HEGEL'S ANTIGONE AND THE DIALECTICS
OF SEXUAL DIFFERENCE

Hegel has been widely criticized for his
conservative conception of the fixed social
positions assigned to men and women. This
critique concerns first of all the section of the
Phenomenology of Spirit where he dis-
cusses, with reference to Sophocles’
Antigone, the conflict between two forms of
ethical life characteristic of Greek culture.
Philosophers such as Luce Irigaray, Judith
Butler, and Patricia Mills have argued that
Hegel’s reading of Antigone consolidates
traditional hierarchical oppositions such as
those between nature and culture, the femi-
nine and the masculine, private and public,
and body and spirit. Countering Hegel’s pur-
portedly masculine view of sexual differ-
ence, they picture Antigone as undermining
rather than confirming these and similar
oppositions.! It seems to me, however, that
these feminist readings tend to ignore that
Hegel’s analysis of Greek ethical life per-
tains only to the immediate mode of ethical
life, that is, a mode that calls for its dissolu-
tion. Moreover, this analysis, although rely-
ing on Antigone, is not intended as an inter-
pretation of this tragedy. One cannot,
therefore, simply blame Hegel for having
misinterpreted this play. It goes without say-
ing that the way in which human beings

identify with specific cultural values is not

necessarily based on sexual difference. My
critique of these philosophers concerns,
therefore, not so much their views on sexual
difference as their critique of Hegel’s con-
ception of sexual difference.

This is not to say that I fully endorse
Hegel’s understanding of the cultural mean-
ing of sexual difference. Given the history of
the twentieth century it has become impossi-
ble to maintain that physical differences be-
tween the sexes determine the relations of
human beings to themselves, the relations
between human beings, or their position in
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society as a whole. If, as Hegel maintains,
philosophy is to grasp its own time in
thought, then our own time demands that we
reflect on the history in which sexual differ-
ences have lost much of their traditional sig-
nificance.? Although Hegel makes clear that
the immediate mode of ethical life had to dis-
solve, he did not give much thought to the
ensuing development of the ways in which
men and women might identify with values
traditionally considered as masculine or
feminine. I believe, however, that Hegel’s
analysis of natural ethical life in the Phe-
nomenology can be used to philosophically
reflect on this question. If Hegel’s philoso-
phy consists from the outset in countering
tendencies, then it should be possible to let
one of these tendencies develop into a con-
ception of sexual difference that neither
identifies men and women with their physi-
cal differences nor completely ignores the
significance of these differences.’ Starting
out from Hegel’s analysis of natural ethical
life, I will argue that the way in which the ex-
perience of sexual difference became cultur-
ally determined in ancient Greece opened up
a movement in which the distribution of the
private and the public realm over the two
sexes is increasingly dissolved.

In order to sketch out this movement I will
draw on some passages where Hegel reflects
on Antigone in a manner that seems to under-
mine the clear-cut opposition between na-
ture and culture he generally upholds. These
passages strongly suggest that Hegel consid-
ers sexual difference never to have been
merely natural, but to have always already
been permeated by cultural significance. If
this is the case, then there is no reason why
sexual difference should not be submitted to
the dialectical principle that forces any his-
torical mode of culture to overcome its one-
sidedness. Accordingly, one might argue
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that the history of spirit is also a history in
which men and women become increasingly
aware that hierarchical oppositions such as
those between family and state, emotion and
reason, body and mind, receptivity and ac-
tivity, nature and spirit, are not to be distrib-
uted over human beings according to their
sex. Thus emphasizing the cultural signifi-
cance of sexual difference, I will—with and
against Hegel—reinterpret the history of
spirit as a history in which the one-sided dis-
tribution of cultural values over the two
sexes is increasingly overcome. I will do this
not so much by deploying Sophocles against
Hegel as by deploying Hegel’s own text
against the prevailing interpretation of it.

Hegel’s Conception of
Greek Ethical Life

Hegel’s interpretation of sexual differ-
ence occurs within the context of an investi-
gation into the possible modes of objective
spirit, that is, of the modes of self-conscious-
ness that can be achieved by societies as a
whole. The Phenomenology of Spirit sys-
tematically reconstructs the totality of possi-
ble modes of self-consciousness, that is, of
subjective and objective spirit. What Hegel
means by this latter mode of spirit might be
best translated, in my view, by the term “cul-
ture.” This is to say that a society consists not
only in the actual development of ethico-po-
litical structures and institutions, but also in
the ways it becomes conscious of its basic
principles.* Each society has some kind of
understanding of that which is ultimately at
stake in it. Whenever this understanding is
expressed, a society can be considered to be-
come conscious of itself. One might argue
that these modes of self-consciousness—en-
acted in public debates, the media, science,
religion, art, and philosophy—are the ways
in which a society establishes itself as a cul-
ture and achieves insight into its basic princi-
ples.

