden ti cal with it self in or der to re tain A' in its pas -
sage to A", and so to be able to iden tify the two. Kröner goes on to con clude 
from this, with Hegel, that ev ery thing which is think able is “it self”, as iden -
ti cal with it self, in the sense of con tain ing within it self this move ment, so
that “Be ing is Self, or Sub stance is Subject” (Kröner II 317). 

Hegel thus ar gues that the so-called Law of Iden tity adopts the prop o si -
tional form but in fact con tra dicts the na ture of a prop o si tion: 

The form of the prop o si tion which ex presses Iden tity con tains more, then, than
Iden tity sim ple and ab stract; it con tains this pure move ment of Re flec tion, in
which the Other fig ures only as Show and as im me di ate dis ap pear ance. A is a be -
gin ning which imag ines a dif fer ent term that is to be reached; but this term never
is reached; A is - A; the dif fer ence is only a dis ap pear ance and the move ment
with draws into it self (SL II 42, WL II 44). 
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That is, [35] the prop o si tional form has a syn thetic func tion, and the prop o si -
tion A=A de rives its mean ing from the back ground of or di nary syn thetic
prop o si tions in the con text of which it is for mu lated. The or di nary prop o si -
tion con tains both the as ser tion and the over com ing of oth er ness: it is
“Iden tity as the dis ap pear ance of oth er ness” (SL II 43). The Law of Iden -
tity, by sep a rat ing the two A’s in the pro cess of mak ing them iden ti cal it self 
shows its syn thetic na ture. Iden tity can not be thought with out think ing dif -
fer ence. In the con text of the iden tity of thought and be ing, this means that
any thing must be a “relation to self” in this synthetic sense. 

By de riv ing his ini tial con cept of Be ing from thought think ing it self, and
by build ing this syn thetic no tion of self-iden tity into his def i ni tion of Be -
ing, Hegel lays the foun da tion for an ab so lute ide al ism which de vel ops a
me di ated and com plex no tion of the self-iden ti cal sub ject out of the im me -
di ate self-iden tity of be ing. But the ques tion as to whether in fact this desk
is “iden ti cal with it self” in the same sense as is thought think ing it self is
never asked. This is at least partly be cause the sense-da tum the ory has dis -
solved this desk into dis crete data which have to be held together in some
way. 

Sub ject and Di a lec tic

For Hegel, then, “ev ery thing de pends on grasp ing and ex press ing the ul ti -
mate truth not as sub stance but as sub ject as well” (PhM 80). I would like
now to look at his ac count of the na ture of the sub ject as sub ject, leav ing
aside the ques tion of its iden tity with sub stance. Hegel’s crit i cism of Kant
is that he, like Fichte and Schelling, enu mer ates var i ous as pects of the sub -
ject em pir i cally, rather than de vel op ing these as pects co her ently from the
fun da men tal idea of the sub ject as syn the sis. In con trast with this, Hegel’s
own work, more par tic u larly the Logic, may be read as al ways op er at ing si -
mul ta neously on two planes. He is un pack ing con cepts in such a way as to
show the sys tem atic de pend ence of each con cept on other con cepts,
thereby mak ing ex plicit of each con cept that it is not an im age but a rule.
And at the same time he is show ing what the struc ture of the know ing sub -
ject must be in or der for it to be able to hold to gether each of these chains of
con cepts in the unity of a sin gle con cept. What in ter ests me here is not the
ac tual de tails of the re la tion be tween the con cepts, but the ac count of the
sub ject which must be pre sup posed in or der for such re la tions to be pos si -
ble. Hegel’s guid ing thread is the idea of unity or iden tity as self-re la tion.
Us ing this thread, he wishes to show that the unity of the con cept, and the
unity of the con cep tual sys tem as a whole, both have the same struc ture as

57510. [What is the meaning of Dialectic’?]



the unity of the sub ject. By start ing with the most ab stract one can show
that this con cept [36] un packs it self in a cer tain way into a sys tem of con -
cepts which re veals the nec es sary struc ture of the sub ject as the syn thetic
unity of the sys tem. Since iden tity, as re la tion to self, also in volves dif fer -
ence from self, the struc ture of the ar gu ment in volves mak ing ex plicit the
el e ment of dif fer ence con tained in any given con cept pos tu lated as re la tion
to self, and then re veal ing a third term which re stores the unity of the con -
cept. That is, start ing with any given con cept we dis cover that it can only be 
un der stood in and through its re la tion to at least one other con cept, and the
re la tion be tween these two con cepts, once made ex plicit, has to be in its
turn grasped by means of a fur ther con cept which takes this relation as
explicit, rather than as implicit. It is this demonstration of the
interdependence of concepts which Hegel describes as dialectic:

We term di a lec tic that higher move ment of Rea son where terms ap pear ing ab so -
lutely dis tinct pass into one an other be cause they are what they are, where the as -
sump tion of their sep a ra tion can cels it self. (SL 117, WL III) 

In his dis cus sion of the Logic of Be ing, Tay lor in ter prets this in terms of
the idea that a de scrip tive con cept can only be un der stood contrastively -
that is, in re la tion to an other con cept with which it is con trasted (see Tay lor
234). In re la tion to my ear lier dis cus sion of Kant, this can also be for mu -
lated in terms of the dis tinc tion be tween ‘im age’ and ‘rule’. Knowl edge is
not ‘im me di ate’ in the sense of oc cur ring in the form of a sin gle in tu ition of
a sin gle un am big u ously clear idea. Ev ery con cept con tains within it a net -
work of re la tion ships, of in ter con nected sec ond ary con cepts. Hegel de -
scribes this as a ‘neg a tive unity’ in or der to emphasise that the con cepts
which it con tains are held apart and main tain their in di vid u al ity in it, while
the concept is itself nevertheless the synthesis of these elements. 

The dif fer ences con tained within the con cept are de scribed by Hegel as
‘con tra dic tions’. His ex po si tion of the con cept is not en tirely clear and is
some times con fused rather than clar i fied by the ex am ples he uses. Con tra -
dic tion: here is a func tion not of mere ex ter nal com par i son (Pens are un like
cam els) but, rather of spe cific dif fer ences. In the re la tion of like and un like
in spe cific dif fer ence, they “do not fall on dif fer ent as pects or points of
view in the thing, with out any mu tual af fin ity but one throws light into the
other” (EL 215) The re la tion be tween the ‘unlikes’ here is what Hegel calls
op po si tion (EL 218 cf. SL II 50). It in volves the con trast ing of the dif fer -
ences of similar things. In the relation of opposition 

the dif fer ent is not con fronted by any other, but by its other. That is, ei ther of these 
two ... is stamped with a [37] char ac ter is tic of its own only in its re la tion to the
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other: the one is only re flected into it self as it is re flected into the other. And so
with the other. Ei ther in this way is the other’s own other (EL 220) 

What is in volved is not, e.g. the ‘op po si tion’ be tween blue and not-blue,
but rather that be tween blue and yel low. Both are colours and as dis tinct
colours they may be de fined e.g. by their po si tion in the spec trum, that is,
by their re la tion to other colours. Most of Hegel’s ex am ples in EL at this
point in volve po lar op po si tion, e.g. pos i tive and neg a tive, north and south.
But the def i ni tion does not re quire this polar opposition. 

In SL the complementarity of op po si tion is brought out even more clearly 
in the as ser tion that

each is self-me di ated by its Other and con tains it. But it is also self-me di ated by
the Not-Be ing of the Other: it is, there fore, self-existant unity and ex cludes the
Other. (SL II 58) (see also the dis cus sion of the law of ex cluded mid dle (SL II
65-6) 

where Hegel re jects the idea of op po si tion as mere ‘de fi ciency’ or ‘in de ter -
mi nate ness’) 

In the op po si tion, then, each de fines it self against the other in terms of the 
other. This Hegel de scribes as con tra dic tion. Each term both in cludes and
ex cludes the other. But this re la tion ship is not one in which the two terms
can cel each other out (as blue would can cel not-blue). It is a con tra dic tion
which is nec es sar ily re solved: “very de ter mi na tion, ev ery con crete, ev ery
con cept is es sen tially a un ion of dis tin guished and dis tin guish able mo -
ments which pass over through de ter mi nate and es sen tial dif fer ence into
con tra dic tory mo ments. It is true that this con tra dic tory con cre tion re solves 
it self into noth ing - it passes back into its neg a tive unity. Now the thing, the
sub ject, or the con cept is just this neg a tive unity: it is con tra dic tory in it self, 
but also it is re solved con tra dic tion; it is the ground which con tains and
sup ports its de ter mi na tions” (SL II 70). 

The way in which these ideas of con tra dic tion and neg a tive unity are
linked to Hegel’s over all con cep tion is clearly il lus trated by the way in
which he deals with the prob lem of per cep tion in Ph G. Hav ing ar gued, in
the dis cus sion of sense-cer tainty, that any at tempt to con cep tual ise the ob -
ject of sense-cer tainty re sults in a uni ver sal, Hegel goes on to dis cuss per -
cep tion as that which “takes what ex ists for it self to be a uni ver sal” (PhM
162) that is, as tak ing the sense-el e ment as a prop erty of an ob ject. Here the
ob ject is “the thing with many prop er ties” (PhM 163) A prop erty is a uni -
ver sal, in the sense that to say “this is blue” is t to go be yond the this and to
re late it to other blue ob jects. But [38] the prob lem is, how are these var i ous
prop er ties re lated? Each is it self a uni ver sal as a neg a tive unity or de ter mi -
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nate char ac ter. The lump of salt is a sim ple Here; but it is also white, cu bic
and pun gent. Each prop erty, as a uni ver sal, is re lated neg a tively to the oth -
ers. But at the same time, as prop er ties of this thing, they have to be held to -
gether in the One, which is “an ex clud ing re pel ling unity” (PhM 165) The
rea son that this is prob lem atic is that, if one as sumes a Humean view of
mind, one can have be fore one only a suc ces sion of dis crete “im pres sions”
- white, cu bical, pun gent, etc. but not all of them at once. The prob lem is
that they have to be there at once and as dis tinct. It is this which is the ‘con -
tra dic tory’ de mand. In his dis cus sion of per cep tion, there fore, Hegel deals
with the var i ous ways in which con scious ness tries to avoid this ‘con tra dic -
tion’, and con cludes that “we see that con scious ness al ter nately makes it -
self, as well as the thing, into a pure atomic ‘one’, and an ‘also’ re solved
into in de pend ent con stit u ent el e ments (ma te ri als or mat ters). Con scious -
ness thus finds through this com par i son that not only its way of tak ing the
truth con tains the di verse mo ments of ap pre hen sion and re turn upon it self,
but that the truth it self, the thing, man i fests it self in this two-fold man ner”
(PhM 172) Thus con scious ness has to find a way of grasp ing this two-fold
man ner of man i fes ta tion of the thing as ex ist ing in a sin gle unity. This is
achieved through the con cept of law. The ar gu ment is ex pressed with great
con ci sion in para graphs 422 and 423 of the Encyclopaedia. He writes that
“the es sence of law, whether this re lates to ex ter nal Na ture or the eth i cal
world or der, con sists in an in sep a ra ble unity, a nec es sary in ner con nec tion,
of dis tinct de ter mi na tions” (Enc III 163) This is also the tran si tion to the I
as self-con scious ness “just as law is some thing dif fer en ti ated within it self
and not merely rel a tive to an Other, an iden tity with it self in its dif fer ence,
so, too, is the ‘I’ that has it self for ob ject, that is aware of it self” (Enc III.
164) (This, it seems to me, is a further development of Kant’s idea that a
universal is a rule, not an image, and that the structure of the I has to be
understood in terms of this.) 

In per cep tion, the prob lem is to hold to gether the dis tinct, neg a tively re -
lated prop er ties in one whole. In the Logic the analagous prob lem is that the 
con cept is de fined by its other. This prob lem first arises in the Logic with
the tran si tion from Be com ing to De ter mi nate Be ing (Dasein) as Qual ity,
that is, as lim ited, de ter mined and so pos sess ing a spe cific, dis tin guish able
[39] char ac ter is tic. We be gan from the def i ni tion of Be ing as iden tity with
it self. This iden tity as a re la tion has to be pre served in each fur ther de ter mi -
na tion of Be ing. But de ter mi na tion is ne ga tion, in the form of re la tion to an
other, and so the pres er va tion of iden tity in the face of this oth er ness is a ne -
ga tion of the oth er ness. “There fore, the truth which we have, is, De ter mi -
nate Be ing in gen eral dis tinc tion in it, and the tran scen dence of this dis tinc -
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tion; De ter mi nate Be ing is not merely un dif fer en ti ated, as at the be gin ning;
it is once more iden ti cal with it self through the tran scen dence of the dis -
tinc tion, and the sim ple na ture of De ter mi nate Be ing is me di ated through
this tran scen dence ... it is Be ing-in-it self, that which is a de ter mi nate, or
Some thing (Etwas). Some thing is the first ne ga tion of ne ga tion as sim ple
ex is tent self-re la tion.” (SL 127; WL 123) That is, the res to ra tion of iden tity, 
bat now as a dif fer en ti ated iden tity, is what Hegel calls “the ne ga tion of the
ne ga tion”. Each new de ter mi na tion of Be ing, in volv ing an in creas ing mul -
ti plic ity of in ner de ter mi na tion, threat ens the orig i nal unity or iden tity of
Be ing. It thus re quires a fur ther de ter mi na tion which re or gan ises the set of
con cepts which are threat en ing to lose their co her ence. The source of this
threat lies in the very na ture of con cepts, in the fact that they are de fined in
re la tion to other con cepts. The other has to be re in te grated anew at each
step, but also threat ens to break out anew at each step. It is this process
which Hegel describes in the final chapter of the Logic “The Absolute
Idea” in which he discusses and sums up his dialectical method. 

The first ne ga tion is not any ne ga tion, or any other: “It is not, there fore,
the Other of a term to which it is in dif fer ent, for thus it would be nei ther an
Other, nor a ref er ence nor a re la tion; it is the Other in it self, the Other of an
Other. It thus in cludes its own Other, and so is con tra dic tion, or the pos ited
di a lec ti cal of it self” (SL II 477). It is not a ‘ne ga tion’ like ‘The Mind is no
el e phant’ (cf. EL 306), but rather of the type “blue is not green”, in which
one is de fin ing value by dis tin guish ing it from an other col our. That is the
ne ga tion oc curs within the con text of a re la tion ship, the fact that blue and
green are both colours. It is the mak ing ex plicit of a dis tinc tion which is al -
ready im plic itly pres ent, and this mak ing ex plicit is the first di a lec ti cal mo -
ment. The sec ond di a lec ti cal mo ment con sists in pos it ing the unity which is 
im plic itly con tained in the con tra dic tion. Here Hegel makes ex plicit the re -
la tion be tween the struc ture of the con cept and the struc ture of the sub ject.
The sec ond neg a tive, the neg a tive of the neg a tive which we have reached,
is this tran scen dence of the con tra dic tion, but no more the ac tiv ity [40] of an
ex ter nal re flec tion than the con tra dic tion is: it is the in ner most and most ob -
jec tive mo ment of Life and Spirit by vir tue of which a sub ject is “personal
and free” (SL II 477-8) 

This achieved unity of op po sites can not be thought of as a static iden tity:
it is self-me di at ing move ment and ac tiv ity. As a “self-iden ti cal whole” any
given con cept is once more in the same form as the be gin ning, and can in
turn serve as a fur ther be gin ning. The method can thus be ex tended into a
sys tem, not as a bad in fi nite pro gres sion, but as a to tal ity in which the be -
gin ning is pre served in ever greater con crete ness, which in volves at the
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same time an ever greater depth of sub jec tiv ity, and more and more comp -
lexly ar tic u lated sub ject: “The high est and acut est point is sim ple per son al -
ity, which by vir tue alone of the ab so lute di a lec tic which is its na ture,
equally holds and com pre hends ev ery thing within it self be cause it per -
fectly lib er ates it self, - be com ing sim plic ity which is first im me di acy and
uni ver sal ity” (SL II 483). 

The re la tion be tween ne ga tion of ne ga tion and sub ject is of course re -
ferred to fre quently, in more and more de vel oped forms, through out the
Logic, be gin ning with the first in tro duc tion of the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion
in the dis cus sion of ‘Etwas’: 

The neg a tive of the neg a tive, as Some thing, is only the be gin ning of the sub ject
and the Be ing-in-Self is quite in de ter mi nate. It next de ter mines it self as be -
ing-for-self and so on, un til fi nally as No tion it re ceives the con crete in ten sity of
the sub ject. The neg a tive unity with self is the ba sis of all these de ter mi na tions;
though here the first ne ga tion (ne ga tion in gen eral) must care fully be dis tin -
guished from the sec ond, the ne ga tion of ne ga tion, which is con crete and ab so -
lute negativity, while the first is only ab stract negativity (SL I 188) [41] 

Thus Hegel de scribes the struc ture of the con cept in terms of the key cat e -
go ries ne ga tion, op po si tion, con tra dic tion, and ne ga tion of the ne ga tion.9
The spe cific mean ing of a given con cept within a sys tem of con cepts is
given it by de ter min ing it neg a tively in re la tion to the other con cepts,
which are its “op po sites”. But this means that its mean ing nev er the less still
in cludes its neg a tive re la tion of op po si tion to these con cepts, and in this
sense it is a con tra dic tion which con tains its other within it self. Since it is
not sim ply dis solved by this con tra dic tion, or co ex is tence of op po sites, it
has to be un der stood as their neg a tive unity; as the co ex is tence of op po sites
(or of dis tinc tions) which re tain their dis tinct ness within the unity. It is thus
the ne ga tion of the orig i nal ne ga tion, where this ne ga tion of the ne ga tion is
un der stood notas the mere re moval of the orig i nal op po si tion, but as the
main te nance of it in ex is tence, as a sta bi lised op po si tion which con sti tutes
the com plex mean ing of the con cept. The know ing sub ject must be able to
hold the var i ous el e ments of the con cept to gether as one con cept. As the
on to log i cal foun da tion of the unity of the con cept it must have this same
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9 Hegel’s ide al ism, in Turner’s ren di tion, con sists in this: he dis solves all re al ity into
think ing; - and in pol i tics he’s hence quietistic, ‘con tem pla tive’, hence of no use in - say 
- sit u a tions of man i fold in jus tice, ex ploi ta tion, re pres sion. (The ra tio nal ism/em pir i cism
du al ism com ing from the Rus sell/Strawson/Tay lor di rec tion, merges smoothly with the
ro man ti cised ‘hu man ist’ Marx ism of Sartre, both cul mi nat ing in a re jec tion of ‘di a lec -
tics’ in Hegel.) ‘Sci en tif i cally un sound, po lit i cally un re li able’ is the ver dict, also in
Turner. This very An glo view is mir rored, un can nily, in the di a lec ti cal/me chan i cal
materialism controversies in Russia during the thirties - Negt! xxxxxxx  



structure; it must be the negation of the negation as the negative unity of
opposed elements. 

