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The genesis of this book dates back to 1956, when I was preparing for my doctoral oral exams at Harvard. I was scared to death that I would be asked to give an example of one of Hegel's dialectics. Having searched in every available textbook and having found nothing but the usual abstract descriptions of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, I felt helpless. Fortunately, nobody asked the dreaded question. And, as I now realize, I needn't have worried: no potential interrogator—this includes the noted professor who taught the course I took in medieval and post-medieval political theory—could have answered it either. In fact, although I didn't find this out until fifty years later, the year I got my degree (1958) was the year Gustav Mueller wrote his revolutionary, and until now widely endorsed, article declaring that the formerly universal belief that Hegel used thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics is just a “legend.”

A second graduate school development initiated a slow train of events that would lead me to an understanding of Hegel. Two of my friends were auditing a course taught in Harvard's Divinity School by Paul Tillich, the noted Protestant theologian who was one of only five faculty members honored with the top-of-the-line title University Professor. My friends were baffled by Tillich's abstruse language and impenetrable concept of God, and they were surprised by his negative attitudes toward a wide range of Christian beliefs. Tillich's liberalism piqued my curiosity and stuck in my mind. There it sat for a half dozen or more years.

Then one day, while browsing through some publisher's closeout books on sale, I came across a copy of Walter Kaufmann's The Faith of a Heretic. I bought it. In it I found Kaufmann attacking Tillich for using ancient formulations of belief to express his own lack of belief. Although Kaufmann had no idea what Tillich meant in calling God “being-itself,” Kaufmann clearly (and correctly, as I later discovered) saw Tillich as an atheist who was reinterpreting every doctrine of Christian mythology to give it nonsupernatural content.

Now my curiosity was really piqued. I decided to gain a firsthand acquaintance with Tillich's thought. An arbitrary but lucky choice from among Tillich's many popular-style books led to my reading The Courage to Be. It quickly became apparent that Tillich was indeed hostile to Christian supernaturalism—the afterlife, divine moral codes, all the other contents of religious tradition, and the “ultimate concern” of Christians (obviously God). Then the bombshell: “the negation of the negation.” My academic background in political science and economics enabled me to instantly recognize those words as Marx's phrase for dialectical synthesis—specifically, for the replacement of capitalism (the “negation,” or antithesis, of feudalism) by communism. (I didn't learn until much later that “negation of the negation” was first used by Hegel, from whom Marx borrowed it.) I now knew that Tillich was practicing dialectics. And three pages later, when Tillich spoke of “the God above God,” it was apparent that he had constructed a hidden dialectic moving from (1) a thesis of Yes to God and to the supernatural in general to (2) an antithesis of No to God and to the supernatural in general to (3) a synthesis that combines Yes to God with No to the supernatural. The dialectic thus moved from theism (Yes, affirmation) to atheism (No, the negation of the Yes) to espousal of a nonsupernatural God (a higher Yes, the negation of the No), soon rephrased by Tillich as “the God above the God of theism.” The question became: what is this cryptically described God above the God of theism?

I read more books, both by and about Tillich. It didn't take long to figure out that the God above God was humanity. The evidence came from many directions and included two other dialectics. One was (1) thesis: God (the believer's source of wisdom), (2) antithesis: man (the atheist's source of wisdom), and (3) synthesis: God = man. The second dialectic was (1) thesis: revelation (the product of God), (2) antithesis: reason (the product of man), and (3) synthesis: revelation = reason (the product of God = the product of man, which means God is man). An especially telling piece of evidence was Tillich's insistence that the “norm” for a systematic theology should be “Jesus as the Christ”—the Jesus of mythology, contrasted with the real historical Jesus. According to Christian theology, cited by Tillich, Jesus as the Christ was “fully God and fully man,” not half God and half man. Only if God is humanity is that possible.

Reading the books about Tillich, I soon realized that the many authors who had written books or commentaries supposedly explaining Tillich's thought recognized neither Tillich's use of Hegelian dialectics nor the identity of the God above God. Tillich was variously interpreted as a theist, a panentheist, a pantheist, and a mystic. Many of those who considered Tillich a theist seemed to think the God above God was merely nonanthropomorphic—an amorphous spirit, not a person with arms and legs who sits on a throne in heaven, not Genesis's anthropomorphic prototype of whom man is the physical “image.” Others apparently thought the God above God was just friendlier and more loving than the nasty, punitive, homicidal Old Testament God, supposedly “the God of theism.” Only Kaufmann and Alasdair MacIntyre recognized Tillich's unqualified antisupernaturalism.

I decided that another book about Tillich was needed. So I proceeded with the necessary research. I poured over the three volumes of Tillich's Systematic Theology, read all the rest of Tillich's books and Robert Tucker's Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx, and struggled with Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind (the Baillie translation). Tucker's book familiarized me with Hegel's and Marx's concepts of self-alienation, or self-estrangement, and thereby enabled me to recognize Tillichian self-estrangement and reconciliation. Tillich's books, in turn, clarified many of Hegel's ideas, most notably (a) the relationship of Christian mythology's concept of separation and return (union-separation-reunion) to Hegel's—and Marx's—dialectics and (b) the movement from potential essence (potential unity, Yes) to actual existence (actual separation, No) to actual essence (actual unity, a higher Yes). My research led to the publication of Paul Tillich's Dialectical Humanism: Unmasking the God above God (Johns Hopkins Press, 1970). More to the point, it also led to a basic understanding of Hegel's dialectics and Marx's dialectical materialism.

But at that point I still thought Hegel's dialectics were common knowledge among philosophers and political scientists. So that information, which in any case barely scratched the surface of Hegel's vast repertoire of dialectics, went on the shelf. Marx was another matter. I now realized that the base-superstructure dialectics of Marx that I had been taught in graduate school and had read about in several books was not the genuine Hegelian dialectics of Marx's dialectical materialism. Maybe someday, when I had time to do some more research and writing, I would write an article about Marx's dialectics. But other interests and obligations put that project on the back burner, more or less forgotten.


Time passed. I wrote a few books and articles relating to my professional field of economics. In 1997 I retired. During the next ten years, a couple of unprecedented, highly detailed, marvelously complex, intertwined triple allegories—one in film, one in literature—engaged my attention. These led to two more books. One was about Stanley Kubrick's film 2001: A Space Odyssey, deservedly ranked among the ten greatest films of all time by the British Film Institute. The other interpreted Philip Pullman's multiple-award-winning His Dark Materials fantasy trilogy, with its cleverly disguised story of the warfare between knowledge (symbolized by golden “dust” that drifts down from the sky) and religious superstition (symbolized by mind-devouring “specters”). Interestingly, Kubrick's film and Pullman's trilogy both symbolically depict the death of God, something we also find in Hegel's Phenomenology. But Hegel and Marx still failed to attract my attention.

Then one day Marx came to mind. I decided to see if the Wikipedia articles on Marx and dialectical materialism could use some editing and improved accuracy. As expected, neither article had more than a highly abstract explanation of Marx's historical dialectics: Marx's actual thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics and their underlying concepts were apparently still unknown. I also found, however, that Wikipedia forbids editing and revisions that add original ideas and material to its articles. So I kept my hands off the two Marx articles; as of this writing they remain incomplete and inaccurate. My attention turned to Hegel. Maybe the articles on Hegel and dialectics could use some help. Since I still thought Hegel's dialectics were well understood by academicians, I wasn't deterred by worries about originality. Then came the dawn. The Wikipedia articles on Hegel and on dialectics described dialectics only in terms of the same abstractions that frightened me in graduate school. In fact, the article on dialectics, far from providing even one concrete example, denied that Hegel used the thesis-antithesis-synthesis formula! And it again misconstrued Marx's dialectical materialism.

I decided to write a journal article explaining Hegel's and Marx's dialectics. That task required consulting a vast number of books and essays on Hegel's and Marx's thought. I needed to verify that my insights and ideas were original and to learn whether Hegel's related concept of Spirit was understood. I found that what I learned in college was now universally repudiated: those authors who had anything to say about dialectics either expressly denied that Hegel used the thesis-antithesis-synthesis formula or reinterpreted Hegelian dialectics beyond recognition. I also learned that more than half the authors who were willing to venture an opinion about Spirit had the misconception that Spirit is a supernatural entity, partly theistic (i.e., panentheistic, or both transcendent and immanent) in most interpretations. These authors were taking Hegel's references to “God” literally! The other authors, presumably unacquainted with Tillich and the close parallelism between Hegel's thought and Tillich's, had their own misconceptions about Spirit, although they did recognize that Spirit is nonsupernatural. I was also able to verify that Marx's thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics were universally unrecognized, except in the abstract. And in delving deeper into primary sources—Hegel's own writing—I discovered that there was far more to Hegel's dialectics than I had realized: dialectics everywhere, including four different outline levels of Phenomenology of Spirit and three outline levels of The Philosophy of History.

