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All good Hegelians know that the true relation the philosopher discovers between
identity and difference must not be expressed as a disjunctive statement, forcing a
Kierkegaardian decision between the two terms. Neither is their relation a static one.
Although what Hegel calls speculative thought can be represented and understood
through such handy mantras as “the identity of identity and difference”, the real
relationship between identity and difference is one of movement, specifically, the epic
movement of the concept. Indeed, the Hegelian concept recounts the journey from an
initial position of immediate, inchoate identity, through the unsettling, conflicted
experience of difference, then back home, where the trials are remembered and
celebrated as formative of an enriched, mediated identity. This paper deals with the first
crucial move in this process, the moment of “setting out” Hegel refers to as judgement, or
Urteil. As if by happy coincidence, the German word itself expresses this “original
dividing” (Ur-teilen) of the concept,® that allows it to move from its initial, nuclear
identity to its moment of self-differentiation. Without the first step of judgement’s
original dividing, the movement of the concept cannot take place and the speculative or
systematic articulation of identity and difference that characterizes Hegel’s notion of

science (systematic philosophy), is impossible.



The question of judgement in the Hegelian articulation of identity and difference
gains even deeper resonance when we reflect that Urteil also refers to the fundamental
linguistic act of predication, according to a tradition in grammar and logic that is easily
identified in Aristotle and Kant before reappearing in Hegel. This means that for our
speculative philosopher, the original dividing that engenders conceptual movement and
makes truth, or the identity of identity and difference, possible is also a linguistic form,
the form of the predicative proposition.? So the question of identity and difference,
through judgement, is inescapably related to language.

This might lead us to conclude that, for Hegel, the first movement of speculative
thought is reflected in language or that there is some degree of correspondence between
forms of thought and forms of language, leading us to observe that certain forms of
thought can be adequately expressed or reflected in language. However, it seems to me
Hegel goes much further. He also asks us to accept that the movement of the concept is
not purely formal or “logical”, as the term is generally understood, but rather onto-
logical, in that it involves existing or being. In other words, according to Hegel’s logic,
the original division or the first move from identity to difference, articulated as an act of
predication, must also be taken as a move to determinate being, a move to existence, as
expressed, at first only abstractly, in the copula “is”.2 If this is the case, if judgement’s
act of predication is a logical move into being, then the truth of this movement is not
merely its correspondence to the formal articulations of thought. Judgement must be
more than a linguistic representation of the logical; it must be ontological.

To recapitulate, in Hegel’s notion of judgement, we have thought’s original

dividing from identity into difference, which also must be a move into existence,



articulated in the linguistic form of predication in the proposition. | want to look at how
this is possible and | want to do this by retracing the path of my own investigation into
the origins of Hegel’s ontological idea of judgement.

It was Jere Paul Surber, in his article “Hegel’s Speculative Sentence”, who put
into words something that |1 had come to believe implicitly or accept without looking into
further. Surber points out that Hegel, when referring to the logical form of judgement,
i.e. predicative propositions within a scientific context, asks us to accept the term
“subject” in both a grammatical sense, and as an expression of consciousness, of the self.*

Hegel’s strange claim, as articulated by Surber, struck a chord of recognition
because | had recently been confronted with the notion in two separate areas of inquiry.
One area is directly related to why I had been reading Surber’s insightful article in the
first place: the question of scientific discourse in Hegel. | want to briefly summarize this
first inquiry and then do the same with the second, where the question of “judgement”
appears in a completely different context: how Hegel explains the early development of
the individual mind. Reuvisiting these two areas of inquiry will help demonstrate the
ontological nature of judgement and clarify the apparently audacious Hegelian claim that
the subject of a scientific proposition must also be grasped as a self.

When 1 first read Surber’s article, I had been working on a piece about Hegel’s
idea of objective truth and how this could be captured in scientific language.® The
problem, as | saw it, was how Hegel’s notion of systematic philosophy or science could
claim objective truth when the discourse making up that system does not rely on a type of
truth that depends on the adequate correspondence or reflection between language and

empirically observed “reality”. In other words, for the discourse of Hegelian science to



be objectively true, it must itself claim to be true objectivity and not simply the accurate
reflection of detached reality.®

To summarize this intuition in still another way, scientific language in Hegel must
somehow be the existing middle term of being and thought, and not simply the
representation of one or the other. This sort of representation, for Hegel, is always tainted
with the hues of subjective idealism. Objective scientific language must somehow do
more than represent truth, it must be truth as objectively there. It must be the actual
mediation of being and thought, and not just the formal adequation between the two. This
implies a type of discourse where the sign is not separate from the signified, where the
word is the thing, a being that is also a thought.”