Ab so lute Ide al ism 

In the “Sub jec tive Logic” Hegel ex plores this struc ture fur ther. Here he
shows that the con cept is: 

a) the unity of Uni ver sal ity and Par tic u lar ity in In di vid u al ity; 
b) the ex plicit for mu la tion of this unity in judge ment; 
c) the de vel op ment of the var i ous as pects of the judge ment in the syl lo -

gism. This ac count makes ex plicit the char ac ter is tic of any con cept as a
sys tem atic in ter con nec tion of other concepts. 

In the con text of Hegel’s sys tem it has fur ther im pli ca tions. In terms of
the pri macy of knowl edge, a fi nal syn the sis is achieved in the form of the
gen u ine in fin ity in which the other be comes com pletely in te grated with
and trans par ent to the sub ject. This is ex pressed in the form of a [42] syl lo -
gism which no lon ger takes the form of an orig i nal in which two quite sep a -
rate terms are me di ated by a third term, since such an ar gu ment re tains an
el e ment of con tin gency in it. It is, rather, a syl lo gism which in volves the
sim ple ex pli ca tion of what is con tained in the ge nus. It is no lon ger sub jec -
tive, in the sense of be ing re lated only to the sub ject’s knowl edge, but gives 
adequate expression to the nature of the Object: 

Con se quently the re sult is an im me di acy which has emerged through the tran -
scen dence of me di a tion, a Be ing which is equally iden ti cal with me di a tion, and is 
the No tion which has con structed it self oat of and in its oth er ness. Hence this Be -
ing is a Thing which is in and for it self, or Ob jec tiv ity (SL II 342) 

Knowl edge achieves ob jec tiv ity when it un der stands the pro cess of the ob -
ject as a trans par ently nec es sary pro cess. But this is the same thing as say -
ing that it un der stands the pro cess of the ob ject as its own pro cess, as the
self-de ter min ing idea pos it ing it self as real and ex is tent. This is Hegel’s
ver sion of the On to log i cal Proof. The sub ject he de scribes here is Kant’s
intellectus archetypus, an in tel lect which does not pro ceed dis cur sively
from par tic u lar to uni ver sal, but de duc tively from uni ver sal to par tic u lar,
and for whom, there fore, the uni verse is trans par ent. Hegel can only reach
this po si tion be cause he has care fully ex cluded that which can only be
meant, not said, from con sid er ation, since this, in its very re sis tance to con -
cep tuali sation, would nec es sar ily re main opaque. But, once he has done
this, he is able to avoid Kant’s ab so lute on to log i cal gulf be tween sen si ble
and in tel li gi ble world. The laws of na ture and the laws of rea son can be

58110. [What is the meaning of Dialectic’?]



di rectly equated, and the em pir i cal sub ject be comes an his tor i cally con sti -
tu tive el e ment in the self-de vel op ment of the noumenal sub ject, or
intellectus archetypus. The di a lec ti cal ac count of the sub ject makes it pos -
si ble to historicise both the in di vid ual sub ject and the intellectus
archetypus. This en ables Hegel to give a con tent to Kant’s Cat e gor i cal Im -
per a tive, which he criticises as es sen tially empty, by ar gu ing that the “sub -
stance of eth i cal re al ity” is an his tor i cal prod uct of rea son (see eg. Ph M
453), in the sense that it al ready ex ists as a highly de vel oped com plex of re -
spon si bil i ties and rights which take the re al i ties of the sit u a tion into ac -
count. Leav ing aside the weak ness of the grounds for ab so lute ide al ism, the 
prob lem with the sys tem is its in ca pac ity to deal [43] ad e quately with con -
tin gency. On the one hand the world, as the prod uct of the intellectus
archetypus, has a com pletely ra tio nal struc ture, and hence nec es sar ily de -
vel ops as it does. On the other hand, Hegel has to al low at all lev els for what 
Tay lor calls “in ter sti tial con tin gency” (Tay lor 260) Hegel in sists that he is
not claim ing to be able to de duce the nec es sary ex is tence and na ture of his
pen. He at tempts to in te grate in ter sti tial con tin gency by ar gu ing that “Er ror
or other-be ing, when superseded, is still a necessary dynamic element of
truth: for truth can only be where it makes itself its own result” (EL 352) 

In ter sti tial con tin gency oc curs in na ture and in so ci ety. But the prob lem
is that once one has ad mit ted any form of con tin gency, the prob lem arises
of cri te ria for dis tin guish ing be tween what in any given sit u a tion is con tin -
gent and what is ra tio nal and nec es sary. Hegel as serts that “Within the
range of the fi nite we can never see or ex pe ri ence that the End has been re -
ally re ceived. The con sum ma tion of the in fi nite End, there fore, con sists
merely in re mov ing the il lu sion which makes it seem: yet un ac com plished” 
(EL 351/2) Yet the il lu sion, like any be lief, must have con se quences for the 
way in which we act, and there fore for the world which we help to cre ate by 
our ac tions. Thus re mov ing the il lu sions must also in volve chang ing the
world. And Hegel would not deny this; his po lit i cal and eth i cal po si tions
are not sto i cal or quietistic; they are only re form ist, rather than rev o lu tion -
ary. This State, as out lined in The Phi los o phy of Right is not a mere re flec -
tion of the existing Prussian Monarchy; it is a reformed and rationalised
version of it. 

Even in his ear lier writ ings he be lieved that re form ist po lit i cal prac tice
must be tied to, and an ex pres sion of, the ob jec tive spirit of the time, that is,
it must be tied to the con scious ness of the peo ple and be in sti tu tion ally with
the peo ple. The task of the phi los o pher is to ar tic u late the ob jec tive spirit,
as a guide to the po lit i cal lead er ship. If the lead er ship fails to carry out the

582



nec es sary re form, rev o lu tion oc curs as a ‘nat u ral force’ which can not be
chan nelled by the ory, and which has a purely negative content. 

Even this mod est re form ism, how ever, is sig nif i cantly dis tanced from
what is, and thus raises the ques tion of cri te ria for criticising what is. One
may ac cept the crit i cism of Kant for fail ing to an chor his King dom. of Ends 
suf fi ciently firmly within the his tor i cal re al ity of a par tic u lar so ci ety. But
ab so lute ide al ism by iden ti fy ing thought and be ing, at the same time the o -
ret i cally re moves that dis tance be tween thought and be ing which we need
to be [44] able to understand if we are to act rightly. 

How ever, even if we re ject the iden tity of thought and be ing, this does not 
mean that Hegel is not deal ing with im por tant prob lems in his at tempt to
ex pli cate the na ture of the con cept and of the sub ject. When Hegel in sists
that the prop o si tion “The swan is black” enun ci ates the con tra dic tory as ser -
tion “the in di vid ual is a uni ver sal” he is point ing to the fol low ing ques tion:
How can I “know” (or be con scious of etc) this in di vid ual swan sail ing on
the lake be fore me as be ing re lated in cer tain ways to thun der clouds, dark -
ness, pan thers and the an ar chist flag - none of which are to be seen be fore
me, or are even con sciously pres ent to me in any way? A sub ject is “iden ti -
cal with it self” in quite a dif fer ent way from the way in which a ta ble might
con ceiv ably be said to be “iden ti cal with it self”. And this is re vealed, inter
alia, in the sub ject’s ca pac ity to hold to gether the vastly com plex set of
relations contained in the judgement “The swan is black”. 

Kant re vealed the el e ment of syn the sis ac cord ing to a rule as an es sen tial
mo ment in the pro cess of the sub ject. Hegel’s main ad di tional con tri bu tion
is to bring out the el e ment of dis tinc tion or negativity which is the log i cal
com ple ment of syn the sis, and to give an ini tial ac count of the re la tion be -
tween the two el e ments by the use of the con cept of “negation of the
negation”. 

Apart from this, Hegel and Kant each ex press one es sen tial el e ment for a
“ma te ri al ist” the ory of knowl edge. Against Kant’s scep ti cism about the
pos si bil ity of knowl edge of the be ing in it self, Hegel is a re al ist for whom
the re la tion of knowl edge is, fi nally, a di rect re la tion to the ac tual be ing
which I know. This is part of the mean ing of “iden tity” in the as ser tions of
the iden tity of thought and be ing. Against Hegel’s ab so lute ide al ism which
fi nally dis solves the fi nite be ing, Kant is a re al ist who in sists on the ul ti -
mate “oth er ness” of the thing. When I look at this pen, from a rea son able
dis tance and in a good light, I am see ing the pen; my ‘per cept’ is in some
sense iden ti cal with the pen. But when I at tempt to de scribe the pen, I can
never ex haust it fully. My con cep tual knowl edge is of the pen, but it is not
iden ti cal with the pen. Kant de nies the iden tity of my ‘per cept’ with the pen 
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as it is in it self. In his ea ger ness to re store this iden tity; Hegel as serts the
iden tity of my con cep tual knowl edge with the pen. [45]

Hegel’s ac count of the struc ture of the sub ject can not be as sumed to be
un marked by the ide al ist con text in which it oc curs. A ‘ma te ri al ist’ the ory
of knowl edge, there fore, would have to redescribe the di a lec tic of the sub -
ject within the con text of an ad e quate ac count of the re la tion be tween con -
cep tual knowl edge, and con scious ness as a di rect re la tion to an
independent object. 

Anal o gous con sid er ations ap ply to Hegel’s his tor i cal di a lec tic. The
struc ture of the di a lec tic is de rived from the ac count of the sub ject, and then 
ap plied to his tory through the iden ti fi ca tion of in di vid ual sub ject with the
“intellectus archetypus” as ab so lute sub ject un fold ing it self in his tory. The
per sua sive ness at least some parts of Hegel’s ac tual ac count of an his tor i cal 
di a lec tic stems the fact that he is of ten deal ing with the gen e sis and de vel -
op ment of sys tems of thought, which nec es sar ily do have the struc ture of a
con cept. Thus the at tempt to found a “ma te ri al ist” di a lec tic of his tory and
of so ci ety is faced with two al ter na tives. It must ei ther give the di a lec tic a
new foun da tion quite in de pend ent of the con cept and of the sub ject, or it
must show that it is pos si ble to treat ei ther the whole or some as pects of so -
cial re al ity hav ing the struc ture of a con cept or of a sub ject. This would nec -
es sar ily in volve some ac count of the el e ment of “intersubjectivity” in so -
cial re al ity: an ac count of the way in which so cial re al ity is con sti tuted in
the in ter re la tion of sub jects.10 [46] 
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10 [fvg] If one over lays Turner here onto the Rus sian de bates of the time, then he’s closer
to Deborin than to Bucharin, in the sense that ‘ob jec tiv ity’ and ‘sub jec tiv ity’ are ‘one’.
It does n’t mean in the least that it’s not ca pa ble of de liv er ing an em pir i cally con vinc ing
anal y sis of cur rent globalised cap i tal ism - it re ally is in cri sis - but this is then im me di -
ately fused with the in ter ests of the ‘world pro le tar iat’, for whom Cronin main tains he’s
speak ing. Re fut ing Cronin is more dif fi cult than it seems. It’s not just that the fus ing of
the em pir i cal and the gnos tic iso lates it from non-be liev ers with the crudely po lemic
for mula that the crit ics are all ‘white cap i tal ists’. In it there lurks some thing deeper,
namely that which to this day could mo ti vate an other look at the Grundrisse. Ac a demic
and cor po rate Eco nom ics un der stands it self as a sci ence, but un like the med i cal pro fes -
sion, econ o mists do not have an eth ics body that con trols what the pu ta tive sci ence is
used for. The econ o mists that see their duty to be that of pub lic in tel lec tu als warn ing of
what needs to be done to avert the next melt down (e.g. why Glass-Stegall is/was so vi -
tal) are few and far be tween. Most see no prob lem at all in per sonal and/or cor po rate
greed. Though even that does n’t get to the core of it all, which is that the same so cial
Dar win ism that on the Con ti nent did so much damage is alive and well - and taught in
every “Economics I” course at university.  



Marx, Engels, Le nin and the Di a lec tics of Na ture

The clas sic state ment of the re la tion be tween Marx’s di a lec tic and that of
Hegel is found in the Pref ace to the sec ond edi tion of Cap i tal: 

Al though in Hegel’s hands di a lec tic un der went a mys ti fi ca tion, this does not ob -
vi ate the fact that he was the first to ex pand the gen eral form of its move ment in a
com pre hen sive and fully con scious way. In Hegel’s writ ings, di a lec tic stands on
its head. You must turn it right way up again if you want to dis cover the ra tio nal
ker nel that is hid den away within the wrap pings of mys ti fi ca tion. (Cap i tal p.
873.) 

The met a phor of the He geli an di a lec tic be ing ‘up side down’11 (or per haps
‘turned in side out’ see Fulda) is re peated a num ber of times by Engels (e.g.
MEW XX a.a.o. 23 - trans Feuer 86-7, Se lected Cor re spon dence 439), as is
the as ser tion that only Hegel (apart from Ar is totle) has made a thor ough
study of the di a lec tic (e.g. MEW XX DN 330).
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11 [fvg] His tor i cally (but that’s the point about Turner’s nat u ral ism here, that the his tory of 
phi los o phy is re placed by ‘logic’) it goes back to Lessing, Kant, Men dels sohn and oth -
ers, re gard ing Spinoza. An other way of putt ing it: in that head/foot met a phor there’s
noth ing less than the pos si bil ity/con se quences/draw backs of secu lar is ation, ‘mo der nity’
al to gether. A truly Faust ian topic. “En am ored of the old con cept of God, Jacobi was not
a theo lo gian of the spirit who dis solves the dis tinc tion be tween God and hu mans by in -
cor po rat ing God into the race. It is im pos si ble, in his view, to ex pli cate the be liefs in
free dom and a per sonal God in a way that trans forms them into ra tio nal ar gu ments.
These be liefs need to re main as be liefs. It is im pos si ble to make them de pend ent on rea -
son, to prove their truth, or to ar rive at them by start ing from some el e men tary philo -
soph i cal prop o si tions. [newline] All of which is to say that Spinozism is the only
pos si ble phi los o phy, ren der ing be liefs in free dom and a per sonal God im pos si ble. This
is tan ta mount to say ing that what mat ters can not be proven, which was, af ter all,
Jacobi’s strat egy. Jacobi un der scored the ab sur dity of Spinoza’s po si tion when he said,
‘but, un for tu nately, he who has once fallen in love with cer tain ex pla na tions will ac cept, 
like the blind, any con clu sion what so ever that fol lows from a proof he can not re fute,
even if it means that he will be walk ing on his head.[fn12] In re sponse, Hegel quipped
that this was the great event of the French Rev o lu tion: that man started to turn him self
up side down, ac tu ally to walk on his head, that is, to con struct hu man so ci ety and thus
hu man life ra tio nally. With out quot ing Jacobi, Hegel ech oes him: ‘Since the sun has
risen and the stars are shin ing in the skies, no one no ticed,’ says Hegel, ‘that man started 
to walk on his head.’[fn13] In a later re join der, Karl Marx added, ‘What I had to do was 
turn Hegel from his head back to his feet, so that we can start walk ing again’. [fn14]
‘Walk ing’ here means ad vanc ing to phi los o phy’s real goal, not just in ter pret ing the
world, and al though Marx did not know it, he ech oes Jacobi’s crit i cism. For Marx ism
also im plies that there is some thing that can not be con structed and ex pli cated in the
sense in which the ide al ists tried to con struct and ex plain ev ery thing.” Di eter Henrich:
“Jacobi and the Philosophy of Immediacy” in: Between Kant and Hegel - Lectures on
German Idealism, p. 109 f.  

10. [What is the meaning of Dialectic’?]



Clearly, then, Marx and Engels place con sid er able re li ance on Hegel. But 
the mean ing of the met a phor of in ver sion, in its var i ous forms, is not at all
clear. Nei ther Marx nor Engels ever sets out to give a com plete ma te ri al ist
re in ter pre ta tion of Hegel’s Logic. The ex act in ten tion of Engels’ oc ca -
sional writ ings on the di a lec tic re main un clear. Firstly, the no tion of ‘di a -
lec tics’ con tained therein is am big u ous. Sec ondly, Engels’ method of
argument is questionable. 

In So cial ism: Uto pian and Sci en tific, Engels states that 
Na ture is the proof of di a lec tics, and it must be said for mod ern sci ence that it has
fur nished this proof with very rich ma te ri als, in creas ing daily, and thus has
shown that, in the last re sort, na ture works dia lec ti cally and not meta phys i cally;
that she does not move in the eter nal one ness of a per pet u ally re cur ring cy cle, but
goes through a real his tor i cal evolution. (Feuer 84). 

