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Hegel on saying and showing
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SUSAN HAHN
Department of Philosophy, Columbia University, New York, NY 10027, USA

PR

Knowledge for Hegel is “holistic,” in the sense that it’s something grasped,
not in isolation, but in relation to the ordinary, sensuous modes of cognition
out of which it emerges in the long historical process leading natural
consciousness to conceptual knowledge, as represented by the progression
i of shapes of consciousness in the Phenomenology. Hegel’s discussion of
classical Greek art and religion raises a crucial issue conceming the
Aufhebung! that sensuous thought undergoes in relation to conceptual
thought. On the posilive side of the Aufhebung, Hegel locates our first
intuition of Spirit in early Greek religious art and mythology, whose pre-
rational, deeper, archaic naturc enabled the Greeks to represent to them-
selves truths about Spirit (God or the “Absolute™) in imaginative and poetic
terms that transcended conceptual articulation. And with an eye to distilling
the speculative content of this intuitive, “immediate” form of knowledge,
Science articulates, with systematicity and rigor, the same truths which the
Greceks had grasped enigmatically and obscurely in their religious mythol-
ogy. On the negative side of the Aufhebung, their grasp of these truths was
so unreflective and inarticulate as to make it nccessary to be superseded in
form by the clearer conceptual type of thought exemplified in Hegel’s
philosophy. Both the preservation and supersession of these truths are
absolutely fundamental to Hegel's philosophy, and they cannot, I maintain,
be rightly understood or appreciated in isolation from the aesthetic-mythic-
religious-historical context from which they originated.

My first task is to point out an apparent contradiction implicit in Hegel's
clhim on the positive side that this mode of sensuous cognition yields
knowledge. My strategy for bringing out this incoherence is to draw a sharp
contrast between artistically-embodied truths of the Greck variety and
propositional truths of the linguistic variety that Hegel puts such a premium
on. I conclude, provisionally, that when artistic cognition is essentially
defined in terms of a contrast with propositional knowledge and held to a
standard appropriate for propositional knowledge, this invidious contrast
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points to a contradiction in calling artistic cognition “knowledge,” as Hegel
docs. My aim, ultimately, is to use this purely negative conclusion as the
means to accomplish a positive end.

My second task is to argue, sympathetically, that this contradiction
within artistic-religious cognition was not a symptom of a confused or split-
mind, but was one of which Hegel was well aware and which he purposely
generated. Far from undermining his claims about artistic cognition, I argue
that what makes it possible for artistic cognition to undergo the ncgative
and positive sides of the Auflichuny are these contradictory aspects. There is
a tendency among commentators, however, to emphasize onesidedly the
perfection or defects of artistic cognition, or to force these contradictory
aspects together in disregard of the fact that their meanings are intended to
exclude one another. But Hegel's affinity for the Greeks makes his charac-
terization of their artistic-religious cognition as both “perfect” and defective
a prime manifestation of a shape of consciousness containing a balance of
truths and defects, which makes it a better suited candidate than, say, Sense
Certainty, for bringing out both positive and negative sides of the
Aufhebung. At the end of this essay, I speculate as to the deeper motivation
driving Hegel to accomplish the positive and negative sides at the same
time, in particular, the negative task of superseding this acsthetic ideal for
which he had a strong affinity. I argue that his motivations can only be
rightly understood by connecting them o tensions inherent in the
historicist-interpretive practice in which he is engaged.

Hegel’s views on the truth content of artistic representation remain
remarkably intact across his corpus as a whole. The pre-Phenomenological
Jena writings emphasize language, especially oral speech, as the highest
medium for self-conscious expression. The Phenomenology retains this
emphasis on the superiority of signs over symbols in the remarks on the
relation of language to pictorial, religious expression in the Religion
chapter.2 These remarks represent Hegel's mature reflections on art and
provide the basis for my interpretation. Whatever evolution occurred in his
views in the later works, it only amounts to clarifying and expanding the
cryptic and extremely compressed aphorisms in the Religion chapter, some
of which are abbreviated nearly beyond the point of comprehension. I'll
draw on corresponding passages from the Lectures on Fine Art3 the
Encyclopaedia,® and the two preceding chapters in the Phenomenology to
generate supplementary material to fill out the remarks.S Admittedly,
there’s a notable shift in emphasis away from language toward reflectivity
in the later Lectures, but this shouldu’t be regarded as a fundamental shift in
attitude or a sign that Hegel later discredited what he wrole in the
Phenomenology. His account in the Lectures remains faithful in spirit to his
original insights in the Phenomenology, and the implicit connection
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between reflectivity and language is restored in the passages on language
and the ineffable in the Encyclopaedia. My remarks in this essay focus
exclusively on the non-linguistic, plastic artforms referred to in the
“Artificer” moment of Natural Religion (PhG §§691-698), and in connec-
tion with the most abstract artforms in “Art Religion” (Ph.G §§699-709).
By “representations” of classical art, I'll be primarily referring to sculpture
of the human body, but Hegel applies the term morc broadly to deec{s.
cvents, actions, and human feelings as they are rendered in poetry and art_m
general. My usc of “represcntation™ s not to be confused with
“Vorstellung” or religious Vorstellung because Hegel speaks of art, not as
“Vorstellung™ (representation), but as, “Darstellung” (presentation) or
“Scheinen,” as in, “das sinnliche Scheinen der Idee.”

