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There are some basics that we have to
remember when dealing with the Con-
cept. We are not dealing with what we
ordinarily call a concept. It is not to be
understood in the ordinary way as what
is merely subjective or formal. Hegel
is using Concept in a way that is
unique and very different from the or-
dinary usage of that term. To distin-
guish this unique Hegelian sense we
use the capitalized word – Concept.

Therefore when we refer to the Concept it is both form and con-
tent, subject and substance. In §54 of the Preface of his Phenom-
enology of Spirit Hegel states, “In general, because, as we put it
previously (§17 & 18), substance is in itself or implicitly Subject,
all content is its own reflection into itself.” Then in §56 we again
have, “Precisely because existence is defined as Species, it is a
simple thought; Nous, simplicity, is substance.”

Repeatedly in the Preface Hegel tells us that the substance, the
content, the object of thought is subject, i.e. thought itself. Con-
ceptual thinking is thinking about thinking, or what is the same
thing, thinking the Concept. The Concept can be nothing more
than thought, and conceptual thinking is thinking the thought of
the Concept. This thinking is concrete because it is self-differen-
tiated – it produces only itself. It is its own cause, and this is the
meaning of substance. It is thinking that comes from thinking, it is
thinking about thinking. There is no substance outside of thought
itself because thought itself is its own substance.

The Concept is its own Substance and Subject simultaneously

Conceptual thinking is form and content simultaneously. It is not
that thinking is going on outside of or external to some fixed
material substance. That idea would be formalistic thinking – ab-
stract thinking or material thinking. Hegel calls thinking that goes
on in its own realm, outside of that which it is thinking about,
reflective thinking or reflection. When you look into a mirror you
see your own reflection. A reflection is something that comes
back to you – the active agent. Thinking that merely reflects on a
particular object never penetrates into the object but just superfi-
cially glances off the object and comes back into itself as think-
ing. Thus reflective thinking is something that goes on only in the
subjective mind – it doesn’t really ever leave itself and penetrate
into the actual object before it. It stays only with itself. Thus in
effect it creates a duality between itself as reflective thinking and
the object or substance that it is reflecting on.

Conceptual thinking is not like that. Conceptual thinking absorbs
itself in the content, object or substance as its own thinking itself.
Conceptual thinking is thus both the form and content, subject
and object, subject and substance – the thought of thought, or
the thinking of thinking. Furthermore conceptual thinking is the
activity of the Concept itself, it is not something different from the
Concept. The Concept differentiates itself because it is living,
thinking or dynamic thought itself. That is why we said that the
Concept IS the thing. It is not that there is a Concept and a thing
that it is the concept of. Hegel is not a Kantian!

The Concept is the basis of Hegel’s philosophy. Conceptual think-
ing is the basic methodology and is non-different from the Con-

cept itself because the Concept is a dynamic, alive, spiritual en-
tity. It is thinking actuality. The Concept differentiates itself by its
own movement of conceptual thinking. Conceptual thinking is
not something that goes on outside the Concept or is not “about”
the Concept. Conceptual thinking and the Concept are distinct
but inseparable, because the Concept is itself the dynamic move-
ment of conceptual thinking. Without its movement there is no
Concept, just as without life there is no living. Life means that
there is also inseparably the activity of living, breathing, etc. In
the same way the Concept means that there is conceptual think-
ing going on. What is it thinking? What is the object that it is
thinking about? It is thinking about its own thinking. It is thinking
about its own concepts. A concept is a thought and to think
about those concepts is conceptual thinking, i.e. the thought of
thought.

I am only going to comment on § 59 briefly.

Argumentative thinking is thinking that remains abstractly within
itself. It is stubbornly opposed to the content that is its object. It
stays within itself abstractly because it effectively ignores the
content. To argue means to reject what is presented, to negate it.
Those who have an argumentative temperament refuse to assimi-
late the content that is being presented. They simply reject it and
stick to their own perspective. Conceptual thinking assimilates
the content that is before it as a moment of its own thinking – i.e.
as its own self. Thinking is an activity – it is called negative activ-
ity or the activity of negating. It negates what is before it but in
the sense of sublimation not rejection as we have in argumenta-
tive thinking. In other words it subsumes it as part of or a moment
of its overall movement or activity as thinking. An overall move-
ment is made up of a sequence of moments. When a particular
content is taken, not in its static, fixed or enduring sense but as a
moment of the total movement of thinking then we sublimate the
content and raise it to the fluidity of thinking. The content is thus
taken up into the form of thinking, and content and form become
unified. Nothing is lost – the content remains as the differentiated
aspect of thinking. There is no question of movement if there are
no specifically distinct moments for the movement to pass through.
In this way thinking and its content are simultaneously unified as
the movement of thinking taken as a whole and differentiated as
the specific moments or thoughts of that overall movement.

To understand in detail or scientifically how this unification of the
continuous and discontinuous occurs requires careful study. We
have thus far only given a very general notion of such unifica-
tion. This is more adequately dealt with in the Encyclopedia Logic.

In § 60 Hegel explains in more detail about the movement of think-
ing involved in the Concept. Hegel presents it in a very general
way, I am going to try to simplify it by giving a material example so
that we may quickly get the idea and then we can go on and
actually apply the same principles to the development of the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit in which more general and abstract, non-
material thinking will be required.

§ 60 refers to the Subject-Predicate proposition. A material ex-
ample of a proposition having this from would be:

The swan is white.