This pas sage con tains what I shall de scribe as the ‘weak’ def i ni tion of di a -
lec tics: the (un ex cep tion able) idea that na ture goes through a real his tor i cal
evo lu tion. This raises the ques tion of how this weak def i ni tion might be re -
lated to a ‘strong’ def i ni tion in clud ing some or all of the fea tures of Hegel’s 
logic. Sec ondly, the pas sage con tains the sug ges tion that the di a lec tic can
be proved by the sci en tific in ves ti ga tion of na ture. This raises the meth od -
olog i cal prob lem as to how the di a lec tic might be ‘proved’. At times Engels 
seems to re peat the im pli ca tion that this is a task for nat u ral sci ence, de vel -
op ing the di a lec tic out of na ture, rather than build ing it into na ture (e.g.
MEW XX: A-D 12, DN 334). But at other points he sug gests that this is a
task for phi los o phy; [47] sci en tists can be trip ped up and led astray by their
ac cep tance of out moded “meta phys i cal” con cep tions, and it is the task of
phi los o phy to criti cise and re place these con cep tions (e.g. DN 330 and
480). But the prob lem of how phi los o phy is to pro vide laws of pure thought 
for this pur pose is not dis cussed. In the event, the method Engels ac tu ally
uses seems to in volve the list ing of ex am ples of the var i ous laws of the di a -
lec tic. In the Di a lec tics of Nature he writes that 

I have taken the lib erty of bring ing for ward nat u ral pro cesses and nat u ral laws as
dem on stra tive ex am ples (beweisende Exempel) of my gen eral the o ret i cal view.
(DN 329-30) 

In the Di a lec tics of Na ture he gives a “strong” def i ni tion of di a lec tic as
fol lows: 

The laws of di a lec tic are noth ing other than the most gen eral laws ... of
the his tor i cal de vel op ment of na ture and of hu man so ci ety, as well as of
thought it self. Es sen tially they may be re duced to three:
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The law of the tran si tion of quan tity into qual ity and vice versa. 
The law of the interpenetration of op po sites.
The law of the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion. (DN 348)12 

He does not ex plain why he chooses just these three laws, nor does he at -
tempt to ex plain the re la tion ship be tween these laws, ex cus ing him self
from this task on the grounds that he is not pre par ing a hand book of the di a -
lec tic but only try ing to show that di a lec ti cal laws ac tu ally are laws of de -
vel op ment of na ture and hence valid for nat u ral sci ence. In pur suit of this
task Engels lists a va ri ety of ex am ples of the op er a tion of each of these
laws. Leav ing aside the ques tion of the sta tus of ex am ples in philo soph i cal
ar gu ment, there are also prob lems about the na ture of the ex am ples them -
selves. In dis cuss ing the change of quan tity into qual ity and vice versa,
Engels pro vides no clear cri te ria as to what is to count as quan ti ta tive
change and what is to count as qual i ta tive change. If one looks at his ex am -
ples closely they turn out to be quite var ied in na ture. For ex am ple in the
case of wa ter the quan ti ta tive change is a change in tem per a ture which is in
turn a mea sure of the amount of heat pres ent in the wa ter. In the case of the
car bon com pound se ries, on the other hand, we do not move from CH 202
to C2 H402 by the ad di tion of more CH 202, that is by quan ti ta tive in crease
in CH 202. In stead we re quire the quan ti ta tive ad di tion of qual i ta tively spe -
cific and dis tinct el e ments. Also it seems ev i dent that the change in state of
H2O from solid to liq uid to gas is a qual i ta tive change in a dif fer ent sense
from that in which the change from CH 202 to C2 H402 is a qual i ta tive
change. Sim i larly, in dis cuss ing the interpenetration of op po sites and the
idea of [48] con tra dic tion,13 Engels does n’t state clearly what is to count as
op po site and what is to count as con tra dic tion, and in his ex am ples it is
clear that, say, the re la tion be tween the pos i tive and neg a tive poles of a
mag net is very dif fer ent from the re la tion be tween he red ity and ad ap ta tion
in the pro cess of evo lu tion. In Engels’ math e mat i cal ex am ples it is not clear 
why they should be con sid ered con tra dic tory at all. In other cases, it is not
clear why Engels should think that the ex am ples he pres ents in volves log i -
cal con tra dic tion rather than real op po si tion. For ex am ple, if we con cen -
trate for a mo ment on the ques tion of life con sid ered as in volv ing a
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12 [fvg] This sec tion of Turner’s ar gu ment is taken straight from Sartre.  
13 [fvg] It’s worth con trast ing here Habermas’s po si tion on this. Turner men tions him,

there’s no ques tion that this would have been a ma jor topic of dis cus sion be tween us if
he’d made it to Ger many. So what are the im pli ca tions of that doc trine of ‘stances’ for
the ‘real world’? (Habermas had taken that doc trine al most di rectly from Merleau-
Ponty’s Ad ven tures of the Di a lec tic, esp. chap. 1, “The Cri sis of Rea son”. Which
Turner would have worked through, in his years in Paris.) Sartre is sup posed to say
some where that it was Merleau-Ponty who had con verted him to Marx ism, so it makes
sense to con sult the lat ter’s views on the mean ing of the word ‘dialectic’.  
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con tra dic tion be cause it in volves both be ing it self and be ing an other in the
sense of be ing a pro cess of ex change of mat ter with its en vi ron ment, we
can see that Engels is point ing to an in ter est ing phe nom e non: the de pend -
ence of an or gan ism on its en vi ron ment, in terms of which the or gan ism is
both a sep a rate en tity with its own bound ary, but also only pos si ble through 
an in ter change with the en vi ron ment which lies be yond that bound ary. For
ex am ple, part of the def i ni tion of a rab bit is that it is a veg e tar ian, and this
in volves ref er ence to one as pect of its mode of in ter ac tion with its en vi ron -
ment. But within a ma te ri al ist con text this ref er ence to the en vi ron ment in
terms of which the rab bit is de fined does not seem to in volve a log i cal con -
tra dic tion. For Hegel, as I’ve at tempted to show, the re la tion be tween the
rab bit and the car rot here is con tra dic tory only in the sense that in de fin ing
the rab bit as a car rot eater I have to hold to gether in my mind two dis tinct
con cepts in their dis tinct ness. The ques tion of how to man age to do this is
an in ter est ing ques tion but it has noth ing to do with real rabbits and carrots.
Here, as Colletti has cogently argued, if we are dealing with opposition at
all we are dealing with a real opposition which, far from contradicting the
law of identity, is directly dependent on it; the rabbit can only eat the carrot
if it’s a real independent carrot. 

Sim i lar ob jec tions ap ply to the var i ous ex am ples of ne ga tion and ne ga -
tion of the ne ga tion which Engels gives. In ‘Elu ci da tion’ he writes: 

The kind of ne ga tion is here de ter mined first by the gen eral then by the spe cific
na ture of the pro cess. I must not only ne gate, but also tran scend (Wieder
aufheben) the ne ga tion. I must there fore so ar range the first ne ga tion that the sec -
ond re mains or be comes pos si ble. How? In ac cor dance with the spe cific na ture of 
each in di vid ual case each kind of thing thus has its own spe cific way of be ing ne -
gated in or der for some thing to de velop out of it, and the same ap plies to each
kind of im age or con cept. (AD 132) [49] 

But once Engels ad mits that I must so ar range it that the first ne ga tion
makes the sec ond ne ga tion pos si ble, then there is no au to matic evo lu tion -
ary se quence lead ing ever on wards and up wards; it is al ways pos si ble that
any par tic u lar ne ga tion may make a fur ther ‘pos i tive’ ne ga tion im pos si ble.
But then all that is left is the fact that if some thing “pos i tive” co mes into be -
ing it must have done so by de vel op ing out of some thing else which in turn
de vel oped out of some thing else; this seems fi nally to re duce to the tau tol -
ogy that “it is a gen eral law of evolution that evolution can occur”. 

Engels’ own ac count of the sta tus of this law is odd. He writes
it goes with out say ing that I say noth ing about the spe cific pro cess of de vel op -
ment which, for ex am ple, the barleycorn un der goes from ger mi na tion un til the
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death of the fruitbearing plant, when I say that it is the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion.
(AD 131). 

This odd ity also emerges from Engels’ de fence of Marx against two crit i -
cisms of Dühring. In both cases Dühring criticises Marx for al leg edly us ing 
one of the gen eral laws of the di a lec tic to prove that some his tor i cal pro cess 
must oc cur. Engels’ re sponse is the same in each case. He as serts that Marx
did not use the di a lec ti cal law to prove any thing; in stead, af ter hav ing
shown by other means why the re sult would oc cur, he merely men tioned in
pass ing that this was an ex am ple of the par tic u lar law of the di a lec tic, or a
proof of the law. In the second case Engels writes 

in so far, there fore, as Marx des ig nates the oc cur rence as ne ga tion of the ne ga tion,
he does not thereby in tend to prove its his tor i cal ne ces sity. On the con trary, af ter
he has dem on strated that in fact the pro cess has in part al ready oc curred, and in
part must still oc cur, he de scribes it as a pro cess which ful fils it self ac cord ing to a
spe cific di a lec ti cal law. That is all. (AD 125) 

That is the di a lec ti cal laws are not used to prove any thing; they are only
brought in af ter some thing has been ‘his tor i cally proved’, or, as Engels
says ear lier, af ter ‘his tor i cal eco nomic proof’. What the func tion of these
laws is if they can not be used as part of the pro cess of pre dict ing fur ther oc -
cur rences, or ex plain ing oc cur rences, or prov ing the ne ces sity of cer tain
con se quences fol low ing cer tain ini tial ac tions, is not at all clear. But the
fact that Engels is con sis tent with him self on this point is in di cated by the
fact that none of the three laws of the di a lec tic is re ferred to or used in the
sec tions of Anti-Düring deal ing with so ci ety, nor, as far as I can as cer tain,
in such im por tant works as The Or i gins of the Fam ily or the Peas ant Wars
in Ger many. Engels then goes on to ar gue that the di a lec tic is not an in stru -
ment of proof but is rather a method for the dis cov ery [50] of new re sults
“for prog ress from the known to the un known” (AD 125) But Engels here
gives no ac count of how the three laws of the di a lec tic might be used as part 
of a method of in ves ti ga tion. On the one hand, he might be re fer ring to di a -
lec tics in a weak sense, in the form of an in junc tion al ways to look for in ter -
con nec tion and in ter de pen den cies be tween ap par ently dis crete phe nom -
ena. On the other hand, he might be sug gest ing that it is pos si ble to for mu -
late the three laws into a more rig or ous set of methodological principles.
However, he does not carry out this task, or explain how it might be carried
out. 

Thus it is pos si ble to dis tin guish a weak def i ni tion of di a lec tics, which is
both un ex cep tion able and per haps not very in ter est ing, from a strong def i -
ni tion which prof fers a the ory of spe cific laws of di a lec ti cal thought, but
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which nei ther de fines with suf fi cient pre ci sion what these laws mean, nor
spec i fies what func tion they are sup posed to per form, nor pro vides any
justification for accepting them. 

Le nin, the other ma jor fig ure in the de vel op ment of or tho dox di a lec ti cal
ma te ri al ism, adds noth ing to Engels’ work in so far as the ques tion of di a lec -
tics is con cerned. In Ma te ri al ism and Empirio-Crit i cism he scarcely dis -
cusses di a lec tics, and does not re fer to any of the laws of di a lec ti cal thought 
as dis cussed in Anti-Düring and the Di a lec tics of Na ture. To the ex tent that
he does use the term di a lec tics, it is in a very weak sense with ref er ence to
the idea that knowl edge is rel a tive rather than ab so lute, in that we can never 
be sure of achiev ing fi nally ac cu rate knowl edge of the na ture of re al ity.
Added to this is the idea of a non-dog matic view of the na ture of mat ter. In
his post hu mously pub lished Philo soph i cal Note books he does dis cuss di a -
lec tics in greater de tail but is very re li ant on Hegel. Here he takes the idea
of the ‘unity of op po sites’ as a key to the di a lec tic. Un for tu nately, like
Engels, he fails to spec ify what would con sti tute an ‘op po site’ and what
would con sti tute a ‘unity’ of op po sites. Thus he tends to move be tween a
weak def i ni tion in terms of “the uni ver sal, all-sided vi tal con nec tion of ev -
ery thing with ev ery thing and the re flec tion of this con nec tion ... in hu man
con cepts” (Vol. 38 146): and var i ous stron ger def i ni tions which spec ify
var i ous as pects of this uni ver sal connectedness. The most important aspect
of Lenin’s strong definition is the idea of ‘self-movement’. In the ‘Note on
Dialectics’ he writes:

The con di tion for the knowl edge of all pro cesses of the world in their ‘self-move -
ment’, in their [51] spon ta ne ous de vel op ment, in their real life, is the knowl edge
of them as a unity of op po sites. De vel op ment is the ‘strug gle of op po sites’ (Vol
360.) 

This state ment raises prob lems apart from that of what is meant by ‘op po -
site’! It is not clear what the unit is of whose ‘self-move ment’ we are speak -
ing. It is not clear in what sense ‘self-move ment’ is re lated to ‘unity of op -
po sites’. Nor is it clear why op po sites should strug gle, rather than com ple -
ment one an other, or, as Paul Greg ory sug gests, love one an other (see In
search of Di a lec tics). But what is clear is Le nin’s ab so lute de pend ence on
Hegel in these notes. He ac cepts that Hegel’s di a lec tic is an ac count of the
struc ture of the world, and merely re peats Marx’s met a phor about stand ing
Hegel on his feet, with out re cog nis ing the re la tion be tween Hegel’s di a lec -
tic and the structure of the concept and the subject. 

The ob verse of the ac cep tance of the di a lec tic of na ture is a fail ure to in -
ves ti gate the di a lec tic of the sub ject. Engels re jects the ques tion as to how it 
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is that hu man ideas and prin ci ples might cor re spond with na ture. He sug -
gests that such a question 

Co mes from the fact that ‘con scious ness’ and ‘thought’ are taken quite natu ral -
isti cally as some thing given and as op posed from the be gin ning to be ing and na -
ture. Then one must find it highly re mark able that con scious ness and na ture,
thought and be ing, the laws of thought and the laws of na ture agree so pre cisely.
If one how ever, asks fur ther, what thought and con scious ness are, and from
whence they come, one finds that they are the prod uct of the hu man brain, and
that hu mans are them selves a prod uct of na ture which has de vel oped in and with
its en vi ron ment; from which it is self-ev i dent, that the prod ucts of the hu man
brain, which are in the last in stance also nat u ral prod ucts, do not con tra dict but
rather ex press the rest of the com plex of na ture. (AD 33) 

In the Di a lec tics of Na ture he uses a sim i lar ar gu ment to sup port the con -
ten tion that the main re sult of Hegel’s phi los o phy, the unity of thought and
be ing, de spite its ide al ist form, is in con tro vert ible (see DN 529). But
Engels him self pro vides the an swer to the claim that a thought, be cause it is 
a prod uct of na ture must there fore cor re spond to na ture, in a later jok ing
aside, in ref er ence to Dühring’s claim to be speaking of any rational being: 

When I say: hu man knowl edge, I do not say it with the in ten tion of of fend ing the
in hab it ants of other plan ets, whom I do not have the hon our of know ing, but only
be cause an i mals also know, but in no way sov er eignly. The dog knows his God in 
his mas ter, while this mas ter may be the great est lout. (AD .79) 

The dog’s ‘knowl edge’ is also a nat u ral prod uct: but it does not [52] cor re -
spond with na ture. So what is it that dis tin guishes hu man knowl edge, with
its at least po ten tial sov er eign va lid ity, from the dog’s knowledge? 

This ques tion is linked with the ques tion of free dom. Here again Engels
ac cepts Hegel’s for mu la tion: 

Hegel was the first to state cor rectly the re la tion be tween free dom and ne ces sity.
To him, free dom is the ap pre ci a tion of ne ces sity. “Ne ces sity is blind only in so far
as it is not un der stood” (Engels’ em pha sis Enc Logic para 147 zusatz) Free dom
does not con sist in the dream of in de pend ence of nat u ral laws, but in the knowl -
edge of these laws, and in the pos si bil ity this gives of sys tem at i cally mak ing them 
work to wards def i nite ends. This holds good in re la tion both to the laws of ex ter -
nal na ture and to those which gov ern the bodily and men tal life of men them -
selves - two classes of laws which we can sep a rate from each other at most only in 
thought, but not in re al ity. Free dom of the will, there fore, means noth ing but the
ca pac ity to make de ci sions with real knowl edge of the sub ject. (AD 106 - trans
Feuer p. 279).
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Once again the ques tion arises here of to what ex tent one can ab stract a par -
tic u lar idea from its He geli an con text and then at tempt to ap ply it in quite a
dif fer ent con text. For the very para graph from which Engels’ quo ta tion
from Hegel is taken, clearly in di cates its rootedness in Hegel’s ide al ism,
and also within his par tic u lar in ter pre ta tion of Chris tian ity. Hegel begins:

The the ory how ever which re gards the world as de ter mined through ne ces sity
and the be lief in a di vine prov i dence are by no means mu tu ally ex clud ing points
of view. The in tel lec tual prin ci ple un der ly ing the idea of di vine prov i dence will
here af ter be shown to be the no tion. But the no tion is the truth of ne ces sity, which
it con tains in sus pen sion in it self; just as, con versely, [53] ne ces sity is the no tion
im plicit. Ne ces sity is blind only so long as it is not un der stood. (EL 268/9) 

For Hegel, what is nec es sary is not so through its an te ced ents, but only
through it self: “We thus hold it to be sim ple self-re la tion, in which all de -
pend ence on some thing else is re moved.” (268) This can only be the case in 
a te le o log i cal pro cess, in which the end is the cause which ne ces si tates the
pro cess. The end is, in our ev ery day ex pe ri ence, not im plic itly pres ent, and
in this sense “ne ces sity is blind”. But when we come to re cog nise the world
as the self-ex pres sion of the no tion, or as the intellectus archetypus ra tio -
nally cre at ing it self, then we re cog nise it as no lon ger blind; it is as it is
because it is rational.

In his dif fer ence from God, man, with his own pri vate opin ion and will, fol lows
the call of ca price and ar bi trary hu mour, and thus of ten finds his acts turn out
some thing quite dif fer ent from what he had meant or willed. But God knows
what he wills, is de ter mined in his eter nal will nei ther by ac ci dent from within nor 
from with out, and what He wills He also ac com plishes, ir re sist ibly. (EL 269)

It is this re la tion be tween the ir ra tio nal ca price of man and the ra tio nal ne -
ces sity with which God acts with which Hegel is con cerned when he says
that ne ces sity is no lon ger blind when un der stood. The prop o si tion de -
pends, fur ther, on the ul ti mate re la tion be tween self and God, or be tween
my self as sub ject and the no tion as sub ject. In dis cuss ing this, Hegel con -
trasts the Greek con cept of des tiny with the Chris tian con cept of con so la -
tion. He ar gues that the Greeks could ac cept des tiny be cause for them per -
sonal sub jec tiv ity had ac quired no great sig nif i cance. When sub jec tiv ity
ap pears it does so in two forms: as pri vate in ter est and in cli na tion, in nec es -
sary re bel lion against the course of the world; or it ap pears as an un der -
stand ing of the infinite world of subjectivity in terms of which 

that con sol ing power of Chris tian ity just lies in the fact that God him self is in it
known as the ab so lute sub jec tiv ity so that, in as much as sub jec tiv ity in volves the
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el e ment of par tic u lar ity, our par tic u lar per son al ity too is re cog nised not merely as 
some thing to be solely and sim ply nul li fied, but as at the same time some thing to
be pre served. (EL 270) 

That is, I am fi nally a part of that in fi nite sub ject who ra tio nally wills the
world, and it is in un der stand ing this that I can over come the sense of bond -
age to an ex ter nal ne ces sity. The con se quence of such a po si tion is, in prac -
ti cal terms, rather quietistic: [54] 

A man who lives in dispeace with him self and his lot, com mits much that is per -
verse and amiss, for no other rea son than be cause of the false opin ion that he is
wronged by oth ers. (EL 271) 

In what way can Hegel here be “placed on his feet”? One could, of course,
de velop a ‘weak’ but also triv ial, in ter pre ta tion of what Engels means as
im plied by the last sen tence quoted above: free dom of the will there fore
means noth ing but the ca pac ity to make de ci sions with real knowl edge of
the sub ject. The more you un der stand the world, the more you can con trol
what it does to you; hence the steam en gine is “a gi gan tic and lib er at ing
rev o lu tion” (AD 106 Feuer 279) In one sense this is triv ial. In an other
sense, as Timpanano points out, it is un ac cept able as a def i ni tion of
freedom insofar as it

de nies the im por tance of the mean ing of free dom as the ab sence of pain ful con -
straint and the pres ence of all those con di tions which en sure the hap pi ness of the
in di vid ual. (Temp. 106) 

But, be yond this, it is not all that Engels means. For he re fers not only to the 
laws of ex ter nal na ture, but also to “the laws which gov ern the bodily and
men tal life of man them selves”. And this brings us back to the prob lem of
the dog’s ‘knowl edge’ of his mas ter as “God”. If my knowl edge is a nat u ral 
prod uct, gov erned by nat u ral laws, in what sense can I claim that it is
knowl edge, while the dog’s be lief is de lu sion? Engels links free dom with
knowl edge and hence im plic itly with rea son. We may ac cept, say, that a
syl lo gism worked out in my head is a ‘nat u ral prod uct’. But in what sense is 
it a nat u ral prod uct; is it a nat u ral prod uct in the same sense that a blade of
grass is? Hegel could an swer this ques tion in the af fir ma tive, be cause both
blade of grass and syl lo gism have the ra tio nal struc ture of the con cept. But
can Engels? The prob lem of knowl edge is in ti mately linked to the prob lem
of free dom, but not in the way in which Engels sup poses. As we have seen,
in par tic u lar in dis cuss ing Kant, both free dom and the pos si bil ity of knowl -
edge are linked to the idea of au ton omy, as op posed to heteronomy. Engels, 
by sub ject ing the in ner work ings of the mind to ‘nat u ral laws’ of the same
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type, and in the same way, as ex ter nal na ture is so subjected, seems to be
making the mind irrecuperably heteronomous. 