I tried writing that journal article, but my product was wholly unsatisfactory. There was simply too much material for an article, even if I threw out the material on Marx. I could not leave so much unsaid; I could not leave so many specific, but hidden and unrecognized, dialectics unidentified and unexplained. So I scrapped the article and wrote this book.
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More than two centuries have elapsed since 1807, when G. W. F. Hegel published his first major—and most famous—work, Phenomenology of Spirit, a.k.a. Phenomenology of Mind. The philosophy presented in this work and in Hegel's later posthumously edited history lectures, The Philosophy of History, is noted for its mystifying dialectical method. Hegelian dialectics is said to revolve around three progressive stages of development: (1) a thesis, which is an idea or concept, (2) an antithesis (anti-thesis), an opposite idea that contradicts the thesis, and (3) a synthesis, a climactic idea that somehow combines the thesis and the antithesis, or the best parts of them, into a sort of compromise, reconciliation, or previously unperceived identity. Yet to this day, none of the innumerable Hegel interpreters who have written in English or whose works have been translated into English—and, from powerful indirect evidence, none of the untranslated European interpreters either—has more than a superficial, nonsubstantive understanding of what a thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic is. No author has presented even one accurate example, taken from Phenomenology of Spirit or The Philosophy of History, of a sequential thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic. (The static triads of Hegel's Logic have been called “dialectical” in different senses but do not qualify as thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics.) To make matters worse, for the past half century it has been fashionable to deny that Hegel really used thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. Writing in 2007, Verene provides an accurate, up-to-date assessment of the prevailing attitude among scholars toward the moribund idea (which I intend to resuscitate) that Hegel uses thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics: “No first-rate Hegel scholar speaks of Hegel having a dialectic of thesis-antithesis-synthesis.”1


THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

It is true that a few of Hegel's labels for specific dialectical stages—for example, “Oriental despotism” as a history thesis—have been offered. But nobody has recognized the antithetical concepts that particular pairs of thesis and antithesis labels represent. Neither has anyone shown how or where Hegel merges the two members of any pair of opposing concepts into a synthesis. The thesis-antithesis conceptual pairs include the following:


	universal and particular

	one and many

	union and separation

	essence and existence

	divine and human

	inner and outer

	in itself and for itself

	potential and actual

	unconscious and conscious

	artificial (man-made) and natural

	God and man

	Father (God, heaven, divine, man-made) and Son (Jesus, earth, human, natural)

	God in heaven and God incarnate

	abstract and concrete

	theology (revelation) and philosophy (reason)

	God (divine ruler) and monarch (human ruler)

	independence and dependence

	freedom (release from superstition) and bondage (enslavement by superstition)

	truth and falsehood

	natural (physical) law and psychological (mental) law

	moral (societal) law and natural (personal) impulses

	inner law (“of the heart,” personal) and outer law (societal)

	predator and victim

	
subject and object

	internal (self) approval and external (societal) approval

	theory and practice

	validity and invalidity

	woman (family, divinity) and man (state, humanity)

	divine law and human law

	morality (moral law) and human nature (natural behavior)

	conscience (inner law) and morality (outer or societal law)

	identity (one) and nonidentity (many)

	thought (an idea, intangible) and substance (something physical, tangible)

	one ruler and many rulers

	one ruled territory and many ruled territories



In some of these thesis-antithesis pairs, the thesis concept is combined with either “unconscious” (“unconscious union”) or “potential” (“potential union”). The antithesis concept is, in turn, combined with “conscious” (“conscious separation”) or “actual” (“actual separation”). Double opposition between a two-part thesis and a two-part antithesis results. Perhaps, given this clue, you can already anticipate the format many of Hegel's syntheses use.

Some of the above concepts have been discussed in the literature, but not in the context of thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics, identified as such. Where particular concepts have been discussed, they have often been treated incidentally, without particular emphasis on those concepts and without their being labeled “thesis” and “antithesis.” And no synthesis has been identified. Nor has anyone explained the several formats a Hegelian synthesis can use. Moreover, nobody has recognized how Hegel based his thesis-antithesis-synthesis formula on Christian theology's two “separation-and-return” (union, separation, reunion) doctrines. In fact, thirteen interpreters—I'll get to them shortly—explicitly deny that Hegel's thought really is dialectical in a thesis-antithesis-synthesis sense, because neither these interpreters nor any of the hundreds of other interpreters they have collectively consulted have been able to deduce and assemble specific Hegelian dialectics. Other interpreters have indirectly denied the existence of thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics by defining “dialectics” as meaning something else. That “something else” has typically been either (a) the static triads found in Hegel's Logic—being, nothing, and becoming is the usual example—or (b) a clash between two different viewpoints, not reduced to concepts, that Hegel supposedly never merges into a clearly articulated synthesis.

I base these statements on a survey of the writings of (a) 190 authors of books, book chapters, book introductions, and articles explaining Hegel's philosophy and (b) an additional 56 authors of material on the dialectician Karl Marx (not counting 13 Marx authors also on the Hegel list). Most of the surveyed authors read German and cite German-language studies. Yet none of these 246 authors understands concretely, not just abstractly, what a sequential thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic is, even after doing an independent literature survey and independently analyzing Hegel's or Marx's writing. For example, Stern, in his book Hegel and the Phenomenology of Spirit (2002), lists in his bibliography 167 Hegel interpreters whose works he consulted and who, in turn, did their own literature surveys, bringing the number of directly and indirectly surveyed authors into the high hundreds. The works Stern cites include 13 written in German and 3 in French. If the 167 authors surveyed by Stern included in their own surveys and average of just 2 additional authors not on the survey list of Stern or the list of one of his other surveyed other authors, Stern would have indirect coverage of 2 × 167 = 334 additional Hegel interpreters, or direct and indirect coverage of 501 authors. Yet neither in his own survey nor in his own highly detailed analysis of Phenomenology has Stern found a triad such as (1) predator, (2) victim, and (3) predator = victim (Hegel's Faust dialectic) whose concepts he can identify and whose synthesis (e.g., Faust, a predator who becomes a victim in the Faust dialectic) he can clarify. Like many others, Stern mistakenly regards Hegelian dialectics as nothing more than an abstraction—opposing viewpoints, imprecisely defined and not necessarily opposites, whose opposition Hegel never satisfactorily resolves in a recognizable synthesis that incorporates both the thesis and the antithesis or parts thereof.2 If none of my 246 authors and none of the literally hundreds if not thousands of other Hegel interpreters they have directly and indirectly surveyed has ever been able to identify in Hegel's thought a genuine thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic, then it is virtually inconceivable that some other author, the many German authors included, has provided the missing insights.3

Conceivably, some of the early post-Hegelians—the so-called Right Hegelians and Left (or Young) Hegelians—did understand Hegel's dialectics. One of the left Hegelians, Karl Marx, definitely did. But any such understanding among the other post-Hegelians has vanished. It probably never existed. Be that as it may, the only writers I have encountered whose works do reveal a solid understanding of Hegelian dialectics are Marx, Marx's collaborator Frederick Engels, and Paul Tillich. (I'm not entirely sure about Engels.) But these philosophers, dialecticians themselves, have not tried to explain Hegelian dialectics. Their understanding is revealed largely in the dialectical formats they use in their own philosophies, analogical formats that reveal a secure grasp of Hegel's dialectics. Tillich does provide some additional detail concerning dialectics, most notably (a) the relationship of dialectics to Christianity's two separation-and-return myths, (b) separation's being an antithesis and return's being a synthesis, and (c) the existence of an original identity—alluding to a thesis—of the one and the many (many separated objects) to which Hegel so often refers.

I emphasize that I refer only to the sequential triads of Phenomenology and Hegel's Philosophy of History, not to the static triads of Hegel's Logic, most of his other later writings, and parts of Phenomenology. (A very few of Hegel's dozens of dialectics do not display thesis-antithesis time sequence.) The sequential dialectics describe both the Spirit's approach to self-realization over time and history's unfolding over time. Findlay accurately summarizes and paraphrases Hegel: “Time…is the form of this self-realizing process. Until Spirit reaches the end of the requisite temporal process it cannot achieve complete self-consciousness.”4

THE LITERATURE: DENIAL OF DIALECTICS

Before examining the abortive efforts of some authors to identify true dialectical triads in Hegel's thought, we need to be aware that almost all Hegel scholars who mention dialectics now deny that such triads even exist. I have already commented that it has become fashionable to deny that Hegel uses thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. The thirteen interpreters mentioned earlier who deny that Hegel's writing contains any dialectics are Mueller, Kaufmann, Young, Wilkins, Maker, Solomon, Wood, Pinkard, Dove, Crites, Fox, Beiser, and Verene.5 Mueller was the first to reject the formerly popular idea that Hegel uses dialectics. Ever since Mueller propounded his thesis, new authors have been jumping on the Mueller bandwagon. Still other authors, such as Forster,6 ascribe dialectics to Hegel but reinterpret the concept so that dialectics no longer means thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. To many authors, a “dialectic” is nothing more than a section or subtopic of Phenomenology. Consider what the following skeptics have to say.

Mueller. Gustav Mueller (1958) wrote an article that marks the beginning of a wave of skepticism about Hegel's dialectics. This wave is now rolling into its second half-century. The article's title, “The Hegel Legend of ‘Thesis-Antithesis-Synthesis,’” states Mueller's conclusion: Hegelian dialectics is just a legend. Mueller writes that “Hegel's peculiar terminology and style” have produced several legends. “The most vexing and devastating” of these “is that everything is thought in ‘thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.’” Mueller begins by attacking Stace, who, after trying and failing to show that Hegel used dialectics, excused Hegel's failures as “irregularities.” But, says Mueller, “the actual texts of Hegel not only occasionally deviate from ‘thesis, antithesis, and synthesis,’ but show nothing of the sort.” Mueller goes on to argue that Hegel used the three terms together only once. The first Hegel biography, he argues, does not mention thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. More telling, “the very important new Hegel literature of this century has altogether abandoned the legend.” How did the “legend” originate? Mueller says it originated in a “very popular” 1843 book by Heinrich Moritz Chalybäus, professor of philosophy at the University of Kiel. Chalybäus, referring to Being, Nothing, and Becoming as “the first trilogy,” applied the thesis, antithesis, and synthesis labels to the three concepts. Marx took up and spread the terminology. Mueller concludes: “Once the Hegel legend was established, writers of textbooks in the history of philosophy copied it from their predecessors.”7 An obvious fault of Mueller's analysis is that he is looking in the wrong place—Hegel's Logic, which is where Stace looked—for dialectics. He should have looked in Phenomenology and in The Philosophy of History. Ironically, Mueller was right about Hegel's Logic: it has no dialectics.