Such a discourse is therefore necessarily ontological. It is thought that is really
objective or existing and true. To put flesh on these theoretical bones, we can find
examples of this type of discourse in the contents of the system itself. This is because the
various contents of the Encyclopedia should be grasped as objectively true discourse, in
the sense | have just been presenting. Religion is a content of Science in that religious
doctrine is language that is the true, existing middle term between thought and being. Art
is a content of Science insofar as it is considered existing, objective, true discourse. The
same applies to the State, in that laws and constitutions are the objectively true content of
science, and history, as the object or content of science, is essentially historiography.

In this way, the discourse of science itself, i.e. the Encyclopedia, can be seen as
the discourse whose actual content is true, objective, existing discourse. Science is true

and objective because its content is so.



Within such a system of science, language is necessarily ontological. It is logos,
understood as the existing middle term between being and thought.®2 This emphasis on
the “middle term” also reveals the inadequacy of the form of judgement, of simple
predication, when it comes to embracing real content and explains why Hegel’s logic
comes to put forward the syllogism as the most appropriate form of scientific discourse.®
Whereas the bilateral form of judgement (A is B) seems to leave little room for
intermediary content, the syllogism holds a middle term, the space of the particular, even
essential content of science, as we can already find in Aristotelian logic.°

Regardless of the syllogistic form science, as a system, takes on (Universal,
Particular, Singular), we still must, even as Hegelian philosophers, express the
speculative truth that forms the system in the common language of predication, in
judgements or propositions. The question is how to grasp this grammatical form, within
the context of science, in an ontological way, as discourse that is both thought and being.
This leads us back to the original remark of Surber’s, which refers to the passage on
philosophical language in the Preface to the Phenomenology. Hegel asks us to accept
“subject” simultaneously in both a grammatical and psychical sense. The grammatical
subject of the proposition is also the “self” of the proposition. How is this possible?
Does Hegel rely on the convenient homonym Subjekt as sophistic equivocation, in order
to advance what appears to be a highly tendentious notion of language?

I now want to briefly look at the second area of investigation where Hegel’s
ontological notion of judgement occurs.

Whereas the first encounter with the homonymous nature of “subject”, in the

context of judgement, arises from an enquiry into the logic of the predicative proposition



and leads to the area of subjective consciousness, the second encounter runs in the
opposite direction. It begins with the question of subjective consciousness, more
specifically, with its actual development within the human individual. | had been
working on Hegel’s theory of mental illness, as it is related to his diagnosis of the Early
Romantic poet Novalis, who had suffered and eventually died of a condition Hegel
qualifies as “Gemiit”.!* The word is generally translated as “soul” or “heart” and as such
can be taken as simply describing the overly sentimental bent of the romantic mind. |
discovered, however, that Hegel uses the word as a technical term describing a very
specific mental illness, within the framework of a sophisticated theory of
psychopathology.

Hegel’s theory of “Gemit” is found in the Philosophy of Spirit section of the
Encyclopedia,'? where the philosopher explains the genesis of the individual conscious
mind (Subjective Spirit), from the first articulations of the natural soul (Seele), in the
section entitled “Anthropology”, through the elaboration of the conscious individual, in
“Psychology”. In parentheses, it is remarkable that Hegel uncovers what he considers to
be the normal psychical structure of the individual mind through the analysis of a
psychopathological condition, in the same way modern, Freudian psychoanalysis arrives
at a description of normal mental structures through the study of mental illness. Of
course, in both cases, the relation between pathological states and normal psychological
structures is reciprocal. The illness helps us understand what is normal and what is
normal helps us understand the nature of illness.

This is the context in which Hegel presents the normal development of the

individual psyche. It is the possibility of pathological regression'® that allows us to grasp



what constitutes a healthy development. In order to show this, he goes back to the very
beginnings of the individual, as the fetus within the womb.