We may begin our analysis by generating an apparf:fn tension betwcep
Hegel’s two primary claims about art and artistic cognition, r.mm(.aly. that it
was both “perfect” and “limited.” On the surface, the tension is already
built into the fact that the very meanings of the terms exclude each otht*:r.
Classical art was “perfect” or “ideal” in the sense that it ex'pressed. in
inchoate form, deep speculative truths about Spirit, to which subjects hasl an
“immediate™ and “certain” access. As Hegel writes of this form of artistic
knowledge, “[Sclf-Consciousness], in the work, comces to know its?lf as _i‘
is in its truth” (PhG §693). The Greeks represented lh.cmsclves in their
anthropomorphized Gods, and portrayed the Gods as intimate and interac-
tive with mortals and intelligible to them by virtue of their anthropomor-
phized traits. Through their human and mythical exemplars..tlfe Greeks
came to know the comforting truth that the Gods just are what is immanent
in humanity’s own inner impulses, passions, and powers.5 .Hegel exalts
carly Greek an, and culture in general, as a period of “beautiful harmony
and tranquil equilibrium,"? during which religious art f]owercd and reac!’xcd
its highest moment of perfection. For the Greeks, religious art was a ve!ucls
for disclosing to them this knowledge (“a truth that is a knowing,
PhG §720) that the divine and human are onc.

Yet, what makes this naive form of cognition “limited” is that the Greeks
were cxpressing in their work, at the level of high csllturc. idcas that they
were incapable of expressing at the lower level of ordinary language. E{cgcl
writes, “the work at first constitutes only the abstract aspect of the activity
of Spirit, which does not yet know the content of this activity with.in x:tse[f.
but in its work, which is a Thing” (PhG §693). These were speculative ideas
that they had never learned or reflected on, and which they could no& even':
in principle, articulate. Although the Greeks had the concept's. God,
“human,” and the “is” of identity, ncvertheless, they couldn’t amculatc.thc

truth, “The divine and human are one,” because undergoing the di:}lcctxcixl
process of the Phenomenology and the Logic is essential to stating this
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truth. This truth only “appears trivial to the progressively developing sclf-
consciousness” (PhG §711), but wasn’t a simple one to them. To render in
richer detail the kind of unreflectivity Hegel has in mind, we will have to
nail down the historical referent corresponding to this mode of cognition.®
Hegel draws a parallel in the Lectures on Fine Art, in a passage which I'll
quote in full, between the defects of artistic cognition and the conceptual
limitations of the interlocutors in Plato’s early Socratic dialogues:

Thus this {artistic] activity ... can be compared with the characteristic
mentality of a man experienced in life, or even of a man of quick wit and
ingenuity, who, although he knows perfectly well what matters in lifc,
what in substance holds men together, what moves them, what power
dominates them, nevertheless has neither himself grasped this knowledge
in general rules nor expounded it to others in general reflections. What
fills his mind he just makes clear to himself and others in particular
cases always, real or invented, in adequate examples, and so forth. (AT,
Intro., p. 40; my emphasis)

The naive, pre-reflective persons’ mistake was to cite particular examples,
instead of giving an overarching, gencral, theoretical definition. They
couldn’t articulate in propositional terms what they know because their
knowledge was “preverbal,” not in the sense that they lacked the gift of
language. Rather, they could only “point to” (using words) examples that
captured their meaning sensuously and nonconceptually. Socrates’ inter-
locutors generally met his requests for a unitary, essential definition with
blank incomprehension because the altogether different form of language he
demanded to repair their conceptual limitations, onc capable of expressing
higher essences, was different from the prosaic language with which they
were accustomed to describing their ordinary thoughts and actions in
cveryday life.

But unlike Socrates, Hegel doesn’t deny that persons possessing this kind
of practical wisdom have knowledge, only true belief. He maintains only
that they lacked the conceptual resources needed to formulate, expound,
and explain what they know in a form which will satisfy Socrates® requests
for a gencral, theoretical definition in his “What is X?” questions. Just like
practical, intuitive persons who know practical truths that matter in life, our
artistic, intuitive type of persons arc said to know implicitly and im-
mediately some important truths. But their overall world-view precluded
them from possessing the necessary concepts and higher conceptual
language to expound what they know in a general, propositional form. And
if unreflectivity and conceptual Clarity are evils, as they arc for Hegel, then
this artistic cognition that fosters in an individual only a dim, obscure,
inarticulate intuition of the truth (“a truth that is a knowing") is not quitc
knowledge (“still not the truth that is known"), as in: “That essence ...
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which is immediately united with the self is in itself Spirit and the truth that
is;a knowing, though still not the truth that is known, or the truth that knows
itself in the depths of its nature” (PhG §720; cf. AT, p. 104). In a reversal of
our expectations, Hegel demotes this ideal form of artistic knowledge to
something defective falling short of knowledge, and takes back with one
hand what he gives with the other.