In the Phenomenology Hegel conceives
of Greek culture as a culture that was ini-
tially based on the immediate harmony be-
tween two complementary ethical princi-
ples, but that became increasingly aware of
the inherent conflict between these princi-

ples.’ These ethical principles obtained
naturally and had not yet been consciously
appropriated. In my view, the emerging con-
flict between these principles primarily con-
cerned the conflict between an archaic and a
rational determination of justice. Whereas
the archaic determination of justice was
based on values such as kinship, rituals, and
revenge, the rational determination of justice
was based on values such as equality and ra-
tional deliberation. As the rational principle
of justice increasingly established itself as
the dominant principle, thus threatening to
destroy the archaic principle of justice, the
initial harmony between these two ethical
principles gave way to their conflict. Only
when this fateful conflict began to unfold did
it become possible and necessary for Greek
culture to reflect on the principles constitut-
ing its ethical life. According to Hegel, this
reflection of Greek culture on its constitutive
principles, that is, its self-reflection, is ac-
complished first of all in its tragedies. Since,
according to Hegel, the realm of natural ethi-
cal life characteristic of Greek culture con-
tinues to play a part in societies which have
freed themselves to a much larger extent
from nature, it is crucial for him to develop a
philosophical interpretation of the “tragedy
which the absolute eternally enacts with it-
self.”s

Hegel considers Sophocles’ Antigone to
express most eminently the tragic conflict
between the opposed forms of ethical life
characteristic of Greek culture. Both of these
forms can be considered to accomplish an
act of consciousness that interrupts “the
work of nature.”” Hegel refers in this respect
to the ethical obligation to bury one’s next of
kin. This ethical act wrests away the de-
ceased from the purely destructive power of
nature and lets him or her become part of a
community extending itself over the genera-
tions. The ethical duty to bury one’s next of
kin is clearly based on the archaic principle
of justice. Within Greek culture the reach of
this principle, which Hegel calls divine law
(Phen 297/297), is limited to the sphere of
the family. The rational principle of justice,
on the other hand, governs public life. Hegel
calls this principle human law. Thus, Greek
society structured its ethical life by distin-
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guishing between the sphere of the family
and the sphere of public life, governed by di-
vine law and human law respectively.

Within the sphere of the family, Hegel dis-
tinguishes between three kinds of relations:
the relation between husband and wife, par-
ents and children, and brother and sister.
Since the relation between husband and wife
is intermingled with natural feeling, he re-
gards this relation to be not yet truly ethical
(299/273). This relation has not yet com-
pletely freed itself from its natural determi-
nation. Hegel seems to regard this as the rea-
son why men and women initially could not
but identify with either of the ethical princi-
ples. Whereas men will by nature adhere to
human law, women will by nature adhere to
divine law:

Yet ethical consciousness knows what it
has to do, and it is determined to belong to
either divine or human law. The immedi-
acy of its decision is something in itself,
and therefore has at once the significance
of something natural . . . ; nature assigns
one sex to one law and the other to the other
law. (305/304, translation modified)

Interestingly, Hegel here argues, on the one
hand, that ethical consciousness identifies
with either of the two ethical principles on
the basis of a “decision,” yet, on the other,
that nature decides with which of the two
principles someone is allowed to identify.
This seems to mean that within a culture un-
folding in the element of natural immediacy,
a girl’s “decision” to get married and devote
herself to her family is as yet completely de-
pendent on the natural difference between
men and women. For Hegel, however, this
difference is never exclusively natural. In
the passage just quoted he claims that the
ethical, that is, the cultural, choice for either
of the two principles has at once the signifi-
cance of a natural fact. It follows from this
that the allegedly natural character of sexual
difference is from the outset permeated by
cultural significance. In other words, the nat-
ural moment of sexual difference is no more
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primordial or fundamental than its cultural
significance.®

Thus, the Greeks interrupted the work of
nature not just by burying their next of kin,
but also by identifying with one of the two
principles constituting ethical life as such.
Although Hegel considers this initial cul-
tural identification to be necessarily in line
with the natural differences between men
and women (301/275-76), he by no means
considers this one-sided identification to be
the most perfect form of ethical life. To the
contrary, this identification merely charac-
terizes immediate ethical life, and for that
reason constitutes only the beginning of the
history of possible ethical relations. Accord-
ing to Hegel, a culture that forces men and
women to identify one-sidedly with either
human or divine law is doomed to be ruined.
An ethical act resulting from such a one-
sided identification

contains the moment of crime, because it
does not sublate the natural allocation of
the two laws to the two sexes, but rather . ..
remains within the sphere of natural imme-
diacy. Such an act turns this one-sidedness
into guilt, a guilt that consists in seizing
only one side of the essence, while adopt-
ing a negative attitude toward the other,
that is, violating it.’