This is con nected with the ques tion of “ma te ri al ism”. In the above anal y -
sis we have seen that, for Engels, there is an ex ter nal world ex ist ing quite
in de pend ently of the sub ject, but [55] in his main pub lished philo soph i cal
work, Ma te ri al ism and Empirio-Crit i cism, Le nin gives an ac count of the
epis te mol ogy of di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism which can, I think, be sum ma rised
in the following four propositions: 

1) An ex ter nal world ex ists in de pend ent of our con scious ness or knowl -
edge of it. 

2) The na ture of this ex ter nal world is know able, in that our senses give
us cop ies of it in our minds. 

3) Our im ages of the ex ter nal world are only rel a tively ex act: ab so lute ac -
cu racy oc curs, if at all, only at the end of long pro cess of cor rec tion.

4) The cri te rion (or the most im por tant cri te rion) of the ac cu racy of our
im ages is prac tice. The main prob lem of this ap proach is that it re tains the
em pir i cist idea that the mind works with im ages, rather than with rules.
Le nin is clearly aware that these four prop o si tions are not a fi nal res o lu -
tion14 of all epistemological prob lems, and in par tic u lar he is aware that the
ex act re la tion be tween mind and mat ter still needs to be worked out. Al -
though the ma te ri al ist the ory of knowl edge is that “Mat ter is pri mary, and
thought, con scious ness, sen sa tion are prod ucts of a very high de vel op -
ment” (69), Le nin in sists that “It is, of course, ut terly ab surd to say that ma -
te ri al ism has ever main tained that con scious ness is ‘less’ real (than mat ter
and mo tion”) (290), and he criticises Dietzgen for claim ing that thought is
“ma te rial”. He agrees with Dietzgen, rather where the lat ter speaks of a
“rel a tive and not ex ces sive” dif fer ence be tween mat ter and mind (See p.
251); it must re main pos si ble to make the epistemological con trast be tween 
mind and mat ter, but this con trast must not be made “excessive,
exaggerated, metaphysical” (253). 

The ex act na ture of the re la tion ship, and in par tic u lar the prob lem of how
the mind can mir ror this world is un re solved:

... There still re mains to be in ves ti gated and re in ves ti gated how mat ter, ap par -
ently en tirely de void of sen sa tion, is re lated to mat ter which, though com posed of 
the same at oms (or elec trons) is yet en dowed with a well-de fined fac ulty of sen -
sa tion. Ma te ri al ism clearly for mu lates the as yet un solved prob lem and thereby
stim u lates the at tempt to solve it, to un der take fur ther experimental investi -
gations. (39) 
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That is, Le nin’s ma te ri al ism is ‘di a lec ti cal’ (39) in the sense that it does n’t
in sist on re duc tion of ev ery thing to a ‘me chan i cal’ model of mat ter in mo -
tion [56] but per mits “some other, im mea sur ably more com plex, pic ture of
the world of mov ing mat ter” (290), a pic ture which per mits ir re duc ibly dis -
tinct lev els of the or gani sa tion of “mat ter”. Our un der stand ing of the na ture 
of “mat ter” will change as our knowl edge pen e trates deeper, and we are
still a long way from achiev ing that un der stand ing which would permit us
to understand sensation. 

From the above it seems to me to be pos si ble to de rive a ‘weak’ def i ni tion 
of ‘ma te ri al ist’ epis te mol ogy, in terms of which it a) jus ti fies ‘na ive re al -
ism’ neg a tively, by ar gu ing that there are con tra dic tions in the var i ous
sceptical po si tions; and b) as serts sim ply that the prob lem of how it is that
na ive re al ism can be cor rect re mains to be solved. On the other hand there
is a ‘strong’ def i ni tion which is reductionist in char ac ter, in so far as it im -
plies that that spec i fic ity of hu man con scious ness which en able it to ‘mir -
ror’ re al ity has no fur ther im pli ca tion for an un der stand ing of hu man re al -
ity, and that we can safely treat hu man re al ity as a part of na ture, just like
any other part. But in ei ther def i ni tion the re la tion be tween ‘mind’ and
‘world’ re mains in ad e quately ex pli cated. In or der to bring out some of the
prob lems in volved, I will now dis cuss the contrasting views of two
contemporary Marxist writers, Timpanaro and Colletti. 

In his book On Ma te ri al ism Timpanaro pro vides the fol low ing def i ni tion
of ma te ri al ism, which seems to me to be a vari ant of the ‘strong’ definition:

By ma te ri al ism we un der stand above all ac knowl edge ment of the pri or ity of na -
ture over ‘mind’; or if you like, of the phys i cal level over the bi o log i cal level, and
of the bi o log i cal level over the socio-eco nomic and cul tural level: both in the
sense of chro no log i cal pri or ity (the very long time which su per vened be fore life
ap peared on earth, and be tween the or i gin of life and the or i gin of man) and in the
sense of the con di tion ing which na ture still ex er cises on man and will con tinue to
ex er cise at least for the fore see able fu ture. Cognitively, there fore, the ma te ri al ist
main tains that ex pe ri ence can not be re duced ei ther to a pro duc tion of re al ity by a
sub ject (how ever such pro duc tion is con ceived) or to a re cip ro cal im pli ca tion of
sub ject and ob ject. We can not, in other words, deny or evade the el e ment of pas -
siv ity in ex pe ri ence: the ex ter nal sit u a tion which we do not cre ate but which im -
poses it self upon us. Nor can we in any way re ab sorb this ex ter nal da tum by mak -
ing it a mere neg a tive mo ment in the ac tiv ity of the sub ject, or by mak ing both the 
sub ject and the ob ject mere mo ments, dis tin guish able only in ab strac tion, of a
sin gle ef fec tive re al ity con sti tuted by ex pe ri ence. [57] 
This em pha sis on the pas sive el e ment in ex pe ri ence cer tainly does not claim to be 
a the ory of knowl edge - some thing which in any case can be con structed only by
ex per i men tal re search on the phys i ol ogy of the brain and the sense or gans, and
not by merely con cep tual or philo soph i cal exercises. But it is the preliminary

59510. [What is the meaning of Dialectic’?]



condition for any theory of knowledge which is not content with verbalistic and
illusory solutions. (Timp. 34) 

The term ‘pri or ity’ is un for tu nately a lit tle vague. But the last two sen -
tences do bring out clearly the idea that un der stand ing the na ture of ‘the
mind’ is to be taken as an en tirely ‘sci en tific’ prob lem, in volv ing no spe cif -
i cally philo soph i cal ques tions. Timpanaro fol lows the same lines in his dis -
cus sion of the no tion of free-will, where he re jects the idea that the choice
of ends is a ‘free’ choice, in the sense of be ing de ter mined by any thing
other than all of the pre ced ing his tory of the in di vid ual, including his
heredity:

The some thing more that man pos sesses in re la tion to an i mals is a greater ca pac -
ity to fore see and or der means in re la tion to an end and greater un der stand ing in
the de ter mi na tion of the end, but it is not a greater mea sure of ‘free will’ in choos -
ing be tween various ends. (105) 

Thus for Timparano the con scious hu man be ing is a thing among other
things, placed squarely within the de ter min ing net work of nat u ral laws. 

For Colletti, on the other hand, the is sue is much less clear-cut. He re cog -
nises that there are im por tant in sights con tained within Hegel’s ac count of
the na ture of the sub ject and of reason:

Rea son is a to tal ity. This is what Hegel saw clearly. But since this ‘to tal ity’ is also
noth ing but rea son, it is clear that, in ad di tion to be ing it self, this to tal ity must
also be in tel lect; in ad di tion to to tal ity it must also be only ‘one of the two’; and
that, in short, thought in ad di tion to be ing the unity of thought and be ing in
thought, must also be a func tion of a re al ity ex ter nal to it self. (Colletti: Marx ism
and Hegel, p. 35)

Colletti clar i fies what he un der stands by rea son as ‘to tal ity’ in a later dis -
cus sion of Marx’s con cept of man as a ‘ge neric nat u ral be ing’; that is, as a
be ing whose spe cies char ac ter is tic is his lack of spec i fic ity, or his ca pac ity
through thought, in some sense to iden tify him self with what is con tained
in any spe cific be ing, and what is com mon or ge neric to all things. This
point is elab o rated on in a very in ter est ing dis cus sion of the work of two
Re nais sance think ers, Pico della Mirandola and Bovillus, who de velop the
theme of the ‘noth ing ness’ or non-sub stan ti al ity of [58] man in thought: 

In as much as man is thought, he is both ev ery thing and noth ing; ev ery thing in that 
he is what is GENERAL AND COMMON to all things, in all nat u ral, liv ing spe -
cies; noth ing in that this gen er al ity which is the uni ver sal, or thought, is none of
the par tic u lar spe cies con tained within it. (Col 233). 

596



But, on the other hand, man is also a ‘nat u ral be ing’, a part of re al ity, and
as such his thought is not the to tal ity, but is a re la tion to a quite in de pend ent
other; it is Kant’s “Verstand” (‘in tel lect’ or ‘un der stand ing’) as well as
Hegel’s “Vernunft”. Colletti also for mu lates this prob lem in terms of the
re la tion be tween on the one hand, Hegel’s idea of di a lec ti cal con tra dic tion,
as con sti tu tive of rea son, or of the sub ject as em body ing rea son, and, on the
other hand, ‘non-con tra dic tion’’as the real externality of ma te rial be ings
one to an other, and the real externality of thought to be ing. The prob lem for 
phi los o phy then be comes “to re think in an or ganic fash ion the mean ing of
non-con tra dic tory or ma te rial de ter mi nacy, and that of di a lec ti cal con tra -
dic tion or rea son” (Co1.104). Colletti him self does not make a de tailed at -
tempt at such an “or ganic re think ing”. Nor, as he points out, did Marx de -
velop the no tion of “ge neric nat u ral be ing” into a fully-fledged the ory.
Colletti ar gues that this is be cause it be came ab sorbed into his the ory of
“so cial re la tions of pro duc tion”, in terms of which “pro duc tion” as man’s
spe cific mode of re lat ing to the ob jec tive oth er ness of non-hu man spe cies,
is shown to be at the same time a way of re lat ing “so cially” to other hu -
mans; “i.e. a way of com mu ni cat ing to other men his needs and aims by
means of ob jec tiv ity” (246) Pro duc tion as a re la tion to ob jec tiv ity (one of
two) is a so cial relation of communication (totality) and social relations of
communication take place within the relation to objectivity. 

But how ever one for mu lates it, this gives rise to a tran scen den tal ques -
tion. What must hu man re al ity be in or der to be both ra tio nal-so cial and
other-re lated pro duc tive? To put it an other way, if this ac count is to be jus -
ti fied, we still need once again to go over the ground tra versed by Hegel in
his ac count of the sub ject, but now within the con text of the re la tion of the
sub ject to an ab so lute other. If we can do this in a way which makes sense,
we will then be in a po si tion to give an ac count not only of the struc ture of
the his tory of an in di vid ual sub ject, but we will also be able to in ves ti gate
the ques tion of the na ture and his tory of a “so cial” sub ject, in or der to see to
what ex tent we can treat his tory as more than a mere con cat e na tion of
events. [59] 

In the above dis cus sion I have tried to point to var i ous in ad e qua cies in the 
the o ret i cal dis cus sion of ma te ri al ism and di a lec tics in the writ ings of Marx, 
Engels and Le nin. in par tic u lar I have tried to show that they of fer no se ri -
ous jus ti fi ca tion for the claim that there are gen eral di a lec ti cal laws which
ap ply to na ture and so ci ety alike. But this does not ex clude the pos si bil ity
that there are cer tain spe cific do mains in which the di a lec tic can be ap plied, 
and that Marx may have in fact done this in prac tice with out hav ing given it 
an en tirely ad e quate the o ret i cal foun da tion. Colletti has ar gued that in
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much ‘Marx ist’ writ ing there is a con fu sion be tween ‘con tra dic tion’ and
‘real op po si tion’. The re la tion ship of ‘real op po si tion’ char ac ter is tic of
things in the world de pends on a no tion of iden tity as de scribed by or di nary
for mal logic. The di a lec ti cal no tion of con tra dic tion, on the other hand, in -
volves at the same time a unity of op po sites, in the sense de scribed ear lier
in the dis cus sion of Hegel. Now Colletti ar gues that this idea of di a lec ti cal
con tra dic tion is in fact used by Marx in the anal y sis of Cap i tal, and this, he
ar gues, is be cause although capitalism appears as a system of relations
between things, it is not really so: the elements of capitalism

have been made as real as things, while still not be ing things: they are, in short, a
prod uct of alien ation, they are en ti ties which are un real in them selves and yet
have been rei fied. (Colletti NLR 26) 

That is, the el e ments, and the sys tem have an on to log i cal sta tus some where
be tween that of ‘things’ and that of the ‘un real’, or the merely thought, be -
ing re lated in var i ous ways to each of these do mains. It would there fore be
by un der stand ing this pe cu liar on to log i cal sta tus of en ti ties such as the cap -
i tal ist sys tem that we could be gin to say whether and in what way it might
be pos si ble to use the di a lec tic (in some strong sense) in our account of
such systems. 

Marx him self was aware of this. He be gan Cap i tal with an ac count of the
na ture of the ‘com mod ity’, in which he shows that the mar ket sit u a tion is
noth ing but a set of re la tion ships be tween peo ple. It has, as it were, no in de -
pend ent on to log i cal sta tus. Nev er the less, it ap pears to be a set of re la tion -
ships be tween ob jects, gov erned by nat u ral laws which op er ate in the same
con strain ing way as do other nat u ral laws of thing-be hav iour. Why is this?
Marx writes: 

Only such prod ucts can be come com mod i ties with re gard to each other as re sult
from dif fer ent kinds of la bour, each kind be ing car ried on in de pend ently and for
the ac count of pri vate individuals. 

More pre cisely, com mod ity pro duc tion is pro duc tion on the ba sis of pri vate 
prop erty, by sep a rate in di vid u als. [60]

In stead of the di vi sion of la bour be ing me di ated by di rect con tact be -
tween these in di vid u als, they come into con tact only via the mar ket. It is
there fore the sep a ra tion of in di vid u als through the in sti tu tion of pri vate
prop erty which gives the mar ket and the laws of the mar ket their ap par ently 
independent status. 

A com mod ity is there fore a mys te ri ous thing, sim ply be cause in it the so cial char -
ac ter of men’s la bour ap pears to them as an ob jec tive char ac ter stamped upon the
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prod uct of that la bour, be cause the re la tion of the pro duc ers to the sum to tal of
their own la bour is pre sented to them as a so cial re la tion, ex ist ing not be tween
them selves but be tween the prod ucts of their la bour ... It is a def i nite so cial re la -
tion be tween men that as sumes, in their eyes, the fan tas tic form of a re la tion be -
tween things. This I call the fe tish ism which at ta ches it self to the prod ucts of la -
bour, so soon as they are pro duced as com mod i ties, and which is there fore
in sep a ra ble from the pro duc tion of com mod i ties. (Cap 42) 

Marx in tro duces the con cept “fe tish ism” to de scribe the sta tus of the laws
of po lit i cal econ omy. They are not ‘nat u ral’ laws, but only ap pear as such
in the con trast of hu man sep a ra tion. But in this con text they do act as in de -
pend ent laws and im pose real con straint on hu man be hav iour. This in tro -
duces a kind of de ter min ism into hu man his tory. The pro cess whereby ‘the
mar ket’ be comes an in de pend ent en tity is part of what Marx de scribes as
“alien ation”. What he is sug gest ing, there fore, is that it is un der con di tions
of alien ation that men ex pe ri ence so cial struc tures as ‘ex ter nal facticities’
and are con di tioned by the laws which de scribe the so cial struc tures and
their pat terns of change. The de vel op ment of cap i tal ist so ci ety, which
Marx con sid ers in the rest of Cap i tal, he sees oc cur ring not as the re sult of a 
set of in ex o ra ble ex ter nal laws, but rather as the re sult of laws which de -
pend for their continued operation on people continuing to fetishise them.
He writes:

The life pro cess of so ci ety, this mean ing the ma te rial pro cess of pro duc tion, will
not lose its veil of mys tery un til it be comes a pro cess car ried on by a free as so ci a -
tion of pro duc ers, un der their con scious and pur pos ive con trol. (Cap 54) 

- that is, the laws will only op er ate as long as men are ig no rant of their
roots. 

How ever, Marx does not give an ac count of the pos si bil ity of the pro duc -
tion of such fetishised en ti ties, nor give any sys tem atic ac count of their na -
ture. But such an ac count is re quired if we are to fully un der stand how to
deal with these en ti ties. [61] 

We may ap proach the prob lem from an other an gle through a con sid er -
ation of the ques tion of iden tity and the na ture of “wholes”. I have at -
tempted to show that a cru cial step in the move to ab so lute ide al ism is made 
by Hegel when he anal y ses the no tion of iden tity in terms of re la tion to self
(not A, but A = A) and in cludes this idea of re la tion to self in his def i ni tion
of ‘Be ing’. This is also the ba sis for his treat ment of a ‘whole’ as a
self-mov ing unity of op po sites. Le nin quotes as “the core of Hegelianism”
(and with approval) the following passage:
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Some thing, there fore, is liv ing only in so far as it con tains con tra dic tion, and is
that force which can both com pre hend and en dure con tra dic tion. But if an ex is -
tent some thing can not in its pos i tive de ter mi na tion also en croach on its neg a tive,
can not hold fast the one in the other, and con tain con tra dic tion within it self, then
it is not liv ing unity or ground, but per ishes in con tra dic tion. (Le nin Vol. 138 p.
141, SL II 68) 

In his in tro duc tion to the Grundrisse, Nikolaus ar gues that the es sence of
Marx’s method is “to grasp wholes as con tra dic tions” (Grundrisse 31) 

Ollman, in Alien ation, elab o rates on this ap proach us ing the no tion of
‘in ter nal re la tions’, and de fines ‘Iden tity’ as 

the re la tion be tween mu tu ally de pend ent as pects of a whole be fore dif fer ences
are noted. The as pects, as yet un named be cause un spec i fied, are iden ti cal in con -
tain ing through their in ter nal re la tions with each other the same whole. (Pref ace
to 2nd Edi tion, re printed in Rad i cal Phi los o phy 13, p. 19). 