This paradoxical construal of representational truth raises a difficulty.
Subjects are said to “know” in an intuitive sense something which they do
not yet know in a discursive sense. This raiscs about artistic cognition the
same vexing concerns that were raised about Sense Certainty, the form of
consciousness that similarly related thought and discursive thinking in a
mutually exclusive way. If we followed the logic of Hegel’s refutation of
Sense Certainty, then we were led to the conclusion that such an immediate,
non-propositional form of cognition is not knowledge. This conclusion
should generalize to all cognitive claims associated with non-discursive
meanings, including those of artistic cognition. I argue in what follows that
the thrust of Hegel's own argument should force him to embrace the
conclusion that knowledge claims associated with artistic cognition are
vulnerable to a similar style of refutation.

A caveat about modelling an analysis of artistic cognition on the dialec-

 tics of saying and pointing in Sense Certainty: at first glance, this undertak-

ing is fraught with hazards because Sense Certainty and artistic cognition
do not invite comparison in almost all respects. Clearly, Sense Certainty,
being the most primitive form of consciousness, doesn’t have the complex
structure of artistic cognition, which is a more developed shape of con-
sciousness, corresponding to “Force and the Understanding.” However, the
analogy will be a useful tool for understanding the particular aspect of
artistic cognition that we are focusing on, though, of course, it is not
expected to capture every aspect of the complex structure of artistic
cognition. Not every aspect of an analogy can be cxpected to carry over
coherently to the thing needing illumination; every analogy must break
down at some point. But since Hegel's System is a cumulative one, we can
understand certain clements of later shapes in terms of clements of carlier
oncs because nothing of the contents of the earlier shapes are lost (PhG
§167). This justification isn't, by itself, sufficient to press home the analogy
of artistic cognition with Sense Certainty, because it isn’t specific to artistic
cognition. Certainly I do not intend a reduction of all the shapes of con-
sciousness to Scnse Certainty. The relevant aspect of Sense Certainty that is
applicable to artistic cogniticn is its defect of indiscursivity. Although the
Greeks had language, they used their artworks to express what they could
not cxpress in language. This, together with the cumulative principle that
every shape of consciousness has preserved in it all the residual elements of
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the previous shapes, makes it methodologically sound to trace back this
defect of inarticulability in artistic cognition to an original kinship with its
distant relative, its cruder cousin, Sense Certainty, in whom the trait of
indiscursivity is most salient,

The chapter that opens the Phenomenology is structured around a dual
perspective in which Philosophical Consciousness is “testing” Ordinary
Consciousness's claims to knowledge by invoking an ordinary, common-
sense criterion of knowledge which will be familiar to, and derived from,
ordinary cognition. Philosophical Consciousness undertakes to refute the
interlocutor, Sense Certainty, in terms it must accept since the standard for
evaluating its claims is not something alien imported from the outside (PhG
§82, §84). This criterion involves the presupposition that for something to
count as knowledge, the content of this knowledge must be able to be
formulated or stated independently in propositional terms (in general
concepts or descriptive expressions “spoken” or “written down,” sec the
first-dialectic of “saying”: §§95-102), about which it makes sense to apply
the terms, “true” and “false.” Or if the object of knowledge is a purely
contextual one, then the interlocutor must be able to point to (using
demonstratives, or ostensive expressions, or literally with gestures; cf.
dialectic of “pointing": §§105ff) what its experience is “of* or “about.” In
other words, the standard requires Sense Certainty to formulate the content
of its claim in terms that might lend credence to its claim to have a cogni-
tive relation to objects which yields the richest form of knowledge.

Now Philosophical Consciousness employs this linguistic standard to run
a reductio ad absurdum style of argument against Sense Certainty’s claim
that a greater degree of certainty attaches to its judgments because they are
based on an immediate, primordial mode of cognition which makes it
receptive to a pure, unique, absolutely singular, and unmediated experience.
Philosophical Consciousness doesn't deny that these singular objects and
experiences exist, only that it can reduce ad absurdum Sense Certainty's
claim that such objects can be known through this primordial form of
cognition. Now Sense Certainty fails this standard when it tries to name its
object or experience or determinately to refer to its singular, absolutely
individualized experience with expressions like, “this,” “here,” and “now.”
Even when it uses the most minimal demonstratives, it is using
conceptually-loaded universals (§§95-102) that implicitly introduce
concepts, conceptual distinctions, and an clement of mediation that aren’t
supposed to be involved in its pure, unmediated experience (§§95-102).
Similarly, the dialectic of “pointing” shows that there can be no publicly
accessible means of determinately referring to the object that Sense Cer-
tainty posits.

While Nietzsche concludes from this that language can't reach this
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unique, original, absolutely individualized, “unrepcatable x,” that ail
language and thought-forms falsify experience, to Hegel, on the contrary,
language is the “truer,” for such sensuous objects beyond the reach of
language have no truth (PhG §110). This discrepency between Sense
Certainty’s knowledge claims and its criterion for evaluating such claims
entails the skeptical conclusion that, if our mode of knowing were of the
kind that Sense Certainty claims it to be, there would be no knowledge.
Hegel docsn’t intend to lead us to such a skeptical conclusion. Instead, the
absurdity of such a conclusion requires that the subject’s form of cognition
undergo the appropriate revision to remove the offending impurity that led
to sclf-contradiction in the first place. Language gestures in the direction
that such a revision should take by indicating that the real object Sense
Certainty experiences is not something immediate, but something with the
structure of a universal (PhG §97).