Hegel here clearly refers to the conflict
between Antigone and Creon. Antigone
identifies one-sidedly with the divine law
that tells her to bury her brother Polyneikes.
Her uncle Creon, on the other hand, identi-
fies one-sidedly with the law according to
which traitors have forfeited their right to be
buried. Perhaps more compelling than any
other tragedy, Antigone shows that a culture
wherein the distribution of the two ethical
principles is determined by the natural dif-
ference between men and women is not in
accordance with the essence of human cul-
ture as such, that is, with freedom. Such a
culture must necessarily perish and give way
to a culture that is better suited to organize it-
self in accordance with the principle of hu-
man freedom. In sum, the element of imme-
diate ethical life does not yet allow human
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beings to consciously overcome their imme-
diate cultural identification with either of the
two ethical principles and to acknowledge
their limited truth (cf. 315/289).

Toward a History
of Sexual Difference

Because the ethical “choices” of individ-
ual human beings are, in Greek culture,
largely dependent on their sex and social po-
sition, this culture constitutes a limited and
inappropriate form of spirit. Hegel interprets
the downfall of Greek culture as clearing the
way for the development of a legal system
based on the equal rights of individual citi-
zens {(cf. 316/290). The Phenomenology
does not, however, indicate how this devel-
opment allowed men and women to increas-
ingly interrupt their immediate identifica-
tion with either of the two ethical principles
and the cultural values bound up with them.
In both this text and the later Philosophy of
Right Hegel seems to presuppose that ethical
life contains a purely natural moment that
forever resists its dialectical dissolution. The
Philosophy of Right argues in this respect
that the natural difference between men and
women continues to determine the social
structures of modern society. This society
still demands that women confine them-
selves to the sphere of the family and do not
mingle with, for instance, political affairs.
According to Hegel, women are by nature
incapable of governing, because they act
“not on the basis of the demands of the uni-
versal, but on the basis of accidental inclina-
tion and opinion.”" If emotion and reason
are once and for all distributed over the two
sexes by nature itself, these and similar
oppositions will forever resist their dialecti-
cal sublation. In other words, Hegel here
seems to hold fast to the opposition between
that in human beings which belongs to na-
ture and that in human beings which belongs
to spirit. According to this presupposition,
that which is purely natural in human life
falls outside the domain of dialectics and
hence has no access to the temporal element
of history. Although, in this view, modern
societies in principle allow the individual
human being to develop its immanent free-

dom, this freedom seems to remain restricted
by the natural moment of ethical life. ! It
goes without saying that if one is to develop
a philosophical history of sexual self-con-
sciousness, one should first of all give up this
presupposition. I have tried to show in the
foregoing that this can be done by means of
certain passages in the Phenomenology
itself.

Contrary to the Philosophy of Right, these
passages make clear that the natural differ-
ence between men and women is from the
outset permeated by cultural significance
and for that reason cannot be excluded from
the realm of history. If sexual difference is
never exclusively a matter of nature, then it
must be possible for both men and women to
interrupt their immediate identification with
a specific mode of ethical life to a much
larger extent than Hegel generally seems to
presuppose. If, in other words, the immedi-
ate mode of Greek ethical life is not exclu-
sively natural, but is from the outset part of
the realm of culture, then one might argue
that the history of spirit is also a history
within which men and women will increas-
ingly realize that cultural oppositions such
as those between family and state, emotion
and reason, body and spirit, receptivity and
activity, are not to be distributed one-sidedly
over the two sexes. In order to sustain this re-
interpretation of the history of spirit, I will
draw on a section in the Lectures on Aesthet-
ics were Hegel discusses the Antigone.