Ollman be lieves, with Le nin, in “the uni ver sal, allsided vi tal con nec tion of
ev ery thing with ev ery thing” (Le nin Vol 38 p.146); he is thus will ing to
treat the real world as a ‘whole’ which “ad mits as many to tal i ties (struc -
tured wholes) as there are take-off points for anal y sis” (p. 19) Al though he
dis tin guishes ‘di a lec ti cal and ma te ri al ist’ con cep tion of whole from
Hegel’s ‘formalist’ con cep tion on the ground that the lat ter at trib utes an
iden tity to the whole in de pend ent of its parts, while the for mer views the
whole as the struc tured in ter de pen dence of its re la tional parts, it is nev er -
the less ev i dent that his ac count of the structure of such a whole is derived
from Hegel’s. 

Hegel’s no tion of ‘whole’ is based on his ac count of the iden tity of a sub -
ject. The world, and the things in the world, have the same struc ture be -
cause for him sub stance is sub ject. But from a ma te ri al ist point of view this
equa tion can not au to mat i cally be made. Hegel must be seen as us ing terms
such as ‘iden tity’ and ‘whole’ in a spe cial tech ni cal sense. This raises the
ques tion [62] as to the cri te ria for iden ti fy ing an ‘en tity’ which cor re sponds
to Hegel’s con cept of a ‘whole’ and which can there fore be de scribed or in -
ves ti gated ‘dia lec ti cally’. In our or di nary us age a rock, a clock, a rab bit, a
hu man sub ject, an eco sys tem, a so ci ety and the uni verse might each be de -
scribed as a ‘whole’. But a more thor ough anal y sis might well re veal that
not all of these ‘wholes’ are self-re lated iden ti cal wholes in the He geli an
sense, and/or di a lec ti cal sense. This is why it is nec es sary to be gin from the
be gin ning again to give an ac count of the iden tity of the na ture of the sub -
ject which takes Hegel’ s ac count of the struc ture of the con cept into con -
sid er ation but sit u ates it within a frame work which re cog nises the ir re duc -
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ible ‘ oth er ness’ of the thing, from this per spec tive. On the ba sis of such an
ac count it will then be pos si ble to de ter mine more pre cisely the kind of
‘whole’ to which the di a lec tic is ap pli ca ble, and to an swer the ques tion as
to whether there are ‘so cial wholes’ which need to be investigated
dialectically. [63] 

Sartre’s ma te ri al ist di a lec tics 

In a re cent in ter view Sartre has given the fol low ing ac count of his con cern
in EN . It was

to give a philo soph i cal foun da tion to re al ism. Some thing which is, in my opin ion, 
pos si ble to day, and which I have tried to do all my life. The ques tion was: how to
give man both his au ton omy and his re al ity among real ob jects while avoid ing
ide al ism and with out fall ing into a me chan i cal ma te ri al ism? I posed the prob lem
in these terms be cause I was ig no rant of di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism, but I must say
that this en abled me, later, to as sign cer tain lim its to di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism - by
val i dat ing the his tor i cal di a lec tic while re ject ing a di a lec tic of na ture which
would re duce man, like any thing, to a sim ple prod uct of phys i cal laws. (Sit u a -
tions IX p. 104/5) 

Be ing and Noth ing ness was not writ ten to con trib ute to a de bate within a
‘Marx ist’ frame work, and per haps this is why very few ‘Marx ists’ have un -
der stood it. But it was writ ten spe cif i cally against ide al ism, in an at tempt to
pro vide an al ter na tive phenomenological or de scrip tive on tol ogy which
would not start from the iden tity of subject and substance. 

Sartre starts B.N. with the as ser tion that “Mod ern thought has real ised
con sid er able prog ress by re duc ing the ex is tent to the se ries of ap pear ances
which man i fest it.” (BN XiV). I am not quite sure what he means by ‘mod -
ern thought’ here, but his po si tion is ex plic itly op posed to Kant’s
noumenon and is, at this point, com pat i ble with Hegel’s in sis tence that ap -
pear ance does not con ceal es sence. For Sartre, “the ap pear ance does not
hide the es sence”; it re veals it in so far as the es sence is “the man i fest law
which pre sides over the suc ces sion of its ap pear ances, it is the prin ci ple of
the se ries (of ap pear ances)” (BN XLvi) That is, when I look at the cup, I see
the cup; that which ‘ap pears’ to me is not dis tinct from the ac tual cup. But
to say that it is a cup, and not a mi rage, is to go be yond the par tic u lar ‘ap -
pear ance’ to a se ries of pos si ble ap pear ances, a se ries which is ef fec tively
infinite, but is at the same time determined according to a rule. 

What ap pears in fact is only an as pect of the ob ject, and the ob ject is al to gether in
that as pect and al to gether out side of it. It is al to gether within, in that it man i fests
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it self in that as pect; it shows it self as the struc ture of the ap pear ance, which is at
the same time the prin ci ple of the se ries. It is al to gether out side, for the-se ries it -
self will never ap pear nor can it ap pear. (BN xlvii) [64]

Now, in so far as the ‘ap pear ance’ does not re fer to a ‘be ing’ dis tinct from
and con cealed by the ap pear ance, we need to en quire as to the na ture of the
be ing of the ap pear ance or of the phe nom e non. We can talk about ‘be ing’,
take be ing as the theme of our re flec tion, and in this case there is a phe nom -
e non of be ing. But this is not the same as the be ing of the phe nom e non. It is
not as though ‘be ing’ were a spe cific qual ity or as pect of cer tain ob jects,
which could be fo cussed upon and be come phe nom e non. The be ing of the
ob ject is not some thing which is re vealed by an in ves ti ga tion of the ob ject;
rather “Be ing is sim ply the con di tion of all rev e la tion” (BN xlix) We must
dis tin guish be tween a “phe nom e non of be ing” which can be “de ter mined
in con cepts”, and that be ing of the phe nom e non which es capes con -
ceptuali sations be cause it is the trans phenomenal ity of the phe nom e non; its 
‘thereness’ as ex tend ing be yond its im me di ate ap pear ance. Sartre is say ing
here that that merely ‘meant’ dis tinc tion be tween be ing and noth ing ness is
fun da men tal; that what dis tin guishes what is from what is not is not an ad -
di tional (conceptualisible) qual ity or char ac ter is tic, but our un say able ex -
pe ri ence of its thereness as some thing which goes be yond any one ap pear -
ance. Its sta tus is dif fer ent from that of the ‘es sence’ of the thing, as the
principle of the series of appearances, because the essence can be
progressively uncovered, while 

be ing ac com pa nies all the ap pear ances of an ob ject. It is not dif fer ent in each of
these ap pear ances. (CS and KS 120) 

The al ter nate hy poth e sis is that the ‘be ing’ of the ap pear ance is noth ing but
its ap pear ing; that is, that to be is to be per ceived. But this does not avoid
the prob lem of trans phenomena lity: the be ing of the perceiver can not on its
turn con sist in its be ing per ceived, oth er wise the whole thing dis solves.
Thus we must at the very least re fer to the di men sion of trans phenomen -
ality in the sub ject, which Sartre calls con scious ness. The fun da men tal ob -
jec tion to the the o ret i cal pri macy of knowl edge is that it dis solves it self. To
know some thing in volves be ing con scious that one knows it. But this con -
scious ness must not in its turn be taken as a kind of knowl edge. If we say
that “to know is to know that one knows”, then this def i ni tion ap plies also
to the first ‘know’ in the def i ni tion it self, and it ex pands in fi nitely. Tak ing
Kant’s ex am ple of count ing, Sartre points out that I am the mat i cally con -
scious of the ob jects which I am count ing, but at the same time what makes
what I am do ing count ing, that is, what con sti tutes the rule-bound unity of
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my ac tion, and gives the last num ber the mean ing of a to tal, is pre cisely my
[65] my con scious ness that I am count ing the ob jects, rather than point ing to
them while chant ing an in can ta tion. But while count ing I do not have to
keep re peat ing ‘I am count ing’; this is a sec ond ary, re flec tive con scious -
ness, which de pends en tirely on the fact of the pre-re flect ing con scious -
ness. While knowl edge is nec es sar ily dis tanced from its ob ject, this pre-re -
flec tive con scious ness is an im me di ate, non-cog ni tive re la tion of the self to 
it self‘ (BN liii) it is that con scious ness is, not what it does; or it is “the only
mode of ex is tence for a con scious ness of some thing” (BN liv) Any act, any
pro cess of con cep tuali sation, any at ti tude, pre sumes as a con di tion of its
con tin u a tion (hence of its unity), the un der ly ing con scious ness that it is this 
act, this con cept, this at ti tude, rather than an other one. Al though I must be
con scious of what I am do ing, I need not know what I am do ing, in the
sense of be ing able to con cep tual ise it (c.f. Ryle’s distinction between
’knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’). Pre-reflective consciousness is
logically prior to and independent of conceptual knowledge. 

But the con di tion for pre-re flec tive con scious ness to con sti tute the unity
of any act, is that con scious ness be au ton o mous and contentless. It must be
au ton o mous for the rea son that ex ter nal in ter ven tion de stroys the unity of
the act. If I find my self say ing one, two, three, four, eng, glumph, I should
no lon ger be count ing; my act would have dis solved into a bro ken se quence 
be yond my con trol. It must be contentless be cause to place a thing “in”
con scious ness, like a for eign body in a con tainer, would be to give con -
scious ness it self the opac ity of that thing, by mak ing it im pos si ble to dis en -
tan gle it self from the thing; con scious ness must be trans par ent to it self.
This means that it is con scious of something which is outside and other than 
it. 

This trans par ency of con scious ness is dis tin guished from the self trans -
par ency of Hegel’s ab so lute mind know ing it self in that that is a me di ated
trans par ency, an end prod uct as the fi nal dis so lu tion of all oth er ness. But
con scious ness must be trans par ent in the above sense from the be gin ning,
for it re quires from the be gin ning an im me di ate and to tal cer tainty; to count 
is to be con scious that I am count ing; it is not to hy poth es ise on a ba sis of
the con sid er ation of var i ous prob a bil i ties, that I may be count ing (cf CS and 
KS 119-124). But if I have to wait un til the to tal ity of knowl edge is
achieved un til I can be cer tainly con scious that I am count ing, then knowl -
edge it self can never be gin. [66] 

It is be cause con scious ness is nec es sar ily trans par ent that it can not be the
foun da tion of the thing per ceived: 
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Con scious ness is con scious ness of some thing. This means that tran scen dence is
the con sti tu tive struc ture of con scious ness; that is, that con scious ness is born
sup ported by a be ing which is not it self. This is what we call the on to log i cal
proof. (BN lxi) 

Thus Sartre con cludes that there are two rad i cally dif fer ent forms of be -
ing; the be ing of the pre-re flec tive cogito which, as an im me di ate re la tion
of the self to it self is ‘be ing-for-it self’, and the be ing of the phe nom e non.
The be ing of the phe nom e non is noth ing but oth er ness. It is ‘in her ence in it -
self with out the least dis tance’, it is ‘not a con nec tion with it self. It is it self’, 
or ‘be ing is in it self’. But Sartre is anx ious to make it clear that these state -
ments must not be taken in the sense of Hegel’s A = A, as an iden tity which
is al ready implicitly a difference. He writes

But if be ing is in it self, this means that it does not re fer to it self as self-con scious -
ness does. It is this self. It is it self so com pletely that the per pet ual re flec tion
which con sti tutes the self is dis solved in an iden tity. That is why be ing is at the
bot tom be yond the self. (BN lxv). 

For Hegel, the thing is a sub ject be cause it is iden ti cal in the sense of be ing
equal to it self. For Sartre, the be ing is not a self be cause it con tains no such
re la tion. The iden tity which char ac ter izes it is the iden tity if an a lytic judge -
ments, not the di a lec ti cal iden tity of the unity of op po sites. Fi nally, Be -
ing-in-it self merely is. It is nei ther pos si ble nor nec es sary; this is the con se -
quence of its otherness or opacity. 

Be ing-for-it self, on the other hand, is pres ence to it self, “the out line of
du al ity”, “an in ter nal op po si tion”; “In other words, the di men sion of be ing
of the whole of con scious ness is op po si tion” (CS & KS 126-127). This is
Hegel’s no tion of iden tity, but for Sartre it is the mode of one spe cific type
of be ing, con scious ness. It is what Sartre some times de scribes in a tech ni -
cal sense as ‘ex is tence’; “Ex is tence is dis tance from it self, sep a rate ness. It
is not co in ci dence with it self but is for-it self”. (CS and KS 114) 

Thus in the In tro duc tion to Be ing and Noth ing ness Sartre re jects the pri -
macy of (con cep tual) knowl edge, by show ing that it is self-con tra dic tory,
and that the pos si bil ity of knowl edge, as of any other mode of hu man be -
hav iour, pre sumes con scious ness as its pre-con cep tual transphenomenal
foun da tion. Fur ther, con scious ness it self can not be the foun da tion of the
be ing of the phe nom e non, since this would con tra dict its own pre con di -
tions, au ton omy and [67] and trans par ency. Hence con scious ness it self de -
pends on an other be ing as the transphenomenality of the ap pear ance. This
oth er ness is pre sup posed by con scious ness, it is not a ‘known’ other which, 
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by be ing known, is, in Hegel’s term, no lon ger other. It re mains other, and
can be de scribed only as be ing-in-it self, once more not in Hegel’s sense of
im plicit self-re la tion, but in the sense of a com plete opac ity which con tains
within it no op po si tion. As such, it is also purely con tin gent; there is no
room within it for that struc ture of log i cal con cep tual ne ces sity which
Hegel dis cov ers in be ing as re la tion to self. These two el e ments, ir re duc ible 
oth er ness and con tin gency, de fine Sartre’s phi los o phy as ma te ri al ist. But it
is not a reductionist or a me chan i cal ma te ri al ism, be cause it es tab lishes,
over against be ing-in-it self, a sec ond type of be ing, be ing-for-it self, which
is char ac ter ised by a different mode of identity from being-in-itself;
identity which contains within it the moment of negativity or opposition.

Be ing and Noth ing ness, then, is an in ves ti ga tion of the na ture of these
two types of be ing, and of their in ter re la tion; in par tic u lar, of the na ture of
con scious ness and of its de pend ence on be ing-in-it self, in so far as “con -
scious ness is a be ing, such that in its be ing, its be ing is in ques tion in so far
as this be ing im plies a be ing other than it self” (BN lxii) It may thus be read
as an at tempt to give a new ac count of con scious ness as di a lec ti cal iden tity
within the con text of ma te ri al ism, which is the nec es sary pre req ui site for an 
in ves ti ga tion of the pos si bil ity of a ma te ri al ist di a lec tic.15 

For Hegel, Kant’s idea of free dom as ra tio nal au ton omy be comes the
iden tity of free dom with ne ces sity in the self-cre ation of ab so lute mind.
Both were con cerned ini tially with the idea of free dom not as the abil ity to
get what one chooses, but as the abil ity to de ter mine one’s own ends, but
for Hegel this is fi nally iden ti fied with also achiev ing ends, in so far as sub -
stance is re duced to the one in fi nite sub ject. Engels mis un der stands the
iden ti fi ca tion of free dom and ne ces sity by in ter pret ing free dom as knowl -
edge of ne ces sity and hence as the abil ity to ma nip u late nat u ral laws in or -
der to achieve one’s ends. Sartre is once more con cerned with the
Kant-Hegel no tion of free dom; that is, with ex plor ing the re la tion be tween
the pre sup po si tion for the pos si bil ity of knowledge and freedom as the
ability to determine one’s own ends. 

This method may be briefly de scribed as an al ter nat ing se quence of
phenomenological de scrip tions and tran scen den tal ar gu ments. [68] Af ter
hav ing given a de scrip tion of ques tion ing as a fun da men tal at ti tude to the
world, which re veals the di men sion of ‘noth ing ness’ in the ques tion, he
asks the tran scen den tal ques tion “What must man be in his be ing in or der
that through him noth ing ness may come to be ing?” (BN 24) The at tempt to
an swer this ques tion is then clar i fied and il lus trated by a new pheno -
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menological de scrip tion, which in turn pro vides the ba sis for a fur ther tran -
scen den tal ques tion. The cru cial ad van tage of this ap proach is that he is
thereby able to be gin with out pre sup po si tion about the na ture of per cep -
tion, as Kant ex plic itly did, and as Hegel, as I have tried to show, im plic itly
did. The no tion of ‘phe nom e non’ with which he be gins does not have the
sta tus of an em pir i cal sense-da tum. He does not be gin by ask ing whether,
on the ba sis of dis crete sense-data, we are jus ti fied in pos tu lat ing an ex ter -
nal world of a cer tain shape and kind. He is con cerned, rather, to dem on -
strate the im me di ate on to log i cal de pend ence of con scious ness on a be ing
other than itself, and to do this by showing that this is implied by the nature
of any conscious activity. 