The aspect of the analogy with Sense Certainty that carries over to
artistic cognition is that holding artistic cognition to this propositional
standard leads to a similar refutation of its knowledge claims. Sense
Certainty rules out anything that is not propositionally expressible, and
artistic knowledge is precisely something that is not linguistically express-
ible. For the deep connection at this stage of Consciousness’s development
between a scnisuous object embodying a truth and linguistic inexpressibility
rules out the possibility that subjects can articulate their knowledge of truths
prior to their sensuous embodiment. All there is by way of a meaning is the
sensuous expression, and such a meaning is undetachable from the unique,
concrete, sensuous form in which that meaning got expressed. Hegel writes,
“Hence, the special mode of mental being is “manifestation.’ The spirit is
not some one mode or meaning which finds utterance or externality only in
a form distinct from itself: it does not manifest or reveal something, but its
very mode and meaning is this revelation” (Enz. §383).

The matter has been Ieft something like this. Normally, if subjects claim
to cxperience a meaning or o judge something in a ccrtain way, then if their
cognitive apparatus is sound and they are not trivially mistaken, insincere,
or lying, then all there is to cvaluate as “true” or “falsc” is what they say,
and we can’t penetrate beyond the surface of their words. But since artistic
consciousness lacked the concepts and nccessary mediation required to
formulate its expericnces in propositional terms, the truth of a representa-
tion can’t be constituted by its assessment of its truth. Hence, the attempt to
capture the distinction between true and false sensuous content at the level
of subjects grasping a meaning that they can represent to themselves in a
verbal description, is out of place. It follows that what the Greeks “said” is
irrelevant to describing and interpreting artistic meaning. So, insofar as
references to what they “said” can’t constitute a criterion for meaning and
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understanding, a Sense Certainty-style critcrion that required that the
content of a knowledge claim be “said” fails. Thus, we must attempt to get
behind the veil of words by adverting to a non-linguistic criterion.

When we tum to the alternative possibility that artistic cognition can
meet the criterion in the dialect of pointing, we also find that merely
“pointing to” (literally, with demonstratives, or ostensive expressions) the
art object fails to uniquely determine the full meaning or content of the
subject’s experience. Again, Hegel’s invidious contrast between scnsuous
representation and a linguistic medium points to the deficicncics of artistic
representation over speech in communicating this speculative content. What
the contrast between a “thing” (“substance™) and language (a “subject”)
points to is the need for the subject to give a clearer rendering of the thing’s
meaning in speech:

the work [of sculpture] still lacks the shape and outer reality in which the
self exists as self; it still does not in its own self proclaim that it includes
within it an inner meaning, it lacks speech, the element in which the
meaning filling it is itself present. (PhG §695)

Plastic art lacks the precision and articulability of language, which is what
makes language a better form for capturing the specific speculative truths
Hegel is interested in. While certain subtle nuances and shades of meaning
find a better articulation in the medium of sculpture than language, for
instance, Laocodn’s silent, anguished scream is better at expressing his
grief than words, the complex propositions and meanings that Hegel is
interested in, the kind that will actualize Spirit, require expression in a
correspondingly complex, mentalistic medium. Cold, bloodless stone is too
coarse to adequately fix onc aspect of Spirit’s essence: what is embodied in
a living, flesh and blood human being with interior experiences and an
emerging self-consciousness:

cven when it {the soul of the statuc in human shape) is wholly purged of
the animal element and wears only the shape of self-consciousncss, it is
still soundless shape which nceds the rays of the rising sun in order to
have sound, which, gencrated by light, is even then merely noise and not
specch, and reveals only an outer, not the inner, self. (PhG §695; cf.
§697)

The anthropomorphic metaphor of a statue deprived of speech goes well
beyond making the obvious point that static, inanimate objects lack the
marvelous ability to speak. It makes the important point that, in helpless
silence, their meanings are only obscurely expressed and await clarification
by a sclf-conscious speaking subject, who can fully articulate them on their
behalf. Hegel refers us to Janguage as the only medium specific to capturing
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this inner, spiritual content, for as he says, language just is the self-ex-
teriority of thought (PhG §710).

We have come full circle. Hegel's insistence that, inherent to this self-
conscious content is that it can only be expressed unambiguously in the
particular form that he wants to give it, namely, language, brings us back to
the point where we began. We began our refutation of artistic cognition by
applying the dialectic of “saying” to artistic cognition, and we saw that the
content of representational truths can’t be “said.” When we inquired as to
whether this content could be “shown,” the dialectic of “pointing™ returned
us to our starting point. As in Scnsc Certainty, this claim that artistic
cognition is a non-propositional, scnsuous form of “knowledge” should lead
to a refutation of artistic consciousness’s knowledge claims. For this kind of
talk cuts against a propositional standard of knowledge that refers to
subjects’ understanding and explanation as constituting a general norm for
determining their meaning and expericnce. Therefore, the knowledge
claims of artistic cognition are shown to be as dubious as those of Sense
Certainty, if we take as our standard a propositional one.