Kaufmann. Kaufmann, in his book Hegel: A Reinterpretation (1965), is particularly forceful in denying that Hegel used dialectics. Kaufmann cites Mueller and repeats Mueller's argument that Hegel didn't use the terms “thesis,” “antithesis,” and “synthesis” together to identify stages in an argument. (Kaufmann doesn't realize that Hegel generally used other terms such as “moment,” “factors,” “negation,” “second realization,” and “third stage” to identify dialectics.) But Kaufmann's indictment of the idea that Hegel used dialectics is largely original. He begins: “Whoever looks for the stereotype of the allegedly Hegelian dialectic in Hegel's Phenomenology will not find it. What one does find on looking at the table of contents is a very decided preference for triadic arrangements…. But these many triads are not presented or deduced by Hegel as so many theses, antitheses, and syntheses. It is not by means of any dialectic of that sort that his thought moves up the ladder to absolute knowledge.”8 (Phenomenology's table-of-contents triads actually include four hidden dialectics.) Beyond the table of contents, Kaufmann says Hegel's master and servant fable comes closer to dialectics—I will show in chapter 4 that it actually is a dialectic—but he sees no identifiable dialectical stages in the fable or elsewhere in Phenomenology. Continuing: “Hegel's later works are different in many ways from his first book, but…his dialectic never became the ritualistic three-step it is so widely supposed to be.”9 In these later works, “the organization…becomes neat to a fault—triads everywhere (but not theses, antitheses, and syntheses).”10 Kaufmann vehemently—and incorrectly—attacks the idea that Hegel's philosophy of history is dialectical. (It actually has ten dialectics.) Kaufmann's conclusion about whether Hegel has a dialectic: “there is none.”11

Young. Young (1972) develops the proposition that Hegel's dialectic is not thesis-antithesis-synthesis but is instead simply thesis and antithesis, repeated over and over. There is no synthesis. Or, as he puts it, “The dialectic method is essentially based upon a principle of negativity”—the opposition between two concepts. Developing his analysis, Young writes: “Even a superficial survey of the passages in Hegel's writings in which dialectic is made the subject of explicit discussion will reveal a surprising fact. Hegel does not define dialectic in terms of the triadic movement from thesis through antithesis to synthesis…. The dialectic, in his view of it, is more immediately related to the antithetic than to the synthetic aspect of his method.”12 It would seem that, if Young is correct, Hegel's reference in Phenomenology's Preface to “the triadic form” that “has emerged” as a new “Science” must refer to either something other than dialectics or to something with no synthesis in its triad.13 Does “triadic form” really mean “binary form,” which is what Young implies? And why did Young settle for a “superficial survey”? Superficial effort, superficial conclusions.

Wilkins. One of those who deny that Hegel used dialectics, Wilkins (1974), is notable for his focusing on Hegel's Philosophy of History, where Hegel's use of a three-level hierarchy of triads—ten triads altogether—is conspicuous, even if the dialectical content of those triads requires deciphering. Wilkins is content to paraphrase Mueller: “The legend or myth has grown that Hegel's philosophy was a tightly deductive system with an almost impenetrable technical vocabulary, and a system in which a dialectic of ‘thesis-antithesis-synthesis’ predominated. According to this legend or myth, everything in the world…was held by Hegel to be deducible from his system and explainable in terms of the thesis-antithesis-synthesis formula.”14 Wilkins exaggerates the “legend”: I seriously doubt that anyone ever claimed that Hegel said “everything in the world” can be explained by dialectics. But that doesn't matter. What does matter is that Wilkins gives us another voice explicitly denying that Hegel used thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics.

Maker. Picking up where Mueller left off, Maker (1982) argues at great length that “Hegel does not have a ‘dialectic method.’”15 According to Maker, Hegel's Phenomenology, his Science of Logic, and his Encyclopedia each employ a different understanding of “dialectic,” none of which amounts to thesis-antithesis-synthesis. Since Phenomenology is the only volume of these three that concerns us, I will focus on his Phenomenology discussion. Maker writes, “The dialectical-phenomenological method of the PhG [Phenomenology of Geist] of 1807 is no method at all.”16 Instead it is a long, tedious (my word) discussion of consciousness. (Maker is totally unaware of the unconscious thesis stage that precedes consciousness.) Consciousness, according to Maker, advances through various forms that are not theses or antitheses and finally arrives at Absolute Knowing, which is a dialectical synthesis but which Maker does not recognize as such. The nature of this synthesis is explained in chapter 3.

Solomon. Solomon (1983) begins his chapter 1's section on “Hegel's Method: Dialectic” by saying, “I will be arguing that Hegel has no such method—at least not in the Phenomenology…. What we do get in the Phenomenology, that might warrant if not deserve the name ‘dialectic,’ is a metaphor…. It is the idea of the universe as, in some sense, a living process, growing according to its inner rules and potentials.”17 Hegel's so-called dialectic, he says, is not “thesis-antithesis-synthesis”; instead it is “the process of discovering the limitations of various ‘forms of consciousness.’”18 Indeed, “this image of consciousness in self-transformation is the key to the Phenomenology and its ‘dialectical’ method.”19 (Here Solomon goes astray by failing to notice that consciousness is the antithesis of—the opposite of—unconsciousness, which is part of the thesis stage of Hegel's overarching dialectic.) The basic “pattern of the ‘dialectic’ of the Phenomenology” is “an attitude of [1] confidence, then [2] confusion, withdrawal, desperation, or doubt; finally [3] a new reconciliation and confidence.” But: “This pattern of three should not be interpreted as ‘thesis-antithesis-synthesis.’”20 A final point: “The pattern of Hegel's strategy can also be described in terms of an over-all tendency, at every stage, to move from the particular to the general.”21 (This is untrue. Hegel's overarching Phenomenology dialectic moves from [1] universal, which means general, to [2] particular to [3] universe composed of particulars: separation and return. Most of Hegel's other dialectics don't use general and particular as concepts, although the antithetical concepts divine and human, sometimes used, reflect general and particular, or one universal divinity [sometimes Spirit, sometimes God] and many particular humans or, more broadly, “objects.”)

Strangely, in another part of his book Solomon mentions in passing, but overlooks the significance of, something Hegel wrote in an 1800 fragment. In this fragment Hegel provides what Solomon calls an “obscure” discussion of “the union of opposites.”22 That is an obvious description of a dialectical synthesis: a union of opposites is a synthesis of opposites, the opposites being a thesis and an antithesis. Had Solomon latched on to this clue and searched for opposites and their syntheses, he could have found them in Phenomenology. Finding them would have simply entailed keeping an open mind regarding Mueller's “legend” conclusion while looking for concepts that can generally be reduced to one or two words—specifically, the thirty-five pairs of concepts listed at the beginning of this chapter.

Wood. Wood (1990) is the next interpreter to explicitly deny that Hegel uses dialectics. What he has to say, however, is pretty much a regurgitation, enhanced by sarcasm and other inflammatory language, of what Mueller wrote: “The regrettable expounding of this theme [reconciliation of contradictions]…through the grotesque jargon of ‘thesis,’ ‘antithesis,’ and ‘synthesis’ began in 1837 with Heinrich Moritz Chalybäus, a bowdlerizer [sic] of German idealist philosophy, whose ridiculous expository devices should have been forgotten along with his name. This triad of terms is used by both Fichte and Schelling, though never to express…Hegelian ideas…. The use of Chalybäus's terminology to expound the Hegelian dialectic is nearly always an unwitting confession that the expositor has little or no firsthand knowledge of Hegel.”23

Pinkard. Pinkard (1994) begins much as Wood does, but without the sarcasm. He refers to “the ongoing myth (started by the deservedly forgotten Heinrich Moritz Chalybäus) of Hegel's system as consisting of some oddly formal triumvirate of ‘Thesis, Antithesis and Synthesis’ (terms that Hegel himself never [sic] uses and that also completely mischaracterize his thought).”24 Hegel's dialectic, as described by Pinkard, is much the same progression of negatives that Young and Solomon described earlier:

A reflective form of life [consciousness] takes such and such to be authoritative reasons for belief and action; those types of reasoning then generate within their own terms skeptical objections against themselves (as Hegel puts it, they generate their own “negation”); that form of reflective life, however, turns out to be unable to reassure itself about what it had taken as authoritative for itself; the new form of reflective life that replaces it and claims to complete it, however, takes its accounts of what for it have come to be authoritative reasons to be that which was necessary to successfully resolve the issues that were self-undermining for the older form of life; but this new reflective form of life in turn generates self-undermining skepticism about its own accounts, and the progression continues.25


Pinkard sees nothing he would call a synthesis in this trail of events. The basic flaw in his analysis is its failure to reduce those “reasons” and “forms” to simple one-word and two-word concepts. No wonder he can't find any syntheses. Also, I wonder why Pinkard thinks “Hegel himself never uses” the terms thesis, antithesis, and synthesis is a reasonable argument, given that Pinkard himself acknowledges Hegel's use of “negation,” an obvious substitute for “antithesis.” (Hegel also uses many other substitute terms.) And surely Pinkard is familiar with the Hegel-Marx-Tillich phrase “negation of the negation”—negation of the antithesis—which refers to the synthesis stage, which replaces the antithesis.