Hegel argues in these lectures that the
most perfect tragic conflict occurs when the
protagonist opposes a principle that consti-
tutes an essential moment of his or her
proper existence. This is clearly the case in
the Antigone: both Antigone and Creon con-
tain within themselves a moment against
which they mutually stand. Antigone is not
only her brother’s sister, but also the daugh-
ter of a king. Creon is not only the king of
Thebes, but also a father and husband. Thus,
although Antigone and Creon identify with
the law assigned to them by their sex, they
harbor within themselves the law of which
they deny the truth.' Since their ethical acts
evolve out of their immediate identification
with the law assigned to them by nature, they
cannot but relate to the opposed law as alaw
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that is foreign to them and that thwarts their
own purposes. Now the Phenomenology
shows time and again that whenever con-
sciousness seems to relate to something
merely external to itself, it relates unknow-
ingly to a moment that is in fact internal to it-
self. Any mode of self-consciousness actual-
izes itself by no longer excluding the other of
itself from itself, but by recognizing this
other as a moment belonging to its own be-
ing.

If, as Hegel has it, the history of spirit ac-
complishes the movement in which self-
consciousness increasingly recognizes that
the other of itself is proper to its own being,
then one might regard the history of sexual
self-consciousness as a history in which men
and women are increasingly able to recog-
nize that values traditionally identified as
feminine or masculine essentially belong to
their own being. Seen in this way, one might
argue that men and women are from the out-
set determined by the entanglement of mas-
culine and feminine moments, but in such a
way that the natural determination of their
sex initially allowed them to develop only
one of these moments. This natural determi-
nation initially forced men, as it were, to
only develop their masculine moment and
hence to identify with a specific and one-
sided ethical principle. Since women, for the
same reason, could initially only develop
their feminine moment, their ethical choices
were necessarily as much in accordance with
the natural determination of their sex as
those of men.

However, if sexual difference from the
outset belongs to the realm of culture, there
is no reason why the moments that initially
had to remain implicit within men and
women should not unfold themselves at
some point. To the contrary, Hegel’s philoso-
phy as a whole hinges upon the idea that that
which is merely implicit or in itself will al-
ways strive for its actualization. A seed can-
not bear to exist merely in itself and will al-
ways seek to develop into a plant.’* It would
seem to follow from this that every human
being seeks to actualize its undeveloped
feminine or masculine moment so as to fully
integrate the other of itself into itself. I be-
lieve, however, that things are more compli-
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cated than this. I take the view that insofar as
individual human beings are concerned it is
impossible to completely minimize the cul-
tural significance of natural sexual differ-
ences. Many people feel attracted to some-
one of the other sex precisely because of
these differences, which can be said to form
one of the major sources of human happi-
ness. I would like to argue, however, that the
extent to which someone is willing and able
to unfold the moment opposed to his or her
own sex is—in our own time—no longer de-
termined by the natural differences between
men and women. This is not to say that natu-
ral sexual differences play no part at all in
contemporary culture. I would rather argue
that these differences will, one way or an-
other, continue to delimit the finite space
within which men and women each in their
own way unfold their feminine and mascu-
line moments, and on that basis develop gen-
uine relations to themselves, to other people,
and to the cultural values that inform society
as a whole.

Thus, one might regard the history of sex-
ual self-consciousness that Hegel did not
write as a history in which the realm of cul-
ture is able to interrupt the work of nature to
a far greater extent than he considered possi-
ble. This culture—our culture’*—no longer
forces people to identify with the ethical
principle of either the private or the public
realm, nor with other values traditionally
viewed as feminine or masculine. Instead it
allows human beings to freely.explore dif-
ferent possible ways of relating to the op-
posed moments of sexual difference inherent
in each of them, and should perhaps allow
this to a yet greater extent. This is not to say,
however, that each human being should as-
pire to a perfect synthesis of moments tradi-

tionally distributed over the different sexes,.

nor that natural sexual differences should
play no part at all in the way people define
themselves. The opposed moments of sexual
difference will always tend to forget their
one-sidedness. They depend on each other to
become what they are, but they no less tend
to destroy each other. It may well be that
both the most desirable and the most tragic
events in human life originate in this mutual
one-sidedness, and we cannot, as Nietzsche
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has taught us, choose the one without choos-
ing the other.’
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1. Among those who maintain that Hegel’s view of
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Antigone,” in P. I. Mills, ed., Feminist Interpreta-
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offer possibilities for feminist thought precisely
because Hegel, like no one else, has shown that
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dissolution to imply the domination of one side
over the other (98). Although I value her effort to
use Hegelian dialectics for the purposes of femi-
nist thought, it seems to me that she ignores the
point at which contemporary philosophy should
turn against some of Hegel’s basic presupposi-
tions.