Es sen tially his ar gu ment ex pands on Kant’s rec og ni tion that knowl edge
im plies a tem po rally ex tended point of view which al ways tran scends the
im me di ate given in or der to re late it to what is not given. But while for Kant 
this in volves the imag i na tion in a pro cess of ‘rep re sent ing’ the past man i -
fold so as to per mit syn the sis, Sartre makes consciousness itself temporal:

It is not be cause I ‘rep re sent’ my past that it ex ists. But it is be cause I am my past
that it en ters into the world and it is in terms of its be ing-in-the world that I can, by 
ap ply ing a par tic u lar psy cho log i cal pro cess, rep re sent it to my self. (BN 115-16) 

Con scious ness is thus a move ment from past to fu ture, and it must be
self-con scious ness in or der to safe guard the unity of the move ment of tran -
scen dence. The act of tran scen dence is in turn made pos si ble by that dis -
tance from self which char ac ter ises self-con scious ness, and which Sartre
calls ‘noth ing ness’. Free dom is that com bi na tion of tran scen dence and
self-con scious ness which in volves the pos si bil ity of con scious ness plac ing
it self, and its own ac tions, in ques tion. Just as, in count ing, I have to make
my self count, in the sense of car ry ing through a pro ject which con sti tutes
the unity of my act of count ing, so, in other sit u a tions I have to make my self 
be what I am. In Sartre’s ex am ple “the waiter in the café can not be im me di -
ately a café waiter in the sense that this ink well is an ink well or the glass is a 
glass” (BN 59) In the fact that he has to ‘make him self be’ or ‘play at be ing’
a waiter [69] lies the pos si bil ity of ceas ing to be a waiter, or, at least, of
re-eval u at ing waiterhood by chang ing from a will ing into an un will ing
waiter. This pro cess is tem po rally ar tic u lated as a pro ject from an ir re me di -
a ble past to wards an open fu ture. The two el e ments, the irremediability (I
took on this job, and I can not avoid hav ing taken it on) and the open ness (I
can change the sig nif i cance of the fact that I took it on; it can be the be gin -
ning of a ca reer, a mis take, or per haps the in tro duc tion to trade un ion ac tiv -
ity) is united in Sartre’s aph o rism “Con scious ness is what it is not and is not 
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what it is”. It is its past which it is no lon ger, and it is not its fu ture by which
it de fines what it is. For Satre free dom is ab so lute in the sense that the on to -
log i cal struc ture of con scious ness is to be al ways at a dis tance from it self,
but the con straint of the for-it self is equally ab so lute, since “the for-it self is
sus tained by a per pet ual con tin gency for which it as sumes the re spon si bil -
ity and which it as sim i lates with out ever be ing able to sup press it. This per -
pet u ally ev a nes cent con tin gency of the in-it self haunts the for-it self and re -
at taches it to be ing-in-it self.” (BN 82-3) This is what Sartre de scribes as
facticity. Terms such as ‘noth ing ness’ and ‘lack’ which Sartre uses to
describe the for-itself are designed precisely to bring out the weight of the
facticity. In the relation of knowledge 

it is the in-it self in per son which is the con crete pole in its plen i tude, and the
for-it self is noth ing other than the emp ti ness in which the in-it self is de tached.
The known is not; he is not ap pre hen si ble. He is noth ing other than that which
brings it about that there is a be ing there on the part of the known - a pres ence - for 
by it self the known is nei ther pres ent nor ab sent, it sim ply is. (BN 177) 

This is a ma te ri al ist and re al ist po si tion which in sists that the ob ject as
known is not in any way dif fer ent from the ob ject ‘in-it self’. But it is not a
‘re flec tion’ in Le nin’s sense, be cause it is not an im age. It is a di rect re la -
tion to the thing, but a re la tion from a per spec tive, and Sartre tries to show
how the main cat e go ries of em pir i cal knowl edge derive from the fact that 

there is a this be cause I am not yet my fu ture ne ga tions and be cause I am no lon -
ger my past ne ga tions. (BN 182) 

For this rea son the in-it self dis solves into a plu ral ity of ‘this’s’, which are
quite un touched by my ne ga tion, and hence are re lated ex ter nally to one an -
other. Space and Time, each be ing one and yet in fi nitely di vis i ble, are the
ap pear ance of the in-it self, in the con text of lim i ta tion from a per spec tive.
Qual ity is an ab strac tion as a par tic u lar ‘pro file’ of the this through which it
ap pears to me. [70] 

Po ten ti al ity and in stru men tal ity are in volved in the fact that the for-it self
tran scends the this to wards a fu ture and an other this, and the fact that it
does this in the con text of its own pro jects. Thus al though in one sense
knowl edge is of be ing as it is, in an other sense the world as we ex pe ri ence it 
is or gan ised in cat e go ries which are a func tion of the fact that con scious -
ness is pres ent to be ing from a par tic u lar per spec tive an d in the con text of a 
pro ject. On the one hand the world is a hu man world, or, even more spe cif i -
cally my world. This is be cause the things in the world are nec es sar ily eval -
u ated or given sig nif i cance by the na ture of my pro jects. As pro jec tion to -
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wards an open fu ture the for-it self is nec es sar ily value-cre at ing. But,
equally, the for-it self is nor mally en gaged in its pro jects, in what Sartre
calls “the spirit ot se ri ous ness:” It is not re flect ing on its pro jects, but is
sim ply car ry ing them through. In this sit u a tion “the mean ing which my
free dom has given to the world I ap pre hend as com ing from the world, and
as con sti tut ing my ob li ga tion”. (BN 39-40) More over, since my pro ject is a
way of struc tur ing and or gan is ing the world, and since in the spirit of
seriousness I am entirely absorbed in this world, this world is 

the tran scen dent im age of what I am ... My cloth ing (a uni form or a lounge suit, a
soft or a starched shirt) whether ne glected or cared for, care fully cho sen or or di -
nary, my fur ni ture, the street on which I live, the city in which I re side, the books
with which I sur round my self, the rec re ation which I en joy, ev ery thing which is
mine (that is, fi nally, the world of which I am per pet u ally con scious, at least by
way of a mean ing im plied by the ob ject which I look at or use) all this informs me
of my choice, that is, of my be ing. (BN 463)

But all this is de pend ent for its mean ing on my pro ject: it has no mean ing in
it self. It has a struc ture: this tree is on the hill, rather than in the val ley. But
this struc ture only be comes a sys tem of mean ings, and there fore only con -
tains sig nif i cance for ac tion, in terms of an eval u at ing pro ject. This re la tion
be tween a re sist ing world with its own co ef fi cient of ad ver sity and the eval -
u at ing pro ject is de scribed by Sartre us ing the con cept ‘sit u a tion’. This sit u -
a tion in cludes my place, my past, my en vi ron ment, my fel lows and my
death. I am al ways pres ent to the world in a par tic u lar place, from a par tic u -
lar past, within a par tic u lar so cial and phys i cal en vi ron ment, which in -
cludes a cer tain avail able set of tech niques, and also, of course, in the light
of the cer tainty of my own death. These are all, in var i ous ways, lim i ta tions
on my free dom to get what I want, but Sartre is con cerned [71] to show that
each nev er the less de rives its sig nif i cance within my sit u a tion from my own 
pro ject, and my pro ject is a free pro ject; rather than one which is the re sult
of my ‘es sence’, un der stood as a set of nec es sary be hav iour pat terns. On to -
logi cally, free dom is an ab so lute; con scious ness is nec es sar ily au ton o mous 
and trans par ent. But, on the one hand, free dom be comes lost in the ‘spirit of 
se ri ous ness’ which at trib utes value to the in-it self di rectly and, on the other
hand, free dom has to be un der stood in re la tion to the weight of facticity.
More over, there is an in ter re la tion be tween these two. One el e ment of
facticity is the so cial en vi ron ment from which I ac quire tech niques, in clud -
ing lan guage as a tech nique for clar i fy ing and de scrib ing the world, and in -
tel lec tual tech niques of var i ous kinds. The for-it self, as pres ence to self, is
the per ma nent pos si bil ity of re flec tion, in that the for-it self can make its
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own pro ject and val ues the theme of its at ten tion, and thereby bring them
into ques tion. But the pro ject and val ues con sti tute a ‘very com plex sym -
bolic struc ture’ (BN 567), and the task of ac tu ally chang ing pre-re flec tive
con scious ness of this struc ture into knowledge requires ‘instruments and
techniques’ to ‘permit analysis and conceptualisation’ (BN 571). 

It seems to me that Sartre does not clearly bring out the im pli ca tions of
this, but that it does make pos si ble a dis tinc tion within the for-it self be -
tween free dom as im plicit struc ture and free dom as his tor i cally real ised in
a fully selfconscious re flec tion. In the light of this, I think it is pos si ble to
make the fol low ing com par i sons be tween Sartre and Hegel. 
1) For Hegel the oth er ness of be ing is fi nally over come and ab sorbed
within the good in fin ity of the intellectus archetypus. For Sartre, be -
ing-in-it self only con sti tutes a world in so far as it is tra versed by the pro -
jects of the for-it self. Thus the world is a sys tem of mean ings and val ues.
But it nev er the less re tains its ab so lute oth er ness within this con text. The
‘phe nom e non of be ing’ which Sartre at tempts to de scribe in ‘Nau sea’ is al -
ways a pos si ble ex pe ri ence. Thus al though the world is me di ated through a
sys tem of mean ing which has the struc ture of a He geli an con cept, it is not
re duc ible to this struc ture, and so is not subject to a dialectical logic. 
2) Sim i larly, Sartre’s for-it self, like Hegel’s sub ject, is an ab so lutely free
self-cre ation, but while Hegel’s sub ject is a closed to tal ity, Sartre’s for-it -
self nec es sar ily re mains what he calls a ‘detotalised to tal ity’. Both it and its
val ues re main con tin gent, be cause de pend ent on its other, it can never be -
come the foun da tion of [72] its own be ing, an in-it self-for-it self, or God.
But, as a be ing which nev er the less ‘is what it is not and is not what it is’ it
has the di a lec ti cal identity of a unity of opposites. 
3) The im plicit free dom of the for-it self may be come a fully re flec tive,
self-con scious free dom, and this de pends both on the moral ex pe ri ence of
the in di vid ual and also on the ex tent to which lan guage and the tech niques
of anal y sis are de vel oped within the his tor i cal evo lu tion of so ci ety. But this 
pos si ble his tor i cal evo lu tion of free dom is not the nec es sary work ing out of 
a set of log i cal con tra dic tions borne in the unique sub ject of all his tory. In a
tan ta lis ingly brief dis cus sion at the end of his lec ture on “Con scious ness of
Self and Knowl edge of Self” Sartre says that from his point of view, “the
re flec tive act is an ini tia tive, and not a mo ment in a philo soph i cal di a lec -
tic”, and as serts that “there is no ne ces sity for tran si tion from one to an -
other” (CS and KS 136) This may un der es ti mate the pos si bil ity of un cov er -
ing some kind of di a lec tic in the de vel op ment of tech niques, but it does
bring out clearly the idea that the ap pli ca tion of the tech niques of re flec tion
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must be seen as an originative and creative act, rather than as the unfolding
of an inner necessity. 
4) For Hegel the other per son is a con sti tu tive mo ment in the de vel op ment
of full self-con scious ness. But full self-con scious ness it self is a dis so lu tion
of all oth er ness. It as sumes an end point at which I know the other and my -
self in ex actly the same way, at which point par tic u lar ity is dis solved in
com mon will and com mon knowl edge. For Sartre, nei ther my re la tion to
my self nor my re la tion to the other can be re duced to knowl edge and be -
come uni ver sal and equiv a lent to one an other. There is an ‘on to log i cal sep -
a ra tion’ be tween con scious ness. The Other is encountered as a contingent
facticity. 
These four points con sti tute, it seems to me, at least the ba sis for a ma te ri al -
ist trans for ma tion of the philo soph i cal ad vances made by Kant and Hegel.
It is on the ba sis of this ma te ri al ist cri tique of Kant and Hegel in Be ing and
Noth ing ness that Sartre is able to ap proach the prob lem of found ing the di a -
lec tic in the Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son. The dis tinc tion be tween the
two types of be ing lays the foun da tion for the de lim i ta tion of the ap pli ca bil -
ity of types of rea son, while the ac count of the in di vid ual sub ject as a
detotalised to tal ity con tin gently re lated to other sim i lar in di vid u als makes
it pos si ble to de velop a con cept of a so cial di a lec tic which does not carry
the de ter min is tic im pli ca tion given it by Hegel. [73] 

In the pref ace to the Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son Sartre de fines a type
of rea son as “an or der ing of our thoughts” which “re pro duces or con sti tutes 
the or der of be ing” (RD 10). He goes on to say, 

the goal of my re search will there fore be to es tab lish whether the posi tiv ist rea son 
of the nat u ral sci ences is in fact the rea son which we find in the de vel op ment of
an thro pol ogy, or whether the knowl edge and the com pre hen sion of man by man
im plies not only spe cific meth ods but a new Rea son, that is to say a new re la tion
be tween thought and its ob ject. (RD 10) 

The “posi tiv ist rea son of the nat u ral sci ences” he de scribes as “an a lytic rea -
son”, and his ques tion is, whether the cat e go ries of an a lytic rea son are ad e -
quate to deal with hu man re al ity. A type of rea son, then, is a par tic u lar way
of or der ing our thoughts, or a set of rules or cat e go ries in terms of which we 
may dis tin guish be tween le git i mate and il le git i mate ways of or der ing our
thoughts. The way of or der ing thoughts ac quires its nor ma tive sta tus as
rea son from the fact that it is re lated in a spe cific way to the or der of be ing;
as Sartre ex presses it in a lap i dary phrase: “Rea son is a cer tain re la tion of
knowl edge and be ing” (RD 10). In Be ing and Noth ing ness Sartre has
shown that there are two types of be ing. There can be no sci ence of
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Be ing-in-it self as such, yet that world which is made to “be there” by the
pres ence of con scious ness to be ing shares the fun da men tal con tin gency of
Be ing-in-it self. It is both a syn thetic to tal ity and also “a purely ad di tive col -
lec tion of all the thises” (BN 18). When re vealed from a par tic u lar per spec -
tive, the in dif fer ence of be ing shows it self as the spa tial ar range ment of de -
ter mi nate ob jects. Space is neu tral, and within space ob jects are re lated to
one an other ex ter nally. Quan tity is this ex te ri ori ty of ob jects to one an -
other. Change ap pears as the re place ment of one state of af fairs by an other,
and time thus, ap pears as a suc ces sion of in stants, as “uni ver sal time” quite
dis tinct from the ekstatic temporalisation of Be ing-for-it self. The nat u ral
sci ences study this purely ad di tive col lec tion of all the thises. They treat
things, quite le git i mately, as in de pend ent en ti ties, quantifiable and moving
in neutral space and time, and attempt to make satisfactory descriptive
generalisations concerning their relationships. 

The cat e go ries of an a lytic rea son, be ing the cat e go ries of externality, are
not ad e quate to Be ing-for-it self, which is what it is not and is not what it is.
Sartre’s aim, then, is to give an ac count of the type of “rea son” needed to
deal with such a be ing, and to es tab lish its lim its. [74] 

Be ing and Noth ing ness is, in spite of the many con crete de scrip tions, a
work writ ten at a very high level of ab strac tion. It is an at tempt to de scribe
cer tain fun da men tal on to log i cal struc tures, rather than to give a full ac -
count of hu man re al ity. I think many of the mis un der stand ings of the work
come from a fail ure to sit u ate it at its proper level of ab strac tion, and that
Sartre him self was in some of his ear lier writ ing some times guilty of mov -
ing too hast ily from this level of ab strac tion to at tempt to in ter pret the con -
crete. The Cri tique as sumes the ac count of these fun da men tal struc tures,
but at tempts to work out their im pli ca tions at a lower level of ab strac tion.
Sartre ob jects that di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism fails ad e quately to take ac count
of the fact that “Thought is both be ing and knowl edge of be ing” (RD 122) It 
tends therefore to turn into a dogmatic materialism, 

giv ing man a con sti tuted rea son, that is, mak ing of thought a form of be hav iour
rig or ously con di tioned by the world (which it is), while omit ting to tell us that it
is also knowl edge of the world. (RD 127). 

This can only be ac counted for by means of the kind of de scrip tion al ready
given of con scious ness, and this is the only pos si ble foun da tion of the di a -
lec tics, since the var i ous ‘laws’ of the di a lec tic are com pre hen si ble in terms 
of totalisation, which is the struc ture of con scious ness. In in di vid ual praxis
the re la tions of ex te ri ori ty which char ac ter ise things are taken up and
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trans muted within a uni fied field which gets its sig nif i cance from my pro -
ject, the way in which I totalise it. 

Ac tion is it self the ne gat ing tran scen dence of con tra dic tion, the de ter mi na tion of
a pres ent totalisation in the name of a fu ture to tal ity, and the real ef fec tive work -
ing of mat ter. (CDR 80) 

It in volves the interiorisation of ex te ri ori ty and the re-exteriorisation of in -
teri ori ty, through which the in di vid ual’s pro ject makes the ex ter nal en vi -
ron ment into a prac ti cal value-laden to tal ity. In di vid ual praxis is thus a di a -
lec ti cal totalisation. But the prob lem is, to what ex tent, if any, can we treat
not in di vid ual praxis but so cial en sem bles as ‘totalisation in progress’? 

Sartre’s fun da men tal con cern is to bring out fully the im pli ca tion of the
ba sic on to log i cal sep a ra tion of hu man in di vid u als for each kind of en sem -
ble. He there fore be gins his ac count with a more thor ough anal y sis of the
re la tion to the other. The other sig ni fies in so far as he gives val ues to the
world which I can re cog nise as his val ues. My re la tion to him is re cip ro cal,
be cause, since we both unify the same ma te rial world we in te grate one an -
other as in de pend ent cre ators of value in our re spec tive sys tems [75] or
‘worlds’. But this reciprocity is not itself a totality: 

Thus each lives in the ab so lute in teri ori ty of a re la tion ship with out unity. This
con crete cer tainty is the mu tual ad ap ta tion in sep a ra tion, the ex is tence of a re la -
tion ship with a dou ble fo cus which he can never grasp in its to tal ity. This dis -
union in sol i dar ity co mes from an ex cess rather than from a lack; it is in fact pro -
duced by the ex is tence of two rig or ously equiv a lent syn thetic unifications. (RD
194) 

The pos si bil ity of fur ther totalisation would dis solve at this point if it were
not for the fact that our re cip ro cal ac tions leave traces in the world, and
these traces can be un der stood as ob jec tive mean ings by a per son stand ing
out side our orig i nal re cip ro cal re la tion ship. This per son Sartre calls the
Third. Thus mat ter me di ates be tween peo ple, and worked mat ter, as the
objectification of this pro cess of me di a tion is the ba sis for a totalisation by
a Third who re an i mates the objectified mean ings. Now the sig nif i cance of
this is that each in di vid ual is both I, Other and Third. From this there can
arise a sys tem of totalisation which, how ever, be cause it is al ways via each
in the sta tus of Third, is always mediated, never direct. 

Mat ter me di ates be tween peo ple, but not as mat ter, rather, as a sys tem of
mean ings which has to be re an i mated by in di vid ual praxis, but, once it is so 
re an i mated, can func tion as a co er cive facticity. This Sartre calls the
“practico-in ert”. It is pos si ble for an in di vid ual in this sit u a tion to iden tify
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with some ob ject in such a way that his ac tiv ity no lon ger de rives di rectly
from his own need but rather “is in duced in him, from out side, by worked
mat ter, as the prac ti cal ex i gence of the in an i mate ob ject.” (RD 252) The
cap i tal ist iden ti fies with the fac tory and works to con serve and de velop it,
rather than us ing it for the sat is fac tion of his own needs. Thus the re la tion
of pro ducer to prod uct is in verted; this in ver sion is, how ever, only pos si ble
be cause the mean ings objectified in mat ter do not act di rectly, but only in -
so far as they are re in te grated into a hu man mean ing sys tem. This in verted
mean ing is that ‘in ter est’ which is the fun da men tal cat e gory of lib eral eco -
nomic the ory. The re la tion of ‘in ter ests’ in volves the prac ti cal com mu ni ca -
tion of in di vid u als “through the an tag o nisms or com pat i bil i ties of the
matter which represents them” (RD 263) 

The totalisation of my re cip ro cal re la tion to the Other oc curs through the
Third, and thus the sig nif i cance of this totalisation for me will de pend on
the na ture of my re la tion to the Third. This re la tion may vary from com -
plete sep a ra tion to com plete [76] co op er a tion. Sep a ra tion here also func -
tions as a re la tion, since it is never an ab so lute sep a ra tion, but is al ways a
sep a ra tion in the face of a com mon ma te rial world. In so far as self, Other
and Third are all totalising the same ma te rial world, the fi nal re sult will be a 
jointly pro duced re sult, and this is re cog nised by each in his praxis. Thus
each de pends on the other, but has no con trol over what the other does:
“each one waits for the act of the other, and each makes him self the im po -
tence of the other in so far as the other is his im po tence” (RD 325). The re la -
tion ship here is what Sartre calls a ‘se ries’. It is char ac ter is tic of the se ries
that all ac tions are nec es sar ily alienated and rebound upon the actor in an
unrecognisable form. 