Thus, Hegel appears saddled with a contradiction. The contradiction is
between his claim that artistic cognition is a form of knowledge and his
propositional criterion for evaluating sensuous forms of cognition. We saw
that Sense Certainty's failure to meet this criterion led to a refutation of its
knowledge claims. Parallel difficulties in assessing the knowledge claims
associated with Sense Certainty and artistic cognition demand that Hegel be
even-handed in applying his criterion of knowledge to both forms of
sensuous cognition. So to be even-handed in applying to artistic cognition
the criterion to which he rigorously held Sense Certainty, Hegel should be
led to refute rcpresentational truths and to question the authenticity of
artistic cognition’s mode of grasping such truths. Thus, Hegel is stuck in the
strange predicament that such ineffable knowledge does not qualify as
knowledge by his own lights!

This threat of incoherence is potentially embarrassing, because if Hegel’s
critcrion of knowledge is sound, then his claim that artistic cognition is a
case of knowledge lapses into incoherency. But if artistic cognition is
genuinely a casc of knowledge, then his criterion of knowledge had to fail
since it fails to cover all the cases that he wants to count as knowledge.
Furthermore, if a propositional standard is an inappropriate one to apply to
artistic cognition, then we are left without a criterion for evaluating the
correctness, efficacy, or truth of artistic representation. Some other criterion
must be invoked, and we would like to know what that other criterion is.
This contradiction would seem to point to a decp incoherence in Hegel’s
thought because it seems to apply with cqual force to the mode of cognition
underlying the Greeks’ ethical actions, as well as finding an application to
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their artistic-religious thought. For this form of cognition is perfectly
general and also underlies the Greeks’ cognitive relation to their ethical and
political norms.

This threat of incoherence in artistic cognition poses the following
dilemma for Hegel. Either he must dispatch the threat by conceding that
artistic cognition is incffable and so fails to count as knowledge after all. In
this case, nothing is wrong with a propositional standard, and it can remain
fixed as the appropriate standard for evaluating knowledge. Or he must
allow that artistic cognition is genuine knowledge, and that, on occasion,
individuals don't quite succced in expressing all that they mean, and on
occasion, even point mysteriously beyond language to unsayables. If so,
then our ordinary, propositional criterion requirces revision because it fails to
cover all the relevant cases.

Clearly Hegel rejects the first hom of the dilemma that denies there are
certain truths that transcend conceptual articulation. This doesn’t mean he
embraced the prevailing Romantic Intuitionism of Jacobi and Schelling,
according to which, infinite, divine meanings are conveyed only through
immediate feelings and intuitions, and are not teachable to the limited
human understanding.? Hegel does not think this mismatch between inner
experiences and the external expression of them is a sign that language is
incapable of expressing all that consciousness grasps or that the truths of
artistic-religious thought have the odd property of being utterly subjective,
inherently interior, and unlearnable. Rather, he thinks these truths require to
be expressed. Thus, Hegel’s view of the role of language at the level of art
is far from a simple interpretation which impales him on the first horn of
the dilemma.

Is Hegel's other alternative more promising? The second horn of the
dilemma claims that not all knowledge is effable and, therefore, we ought to
relax our criterion a bit and not rigidly hold all forms of knowledge to a
strict, propositional standard. It's tempting to take this way out of the
dilemma. One might arguc that we can't identifly the criterion introduccd by
Philosophical Consciousness in Sense Certainty with a standard that Hegel
endorscs, that is, the absolutc standpoint of Science. While Scicnce is
supposed to provide such a criterion for testing knowledge claims, at this
point Hegel can’t help himself to it as a criterion because in the opening
chapter of the Phenomenology Science still requires proof that it is the
sought-after criterion. Moreover, the principle of internal criticism requires
that the standard for testing be given in terms accessible to the un-
regencrated form of consciousness under investigation. So, in fact, it could
be argued, what we arc getting in Sense Certainty is a standard which is
taken from the shape of consciousness under scrutiny, not onc that Hegel
endorses. Hegel is giving a history of consciousness, and he’s describing a
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standard of knowledge which covaries with the particular shape of con-
sciousness he is describing at a particular point in history. The standard
introduced in Sense Certainty itself requires revision along with Sense
Certainty’s knowledge claims, and we should expect this standard to change
in the process. So it might be argued, we should take an historical under-
standing of his criterion in Sense Certainty, and we are not getting Hegel's
endorsement of what a standard of knowledge, in all cases, ought to be.

But this can’t be right. The progression of the shapes of consciousness
was written from the standpoint of somcone slotted at a later stage in
history, at which consciousness has alrcady passcd through all of its stages.
To such a person, the progression is dynamic and a unitary grasp of all its
stages represents a kind of fluid synthesis of his education, the culmination
of which can’t adequately be expressed neatly in the extremely compressed
form of a philosophical theory, but only in the form of a sprawling narrative
of the whole history of consciousness. The twofold perspective of the
dialogue between ordinary consciousness and Philosophical Consciousness
in Sense Certainty was written from this wider-ranging viewpoint: from the
point of view of natural consciousness undergoing the process of internal
critique, leading it from natural consciousness to the absolute viewpoint,
and from the standpoint of onec who has alrcady attained the absolute