Initially, the fetus exists within the mother as an undetermined entity, a pure
potentiality. Here, the mother acts as the soul of the fetus, its entelechy or realization, to
use an Aristotelian analogy. Actually, Hegel uses the term “genius”'* to describe the
mother’s initial relation to the fetus within. The mother is the “genius” of the fetus
means that the mother determines its destiny.'®> What is striking is that this determination
is brought about by what Hegel calls judgement, a relationship that is not “real” but
“magical”!® and where the mother’s nature must be understood in terms of a grammatical
subject determining its predicate. The mother’s natural soul is “in this judgement, subject
in general, her object is her substance, which is at the same time her predicate.”*’ In
other words, the mother is “subject” in both the grammatical and psychical acceptations
of the term. In the normal relation between the mother and the fetus, we witness “the
psychical judgement of the substance, in which the feminine nature can, in itself, break
itself in two...”*®

Through this act of judgement, this original dividing, the mother passes on to the
fetus the natural qualities of the individual, or its soul, i.e. the talents, predispositions,
natural determinations that will later be developed, or not, through education and the rise
to individual consciousness and understanding. According to Hegel’s “genetics” the
mother passes on to the baby all that is natural. The child’s development will be a
progressive freeing from the determination of the maternal-natural, at first through

habituation, where the child begins to determine and appropriate “his” nature through the

self-mastery of his body, in order to fashion a second nature in the form of learned



habits.® The father’s role in the child’s formation seems confined to making possible the
child’s schooling and entry into civil society and the rational world of the State.?°

It is important to understand the dialectical nature of judgement, in the
anthropological context. As the child becomes conscious and rational, it is precisely its
conscious understanding which now takes on the role of the determining “genius”, the
role that was originally that of the mother/subject determining her fetus.?* In other
words, it is now conscious understanding that determines the inner soul (passed on from
the mother) through judgement. Now, conscious understanding is the subject that
determines, as its predicate, the natural soul of the individual, its talents and
predispositions but also the bottomless well of memories and representations that make
up its “subconscious” mind.??

This is where the possibility of mental illness arises. A regression may occur
where the determining genius, the subject of judgement, slips from conscious
understanding and reverts back to the unconscious soul of the individual. Indeed,
Hegel’s theory of mental illness displays a pattern similar to that of Freud’s oedipal
complex, in that the determining “genius” rejects the father and falls once again into the
hands of what was originally the mother, the unconscious, natural soul.

The concept of judgement as ontological is clearly central to this theory of the
psyche and its attendant pathology, and I also hope to have given some indication of how
Urteil is fundamental to the ontological nature of objective discourse, as the existing
copula between being and thought. Immersed as | was in these two areas of inquiry, it is
easy to see why Surber’s statement about the homonymous nature of “subject” in the

Hegelian idea of judgement struck a chord of recognition within me, which awoke me,



one might say, from my dogmatic slumber. | began wondering how Hegel came up with
the idea, where it came from and what might justify it.

As often occurs in such circumstances, whether through some unconscious
memory or pure serendipity, | just “happened” to be leafing through a book I hadn’t
looked at in a long time, when | came across the answer to at least part of my
questioning. | had been re-reading Jacques Rivelaygue’s brilliant Lecons de
métaphysique allemande?® and quite fortuitously came across his commentary on a short
text by Holderlin entitled “Judgement and Being” (Urteil und Sein), within a chapter on
Hegel’s early development. In Rivelaygue, I found the following sentence: “The move
from a subject-predicate relation (of judgement) to a subject-object relation happens
because Hdlderlin is thinking within a Fichtean framework, where the two relations are
identical; in the first principle (1 = I, I am I) the subject and the predicate correspond to
the I-subject and the l-object.”?* In other words, in Fichte’s foundational principle, Ich
bin Ich, we have an act of predication that is identical to the relation between the self-
positing subject and itself as posited object.

Perhaps we can say that Hegel, through Hoélderlin, was inspired by Fichte’s
principle in coming to his own understanding about judgement as ontological. According
to the Fichtean paradigm, the proposition “I am I”” is immediately ontological, in that the
proposition (Satz) is understood as a self-positing (ein Sichsetzen) into existence. Indeed
this is the point of Holderlin’s short text,” to show that, as we find stated in its first
paragraph, “being is judgement”, and as such cannot be expressed as a statement of

identity. Being involves difference or rather, self-differentiation.
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In the Holderlin text, we can therefore see that the judgement form, exemplified
by Ich bin Ich, expresses the self-positing of the subject, through the copula “is”, into
objective existence, into being. This self-positing must also be understood as a self-
differentiating, grasped as the original dividing or separating of the identical self into
otherness. Indeed, it is Holderlin who first uses the etymological device of writing the
hyphenated “Ur-theilung” to express judgement as this original division, a device which
clearly impressed Hegel. It is only through this original dividing that identity can
differentiate itself and recognize itself in its otherness, or, as Holderlin writes, where “I
recognize myself as myself in the opposite.”?® Further, Holderlin sees that it is only
through this self-othering that the “I” can be what it is, a subject.