”Swan” is the subject and “white” is the predicate. The predicate
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is called the accidental because it can arbitrarily happen to be any
color without changing the fundamental nature of the swan as
such. For instance, there are black swans, etc. The swan, on the
other hand, is considered to be the substance. If we changed the
substance of the swan it would no longer be a swan but some-
thing else. So its substance is not accidental to it – it is vitally
necessary to it.

If we look at the above proposi-
tion without any prejudice (let’s
imagine a child who is just learn-
ing sentences) what it says is that
the swan “is” white. The copula
“is” states identity, just as when
we say 2 + 2 is 4. This implies that
the propositional form of thinking
says more than what we mean. We
do not mean that the swan is the
color white, that the color white and
a swan are the same thing. White

can be associated with so many other things besides swans. Swans
may also be associated with other colors than white. So what
happened is that in the proposition, the subject has “gone over”
into the predicate and gets lost there. By saying “the swan is
white” the emphasis falls on ‘white’ and the whole subject falls
into the predicate. What has actually “gone over” or “falls into
the predicate” is thinking itself. Thinking moves from the subject
“swan” to the predicate “white” and converts the predicate into a
substance. Then it says, “Wait a minute! This is not what I mean.”
So the subject is pulled back from the predicate and distinguished
from it again by thinking. Thus thinking establishes that the swan
is white but it is also still a swan. This is all necessarily going on
in thinking but we are not ordinarily conscious of these details.
Yet these are essential details of what we are thinking when we
say ‘the swan is white’ although we may not be explicitly aware of
it when we say or think it.

The subject (which is substance) goes over into the predicate
(which is its accident) to become the predicate (as the substance).
In other words, the predicate ‘white’ was supposed to be the
accidental property but the copula ‘is’ implies that ‘white’ is the
substance into which the ‘swan’ is completely absorbed. Thus
‘white’ becomes the emphasized substance. The swan is swal-
lowed up by the ‘white.’ Realizing that it lost the swan like this
thought pulls back out of the substantialized predicate to rein-
state its original substance in the Subject. This going forth out of
itself into its predicate, feeling a loss of itself in its substantialization
of the predicate, and then coming back to itself are all essential
moments for the Subject. These various moments and the overall
movement form a whole. There are still other elements involved,
but “the truth is the whole”

(§ 20) begins to takes on its full significance here. We will get to
the other elements in the another lesson.

With this knowledge of the specific movement of thinking let’s
take a look back at text §36 for a moment. Hegel explained in §35
that we are starting with Spirit in its immediacy, i.e. as conscious-
ness. This is why the Phenomenology is the first part of his
overall Science of Philosophy, since a start always implies imme-
diate existence. As a start, however, it is only a moment in the
overall movement that is Science. At the same time, since it is

immediate existence it is to be distinguished from the rest of the
Encyclopedia. Let us look into what this means.

Consciousness contains two moments:
(1) knowing or subject and (2) the known
or object. Knowing is the negation of the
object (since determination is negation).
This antithesis between knowing and its
object will be retained in the various mo-
ments that appear in the development or
exposition of the Phenomenology of
Spirit. These different appearances are
called shapes (Gestalt) of consciousness.

The comprehension of this pathway that consciousness goes
through in its development is called the Science of the experience
of consciousness.

What are the various shapes that consciousness takes on? These
are: Sense-certainty, perception, understanding, stoic, skeptic,
unhappy, reason, etc. Each of these will represent a shape which
consciousness takes at different stages in the progress of analy-
sis. Consciousness only knows or experiences what is present to
it within itself as consciousness. Because consciousness is Spirit
in it immediacy, whatever experiences it has within itself, what-
ever is contained within itself is therefore spiritual substance –
and this is its object. In other words, consciousness has only
itself in its various shapes as its own object and substance. Thus
Spirit has become object to itself or other to itself in order to know
itself in what is other to it, i.e. in effect to suspend or sublimate
otherness as such in recognizing itself therein. Experience is the
name we give to this movement. Thus whatever first appears as
one shape of consciousness is considered immediate, unmoved
and therefore unexperienced or abstract. The immediate shape
may be either in the form of merely being there or as abstract
thought. Spirit identifies itself with that particular shape and be-
comes alienated from itself in what is other to it. Only when it
recognizes itself therein does it return to itself from this alienation
and make what is other a property of consciousness. [Compare
this with the Subject-predicate proposition above, where Spirit is
Subject and the specific form of consciousness is the predicate.]

§37 In general, what exists as a disparity or difference between “I”
and the substance that is object to it may be termed the negative.
But this negative, or what the object is not, is just as much what
the subject is not or what they are lacking. In other words the
subject is what the object is not, and the object is what the sub-
ject is not. Change one and you change the other. Whatever
change the subject undergoes to fulfill this lack is therefore just
as much a change in the object. Generally we may think that only
the subject undergoes change, but we now see that the object
also undergoes a correlated change – or it becomes a new object.
Thus what seems to be an activity outside the object directed
against it is really what object is doing itself. Thus Substance is
as active as Subject and when their identity is completely estab-
lished Spirit has made itself identical with its being and the first
immediate separation between itself as knowing and its object as
truth has been annulled. As absolutely mediated Being it is the
Concept. When this stage is reached where knowing and Being
are both within the identity of knowing, their movement or neces-
sary development taken as a whole is the Idea or the True. This
organized development is the Logic of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of
Philosophical Science.