Dove. Dove (1998) writes that “the notorious triad: thesis-antithesis-synthesis” commands attention “not only because it misrepresents Hegel, but because Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit was probably the first philosophical treatise whose method was radically and consistently non-dialectical.”26 Expanding on this point in a note, Dove says that “Ivan Iljin was, so far as I am aware, the first to develop the insight that ‘Hegel, in his philosophical method, was no dialectician’ (Ivan Iljin, Die Philosophie Hegels als kontemplative Gotteslehre [Bern: A. Francke Verlag, 1946], 126). Iljin's argument, persuasive though it is, does not focus on the Phenomenology, but deals rather with Hegel's authorship as a whole.”27 Would it be unreasonable to suggest that, since Iljin gives short shrift to Phenomenology, Dove should have substituted some of his own original analysis of Phenomenology?

Crites. Crites (1998), in his preface, very quickly writes off the idea that Hegelian dialectics employs thesis, antithesis, and synthesis: “Perhaps no philosopher has ever been so ill-served by standard summary interpretations as Hegel has…. The familiar mechanical three-step, for instance (thesis-antithesis-synthesis, a formula he never used), is a dead caricature of everything Hegel ever meant by dialectic.”28 Like so many other interpreters, Crites refers to Hegel's dialectic from time to time but usually seems to mean nothing more than the ill-defined structure of Phenomenology; he never clarifies what he means. Well, at one point he does say this: “The life of reason capable of comprehending its movement he would call dialectic.”29 But whatever that means, it isn't the three-step. In fact, late in his book Crites describes a four-step dialectic: “The dialectical ‘moments’ of this fragmentary existence [Spirit's many ‘localizations and historical episodes’], Hegel says, ‘are consciousness, self-consciousness, reason, and spirit—spirit, that is, as immediate spirit, that is not yet the consciousness of spirit.’”30

Fox. Fox (2005) is somewhat less emphatic in denying Hegel's use of dialectics but nonetheless succeeds in delivering the same point. He writes: “It is regularly (but erroneously) supposed that wherever Hegel discerned opposing tendencies he posited a ‘thesis’ and an ‘antithesis,’ which yield ground eventually to an all-embracing ‘synthesis.’ This is an unfortunate caricature.” Not only is this picture unfortunate, it is “ironic,” because Hegel himself “denounced such recipes as ‘lifeless schemas’ and as examples of ‘monotonous formalism.’”31 It is erroneous to suppose that “whenever the evolution of knowledge or belief is viewed dialectically, this automatically entails that an irreversible shift from some position to its opposite is taking place.” Fox identifies this “error” as “attributing a thesis-antithesis-synthesis structure to Hegel's method of reasoning.”32

I am forced to comment that Fox's research on this point is sloppy. The “lifeless schema” Hegel denounces is that of Kant, who is explicitly named; Hegel says that “since then”—since Kant—dialectics “has, however, been raised to its absolute significance” and has become a “Science” (the emphatic capitalization is Hegel's).33 Fox also errs in suggesting that “the evolution of knowledge or belief” that occurs in Phenomenology and The Philosophy of History typically does not entail a “shift from some position to its opposite.” The fact is that the shift typically is to an opposite position: from the first member to the second member of one of the thirty-five thesis-antithesis pairs vertically listed earlier in this chapter.

Beiser. Whereas thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics is undeniably a methodology for presenting ideas and developing a philosophy, Beiser (2005) says, “Hegel utterly opposed having a methodology.” Beiser then proceeds to abstractly redefine thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics out of existence. “When Hegel uses the term ‘dialectic’ it usually designates the ‘self-organization’ of the subject matter, its ‘inner necessity’ and ‘inherent movement.’” This summation is highly ambiguous, but the context makes it clear that Beiser thinks dialectics is nothing more than the forward movement, development, or progression of thoughts, ideas, or concepts that display “conflicting tendencies” or “contradictions”; the conflicts and contradictions entail disagreement or difference but not necessarily thesis-antithesis style oppositeness. Dialectics has no specific form or structure. Most important, Beiser sees in dialectics no element of synthesis. “So we can talk about Hegel's dialectic after all,…provided that we see it as nothing more than an a posteriori summary of the formal structure of his investigations.”34

Verene. In four places Verene (2007) denies that Hegel uses thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. First, he explicitly endorses Mueller's “legend” thesis.35 Next, he says “Hegel's dialectical method, like Socratic method, is not properly a method.” Why not? Because “it [the misnamed ‘method’] concerns two moments as Hegel describes it, not three,” and “consciousness never unifies them or synthesizes them.”36 Later, discussing the Hegelian concepts “in-itself” and “for-itself,” Verene writes: “If we were to call the in-itself a ‘thesis’ and the for-itself an ‘antithesis,’ we could not go on to call the in-and for-itself a ‘synthesis.’ The constant conjunction of two moments is not a synthesis” (my italics). Accordingly, “the standpoint of absolute knowing is the realization that there is no synthesis of the two moments of knowing.”37 Finally, defining the German dialektik in a “Hegel's Terminology” appendix, Verene has this to say: “Hegel's dialectic is unlike dialectic as it is commonly understood…. Hegel never describes his own dialectic as having the form: thesis-antithesis-synthesis.”38 For Verene (and many other interpreters), a Hegelian dialectic is simply the conflict between two opposing viewpoints or concepts (those “moments”), a conflict that has no resolution.

Other Authors. Though not denying that Hegel uses dialectics, other authors as well as some of the above ones render the concept lifeless by removing its heart, lungs, and brain—the thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Many of these authors use the word “dialectic” to refer to whatever section of Hegel's Phenomenology they happen to be discussing. For example, sixteen authors refer to “the master and slave dialectic” or use similar words.39 Master and slave really is a thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic—I explain this dialectic in chapters 3 and 4—but these authors don't recognize it as such. They are simply referring to the topic of the moment. One of the authors, Beiser, is so undialectical in his interpretation of what he calls “the dialectic” of “lordship and bondage” (master and slave) that he describes not three stages but six.40 Still other authors think a dialectic is just a movement from one idea to a contradictory, but not necessarily opposite, idea. There is no synthesis, except that some interpreters hold that a long series of misnamed two-stage thesis-antithesis “dialectics” culminates in a final synthesis in the form of Spirit's self-realization at the end of Phenomenology. Even this final “synthesis” is not a true synthesis: the long chain of supposed theses and antitheses provides no single thesis and single antithesis that a synthesis could combine, and no interpreter even attempts to show that self-realization combines an identified thesis concept and an identified antithesis concept from a preceding chain.

The misuse of “dialectic” and “dialectics” is pervasive; the abundant discussion of these terms, and the accompanying affirmations (sometimes just implicit) that Hegel uses dialectics, do not refute my assertion that Hegel's genuine thesis-antithesis dialectics remain unrecognized more than two hundred years after the 1807 publication of Phenomenology. McCumber comments that the interpretations of Hegelian terminology are “unimaginably diverse.” He elaborates: “In the beginning of the 1980s, at a symposium on Hegelian dialectic and formal logic, Jaako Hintikka counted over twenty different senses given to ‘dialectic’ by the participants alone.”41 A 2010 essay collection edited by Limnatis, the unifying topic of which is “Hegel's Dialectic,” has essays by thirteen authors. These focus specifically on what the authors call dialectics. But in the book's introduction, the editor defines dialectics not as thesis-antithesis-synthesis but as “a way of thinking” where “in all cases the reference is to antithetical, oppositional, or contradictory arguments or features.”42 Three characteristics of this description epitomize the universal misunderstanding of what a Hegelian dialectic is. First, the “antithetical” or “oppositional” features are not identified as opposites; they are simply different or in conflict, whereas in a genuine Hegelian dialectic the antithesis is the opposite of the thesis. (One contributor, Brinkmann, does speak abstractly of two “opposites”; but he does not identify them as thesis and antithesis, falsely claims that one is “stronger” than the other, fails to recognize the thesis and antithesis concepts [universal and particular] Hegel alludes to in the “Force and Understanding” material Brinkmann bases his discussion on, and is unable to provide concrete dialectical examples of Hegel's amorphous abstractions [“moments,” “opposites,” “self-identical,” “self-sundering”]. Brinkmann, like so many others, is discussing his own cloudy redefinition of Hegelian dialectics, not the real thing.43) Second, in the Limnatis description (mirrored in the various essays), there is no synthesis, no combining of an initial pair of opposite concepts into a third concept that includes both of the first two, or parts thereof. Third, the opposing entities are described as “arguments,” whereas Hegelian theses and antitheses are not arguments; they are simple concepts such as one and many, conscious and unconscious, and divine and human. We see that in the year 2010, thirteen Hegel specialists, all of them presumably well versed in the Hegel literature and focusing on the topic of dialectics, are really discussing something other than thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics.

THE LITERATURE: FALSE EXAMPLES OF DIALECTICS

Among those authors who don't deny that Hegel uses dialectics are some who try to provide examples, taken from Hegel, of thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. These supposed examples seek to overcome a basic problem with expositions of Hegel's thought. The problem: just about everyone having even a superficial acquaintance with Hegel understands the general or abstract—but not the specific or concrete—format of the dialectical triads attributed to him. The general format is thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. These three stages usually—always, in the case of Hegel's history dialectics—occur in chronological sequence, but there are exceptions. The words “affirmation” (Yes), “negation” (No), and “negation of the negation” (a double negative is an affirmative, a higher Yes) are sometimes used in referring to the dialectic's three stages. For example, “negation of the negation” is used in reference to syntheses by all four of the dialectical technique's outstanding users—Hegel,44 Marx,45 Engels,46 and Tillich.47 It is usually claimed that the synthesis becomes the thesis of a follow-on dialectic, which leads to a long stream of subsequent dialectics, but in fact only one of Hegel's syntheses becomes the thesis of a follow-on dialectic.