To put it another way, Holderlin sees that Fichte’s foundational principle, I=I,
cannot express an identity without contradicting itself. This is because, for the “I” to be
an “I” it must be a self-conscious subject and for it to be self-conscious it must be able to
take itself as the object of its reflection. If we say the formula expresses a pure identity,
then we negate the meaning of the term “I” because we negate any possibility of making
oneself the object of one’s reflection, which is a necessary condition for consciousness
and selfhood. So, although Fichte does not himself recognize it, 1=1 actually expresses
the difference in identity through a proposition that is an original dividing (judgement),
and it does so because the subject of the proposition is a self-positing self that posits itself
as an object.?’

Jacques Rivelaygue betrays his Heideggerian inspiration when he interprets
judgement’s interplay between identity and difference as a “tension”, rather than as a

self-differentiating. This enables him to attribute to Holderlin a Heideggerian notion of
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“being” involving the unreconciled contradiction or Heraclitean tension between the
opposites of identity and difference, which might also be expressed as the tension in
being’s veiling-unveiling. However, it seems to me the “being” Hdolderlin is referring to
has more in common with what we later find in Hegel, where being only differentiates
itself from nothing through determinative propositions, i.e. through judgements that
predicate a subject through the copula. This is why the Science of Logic introduces pure
being, in itself, 28 in a written phrase that is not a judgement nor a proposition, where the
subject (being) does not posit itself, and where there is no copula: “Being, pure being,
without any further determination”. Such unpredicated being can be “nothing more nor
less than nothingness”.?° In fact, it is identical to nothingness. For being to be, it must
differentiate itself from this identity, because, as Holderlin puts it, contradicting the
absolute pretensions of Fichte’s foundational principle, “identity is not absolute being”.*
Being involves difference.

For being to really be, for existence to come into being, the concept “in itself”
must come out of its identity into difference, through an original division that is
judgement. This notion of judgement is ontological: “being is judgement” and is nothing
without it. Or, to say it another way, without judgement, there can be no subject-object
difference and therefore, no predicated determination and no actual being.

If Hegel’s inspiration for his ontological grasp of judgement was indeed
Holderlin’s text and its Fichtean framework, then it seems reasonable to expect to find
some reference to it or trace of it in Hegel’s writings or letters, particularly since the text
was apparently penned in 1795,% a period when both philosophers were very much in

contact, although Hegel was still in Berne and Holderlin had not yet left Jena for



12

Frankfurt, where the two would be together in 1797. Such a trace can be found in a letter
to Hegel from January 26, 1795, where Holderlin shares his preoccupation with Fichte’s
Wissenschaftslehre, and particularly with the problem of identity and difference, implicit
in any notion of an Absolute I, which Hélderlin identifies with Spinoza’s substance.®? In
fact, Holderlin’s letter summarizes the same points he makes in his text “Judgement and
Being”, stating explicitly that identity without difference cannot include being because it
is, in fact, nothing.

“[Fichte’s] absolute I (= Spinoza’s substance) contains all reality; it is

everything and outside it there is nothing. For this absolute | there is

therefore no object, for otherwise all reality would not be in it; but a

consciousness without object is inconceivable, and if I am myself that

object, I am as such limited... and am not absolute. Therefore, in this
absolute I, no consciousness is conceivable; as absolute I, 1 have no
consciousness and to the extent that | have no consciousness, | am (for
myself) nothing; therefore the absolute | is (for me) equivalent to

Nothingness.”**

As an indication of the influence of these ideas on Hegel’s contemporary thought, we
might refer to his manuscript fragment that begins with the words, “Glauben ist die
Art...” (Faith is the way...) dated in early 1798. This text is barely understandable
without reference to Holderlin’s text, “Judgement and Being”.3*

So it seems fair to accept that Hegel derived his notion of judgement as
ontological from Holderlin. Besides the dialectical heartbeat, already apparent in the self-
differentiation Holderlin ascribes to being, and which Hegel will later transplant into his
idea of the concept, it is the Fichtean tone of the whole inquiry that is at the core of the
matter, in spite of the fact that, for the former Tiibingen schoolmates, Fichte does not

recognize the difference at the heart of his own principle of identity. Nonetheless, both

Holderlin and Hegel are inspired by the statement of Fichte’s first principle, in their grasp
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of judgement as an act of predication where the subject of the sentence is a self-positing
self, where der Satz (proposition) is a Setzen (positing). What else do these origins tell us
about Hegel’s ontological grasp of judgement?