The mi lieu of in ter est and the se ries, which is, of course, the mi lieu of
cap i tal ism as a fetishised sys tem (al though not ex clu sively of cap i tal ism) is 
the mi lieu of the ex pe ri ence of ne ces sity, in which hu man be hav iour is
trapped by the ex i gen cies of worked mat ter and by se rial im po tence. It is
what Sartre calls the level of the ‘anti-di a lec tic’, in so far as it ap pears to be
gov erned purely by the laws of ex te ri ori ty (an a lyt i cal rea son), as in bour -
geois eco nomic the ory. But it can only be com pre hended in re la tion to the
con sti tut ing di a lec tic of in di vid ual praxis and its de vi a tion in the field of
the practico-inert, which transforms human praxis into 

praxis with out an au thor, tran scend ing the given to wards rigid ends, whose hid -
den mean ing is coun ter-fi nal ity. (RD 235 CDR 166) 

Se rial praxis, based on sep a ra tion, may be con trasted with group praxis,
based on co or di na tion. The prob lem is, how ever, that the group can never
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be come a gen u ine ‘hy per-or gan ism’, or a gen u ine to tal ity. It al ways re -
mains based on the Self - Other - Third struc ture, and is there fore threat -
ened ei ther with dis in te gra tion or with os si fi ca tion as a re sult of the mea -
sures which it takes to pre vent dis in te gra tion. Sartre gives his ac count of
the struc ture of the group as an his tor i cal ac count of the gen e sis of the pur -
est group, the ‘fused group’, and then of its pro gres sive de gen er a tion back
into the se ries. How ever, this is not to be un der stood as an in ev i ta ble his tor -
i cal pro cess. It is merely de signed to reveal the various structures of the
group in a coherent manner. 

The spe cific char ac ter is tic of the group is that, within it, other’s act no
lon ger dis torts the mean ing of my act but is, rather, com ple men tary to it. In
the fused group this complementarity is ef fec tively spon ta ne ous. It is a sit u -
a tion of ‘com mon sov er eignty’ in which my mem ber ship of the group is
part of the struc ture of my ac tion, but as a free in ven tion rather than as an
ex ter nal im po si tion. [77] Sartre gives the ex am ple of the first days of the
French Rev o lu tion in which the crowd or gan ises it self into an ef fec tive
unity in the face of the ex ter nal threat. In this sit u a tion, com mon to many
rev o lu tion ary ‘days’ and to many strikes, there is no for mally authorised
lead er ship, but, rather, in di vid ual ‘lead ers’ emerge and are im me di ately re -
ab sorbed in a pro cess in which each re cog nises in the oth ers his own mo -
tives and ac tions. In a slightly more struc tured group, such as a (good) foot -
ball team, the pro cess is more clearly vis i ble. At any given mo ment the
player who has the ball serves as the ‘Reg u lat ing Third’ for the oth ers, as
they ad just their po si tions ac cord ing to his, and he totalises the field for the
group. This is a sys tem of ‘cir cu lat ing sov er eignty’ in which the power of
the ball player is not ex erted externally, but is nothing but the way in which
he integrates himself with the group. 

The fused group func tions as a group be cause of a com mon un der stand -
ing of the sit u a tion on the ba sis of which each in di vid ual knows how to act.
This com mon un der stand ing may be the re sult of prior plan ning and train -
ing (the foot ball team) or it may be a sud den com mon re ac tion to, for ex am -
ple, a com mon sit u a tion of op pres sion the fra gil ity of which is for some
rea son sud denly re vealed. But the com mon un der stand ing does not over -
come the fun da men tal sep a ra tion of the mem bers of the group. The group
makes use of these re la tions of ex te ri ori ty in mak ing it self into a ‘me chan i -
cal sys tem’ which acts on the world. But the group praxis re mains a ‘con sti -
tuted di a lec tic’, de pend ent on the ‘con sti tut ing di a lec tic’ of the in di vid ual
praxis. That is, it has no in de pend ent on to log i cal sta tus. The ‘oth er ness’ of
each in di vid ual has to be in te grated into the group, but re mains also as a
per ma nent threat to its unity. In a group more per ma nent than the rev o lu -
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tion ary crowd this re quires dif fer en ti a tion and spe ciali sa tion of func tion,
which in turn re quires the con cen tra tion of sov er eignty as a spe cific func -
tion in the form of au thor ity. In ideal cir cum stances, “as a mem ber of a liv -
ing or gani sa tion I un der stand that the Other is a prac ti cal and sig ni fy ing in -
ven tion of we-the-same” (RD . 475). But at the other end of the scale each
in di vid ual is no lon ger “quasi-sov er eign”, but is con cerned only with his or
her par tic u lar func tion in a hi er ar chy, rather than with the ends of the group
as such, and the in sti tu tion al ised au thor ity can only fight this implicit
serialisation by the use of coercive techniques of various kinds: the group
has reached the ultimate stage of bureaucratisation. 

The sig nif i cance of Sartre’s ex tremely rich de scrip tion of the var i ous
forms of group (re duced here from 400 to 1 pages) is [78] two fold. Firstly,
in so far as

Ev ery or gani sa tion with rec i proc ity of oaths is a first be gin ning (of hu man ity) be -
cause it is al ways a con quest of man as com mon free dom over seriality (RD 453
n 1), 

the anal y sis brings out clearly the on to logi cally rooted and hence per ma -
nent ‘po lit i cal’ prob lems which will ex ist even in the realm of free dom.
Free dom as group praxis is no au to matic re sult of the end ing of eco nomic
ex ploi ta tion. The strug gle against seri al isa tion is per ma nent, and this re -
quires care ful re flec tion on the ques tion of po lit i cal or gani sa tions and
institutions in a socialist society. 

Sec ondly, in ana lys ing any given so ci ety or sec tion of so ci ety one must
take ac count of the prob a ble si mul ta neous ex is tence of se ries and of groups 
of dif fer ent kinds in com plex in ter ac tion. In par tic u lar one can not with out
more ado treat a class as though it has the struc ture of a fused group:

Class man i fests si mul ta neously as an in sti tu tion al ised ap pa ra tus, as a (se rial or
or gan ised) en sem ble of di rect ac tion groups, and as a col lec tive which re ceives
its sta tus from the field of the pratico-in ert (through and by its re la tions of pro -
duc tion with other classes) and its uni ver sal schema of prac ti cal uni fi ca tion from
the groups which form cease lessly on its sur face. (RD 649) 

This raises the ques tion of the di a lec ti cal in tel li gi bil ity of the no tions of
class and class strug gle. Even if one were to show the ex is tence of a re la tion 
of ex ploi ta tion be tween two classes, whereby some of the prod uct of the
one is ac quired by the other, it might still be pos si ble to in ter pret this re la -
tion as the au to matic re sult of the work ing of the eco nomic sys tem. This
would be ex ploi ta tion as a pro cess. To speak of class strug gle is to speak
not of a pro cess but of praxis rooted in some way in a con scious ness of
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class and of class in ter ests. It in volves treat ing a class as in some sense a to -
tal ity, rather than as hav ing the merely ex ter nal and ad di tive unity of a col -
lec tion of things. In or der to do this one must be able to show that there is a
praxis of op pres sion on the part of the dom i nant class, and that this praxis is 
rooted in an un der stand ing of class in ter est. This praxis of op pres sion
would in turn be the ba sis for the in tel li gi bil ity of praxis of re sis tance to op -
pres sion em body ing an un der stand ing of the re la tion be tween the praxis of
op pres sion and the pro cess of ex ploi ta tion. But this praxis of op pres sion, as 
class be hav iour, can not be in ter preted ini tially as the praxis of a fused
group. There is [79] no con spir acy to op press. In stead there is what may be
de scribed as a pro cess of se rial op pres sion, in which each in di vid ual cap i -
tal ist, rather than act ing con sciously to ‘op press the work ing class’ acts as
other, and on the ba sis of the ex i gen cies of his ‘in ter est’, in such a way as to
perpetuate that condition of atomisation and dependence through which the 
workers are exploited:

To lower costs is to de crease the num ber of his work ers. In other words, it is di -
rectly against the fu ture un em ployed that he buys his ma chines; not, as it is said,
‘with out car ing what hap pens to them’ (RD 697). 

The ev ery day praxis of the in di vid ual cap i tal ist em bod ies an un der stand ing 
of the worker as “the en emy”, and this shows it self in the use of the ma -
chine against the worker, and in rou tine ac tion, vary ing with the pos si bil i -
ties of the sit u a tion, de signed to main tain the work ers in a state of se rial im -
po tence by pre vent ing or in hib it ing or gani sa tions. This un der stand ing con -
sti tutes what Sartre calls “the ob jec tive spirit of the class” (RD 721). It is
not a sin gle ar tic u lated the ory, but rather “the gen eral schema of a sit u ated
un der stand ing” (RD 715), or “a mi lieu for the cir cu la tion of mean ings”
(RD 721). It is not a ra tion al is ation, in the sense of a sec ond ary phe nom e -
non de signed to con ceal or dis tort the re al ity of op pres sion as the pri mary
phe nom e non. It is, in fact, largely im plicit, and to the ex tent that it be comes 
ex plicit it is as a thematisation of taken-for-granted ac tion. Praxis is pro -
ject, or the em bodi ment of val ues; the val ues and mean ings are con sti tu tive
of the praxis, rather than sep a rate from it. It is, then, the ob jec tive spirit of
the class which pro vides the fun da men tal unity of the class praxis of op -
pres sion, and which en sures that an ap par ently se rial ac tion will have the
de sired re sult - at least in the short term since one can con ceive of sit u a tions 
in which the his tor i cally cre ated ob jec tive spirit of the ruling class is such
as to produce a type and level of oppression which finally produces revolt. 

In the face of this praxis of op pres sion the re sis tance of the dom i nant
class ap pears firstly as purely se rial, and, sec ondly, as the more or less con -
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scious pro cess whereby the mem bers of the class ac quires a con scious ness
of class, through the growth and ac tiv ity of var i ous kinds of group within
the con text of the com mon ma te rial con di tion which con sti tutes the
practico-in ert be ing of the class. This must in turn be ex pressed in a gen eral
‘ob jec tive spirit’ of the class which is not a de vel oped class con scious ness
but a much broader sys tem of mean ings. This, like the ob jec tive spirit of the 
rul ing class, is an his tor i cal prod uct [80] and will there fore nec es sar ily dif fer 
from so ci ety to so ci ety. Thus one can not ap ply a uni ver sal schema, ex cept
in the very broad est sense, but must in stead decipher a different system of
meanings in each case. 

The ac tual re sult of this class strug gle is, how ever, nec es sar ily some thing 
other than that which is con sciously in tended by any of the par tic i pants. At
the end of the Cri tique Sartre raises the ques tion of the in tel li gi bil ity of this 

com plex phe nom e non which has to be de scribed as a praxis-pro cess and which
sets classes in op po si tion to one an other as cir cu lar to tali sa tions of in sti tu tions,
groups and se ries (CDR 806). 

In gen eral terms, the praxis of strug gle in volves a re cip ro cal in tel li gi bil ity
for each as 

the com pre hen sion of his ob ject be ing (in so far as it ex ists for the Other and
threat ens to en close him one day in the Other) through his prac ti cal ex is tence as a
sub ject. (CDR 814) 

But this for mal com pre hen sion of each by the other in the strug gle is not
nec es sar ily the same as the com pre hen sion of the re sult, which al ways em -
bod ies the par tial fail ure of each side, and so nec es sar ily is a mu ti lated and
trun cated mean ing. Sartre here states only that 

His tory is in tel li gi ble if the dif fer ent prac tices which can be found and lo cated at a 
given mo ment of the his tor i cal temporalisation fi nally ap pear as par tially
totalising and as con nected and merged in their very oppositions and di ver si ties
by an in tel li gi ble totalisation from which there is no ap peal. (CDR 817). 

He leaves the in ves ti ga tion of the pos si bil ity of such an in tel li gi bil ity to a
sec ond vol ume, which is un fin ished and unpublished. 

The idea of an in tel li gi ble totalisation “from which there is no ap peal” is
very ob scure. It is, how ever, clear from what has gone be fore that we are
not deal ing with a He geli an di a lec tic which is a self-trans par ent log i cal
pro cess, or with the sim pli fied Marx ist di a lec tic in which the class less so ci -
ety is the in ev i ta ble and nec es sary re sult of the class con flict. We are deal -
ing, rather, with a praxis which “by def i ni tion has ig no rance and er ror as
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ba sic struc tures” (CDR 811), and with a com plex which in cludes within it -
self the level of the anti-di a lec tic. Thus Sartre’s ar gu ment here has to be in -
ter preted in the light of his ear lier ac count of the re gres sive-pro gres sive
method. The re gres sive mo ment, un der taken in the pub lished vol ume of
CDR , is the in ves ti ga tion of the fun da men tal struc tures of so ci ety, while
the pro gres sive mo ment is the at tempt to un der stand how these struc tures
are lived in the ac tual his tor i cal pro ject. The “in tel li gi bil ity” here is not a
de duc tive in tel li gi bil ity which [81] shows how event B log i cally fol lowed
from event A, but rather a di a lec ti cal in tel li gi bil ity which grasps the free in -
ven tion of a praxis pro duc ing event B out of sit u a tion A. It is thus al ways an 
ex post facto un der stand ing, but the pos si bil ity of such an un der stand ing is
iden ti cal with the pos si bil ity of freely cre at ing B in an in tel li gent re sponse
to sit u a tion A. Sartre is there fore say ing here that at best we may act in tel li -
gently on the ba sis of a more rather than less com plete grasp of the sit u a -
tion, an that we may un der stand an his tor i cal re sult as the cre ation of hu -
man praxis act ing within a sys tem of mean ing and with a mar gin of ig no -
rance and er ror which may them selves be un der stood, but that fi nally we
are deal ing with a “totalisation with out a totaliser” which does not have the
im me di ate self-trans par ency of an individual praxis. In Sartre’s own terms, 
it is an intellection, not a comprehension. (see CDR 74-76) 

His tory is a com bi na tion of the con sti tut ing di a lec tic of in di vid ual praxis, 
the anti-di a lec tic of the pratico-in ert and se rial im po tence, and the con sti -
tuted di a lec tic of com mon praxis. The level of the anti-di a lec tic is char ac -
ter ised by re la tions of ex te ri ori ty, and so can be de scribed us ing the con cept 
of iden tity of an a lytic rea son. But it can not be un der stood by an a lytic rea -
son, be cause it is that in verted fetishised re al ity re ferred to by Colletti. It is
a sys tem of hu man mean ings which has taken on thing-like form. As such it 
can be un der stood fi nally only in re la tion to the con sti tut ing di a lec tic, but
as the de vi a tion and loss of this praxis. It is in this sense that it is the level of
ne ces sity, and the ‘laws’ which gov ern its op er a tion have the sta tus of ‘nat -
u ral’ laws. Be cause praxis is al ways interiorisation as well as ex terior -
isation, each ac tor is nec es sar ily, as he acts, en gaged in the at tempt to de ci -
pher his or her his tor i cal sit u a tion. Sartre’s ar gu ment seems to me to be that
this is not a nec es sar ily vain pro ject, be cause the el e ments of in tel li gi bil ity
are there, but that the hope that when this is achieved it will be pos si ble to
dis solve ev ery el e ment of ne ces sity and turn his tory into a (He geli an) di a -
lec tic of a free sub ject is vain. The rea sons are, firstly, that the con di tion for
seri al isa tion per sist un der any cir cum stances, and so all oth er ness can
never be dis solved, and, sec ondly, that at any given time the fact that his -
tory is be ing made se ri ally, and on the ba sis of a pratico-in ert re al ity which
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in cludes even lan guage and ide ol ogy, is likely to con tin u ally over run the
in tel li gi bil ity that we are able to wrest from it. This is not a ‘pes si mis tic’ or
quietistic con clu sion; his tory is still on to log i cal, [82] rooted in in di vid ual
praxis, and this gives us the prom ise of free dom as a real his tor i cal pos si bil -
ity. But it does have im pli ca tions for po lit i cal action; at the very least it
must place in question the triumphalist view that “history is on our side”.
[83] 

Some Prob lems 

i) In a 1975 in ter view, Sartre said that
I think in fact that a the ory of free dom which does not ex plain at the same time
what al ien ations are, to what ex tent free dom can be ma nip u lated, de flected,
turned against it self, could cru elly de ceive some body who does not un der stand
what it im plies, and who be lieves that free dom is ev ery where. But if one reads
care fully what I have writ ten, I do not be lieve that one can make such a mis take.
(Sit u a tions X. p. 223) 

This is I think cor rect, but I think that it is also true that the gap be tween
con scious ness as pres ence-to-self and re flec tion as lib er at ing knowl edge of 
self has wid ened, as Sartre has tried to show the im pli ca tions for the ab -
stract struc ture of the for-it self of its embeddedness in a con crete reality. 