You would think that, given the abstract understanding of what a dialectic is, there exists somewhere in the Hegel literature a concrete example of a dialectic, an example found in Hegel's work. By concrete, I mean an example that doesn't simply label each stage but (1) shows the thesis concept or concepts, the substance behind the label, (2) shows the antithesis concept or concepts, which must be the opposite of their thesis counterparts, and (3) shows how the thesis and antithesis concepts are combined in a synthesis that really synthesizes. The concepts must be precise words, usually just one or two, not general descriptions of subject matter. A thesis concept (a word or two) and an antithesis concept must be combined in the synthesis. That's what synthesis means: a synthesis is the result of putting together, assembling, or combining parts. Synthesis is the opposite of analysis, which means taking something apart and looking at the pieces. (In the field of literature, professors like to substitute “construct” for “synthesize” and “deconstruct”—a horribly pretentious word—for “analyze,” but the general idea is the same.)

No such example of a Hegelian synthesis, a combining of parts—concepts—taken from a thesis and its antithesis, exists. When students and scholars search in textbooks and in more focused and detailed analyses of Hegel's philosophy for even one concrete example of a thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic, no genuine example can be found. All we have are false examples. Below are some that I have found.

Supposed Examples from Hegel's Logic. Quite a few interpreters, most notably Hartmann48 and Forster,49 have reinterpreted dialectics as a method embodied in the hierarchical system of triads found in Hegel's Logic. Logic's many triads have been cited as examples of dialectics, but these triads lack the element of sequence; they are just static triads. Even worse, as Stace and Findlay have pointed out, many of these Logic triads have arbitrary if not nonsensical antitheses and syntheses, and a few “triads” have two or four parts instead of three.50 Take a look at the fold-out chart inside the back cover of Stace's book. Labeled “Diagram of the Hegelian System,” the chart shows a multitude of hierarchically arranged static triads. (The hierarchy is laid out sideways, with its peak—“The Idea,” or all reality—on the left.) The two uppermost terms in each triad (e.g., transparency and refraction) are supposedly antithetical; the third (e.g., color) is supposedly their resolution. But ask yourself these questions:


	
Is art the opposite of religion? Why not atheism, philosophy, or science? Is religion the opposite of art, which is man-made (artificial)? Why not nature—that is, naturally occurring things? Is philosophy the synthesis of art and religion (subjective fields)? Why not culture or the humanities?

	Is painting the opposite of music? Why not cacophony or silence? Is music (esthetically and emotionally based) the opposite of painting (also esthetically and emotionally based)? Why not science (empirically and rationally based)? In what sense is poetry a synthesis of art and music?

	Is sea the opposite of atmosphere? Why not vacuum? Is atmosphere the opposite of sea? Why not land? Is a continent the synthesis of sea and atmosphere? Why not planet?

	Is a vegetable organism the opposite of a terrestrial organism? (Most vegetable organisms are terrestrial.) Why not an atmospheric or oceanic organism? Is a terrestrial organism the opposite of a vegetable organism? Why not an animal organism?

	Is a monarch the opposite of an executive? Why not a maid, a clerk, or a committee? Is an executive the opposite of a monarch? Why not a serf or legislature? And is a legislature a synthesis of a monarch and an executive? Why not an English style constitutional monarchy with a king and a prime minister (executive)?

	Is “repulsion and attraction” a synthesis of one and many? Why not Phenomenology's syntheses: “one composed of many” and “universe composed of particulars”?

	Is cohesion the opposite of sound? Why not silence? Is sound the opposite of cohesion? Why not slipperiness or repulsion? Is heat a synthesis of sound and cohesion?

	
Is cognition the opposite of life? Why not death? Is life the opposite of cognition? Why not ignorance, misunderstanding, or confusion?

	Is taste the opposite of smell? Or is taste—like tactile feeling, vision, sight, and hearing—merely a different sense?

	Is refraction the opposite of transparency? Why not opaqueness? Is transparency the opposite of refraction? Why not straightening (of something bent)?

	Is substance the opposite of cause? Why not effect? Is cause the opposite of substance? Why not spirits, thought, or mind (intangible things)?

	Is chemism the opposite of mechanism (an object with moving parts)? Why not a partless object—a spoon, a ball, or a monolith?

	Is civil society (many) the opposite of family (several)? Why not a person (one)? Is family the opposite of civil society? Why not a lawless, barbarian tribe?

	Is representation the opposite of intuition? Why not observation or reason? Is intuition the opposite of representation? Why not misrepresentation or direct participation?

	Is the moon the opposite of “light—the solar center”? Why not darkness, Pluto, or outer space? Is the sun the opposite of the moon? Why not earth, the body in gravitational-centrifugal balance with the moon?



And so it goes in Hegel's Logic. Yes, a few of the triads, like the one coming up, do have opposites, and two of them have real syntheses. But in contrast with the generally sequential triads of true thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics, these few are static triads, and they swim in a sea of other triads that lack antitheses or syntheses—and sometimes aren't even triads. Calling Logic's triads “dialectics” requires a reckless imagination. Whatever Hartmann and Forster may think, we should not call these triads dialectics.


Being-nothing-becoming, the first triad from Hegel's Science of Logic, is often cited (for example, by McTaggart, Findlay, C. Taylor, Singer, and James) as an example of a thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic.51 If rearranged chronologically into the sequence (1) nothing (or nonbeing), (2) becoming, and (3) being, those three elements could serve as labels (not concepts) for the stages of Hegel's basic dialectic from Phenomenology. In that dialectic, Absolute Spirit progresses from (1) an embryonic thesis stage in which the Spirit has no mind (humans haven't arrived yet, so no mind = nonbeing of Mind) through (2) an antithesis stage of flawed consciousness—humans have arrived with their flawed minds—to (3) its fully developed synthesis stage, where Absolute Spirit comes into being. But how absurd it would be to use Logic's 1-2-3 order (being-nothing-becoming) and call those three stages (1) being (Spirit before humans arrive and Spirit's Mind comes into being?), (2) nothing (Spirit after humans arrive?), and (3) becoming (Spirit after it has become Absolute Spirit?). In more detail, the problems of using being-nothing-becoming as an example of a dialectic that elucidates Hegel's thought are these:


	Hegel's Spirit really begins in a prehuman era that might loosely be called “nothing”: neither conscious Spirit (antithesis) nor Absolute Spirit (synthesis) exists yet. So “nothing” would describe the thesis (nonexistence), not the antithesis. To make the “example” even worse, Absolute Spirit does not really start from a stage of nothing—nonexistence—but from a stage of nascent or embryonic being consisting of physical reality (nature) without mental reality, that is, without human minds to serve as Spirit's Mind. There is no “nothing” in Spirit's evolution. And neither does being precede nothing. Only in the last stage of the dialectic does Absolute Spirit come into being.

	After humans arrive, Spirit acquires its Mind and goes through a developing stage of self-estrangement, Hegel's real antithesis. Self-estrangement might be described as “becoming,” a sort of fetal stage. So “becoming” would be the antithesis—the middle stage—of Hegel's basic Phenomenology dialectic, the macrodialectic discussed in my chapter 3. In fact, in each of the first two sentences of the final paragraph of Phenomenology, Hegel treats “Becoming” as not the synthesis but as a descriptive label for the antithesis—the middle stage—of his macrodialectic! And in the paragraph's third sentence, Hegel says Becoming is followed by “fulfilment.” Near the end of the paragraph, fulfilment takes the form of the “Absolute Knowledge” produced by self-realization. Absolute Knowledge, not Becoming, is the dialectic's synthesis. Yet “being-nothing-becoming” makes “becoming” the synthesis, the last stage. That contradicts becoming's role in Phenomenology. Becoming can certainly serve as a label for the middle stage, but it can't be the middle stage concept; it can't serve as the antithesis. The reason: becoming is not the opposite—the antithesis—of nothing. The concept being is the opposite of nothing, or at least of nonbeing. If becoming is the opposite of any concept, that concept is retrogression, decline, evanescence, or decay.

	Spirit finally matures into Absolute Spirit, which is the real synthesis of Hegel's basic dialectic. This outcome might be described loosely as “being.” But the sequential dialectic of being-nothing-becoming dialectic treats being as the thesis, not as the synthesis. The “example,” if used to represent the “divine life” of Spirit, is a mess.



My point, once again, is that Logic's static triads cannot serve as examples of thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. Hegel does provide examples—all sorts of examples. But those examples must be found elsewhere—in Phenomenology and in Hegel's Philosophy of History. Hegel's interpreters have not found those examples.

McDonald's Supposed Examples. My point about Logic's triads requires further elaboration, because McDonald's detailed and complex analysis of those triads might otherwise be offered as a refutation of that point. McDonald has prepared a diagram of “The Hegelian System.” It consists of twenty-two circles. They are arranged in five hierarchical levels with a single circle at the apex. Each circle contains a Logic triad that is supposedly a dialectic and that McDonald has selected from Logic's much larger number of triads. Each circle except the one at the apex feeds into (via a connecting arrow) another circle at the next level above it. Another twenty-four circles, not shown in the diagram, send out dotted-line arrows that feed into those circles in the diagram that have no incoming arrows from other circles shown in the diagram. Every circle in the diagram except the six on the bottom level has three arrows feeding into it. Solid-line arrows come from circles that are shown, dotted-line arrows from circles that are not shown. Each of the three thesis-antithesis-synthesis concepts within each displayed circle has one incoming arrow pointing to it, but the concept pointed to is never the same as any of the three in the lower-level circle from which the arrow comes. Smaller internal arrows within each circle show that the thesis “contains and gives birth to” the antithesis. The thesis enters the synthesis via the antithesis, which transports the thesis to the synthesis. The diagram purports to show how Logic's more important dialectics are related and how they converge on the apex dialectic, whose alleged “synthesis” is Spirit. Oddly, Absolute Spirit, treated as the synthesis of a second-level circle, feeds into Spirit, treated as the synthesis of the apex circle, whereas in Phenomenology Spirit actually precedes Absolute Spirit. Spirit evolves into Absolute Spirit at the climax of Spirit's “divine life,” where Spirit undergoes “self-realization.”52

But the main problem with McDonald's diagram is that it fails to demonstrate that any of the triads are what McDonald says they are, dialectics. All the diagram does is show that Logic's triads are arranged hierarchically, something that Stace previously showed in more detail. Take the art-religion-philosophy triad, supposedly a thesis, an antithesis, and a synthesis. The fact that art contains religious elements (e.g., Madonna paintings, Michelangelo's mural on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel) hardly makes religion the antithesis or opposite of art; it merely establishes a small overlap between art and religion. Likewise, the fact that some philosophy has religious content (e.g., the divine right of kings, Nietzsche's “God is dead”) doesn't make philosophy a synthesis of art and religion; it merely establishes a small overlap between religion and philosophy. We might also observe that philosophy overlaps politics (Machiavelli), economics (Marx), history (Hegel), and education (Dewey). But that doesn't mean philosophy is a four-way synthesis of politics, economics, history, and education. Neither does it mean that history is the antithesis of politics or economics or education, nor does it mean that education is the antithesis of economics.