. standpoint, who looks on this process and supplies “us” with richer remarks

that are not directly available to ordinary consciousness. In this running
commentary for “us,” Philosophical Consciousness points out the distinc-
tion between the claims of Consciousness and what Consciousness is really
doing in propounding its claims — and this is reflective activity not available
to the Consciousness in question. This activity includes Consciousness
tacitly committing itself to a propositional standard for evaluating its
claims. Now the fact that this propositional standard is one which is implicit
in Consciousness doesn’t discredit it in Hegel’s eyes because Conscious-
ness is actually a richer entity than it knows itsell to be, and its tacit
standard for cvaluating its knowledge is more than what Consciousness
knows it to be. This standard is adoptable by Hegel because, in a sense,
ordinary Consciousness's form of knowledge just is absolute knowledge.
That is, if Science’s knowledge is “real,” then it has to be identified with
the knowledge of actual, existing beings, not imported into his philosophy
ex nihilo. So if ordinary Consciousness’s knowledge claims must be
formulated in a linguistic form, then this is also, minimally, a standard for
Science. Therefore, Hegel can’t dissolve the tension by embracing the
second homn of the dilemma, the hom that discards a propositional standard
of knowledge.

So far, not so good. Can Hegel avoid the charge of internal inconsistency
by threading a delicate middle course that jointly captures essential aspects
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of both homs, while denying that either one individually' ca?tums the .whole
truth? Certainly, he didn’t change or forget his own criterion to whxcp he
holds Sense Certainty by the time he wrote the gelxgx?n .chaptcr. Certainly,
he was explicitly aware of the contradiction in artistic thought, for. he
himself analyzes art on the model of language in the passngf:s_that I cfx}cd
from “Art Religion,” and he locates the specific defect of artistic .cogr'unon
in how far pictorial, religious “language” falls short of approximating a
ive language.
mo';‘(l:l:dggsl::{:::c:pf:‘ifs(olving %Ilcgdilcmm:l is to :woid :?uril‘wuling Eo ll.cp,cl
false premises that will entangle him in what he ‘f‘"d, in Scnsc Certainty.
Notice that in Sense Certainty, Hegel did not conunit himself to the dub.lous
premise that, to count as knowledge, propositions haye to be fully amcu.l-
able by everyone at all times, cven to the persons holding them. Ra.thc.:r, _he s
committed to the more defensible premise that a!l knowledge, if it is to
count as knowledge, is fully articulable in principle, and eventually, by
someone.® So Hegel was not presupposing that the Greeks poss.esse:d
knowledge of the high-powered speculative (n{ths t.hcy were expressing in
their art. He thought that certain truths were inarticulable by the persons
posing them, but nevertheless, counted asa kind of weaker knowledge. '1111115
is perfectly consistent with Hegel holding that_ thesce t.ruths must cventua );
be fully articulable by those persons who aspire to‘gwc them the slatus' oh
knowledge. The strict, rigorous, linguistic criterion is the st:{ndard to whic|
Hegel holds these persons for whom these Erlfths are a .kmd c_>f sttongc;
knowledge. He deliberately runs artistic cognition up agamsf this standar
that it cannot but fail to meet, in order to msz.e tt}c point that when
measured against this strict standard, artistif: cognition is not knowledge o?
the highly articulated, conceptual type available to someone at the end of
the process. The looser criterion is the sm_ndard he employs at the start of
the process to show that the Grecks anticipated the .speculnm'.e content o
his System. Nothing is inconsistent in Heg.el employu?g the strict, rigorous,
linguistic criterion of knowledge when he is engaged in the task of ru.nnlxhqg
artistic cognition hard up against it to show the dcgref;s of .falscm:.ss in this
mode of cognition which require revision. And the.rc is no inconsistency 1§
employing a looser criterion when he is accentuating the elements of trutl
in this “lesser” knowledge, which were present from the start and Lh.at merit
preservation in his philosophy.!! By employing two dlffc-:rent criteria to
evaluate artistic cognition, a rigorous or looser one, d_cpendmg on which ot.'
these tasks he is engaged in, Hegel is able to acco.mphsh two.thu.lgs at once:
one, to interpret Greek artistic culture charit.ably in or.dtf,r to justify presgn;
ing what truth-content is in its prc-rat.lonnl, rc:,hgnous. anc! !nythxc
materials. And two, to show that this matcrial contained contrnc!xctnons th{xt
require it to be superseded by the clearer, conceptual medium of his
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philosophy. To accomplish the first task, the positive one of showing that
salvagable truths are to be excavated fromi the sediment of this ancient
culture’s non-conceptual materials, Hegel employs a weak, non-proposi-
tional concept of knowledge by which this material may be said to yield
truths “that are a knowing.” To accomplish the second task, the negative
one of showing that this material contained fatal contradictions (“truths that
are still not yet a knowing™), he employs a stronger, propositional standard.

Hegel’s methodology, then, consisting of both negative and positive
strategics, allows him (o occupy a position which avoids a bona Jide
contradiction. By showing that he gracefully sidesteps the traditional
concepts of truth and knowledge that would lead to the incoherence in the
first place, our puzzlement over the incoherence is thus removed. Hegel’s
position is not an ordinary one of claiming that all knowledge rests on
subject’s abilitics to completely articulate, at all times, what the subject
knows in a form recognizable as knowledge. This is a criterion we might
ascribe to Plato, but it is not one we should attribute to Hegel. Such a
criterion is shown to be too strong because it excludes cases that Hegel
wants to allow are knowledge. Like Nietzsche, Hegel denies a traditional,
bi-valent notion of truth, according to which something is either true or
false, fully known or unknown, highly articulated propositional knowledge
or not knowledge at all, all or nothing.