This emerges, for ex am ple, in Sartre’s dis cus sion of ob jec tive spirit in his 
study of Flaubert (l’Idiot de la Famille III 41-58). He de fines ob jec tive
spirit as “Cul ture as pratico-in ert” (P44), and con trasts it with the or i gin of
cul ture in “lived ac tual work, in so far as, by def i ni tion, it tran scends na ture
and re tains it within it self” (44) as interiorisation of the ex te rior and
reexteriorisation of the in te rior. This tran scen dence is an un der stand ing of
the en vi ron ment, of the tool used, and of the hu man re la tions in volved in
the mode of pro duc tion con cerned. But this lived un der stand ing as part of
the structure of praxis Sartre describes as

an in tu itive, im plicit and non-ver bal know ing, a cer tain di rect and totalising but
word less com pre hen sion. At this level the whole thought is given, but it does not
posit it self for it self and thus fi nally in its ex treme com pres sion, es capes ver bal
elab o ra tion. (45) 

This pratico-the o ret i cal know ing is how ever the foun da tion for a ‘su per -
struc ture’ in which it be comes sys tem at i cally elab o rated. In this process

re flec tion iso lates in the to tal ity of praxis the mo ment of the ory, which has never
ex isted alone but only as a prac ti cal me di a tion de ter mined by the goal it self. It is
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then that it has re course to lan guage. This, on the one hand, iso lates and trans -
forms into a fi nite prod uct the know ing which ex isted im plic itly in the act of the
worker. It gives names and hard ens, in the forms of def i nite struc tures, all the el e -
ments which inter pen etrated in the cul tural rev e la tion of work ... Named, al
thereby per pet u ated these pieces of the real, be com ing pieces of knowledge, are
thereby falsified. (45)

This ex plicit and elab o rated, but fal si fied knowl edge is de vel oped into ide -
ol o gies. The orig i nal “wild and im me di ate thought”, which [84] which is
nec es sar ily ac com pa nied by a non-po si tional con scious ness of it self, is a
con tin u ally chang ing sup ple ad ap ta tion. But once it is ver bal ised as a sys -
tem of val ues and an ide ol ogy it takes on a more rigid form be cause “lan -
guage is mat ter ... writ ten words are stones” (47) It is the pas sive sys tems of 
thought which con sti tute the ob jec tive spirit. As pratico-in ert it im poses it -
self on hu man in di vid ual sub jects as a se ries of im per a tives. Liv ing thought 
is in a con tin ual state of ten sion with this ob jec tive mind. Its orig i nal in teri -
ori ty, as “translucid pres ence of the whole to the parts and the parts to the
whole” (49) has been bro ken by the opac ity of this ma teri al ised cul ture. But 
the ob jec tive mind, in its turn only ex ists as spirit, rather than as a mere
collection of things, through the activity of individuals. 

There are two prob lems here. Firstly, there is the ques tion of the na ture of
the ‘lived’. It has the es sen tial struc ture of con scious ness as de scribed in
Be ing and Noth ing ness: non-po si tional con scious ness of self and a cer tain
trans lu cidi ty. On the other hand, else where Sartre also con trasts the lived
with the ear lier ac count of con scious ness, not as a re jec tion, but as a
deepening:

The in tro duc tion of the no tion of the lived rep re sents an at tempt to con serve that
‘pres ence to self’ which ap pears to me to be in dis pens able to the ex is tence of any
psy chic fact, a pres ence which is at the same time so opaque, so blind to it self,
that it is also ‘ab sence from self’. The lived is al ways, si mul ta neously, pres ent to
it self and ab sent from it self. (Sit u a tions 1X p. 112)

Some psy chic facts at least, while be ing the ob ject of a ‘com pre hen sion’
can not be named or known (connu). This seems to place in ques tion the
pos si bil ity of re flec tion, in so far as re flec tion is tied to lan guage. Fur ther,
and this is the sec ond prob lem, it is not clear to me whether Sartre is say ing
that lan guage nec es sar ily fal si fies the lived, or only that it has the po ten ti al -
ity for do ing so. To the ex tent that Sartre cer tainly does en vis age the work -
ing class achiev ing a class con scious ness which dis solves bour geois ide ol -
ogy (see p. 46 and also Sit u a tions VIII 414/417) it would ap pear that he fi -
nally in tends the lat ter. But he is stress ing the dif fi culty of a task which,
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al though it is ul ti mately pos si ble be cause of the foun da tion of the ob jec tive
spirit in in di vid ual praxis, is nev er the less made ex tremely dif fi cult by the
ne ces sity of try ing to ar tic u late a new con scious ness in a lan guage which
de nies that con scious ness. [85] 

A thor ough ex pla na tion of the way in which Sartre deals with the re la tion
be tween the lived, lan guage and ide ol ogy, would re quire a much more
thor ough and care ful read ing of the study of Flaubert than I have yet been
able to give it. It seems to me that it would also be very use ful to com pare
the po si tion of Sartre here with Habermas’s Knowl edge and Hu man In ter -
ests, in which he de vel ops the no tion of ordinary language as 

the ar tic u la tion of a life con text, which rep re sents an in di vid ual mean ing, which
can not be wholly grasped in gen eral cat e go ries. (KHI 173) 

and uses this to de velop an ac count of dis torted com mu ni ca tion on both the
in di vid ual and the so cial level. Sartre does sug gest, fol low ing Lacan, that 

the pres ence of cer tain struc tures of lan guage ac count for the un con scious ... as a
coun ter-fi nal ity of lan guage (de la pa role). (Sit u a tions 97). 

Habermas writes that 
To day the prob lem of lan guage has taken the place of the tra di tional prob lem atic
of con scious ness: the tran scen den tal cri tique of lan guage re places that of con -
scious ness. (LSW 220). 

Against this, how ever, Sartre would ar gue that lan guage is on to logi cally
rooted in con scious ness, and if that lan guage as a sys tem of mean ing is
made pos si ble by the di a lec ti cal, self-re flec tive struc ture of con scious ness.
Nev er the less, the re la tion be tween the two seems to con sti tute a fun da men -
tal prob lem, which is cer tainly not fully resolved by either writer. 

2) The prob lem in Kant’s eth i cal the ory was that, while he could show the 
re la tion be tween knowl edge, rea son and free dom, he had to sim ply place
this set of con cepts over against the heteronomy of the nat u ral world, and
could give no ac count of how the move from em pir i cal heteronomy to tran -
scen den tal au ton omy might be pos si ble. Hegel’s di a lec tic of con scious ness 
was, inter alia, an at tempt to solve this prob lem by show ing that what di -
vides the heteronomous from the au ton o mous not so much an on to log i cal
fis sure as the re la tion be tween the im plicit and the ex plicit. Free dom is
there fore the nec es sary re sult of the work ing out of the con tra dic tion con -
tained in the orig i nal heteronomous state-be ing-in-it self. Sartre’s ma te ri al -
ist trans for ma tion of Hegel, while re tain ing a sug ges tion of the im plicit ver -
sus the ex plicit in con scious ness, takes away the ne ces sity of the di a lec ti cal 
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tran si tion. The tran si tion be comes fi nally a choice: free dom is cho sen,
rather than pro duced by an his tor i cal di a lec tic. Yet there does seem to be a
prob lem here. Is the choice of free dom en tirely un mo ti vated, or is it pos si -
ble to give some ac count of why one might or even should choose free -
dom? In the dis cus sion at the end of Sartre’s lec ture on “Knowl edge of Self
and Con scious ness of Self”, the ques tion is asked: “How is this [86] tran si -
tion made from prereflective ex pe ri ence to the re flec tive cogito?” (p. 133)
Sartre re plies that the re flec tive act is an ini tia tive, not a mo ment in a philo -
soph i cal di a lec tic, and goes on to speak of a mo ral ity of rev o lu tion, rather
than a mo ral ity of prog ress. (p.142) In a re cent dis cus sion “On a rai son de
se re volter” Sartre also places great stress on the mo ment of choice in po lit -
i cal action; there is a free decision that the situation is unbearable, rather
than a pre-determined threshold at which revolt inevitably occurs: 

To the ex tent that the mo ment of re volt is new in re la tion to the pre ced ing given,
and can not be ex plained by a de ter min ism, the facts de ter mine other facts, but
can not ac count for re volt, that is, for the pas sage to value and to the eval u a tion
‘that is not just’. (140) 

All this raises moral prob lems on two dif fer ent lev els. Firstly, there is the
ques tion of one’s own choice: if one de cides to ‘choose free dom’, to at -
tempt to live on the level of pure re flec tion or au ton omy, is there any thing
which jus ti fies such a choice, not of course in the sense of show ing that it is
nec es sary, but in the sense of at least mak ing it com pre hen si ble? Why not
live in the im me di ate, or in bad faith, or in im pure re flec tion? Sec ondly,
what does it mean to choose free dom for other peo ple? What jus ti fies such
a choice, and what jus ti fies ac tion flow ing from such a choice? Of course,
in so far as my free dom re quires the free dom of other peo ple, re quires the
dis so lu tion of ide ol o gies and of se rial im po tence, the choice of free dom for
my self im plies the choice of free dom for oth ers. But this ar gu ment in it self
is self-de feat ing; what hap pens if oth ers do not want to be free? Sartre’s
work cer tainly con tains many ac counts of mo tives for not want ing to be
free. At the same time, of course, Be ing and Noth ing ness can be taken as an 
ac count of the nec es sary fail ure of the at tempt to avoid one’s free dom.
There is al ways the sug ges tion in Sartre’s work of a ten sion be tween a fun -
da men tal ex pe ri ence of freedom and all those phenomena connected with
its avoidance or repression. 

Free dom pre-ex ists in in di vid u als, in the sense that it ap pears from the be gin ning
as ex ploited and alien ated, but that each, in his very alien ation ... grasps his free -
dom as a de flected af fir ma tion of his sov er eignty. (On a rai son de se revolter,
140). 
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Thus al though one may well not be able to show a He geli an di a lec tic lead -
ing in ev i ta bly to free dom, it may be pos si ble, by ex plor ing this ten sion, to
es tab lish a mean ing ful dis tinc tion be tween true and false con scious ness, to
un der stand the erup tion of free dom into our alien ated re al ity, and fi nally to
pro vide moral cri te ria for [87] eval u at ing po lit i cal ac tion. Habermas’s dis -
cus sions of the prac ti cal knowl edge-con sti tu tive in ter est in reflection
should be compared with Sartre here. 

3) Aside from the ques tion of moral cri te ria for po lit i cal ac tion, Sartre’s
work seems to me to have im por tant im pli ca tions for po lit i cal strat egy and
for the na ture of po lit i cal in sti tu tions. Hegel used the idea of Ob jec tive
Mind to jus tify re form ist po lit i cal pol i cies which con tin u ally ad just po lit i -
cal in sti tu tions to the chang ing val ues em bod ied in Ob jec tive Mind as an
his tor i cal pro cess. In an im por tant sense Marx re mains within this frame -
work. He links the ques tion of po lit i cal change to the de vel op ment of con -
scious ness, but he dif fers from Hegel in try ing to show how con scious ness
is re lated to mode of pro duc tion, and how the whole com plex is likely to
de velop in the light of cer tain fun da men tal con tra dic tions within the cap i -
tal ist mode of pro duc tion. He is op posed to the voluntarist or jac o bin ac tiv i -
ties which Hegel de scribes in the Phe nom en ol ogy of Mind (599-610) in
which each fac tion tries to con struct the world anew by im pos ing its own
will as uni ver sal will, with out be ing rooted in the ac tual life of the so ci ety.
Le nin’s idea of the van guard party, al though in prin ci ple de signed merely
to fa cil i tate, through its pos ses sion of sci ence, the de vel op ment of rev o lu -
tion ary class con scious ness, tends to wards jaco bin ism, and in its Sta lin ist
form the o ret i cally sub sti tutes the party’s sci ence for the con scious ness of
the work ing class. Sartre’s anal y sis of the ex ceed ingly com plex re la tion be -
tween in di vid ual praxis, the pratico-in ert, se ries and groups lays the foun -
da tion for a much more thor ough in ves ti ga tion of this prob lem. In par tic u -
lar, Sartre’s no tion of sov er eignty (which I have not dealt with ex plic itly
here) can be used in the anal y sis of po lit i cal strat egy and of po lit i cal in sti tu -
tions un der so cial ism. Sartre himself, after flirting with the idea of the
vanguard party, has since decisively rejected it. The party has no
legitimacy apart from any legitimacy which it achieves in action: 

it is for this rea son that one can not con ceive of the real rep re sen ta tives of the pro -
le tar iat in pe ri ods of wait ing or in a dic ta tor ship of the Sta lin ist type. (quoted in
Burnier: Les Existenialistes et la Politique (96) see also On a rai son ... pas sim).
The party can in fact be come that “group in the pro cess of pet ri fi ca tion (which),
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by its very in er tia (can) be an ob sta cle to the dis so lu tion of seriality in the col lec -
tive” (RD 640)16

Of course, all these re marks re quire de tailed elab o ra tion. The point that I
wish to make here is that Sartre [88] of fers us a set of con cep tual tools which
can be used to ana lyse the com plex ity of real his tor i cal sit u a tions, which
can help us to dis tin guish be tween his tor i cally con tin gent and on to logi -
cally nec es sary prob lems of re la tion be tween peo ple and, fi nally, can there -
fore also help us to think about the prob lems of a so cial ist so ci ety in which
the his tor i cally con tin gent sources of con flict embodied in capitalism have
been removed. 

4) Sartre’s dis tinc tion be tween con sti tu tive di a lec tic, anti-di a lec tic and
con sti tuted di a lec tic en ables us to ac count for both the suc cess and the lim i -
ta tions of a “posi tiv ist” method in the so cial sci ences, and in par tic u lar in
eco nom ics. The level of the anti-di a lec tic, as se rial, is in it self reg u lated by
the prin ci ple of ex te ri ori ty, and so can be de scribed us ing “an a lytic rea -
son”. How ever, al though an a lytic rea son can de scribe the move ment of the
pratico-in ert ob ject, it can not grasp its na ture, and so can not fully un der -
stand the pos si bil ity of a change in the ob ject, since the pos si bil ity for such
a change is based on the ob ject’s on to log i cal de pend ence on in di vid ual
praxis. An a lyt i cal rea son can not, there fore, un der stand how and to what
ex tent the anti-di a lec tic can be dis solved by the con sti tuted di a lec tic of
group praxis. Fur ther, al though the level of the anti-di a lec tic is, con sid ered
in it self, sub ject to prin ci ples of ex te ri ori ty, it is nev er the less, as pratico-in -
ert, a sys tem of mean ings. As such, it too can be con sid ered by di a lec ti cal
rea son. This re solves the prob lem, which wor ries Colletti, as to how Marx
can be both a (“sci en tific”) po lit i cal econ o mist and also a (“Philo soph i cal”) 
critic of po lit i cal econ omy who shows that po lit i cal econ omy deals with an
alienated upside-down reality (see Colletti, NLR 22, 29). 
In gen eral, the util ity of Sartre’s ap proach to the di a lec tic seems to me to be
that, by show ing that hu man mean ing sys tems are me di ated by mat ter and
that mat ter is at the same time me di ated by hu man mean ing sys tems, he is
able to pro vide a foun da tion for an ap proach to dif fer ent so ci et ies which
can both re cog nise the spec i fic ity of each so ci ety, and at the same time root
each so ci ety within its ma te rial con text. The al ter na tives are ei ther a de ter -
min ism which con sid ers any given so ci ety as a vari ant pro duced by fixed
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16 [fvg] Turner’s Heidegger-mo ment. This is the point at which he casts in his lot with 'Af -
ri can so cial ism', in which he be comes, like Heidegger, a party-ideo logue, from in tel lec -
tual to iden tity-pol i ti cian. That in Eu rope it’s ex actly this en thu si as tic par ti san ship for
class-war that mo ti vated the en tire gen er a tion try ing to get out from un der Sta lin ism
does n’t stop Turner from ‘do ing a Lukács’. The ques tion is: why does this pass him by?
Why does he miss this? 



and uni ver sal hu man at ti tudes (e.g Homo oeconomicus); or an ide al ism
which treats each so ci ety as though it were in fact the prod uct of its own [89]

le git i mat ing ideology, without attempting to account for the ideology
itself. 

But the ques tion still re mains: what pre cisely is meant by “di a lec tics”
here? Have we re turned to a “weak” def i ni tion in terms of an in junc tion al -
ways to look for in ter con nec tions? Or is it pos si ble to for mu late some
stron ger def i ni tion? We have cer tainly got away from the idea that di a lec -
tics is the in sis tence that ev ery thing is con nected with ev ery thing else. To
this ex tent it is pos si ble to give a more pre cise def i ni tion of di a lec ti cal rea -
son: it in volves the search, not for any kind of con nec tion, but for cer tain
spe cific kinds of con nec tion be tween pratico-in ert so cial phenomena,
individual praxis, and mediating matter. 

This ap proach to di a lec tics does not seem to re quire a whole new Logic
along He geli an lines. But it does op er ate with a spe cial no tion of iden tity,
which in turn would seem to al low for a no tion of con tra dic tion dis tinct
both from real op po si tion and from the es sen tially self-an nul ling con tra dic -
tion of for mal logic. Con scious ness is what it is not and is not what it is. It
con tains within it self the ten sion be tween its past and its fu ture, and is the
per pet ual over com ing of this ten sion. As such it is the ba sis for the co ex is -
tence of con tra dic tory val ues or in junc tions which, in stead of sim ply
cancelling one an other out, are worked through and per haps re solved in
time. The pratico-in ert, as an em bod ied mean ing sys tem im pos ing ex i gen -
cies on hu man praxis may there fore sim i larly con tain within it
contradictory exigencies which coexist in a state of tension:

The mo ment of ex i gency as in ert, im posed fi nal ity makes it pos si ble to con ceive
of the kind of negativity known as ob jec tive con tra dic tion. (CDR 193). 

Here one ex i gency may be log i cally im plied by an other, but may be at the
same time in com pat i ble with it. 

We can take Marx’s ac count of cap i tal ist cri sis as rooted in the sep a ra tion 
of the mu tu ally de pend ent el e ments com mod ity and money as an ex am ple
of such con tra dic tion. In dis cuss ing this, Colletti argues that 

from Marx’s per spec tive, con tra dic tion is the spe cific fea ture of cap i tal ism, the
char ac ter is tic or qual ity which sin gles it out not only with re spect to all other
forms of so ci ety, but with re spect to all other cos mic phe nom ena. (NLR 26-7). 

I think it is more ac cu rate to say that con tra dic tions of this kind char ac ter ise 
any pratico-in ert re al ity. For ex am ple [90] in his study of the do mes tic mode
of pro duc tion, Meillassoux shows that the sys tem of con trol over women,
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as the means of re pro duc tion, by the el ders con tains within it a con tra dic -
tion, in that the suc cess ful ex er cise of this power tends to en large the com -
mu nity to such an ex tent as to threaten to un der mine the el ders’ power.
Women are no lon ger scarce, and are the o ret i cally avail able within the
com mu nity. This con tra dic tion sets up ten sions which may be re solved by
seg men ta tion, or which may be at least par tially con tained by the ex is tence
and fur ther de vel op ment of an ide ol ogy of au thor ity and kin ship, which
may, un der cer tain cir cum stances, pro vide the ba sis for a di a lec ti cal trans -
for ma tion of the node of so cial or gani sa tion, pro duc ing a class so ci ety
dom i nated by a par tic u lar lin eage, but still le giti mised in terms of myth o -
log i cal kin ship (see Femmes, Greniers et Capitaux pp.75, 127-30). At the
end of the pro cess, at least, the sys tem would seem to be an up side-down
re al ity, a fetishised sys tem of mean ings and so cial re la tions which is no
lon ger trans par ent to the mem bers, but dom i nates them as an external
facticity. [91]
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