4. “Spirit is the ethical life of a nation insofar as it is

the immediate truth. . . . It must advance to the con-
sciousness of what it is immediately . . . and by
passing through a series of shapes attain to a
knowledge of itself” (Phen, 290/265).

5. Cf. ibid., 304/279.
6. G. W. E Hegel, “Uber die wissenschaftlichen

Behandlungsarten des Naturrechts, seine Stelle in
der praktische Philosophie und sein Verhiltnis zu
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this text my essay “Tragic Entanglements: Be-
tween Hegel and Derrida,” Bulletin of the Hegel
Society of Great Britain No. 48 (2003): 33-48.

7. “Blood-relationship supplements, then, the ab-
stract natural process by adding to it the movement
of consciousness, interrupting the work of nature
and rescuing the blood-relation from destruction”
(Phen, 296/271).

8. This is confirmed by the following passage: “This
ruin of the ethical substance . . . is thus determined
by the fact that ethical consciousness is directed on
to the law in a way that is essentially immediate.
This determination of immediacy implies that na-
ture as such enters into the ethical act”” (Phen 315/
289). Cf. also: “Here has emerged the specific op-
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determination.” (Phen 301/276, tr. mod. ).
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THINKING THROUGH SINGULARITY
AND UNIVERSALITY IN LEVINAS

We are accustomed to read Levinas’s phi-
losophy as an ethical critique of phenomen-
ology or ontology, but his work is relatively
infrequently discussed in relation to the
canon of moral philosophy. This is no doubt
largely due to the fact that important ele-
ments of the theoretical systems that under-
gird these moral philosophies fall within the
scope of Levinas’s critique of the tradition;
thus, we are confident that his view of ethics
differs from the standard accounts. How-
ever, it can be very instructive to contrast
Levinas’s view of ethics with the more well-
known alternatives in order to determine not
whether his view differs, but how. Assessing
this difference is crucial if we are to under-
stand what is at stake philosophically in this
critique, not only in terms of what might be
gained by means of it, but also in terms of
whatit may put atrisk. Moral philosophy has
long emphasized that ethics should be prin-
cipled, and that those principles should be
both rational and universal. These qualities
are valued because their absence, it is feared,
leads to moral relativism. Levinas’s philoso-
phy challenges this received view of ethics,
yet his work also suggests opposition to rela-
tivism in that it continually emphasizes an
ethical responsibility that for all intents and
purposes seems to be absolute. How does
Levinas propose to generate an obligation of
sufficient strength to combat relativism
without appealing to universal principles?
And is he successful?

The magnitude of this question prohibits
its being directly addressed here. Instead I
will discuss one aspect of Levinas’s thought
that has bearing on this question, namely, the
critical dynamic between singularity and
universality that appears as a fairly constant
theme in his work. The received view is that
Levinas opposes universality on the grounds
that it is in the very nature of universals to
comprehend particulars by assimilating
them under a common concept or principle,
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and this comprehension strips the particular
of its singularity. This concern is expressed
repeatedly in Totality and Infinity in terms of
a “reduction of the other to the same”
through which the singularity of the Other—
indeed the very alterity of the Other—goes
unrecognized.' In Otherwise than Being
Levinas shifts his focus from the singularity
of the Other to the singularity of the self,
stressing that ethical responsibility is not
universal, but is instead singular.” This re-
ceived view of Levinas’s critique of univer-
sality is not, however, without its ambigu-
ities. For instance, the following questions
come to mind: is not the value of the Other’s
singularity expressed here as a universal, and
is not the responsibility to respond to that
singularity also expressed as a universal?
What resources exist within Levinas’s phi-
losophy to authorize such universal expres-
sions? This issue has been taken up in two
ways in the literature. First, there are those
critics who argue that, at least in Totality and
Infinity, Levinas makes use of the language
of ontology, and it seems implicit in this cri-
tique that this language implies a universal-
ity that Levinas is trying to overcome.? Sec-
ond, others have asked in relation to
Otherwise than Being what justifies
Levinas’s generalization of the singularity of
the experience of ethical responsibility. That
is, what authorizes him to make the move
from realizing that he has such a responsibil-
ity to claiming that others have such a re-
sponsibility.* My question differs from these
because Iam not asking about universality as
a necessary and perhaps unavoidable func-
tion of indicative language, nor am I asking
about universality in the sense of making
generalizations from oneself to others. In-
stead [ am interested in a type of universality
that appears in the moment of ethical
responsibility itself.

We must begin by clarifying what is
meant by “universal,” and I wiil focus on the
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