My final point is that Hegel’s need to accomplish both positive and
negative strategies in his approach to classical art is connected to his
response to tensions intrinsic to his role as interpreter of history and other
cultures. I will employ Harold Bloom’s theory concerning the threat of
anteriority as a useful framework for trying to make sense of Hegel's dual
strategy. Bloom characterizes the struggle of the “strong” poet against the
threat of mere emulation and discontinuity from the past, as one in which
the poet actively redefines the tradition. My application of Bloom’s model
is intended to serve only as a useful tool for explaining and understanding
Hegel's strategy, not as a psycho-biography.

Hegel's remark on classical art arc intended as more than just a
charitable interpretation that respects conceptual differences between us and
the Greeks; they are a tribute to Greek art. In this sense, Hegel stands to the
Greeks more in an unequal relation of debtor to creditor than in the relation
of field anthropologist from an advanced culture to a_more primitive
culture, presumptuously trying to make sense of its practices. This task of
idealizing, praising, and assimilating the classical ideals, requires that he
stand in a passive relation to the Greeks. For Hegel is a “latecomer,” in the
sense that he comes chronologically after the primary artistic event, and as a
mere praiser and beneficiary of its accomplishments may be perceived as
standing in a secondary and dependent relation to it, just as debtors stand in
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an unequal, passive relationship to their creditors. This threat of exclusion
from participating in the impressive achievements of a bygone world-
historical community — just from the accident of having been born too late —
is enhanced by the disturbing possibility that historical and cultural dif-
ferences make human beings essentially inscrutable to one another, such
that a true conception of an ancient culture’s art, texts, and historical
materials ultimately isn’t available to us. This threatens to underscore the
radical differences between us and this ancient culture, whose perfection
and “beautiful harmony and tranquil cquilibrium” stand in contrast to our
present world, rife with dualisms that arc tearing us apart. For if such
perfection is too remote in time and affinity from our actual world, it can
offer us precious little comfort.
Hegel overcomes the anxiety that he stands in a secondary relationship to
the Greeks by relating his philosophy in a mutually exclusive way to his
Greck predecessors’ art in the production of truth, reminiscent of Plato’s
preemptive solution in the Republic to the long-standing rivalry between
philosophers and poets. In confronting and disarming the great rival poets,
whom he deeply revered, Plato makes the desperate move of divesting them
of any creativity at all by reducing them to people who mindlessly copy
appearances like a person holding up a mirror to nature. This is a strategic
responsc to the anxiety he feels toward the strong, creative, precursor pocets
whom he seeks to usurp. By making the aggressive move of denying the
poets any creativity at all, and thus, eliminating them as rivals, Plato is
vindicating the importance of philosophers against the suggestion that they
are uscless.’2 The sense in which Hegel is rivalling the Greeks in his
philosophy is much more benign, and we get no such virulent attack on art
based on a deliberately philistine misunderstanding of its nature. However,
Hegel is prepared to push to aggressive extremes the principle that subjects
only learn what they implicitly know subsequent to giving it a representa-
tion. He pushes it to the point of divesting the Grecks of any true under-
standing whatsocver of their own art, maintaining that the high-powered
speculative truths that the Greeks embodied and experienced in their art
were lost on them, the very consciousnesses producing it, and that we
understand the meaning of their work better than the Greeks themselves.
Hegel's relationship to the Greeks was akin to his tragic schoolmate,
Hélderlin’s relationship, in that he reluctantly, and with great strain,
concedes that the perfection of classical Greece was a unique and un-
repeatable event in the modern world and he did not long to rivive its lost
artistic, ethical, and political ideals.!3 In showing that Greek art no longer
transmits the highest truths that get transmitted through his philosophy,
Hegel resists the suggestion that his philosophy stands in a secondary,
superfluous relation to the closed perfection of the Greeks’ achievements.
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5::';;25?‘); \:i/;;l gzvl::re of the dangers of presumption, he acknowledges on
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i “di ical movement” we get a
crucial for Hegel that as a result of the “dialectic :
“reversal of consciousness itself’ (PhG §87), and we get a new kind of
knowledge and a new “object” to which that knowledge corresponds:

From the present viewpoint ... the new object shows itself (of}}avc}:( .comc:
about through a reversal of consciou‘.jmgss usel{; This w::yoof \SI?i cll?gt }?e
i i i mean
e matter is something contributed by us, by hich
gt)xcccssion of experiences through which consciousness passes is ransi?;
into a scientific progression — but it is not known to the consciousncss

that we arc observing. (PhG §87)