McDonald, like so many others, simply does not understand the Hegelian concepts of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Black-white-gray is a dialectic (although it does not use a format that Hegel uses). White is the antithesis (opposite) of black, the thesis. Contrary to McDonald's ideas, black, the thesis, does not “contain” any white; it is the total absence of white. Gray is a synthesis (combination) of black and white; you get gray by combining black and white and nothing else. Gray does not get its black indirectly, via white, which supposedly originates in black. Instead, black enters directly into the synthesis, as does white. If you mix white paint with black paint to get gray paint, the black does not come indirectly from the white. The schematic arrow runs directly from white to gray.

Findlay's Supposed Example. Findlay does try—but fails—to provide such an example. It comes from Phenomenology. (At least he is looking in the right place, not in Logic.) The supposed example is a wildly inaccurate assertion about a “main triad” of “his [Hegel's] Dialectic.” Findlay claims that “the Phenomenology has a main triad whose members [thesis, antithesis, and synthesis] are (A) Consciousness, (B) Self-consciousness and (C) Reason.”53 This “main triad” consists of the three main headings of Hegel's table-of-contents outline. Findlay's claim that these headings form a dialectic is rife with errors:


	The Phenomenology's real “main triad”—its overarching dialectic—actually has unconscious (without the ness), not consciousness, as the thesis. And unconscious is really paired with a second thesis concept, union, so unconscious is just half of the real thesis, which is unconscious union. I develop this point in chapter 3.

	Far from being the thesis, consciousness—really just “conscious”—is the antithesis in Hegel's main dialectic. And again, this concept is really just half of a conceptual pair, conscious separation. Regarding the true status of “conscious” as part of the antithesis, note that conscious is the opposite of its thesis counterpart, unconscious. And separation is the opposite of union.

	Self-consciousness, the alleged antithesis, is not the opposite (anti-thesis) of consciousness, the alleged thesis. Instead self-consciousness is just a special form of consciousness, a subheading of consciousness. The true opposite of consciousness is unconsciousness, which is not among the three concepts Findlay cites.

	Self-consciousness is actually the synthesis of Hegel's “main dialectic.” It is the state that arrives when Spirit becomes Absolute Spirit—when consciousness of separation (“self-alienation”) changes to consciousness—awareness—of unity (“self-realization”).

	Self-consciousness, falsely described as the opposite of consciousness, is simply the result of Spirit's climactic act of becoming conscious that the external “objects” it sees (in its guise as “subject,” a human observer's mind) are really itself, Spirit, because every particular thing in the universe is essentially Spirit.

	Reason,” which Findlay treats as different from self-consciousness, is actually defined by Hegel as the Spirit's achievement (via Hegel's mind) of self-consciousness (awareness that both subject and object are one entity, Spirit): “Self-consciousness is Reason.”54 And: “Reason is the certainty of consciousness that it is all reality.”55 So reason is just an alternative label for self-consciousness, or at any rate an advanced state of self-consciousness.

	Even if we go by Hegel's peculiar definition of reason, reason per se cannot by any stretch of the imagination be viewed as a synthesis of consciousness and self-consciousness. What opposites are merged? How?



Singer's Supposed Example. One interpreter, Singer, turns from Phenomenology to Hegel's Philosophy of History for a supposed non-Logic (nonstatic) example of a dialectic. Singer offers what he thinks is an example of a history dialectic. He writes that, in Hegel's Philosophy of History, a vast dialectical movement extending from the Greek world to the present governs world history. But the supposed dialectic is not Hegel's real “immense” history dialectical movement, his overarching history dialectic. (Hegel actually has two overarching history dialectics—one for freedom, one for monarchy; both use the same three periods.) Hegel's real dialectic doesn't begin with Greece; it begins with China. Hegel's real dialectic advances from (1) Oriental despotism to (2) Greco-Roman slave-based societies to (3) Germanic monarchy. (The foregoing are Hegel's labels, not to be confused with the thesis-antithesis-synthesis concepts behind the labels.)

Singer, in falsely claiming that Hegel's main historical dialectic begins with “the Greek world,” says Greece represents “customary morality.” Customary morality is morality based on custom, as opposed to codified law. He identifies this customary morality as “the thesis.” The supposed antithesis of “customary morality” is “independent thought,” brought to fruition in Germany during the Protestant Reformation. Independent thought is “the antithesis.” But Singer is wrong. The Greco-Roman era is really Hegel's antithesis period. That period is not where the Reformation occurs. Neither is the Reformation a separate, antithetical historical period in Hegel's own analysis. Instead, the Reformation and independent thought—freedom of thought—belong to Hegel's synthesis period, Germanic monarchy. Martin Luther was a German monk, and the Germanic states of northern Europe were where Protestantism not only began but was concentrated in Hegel's day.56

Singer continues: “The synthesis in the overall dialectical movement is the German society of Hegel's time, which he saw as…an organic community…[that preserves] individual freedom because it is rationally organized.”57 But, although Germanic monarchy (not “German society”) is the synthesis period in one of Hegel's two overarching history dialectics, Protestantism is one of the monarchy's definitive characteristics, not the substance of a preceding “Reformation” dialectical period. In this respect, Singer completely misses—doesn't even mention—the transition from the “bondage” (Hegel's term) that preceded the synthesis period. That bondage was Greco-Roman slavery. (In another of Hegel's history dialectics, a subdialectic covering a shorter period, the bondage is the suppression of free thought by the medieval Catholic Church, which Hegel despised.)

Still another problem is that Singer fails to show, and it would be impossible to show, that Greek-style “customary morality” from the thesis is brought into the Germanic monarchy synthesis. In 1794, shortly after the Germanic monarchy period came into full bloom, codified law—the Prussian General Civil Code—was introduced in Hegel's Prussia. The monarchy came into full bloom, according to Hegel, only about a half century earlier: Frederick II (Frederick the Great, who ruled Prussia during 1740–86) was “the ruler with whom the new epoch [Germanic monarchy] enters actual reality, in which the real interest of the state achieves general recognition and highest justification.”58 So codified law was, along with Protestantism and monarchy, a definitive characteristic of the Germanic monarchy period. My point is that Prussian law was codified law, not Greek-style customary law; there was no synthesis of customary law and Protestant free thought. Singer apparently does not understand the concept of synthesis, for he makes no effort to show how his supposed thesis (“customary law”) is brought into the synthesis (“individual freedom”). As far as he is concerned, a Hegelian dialectical synthesis is simply the third stage of a triad, nothing more; it does not draw upon the thesis and the antithesis for its content. Singer's “example,” in short, is inaccurate from beginning to end. It is not an example of a Hegelian dialectic. It is not even a narrower example of a Hegelian synthesis.

Strathern's Supposed Example. An absurd “example” of a dialectic is that provided by Strathern. It is this:

 

Thesis: Universality

Antithesis: Particularity

Synthesis: Individuality59

 

This mislabeled “dialectic” actually gets off to a good start. Universality and particularity really are ways of expressing the thesis and antithesis of Hegel's main dialectic, the macrodialectic that I explain in chapter 3. The example's problem is its horribly misconceived synthesis. Individuality is not a synthesis of universality and particularity; individuality is a synonym for particularity. Individuality and particularity are the same thing—individual or particular elements that constitute the general or universal category.

In Hegel's real universal-particular dialectic, the synthesis is “universe composed of particulars.” This synthesis can also be expressed as “universe = particulars.” Hegel's Spirit is, to greatly oversimplify, the universe—all reality. When this is understood, Spirit is seen as a universe composed of particulars. The particulars are the individual parts that constitute the universe—planets, clouds, prairies, rivers, weeds, pebbles, birds, deer, humans, shops, ships, and shirts.