To answer this, I believe we must take seriously the “absolute” claims that are
apparent in both Fichte’s discovery of Ich bin Ich as the foundation of science and
Holderlin’s reading of Fichte, where what is at stake is explicitly the “absolute I,
containing, as does Spinoza’s substance, “all reality.”®® In other words, the context
where Hegel himself discovers the ontological nature of judgement is not that of
individual consciousness or Kant’s transcendental subject, but the context of the absolute
subject. It is in this context that the original division of judgement is at once an act of
predication and an act of creation, where the original identity differentiates itself into
being. Further, again referring back to Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehrer, this positing is the
foundation of systematic science. I think these elements are easily discernible in Hegel’s
own notion of Wissenschaft, which relies on an absolute subject,®® also known as the
Idea, that “freely lets itself go”,%" out of its absolute identity or “uniqueness”® to become
the difference of nature and then reunites with itself through the process of spirit. Thus,
in Hegel, the primordial and foundational judgement, the first act of self-differentiation,
occurs in the logos® of the Idea, in the proposition “Ich bin Ich”, not grasped as the
expression of Fichtean identity but rather, as Holderlin saw, as the positing of worldly
difference through the copula. Identity and difference can now be recapitulated and
reconciled in the syllogistic structure of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of Philosophical

Sciences.*®
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If it is indeed the logos of the Idea that provides the source for Hegel’s
ontological notion of judgement and if this logos is recapitulated in the discourse of
systematic, objective Wissenschaft, then it is within the framework of this system that
propositions or judgements should be seen in this light, as “speculative propositions”,*!
where the subject posits itself in its predicate as both identical and different. It is within
this systematic framework that Hegel’s notion of judgement can claim to make sense.*?
This means that the contents of science, or the contents of the system as manifest in the
Encyclopedia, can be seen as ontological discourse, as language that is both identity and
difference or thought and being, even though these contents are expressed in the common
propositions or sentences (Sétze) of predication. It also means that the still inchoate
expressions of mind or spirit, as we saw with reference to the dialectic of identity and
difference between mother-child, can be articulated as acts of predication.

Because it is ontological, we can say the systematic discourse of science is
objective, that it is not subjective in the arbitrary sense and although | cannot go into it
here, Hegel takes pains to distinguish the judgements and propositions of science, i.e.
scientific discourse, from the arbitrary personal or “subjective” form of judgement, where
it is the individual subject who determines the predication, rather than, ultimately, the
absolute subjectivity of the Idea. In fact, the arbitrary, personal form of judgement can
take the form of barbarous irony, which Hegel describes as a form of vanity that attacks
and attempts to sunder the beautiful, Athenian unity of Science, evacuating, or rendering
vain (vereitelen) its content.*® It is striking that in portraying this vain personal judging
Hegel has recourse to Fichte’s founding principle of identity. However here, where the

two personal pronouns face each other as images in a mirror, where my propositions are
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mere iterations of myself, Fichte’s principle is truly employed to express identity,
solipsistic self-identity devoid of real, worldly difference.** As the subject of my
personal judgements, | speak only in order to see myself reflected in my discourse, and
nothing more.

It is this ambiguity or instability of the judgement form, its immediate or
unmediated expression of both identity and difference, which ultimately means it is
deficient and must be superseded in the syllogism, where both identity and difference are

at home (bei sich). But that’s another story.
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22 Encyclopedia 8403, Werke in 20 Banden vol.10, p.122.
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personal identity, a solipsistic self-reflection which cannot include real, worldly
difference.

28 EL §84. “[Undetermined] being is the concept only in itself.”

29 Wissenschaft der Logik, Die Lehre von Sein (1832), edited by H.-J. Gawoll (Hamburg:
Felix Meiner Verlag, 1990) p.72.
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subject, it is hard not to think of God. Indeed, it is difficult not to understand a
proposition, where an absolute subject known as the Idea posits its essence as the
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I don’t believe Hegel’s idea of scientific language admits such arbitrariness. “Subject
and predicate are appropriate qualifiers insofar as they capture the salient features that the
immediate individual and the abstract universal possess in the relationship by which the
copula joins them.” Winfield, p.72.
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