“Sceing the new object arise {rom the old"' is something only an (:;,‘mm:;i
observer (advanced consciousness) overseeing .lhc? whole process rou;},zl
the filter of Science can contribute becausc it is not a.ccess.xblc to t <;
historical consciousness under scrutiny. Parz}doilcally, in thns;ensc &?
actively afiering and “completing the mcar.mlg of the art object, the
latecomer is in a position to “come before it. .Thus, Hegel. reveilrse.s e
priority of the historical artifact over inlcrpreta'uon bif recasting :) 1e 1qte:—
preter’s subordinate and possibly excluded role in re.lauczn to tl'le object Th 0
a reciprocal role of mutual dcpcndcqcy. By building into his theory the
notion that it required a lengthy histonf:al‘ process to comp_letc .the mcam‘ng
of classical art, he vindicates the superiority of his later, historical perspec-
tive against the suggestion that it is.a supcrﬂuo.us, seconfinfy evcr:t, 1—;;
relevant to the perfection and completion of the primary, artistic c\(rier; .:'
idealization of Greek culture amounts to more than just scr\fllc a ula ion.
The images of passivity, dependence, and scrvnht)’/ l?ml'cncomlum, cu oigxcs,
and praise call to mind are contradictc_d‘by Hegel’s insistence, atevery t_urn,
on the importance of Science for giving us the correct standpoint [rom
which to interpret the Greeks’ achicve:mcnts.. Ending the Plfe;x?rneno ogz
with a pitch for the pre-eminence of science is more lhm} a bit ol dswags:.: A
ing, cgomaniacal boasting. Hegel provides the only conditions un crlfvh:: !
we can appreciate and interpret rightly “.fhat the Greeks have accoplf is [c(i
but only on condition that his own philosophy l?c ncccptc-d as in elzgrl:(xi
with, and indispensable to, interpreting these ac!ucvgxpcnts.. hence, (;n .ng
ancient and modern, foreign and familiar, dgad z_md !nvmg, dnst;'mt an nc.u;i
And if Hegel failed to show that his conlt:xby(xon is the conm;;mttl'on z.x:a
crowning achievement of the Greek aesthcl{c ideal, then th'at pe ec;] ion i ’
closed one and unhappy modern humanity is cut off from its own history’s
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Notes

1. This is Hegel’s term of art, denoting a dialectical transformation, meaning: (1)
to lift up, (2) to destroy, and yet (3) to preserve.

2. G.WF. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, hereafter cited as [PhG], trans.
A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).

3. G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on Fine Art, hereafter cited as [AT), trans. T.M. Knox,
2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 10-11.

4. G.W.F. Hegel, The Encyclopacdia: Part I, The Encyclopacdia Logic, hereafter
cited as [Enz], trans. T.F. Geraets, ct. al. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co.,
1991). Part I, Philosophy of Mind, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1971).

5. Michael Forster has painstakingly argued that there exist exact correspon-
dences among the Consciousness, Spirit, and Religion chapters, and I will be
relying on the precise correlations that he has mapped out, Hegel's Idea of a
Phenomenology (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, forthcoming).
On the exact correspondences between the religion of art and ethical spirit,
Hegel writes: “The religion of Art belongs to the ethical Spirit which we
carlier saw perish in the condition of right or law...” (PhG §750). Hegel treats
art, not as having a value\sui generis, but only as a concrete expression of this
general mode of cognition underlying all three characteristic features of Greek
culture: nature, ethics, and religion. As Hegel writes, “All issue in works of
art” (PhG §240).

6. AT, pp. 433-434, 479; cf. pp. 486, 490.

7. PhG §476; cf. also PhG §462, §463, §700.

8. Hegel's reference to this specific period is not merely an illustration of the
abstract phenomena in question, but rather this historical example just is the
paradigm he is describing that is driving his argument. Forster, in Hegel's Idea
of a Phenomenology, identifies the historical referent of the later stages of the

Artificer moment with early Greek Culture. Only the later forms of art in the
Artificer moment are relevant for my purposes, not the Persian, Indian, and
Cgyptian artforms in the Religion chapter, which he argues, are “precursors” of
the carly Greek artforms. From hereon, my references to “artistic cognition"
are to be understood to be relativized to this historical epoch, to early Greek
culture, and to refer to the Greeks® sensuous mode of cognizing truths about
Spirit expressed obscurely in their artistic and mythical representations.

9. PhG §6; cf. Enz. §446, §447 and “Faith and Knowledge,” trans. Walter Cerf
and H.S. Harris.

10. Michael Forster made this point in discussion,

1. Michael Forster, Hegel's Idea, makes a similar series of moves with respect to
concept meaning, as I do here with respect to knowledge.

12. Thus, my account diverges from Bloom’s in A Map of Misreading (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1975) in that I extend it to include the classical poets,
not just modern poets from Milton onwards,

13. Inaletter to his friend Bshlendorff on 4 December 1801, Holderlin wrote: .. it
is also so dangerous to deduce the rules of art for oneself exclusively from
Grecek excellence. I have labored long over this and know by now that, with the
exception of what must be the highest for the Grecks and for us — namely, the
living relationship and destiny - we must not share anything identical with
them.” Essays and Letters on Theory, trans. Thomas Pfau (New York: State
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University of New York Press, 1988), #236.

14. I thank Raymond Geuss and Daniel Brudney for commenting on earlier drafts
of this essay, and I thank Daniel Garber. Most of all, I wish to thank Michae!
N. Forster for his acute comments and Olympian forbearance.

Part VI
Religion