Although Strathern does not give the source of his “example,” he could try to defend it by showing it comes from Hegel's Logic.60 The problem with that defense is that this triad's appearance in Logic does not make it a dialectic. It is just a triad. I showed under the “Supposed Examples from Hegel's Logic” subheading that the Logic has lots of triads whose third members are not true syntheses. Individuality is not a synthesis of universality and particularity. Rather than including universality, it is antithetical to universality.61

Tucker's Near-Miss Example. Tucker is the one interpreter who comes close to providing a thesis-antithesis-synthesis example. I mentioned in connection with both Hegel's Logic and Findlay's false example that primal unconsciousness is a salient feature (one of two such features) of Hegel's basic Phenomenology dialectic's thesis. (Phenomenology has many other dialectics, but the basic one overarches the entire book.) Tucker, alone among Hegel's interpreters, names “primal unconsciousness” in connection with what seems to be the basic dialectic's thesis. But then he abandons this concept. And there are other problems, many of them. Part of the difficulty is that Tucker presents, in three different places, three partly conflicting descriptions that seem intended to refer to Hegel's overarching Phenomenology dialectic, the basic dialectic I call the macrodialectic. The three descriptions are these:


	Tucker first says, “God [Spirit] passes from primal unconsciousness in the form of nature to ultimate self-consciousness in the person of historical man.”62 This is an accurate but vague general description of the dialectic. As far as I know, it is the only description that recognizes “primal unconsciousness” as what at least seems to be the thesis. The problems are that (a) Tucker does not identify “primal unconsciousness” as a dialectic's thesis, (b) a paired second thesis concept, union (of all the particulars in the universe), is missing, (c) the antithesis stage is entirely missing, and (d) the synthesis, “self-consciousness,” does not name any thesis or antithesis concepts that are combined. In Tucker's exposition, self-consciousness is just a label—accurate but still only a label—for the third stage. In Tucker's reference, it neither contains nor synthesizes concepts.

	Two pages later, Tucker draws a contrast between nature and man, calling them “two different grades of spirit.” He elaborates: “[1] Nature is externalized spirit that is unconscious of itself as spirit; it is the ‘unconscious.’ [2] Man, on the other hand, is spirit in the act of becoming conscious of itself as spirit…. [3] In the process of becoming in terms of knowledge, finite self-conscious spirit overcomes its finitude and rises to the plane of absolute self-conscious spirit.”63 By again pairing “nature” with “unconscious,” Tucker seems to imply that item 1 is the thesis. Item 2 fails to recognize that man, like nature, is not conscious of himself as spirit. Item 3 undeniably describes Spirit's synthesis stage. But if I am correct in interpolating [1], [2], and [3] to identify thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, we have some serious problems. I will discuss these in a moment.

	Twelve pages later Tucker offers his third version: “In the well-known triadic formula, [1] the given world-form or creative self-objectification of spirit is the ‘thesis,’ [2] the world apprehended by the knowing self as an alien and hostile object is the ‘antithesis,’ and [3] the world repossessed by the knowing self as a mental content is the ‘synthesis.’”64




The three descriptions have too many flaws to provide us with an example of a dialectic. The one important and accurate detail is “primal unconsciousness.” Tucker certainly deserves tentative credit for spotlighting primal unconsciousness. But we quickly run into problems and contradictions. These problems and contradictions amount to abandonment of the idea that “primal unconsciousness” is part of the thesis. Starting with the thesis, let's see what those problems are.


	Nature in its prehuman state indeed is where primal unconsciousness is found. The trouble is, Tucker hasn't said unconsciousness belongs to a dialectical thesis. And when Tucker later does say “thesis,” the description (“creative self-objectification of spirit”) says nothing about unconsciousness. Indeed, it implies consciousness.

	In Tucker's second description of the dialectic, which does mention unconsciousness, the concept of unconsciousness suddenly changes. The concept is now spatial rather than temporal: “Nature is externalized spirit that is unconscious of itself as spirit; it is the ‘unconscious.’ Here Tucker is comparing Spirit in its role as an observer in spatial location A with Spirit in its role as an observed external object in location B. He is contrasting a person, who is the observer and who does have consciousness, with external “nature,” which he says is unconscious. In truth, both are Spirit, the “essence” of everything that exists. But what we now have is a spatial concept of unconsciousness, whereas Hegel's true concept of unconsciousness is temporal. Unconsciousness exists in time before consciousness (man's mind) comes into existence.

	In attributing unconsciousness to external nature (the spatial concept) instead of to a time period before humans appeared on earth, Tucker forgets that humans are part of nature. It is not nature per se that is unconscious in Hegel's real dialectic; it is nature as it once existed before humans arrived on earth. So when Tucker identifies nature with the externality that is observed by a human observer after humans arrive, he fails to notice that external nature has gained consciousness: externally observed nature now includes conscious human beings, humans other than the one who is the observer. Nature is therefore now conscious, or at least partly conscious, not unconscious.

	When Tucker says “unconscious of itself as spirit,” he is not using “unconscious” in the sense of lacking a conscious mind, which is what Hegel means by unconscious. Tucker is instead using unconscious in the sense of unawareness. Consciousness, a conscious human mind, is present. But the mind isn't aware that the external objects it sees are essentially the same as itself. The human is unaware that both it and the external objects Tucker is calling “nature” are essentially Spirit. Spirit is their essence.

	“Primal unconsciousness,” from Tucker's first description, is hard to reconcile with “externalized spirit that is unconscious of itself as [unaware that it is] spirit.” The second phrase describes Hegel's antithesis, not his thesis. It is in the antithesis stage that Spirit is unaware that (“unconscious of the fact that”) the external objects it sees are itself, Spirit. Hegel's Spirit in the thesis stage is internalized, not externalized; it does not and cannot perceive external objects. Why? In the primordial state of nature, before man arrives, no human mind exists to perceive external objects and misinterpret them as “alien.” Spirit therefore exists only in its unseparated, non-self-alienated state of universality, or oneness.

	“Primal unconsciousness” is even harder to reconcile with “creative self-objectification,” described as the “thesis” fourteen pages later. An unconscious, prehuman Spirit can't be creative. Neither can it falsely “objectify” itself—treat itself as “alien” natural objects, things other than itself. It is therefore almost a certainty that Tucker's reference to “primal unconsciousness” is a reference to what is really Hegel's antithesis period, the period in which an observing “consciousness” is not “conscious” (aware) that the “object” it observes is itself, Spirit, because both consciousness and the object are Spirit.

	Describing the thesis as a “given world-form” and a “creative self-objectification of spirit” leaves me scratching my head. If that's a thesis, what could its antithesis—its opposite—possibly be? What is the opposite of a “given world-form” or “creative self-objectification”?

	“Self-objectification” seems to mean that Spirit, using the mind of a human observer, misinterprets itself as a separate object, something apart from itself. Spirit objectifies (treats as an alien object) itself. But that is something that happens in the antithesis stage of the dialectic, not in the thesis stage. So Tucker's third description, the only one that actually says “thesis,” is plainly inaccurate.



The above eight objections relate to the dialectic's thesis, as described by Tucker. We now move on to the antithesis. Tucker says the “antithesis” is “the world apprehended by the knowing self as an alien and hostile object.” That is a superficially accurate description of what happens in Hegel's real antithesis. But the description reveals no antithetic characteristics when compared with the descriptions of the thesis. What in the thesis is the opposite of “apprehended as alien”? To make matters worse, I see in Tucker's description of the thesis the very same thing he places in the antithesis. The “self-objectification” Tucker places in the thesis surely is the act of “the knowing self” (observer) apprehending the external “world” as “an alien and hostile object.” The “knowing self” objectifies itself, the external object. Instead of making the antithesis the opposite of the thesis, Tucker has made both the same!

I should add that Hegel's real thesis has no apprehension. In the basic dialectic's thesis stage there are no humans around to apprehend anything. A further problem, extremely minor, is the word “hostile.” In the real antithesis, the world—or at least objects within it—is indeed apprehended as alien, but “alien” has no connotation of hostility. “Alien” is simply a matter of misinterpretation: Spirit, using the mind of man, thinks external objects that are essentially itself—Spirit—are objects that are not itself but, rather, alien. Alien simply means “other than itself.”

Tucker's synthesis, which involves a repossessed world, doesn't say what it means to repossess the world. When and in what sense was the world ever possessed in the first place? When was it lost? A related problem is that the synthesis does not square with the thesis. The thesis says nothing about an earlier possession. And there is no showing that conceptual opposites are united in the synthesis. There aren't even any conceptual opposites to unite. Similarly, “overcomes its finitude and rises to the plane of absolute self-conscious spirit” fails to refer to anything in the thesis or in the antithesis. Tucker hasn't said “finitude” is a characteristic of the antithesis (although finitude actually is a characteristic of the antithesis); neither has he said what finitude means. (It actually means being a finite—limited—particular of the universe, especially a human being, as contrasted with the “infinite” or unlimited Spirit, which includes every finite thing in the universe.)

TILLICH: GENUINE EXAMPLES OF THESIS-ANTITHESIS-SYNTHESIS DIALECTICS

To further clarify what I mean by the literature's lack of concrete examples, I will cite four genuine, concrete examples of dialectics from the philosophical theology of Paul Tillich. Tillich's dialectics is basically a matter of putting new wine in old Hegelian wineskins. The examples accordingly illustrate Hegel's three main dialectical formats. Old formats, new content. Each format is defined by the manner in which the synthesis is achieved or expressed.


	Tillich calls his thought “neo-dialectical” and “dialectical realism.”65 He describes this as “thinking” that “moves through ‘yes’ [affirmation] and ‘no’ [negation] and ‘yes’ again [a higher yes, the negation of the negation].”66 To understand the allusions you must know from other sources that Tillich, a closet atheist-humanist, embraces a “God above the God of theism.”67 This “God above God” happens to be a nonsupernatural God, humanity.68 The initial Yes combines (A) a Yes to Christianity's supernatural God of theism and (B) a Yes to supernaturalism in general. Then the No comes along: the thinker becomes an atheist, the antithesis of a theist. His No unites (C) No to the God of theism and (D) No to supernaturalism in general—the antitheses (opposites) of A and B. Finally, the thinker becomes a humanist who returns to Yes, a Yes to “God.” But the new Yes affirms a higher God (“above the God of theism”). This Yes, the synthesis, combines (A) Yes to God, from the thesis, with (D) No to supernaturalism, from the antithesis. The result is a nonsupernatural God. That God happens to be humanity, a figurative God not openly identified by Tillich. (The identity of “God” must be deduced from lots of clues.) The thinker separates from and returns to God—separation and return, the basic theme of dialectics. The dialectic's format: (1) thesis: A + B, (2) antithesis: C + D, (3) synthesis: A + D. In this format, the synthesis combines one concept from the two-part thesis with one from the two-part antithesis. Summary:



Thesis: Yes to God + Yes to supernaturalism

Antithesis: No to God + No to supernaturalism

Synthesis: Yes to God + No to supernaturalism

(= Yes to the nonsupernatural God)

 

Tillich provides his own summary of this dialectical process, confirming that it does entail thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. “True being [the God above God],” he says, “must be discovered under the surface…. This discovery is made through a process of preliminary affirmations [of God and supernaturalism], consequent negations [of God and supernaturalism], and final affirmations [of the God above God]. It is made through ‘yes and no’ or dialectically” (my italics).69 The God above God is the “Yes above the Yes and No of life and of truth.”70


	A second Tillichian example of the format having two-part stages uses Hegel's basic potential-actual format. (In chapter 3, I describe this format and its derivation in detail.) This second dialectic follows the same Yes-No-Yes pattern. In the thesis stage of theism (Yes to God), man is potentially united with God. But the union is not actual, because the God man worships is the wrong God, the false God of theism. The thesis becomes a combination of two concepts: potential + union (of man and God). In the antithesis stage of atheism (No to God), man separates from God. Note that separation is the antithesis—the opposite—of the thesis's concept of union. We now have a two-concept antithesis: actual + separation. In the synthesis stage of humanism, man returns to God (Yes to God). But the God he “returns” to is not the original God. It is a higher God, humanity. The synthesis borrows “actual” from the antithesis and “union” from the thesis. Summary:



Thesis: potential + union (of God and man)

Antithesis: actual + separation (of God and man)

Synthesis: actual + union (of God and man)


	The same thought progression is described in a dialectic that moves from theology to philosophy to Tillich's philosophical theology, a synthesis of philosophy and theology. Theology treats God as the source of Truth; philosophy treats man, God's opposite (antithesis), as the source of Truth; and Tillich's thought combines the two sources—God and man. The resulting dialectic flows from a thesis of God (one being) to an antithesis of Man (many beings) to the synthesis, God = Man (one = many). This synthesis redefines God as humanity. Abstractly stated, the dialectic is (1) thesis: A, (2) antithesis: B, and (3) synthesis: A = B. This A = B format is Hegel's second format. The synthesis reveals that the antithesis is the thesis in disguise. Summary:




Thesis: God (one being)

Antithesis: man (many human beings)

Synthesis: God = man (the true God, the one humanity = many human beings)

 

The above dialectic, in turn, can easily be transformed into a particular version of Hegel's third basic dialectic: (1) one, from “one God,” (2) many, from “many humans,” and (3) one composed of many (equivalent to one and many). A variation of this one-composed-of-many format is “universe (Tillich's humanity, Hegel's Spirit) composed of particulars (Tillich's human beings, Hegel's subject and objects).” Summary:

 

Thesis: one (God)

Antithesis: many (humanity)

Synthesis: one composed of many (one God composed of many human beings)

 

Hegel uses these three formats with his overarching Phenomenology dialectic and several of its variants. I refer to the macrodialectic that doesn't reach a synthesis until the end of the book. But Phenomenology has more than two dozen shorter dialectics, some of which use other synthesis formats. One of these other formats has as its synthesis A + B, or thesis + antithesis, which is really a slightly broader concept than “one composed of many.” Some of the other formats are quite imaginative. One of these has a synthesis that uses a masked actor in Greek comedy. The actor alternately wears and removes a divinity mask, thereby alternating between two roles—divine (mask on) and human (mask off), or thesis and antithesis. The actor, who plays both roles, is the synthesis. Another format likewise uses one person as the synthesis: Faust, who begins as a predator but becomes the victim of Mephistopheles, represents both the thesis and the antithesis—predator and victim. (In chapter 4, I describe the mask dialectic and the Faust dialectic in more detail.)

The failure of the Hegel literature to provide genuine examples of dialectics points to a deeper problem: none of Hegel's hundreds of expositors has recognized Hegel's three main dialectical formats, presented above in the Tillich examples. For example, no expositor has been able to get from the recognized concept of self-estrangement (failure of “subject” to recognize external “objects” as itself, Spirit) to the concept of “many” (Spirit separated into many particulars), explicitly identified as a dialectical antithesis. To make matters worse, most expositors (Baillie, Stace, and Pinkard are exceptions) don't even mention the prehuman stage of natural history that provides the thesis concept of “one,” or unconscious union (i.e., potential union, unrealized union).






[image: images]

The now-almost-universal skepticism about the idea that Hegel uses thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics of a dynamic (nonstatic) sort runs afoul of overwhelming evidence that Hegel does practice thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. Among the most powerful pieces of evidence are Hegel's soon-to-be-revealed actual dialectics: the overarching macrodialectic that spans the entire length of Phenomenology, a Preface dialectic, four disguised table-of-contents dialectics hidden among a larger number of triads, twenty-two microdialectics employed in the march of consciousness, and ten history dialectics. That's thirty-eight dialectics, not counting many variants of particular dialectics. But before we get to the highly persuasive evidence of the macrodialectic, other evidence must be considered. This evidence shows that Hegel directly and indirectly affirmed his use of thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics. First, the text of Phenomenology is full of dialectical terminology—references and allusions to dialectics, theses, antitheses, and syntheses. Second, one passage in the Preface praises dialectics, even while saying it has been misused by Kant; a second unmistakably describes a thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectic; and a third alludes to Spirit's dialectical movement. Third, Phenomenology's Introduction offers a detailed, if guardedly worded, description of one version of Hegel's overarching macrodialectic. Fourth, the first primary heading of the text, (A) “Consciousness,” has three subheadings (I, II, and III) that provide a hidden thesis-antithesis-synthesis perspective (I = universality, II = particularity, III = universe composed of particulars) for Hegel's analysis of consciousness. Below, after explaining ten especially important thesis-antithesis pairs used by Hegel, I will analyze the evidence from the four sources just named.


ANTITHETICAL CONCEPTS

One reason previous interpreters have not found in Hegel's writing the thesis-antithesis-synthesis dialectics that to me are remarkably obvious is that the first ten of the thirty-five antithetical conceptual pairs introduced in chapter 1 have been either overlooked or underinterpreted. The ten pairs are


	universal and particular

	one and many

	union and separation (separation = “estrangement” or “alienation”)

	essence and existence (existence = appearance)

	divine and human (“God” and man)

	inner and outer (unseen and seen)

	in itself and for itself

	potential and actual

	unconscious and conscious

	artificial and natural



The first four pairs, and to some extent the next three, are different ways of saying the same thing; they are more or less interchangeable. Let's examine the details.

1. Universal and Particular. “Universal and particular” means essentially the same thing as the well-known combination “general and particular.” That combination, in turn, is similar in meaning to “abstract (vague) and concrete (specific).” Universal, however, often (not always) has a more specific meaning than general. Hegel's Spirit—here I oversimplify—embraces and thus unites all reality, the entire universe. Spirit includes our physical universe and everything in it. Tillich, who understood Hegel better than any other philosopher did, could therefore write that Hegel's Spirit “is the essence of every species of plants and animals, of the structures of the atoms and stars, of the nature of man in which his [Spirit's] innermost center [mind] is manifest.”1 This “essence” is not metaphysical; it is simply a mental concept, Spirit. Tucker, who displays at least limited understanding of Hegel's dialectics, agrees. He says Spirit's self-realization is its “awareness of itself as the whole of reality.”2 This awareness materializes in the mind of man. Man's mind is where Spirit's “innermost center is located”—meaning that man's collective mind is Spirit's Mind.

Hegel confirms this conclusion by saying, “Reason is [when self-realization is reached] the certainty of consciousness [a person's mind] that it is all reality.”3 He later repeats this theme in his first sentence following heading VI, “Spirit”: “Reason is Spirit when its certainty of being all reality has been raised to [recognized by a human mind as] truth.”4 Baillie has no difficulty comprehending what Hegel means: he states that “the Absolute [Spirit] is the totality of all reality” and that, as such, Spirit contains “a multiplicity of [narrower] universals [limited general categories, such as animals].”5 But, in Hegel's usage, “universal” almost always refers to the physical universe—stars, mountains, cows, frying pans, fences, and so on. “Universal” therefore includes everything in the universe. Most important, it includes ourselves, we whose minds are Spirit's Mind—its only Mind. Spirit has no independent, transcendent mind.

Every universal (or general) category consists of particulars, the individual items that constitute the universe. The universe of flowers consists of ladyslippers, chicory, spiderworts, tulips, daylilies, and countless other flower varieties; each variety is another universe consisting of billions or trillions of individual plants. Particularity comes into play in Phenomenology because man has a perceptual problem. (This problem is the subject of the second subheading, “Perception,” under Phenomenology's first main heading—heading A, “Consciousness.”) Man looks around and sees all sorts of external “objects”—other persons, robins, boxwoods, rainbows, houses, apples, cookies, toys, lampposts, haystacks. These particulars are all Spirit: everything is Spirit, including the observer, called “consciousness,” “subject,” or “the I.” But the observer, who like all humans is essentially Spirit, does not recognize the objects as Spirit, that is, as itself. Spirit (the observer) instead perceives the external things as separate objects—separate from each other and separate from itself, Spirit. Spirit, observing the world though the mind of man (itself), thus regards all external things as “alien” objects, objects that are not itself. (“Alien” has no negative or prejudicial connotation.) In Hegel's words, “what it [Spirit] does not know is that this [perceived]…object…is its own self.”6
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