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1 Subjective logic investigates the performative form of speech acts 

Hegel calls the doctrine of essence and the doctrine of con​​cept “subjective logic”. The reason is this: He takes the fact seriously that any actual speech act has a spea​ker. Hence, we find here, for the first time in the history of logic, the deep insight that there is no free-floating situation-invariant mea​ning. Moreover, we cannot attach such a meaning to sen​tences as syntactic figures that can be used at will. Rather, the use of the sentences is floating. 

This claim is directed against a basic prejudice in a logicist or rationalistic tradition that leads from Leibniz to Carnap. If we want to understand the real constitution of meaning and truth, real content and actual knowledge, we cannot abstract from the fact that meaning requires speech acts. A view from nowhere on pure sen​tence-meaning, as we de​fi​ne it in pure mathematics by merely verbal or figuratives schemes of infe​ren​tial opera​tions, is not good enough for ex​pressing any relation to the real world of things and other persons. Plato addresses this problem already in his dialogue “Parmenides” (but in the “Kratylus”, “Phaedrus”, “Theaetetus” and “So​phist”, too). It is the problem of any for​mal semantic, not on​ly of Plato’s early theory of forms: A ‘world’ of purely formal or mathe​matical objects and truths is still without ‘sense’ in Kant’s sense of the word “sen​se”. I.e. it does not have the proper relation to the real world of ac​tual and possible experience yet. 
But a merely subjective approach with respect to perception and dispo​sitional attitude does not help, as the problems of empiricism show. Locke, for example, takes an ob-jective stance when he makes his claims about the subjective form of human under​standing. He wants to ground it on the foundation of sense-perception and on a set of men-tal operations. But such a claim about how human understanding allegedly works is in itself dogmatic. Locke forgets to reflect on the episte​mo​logical status of his own speech acts. It is much less clear what it means to say that the picture he draws is true than his modern followers in the cognitive sciences seem to believe. Hume, on the other hand, only seems to be skeptical in this respect. He also claims to know something about real truth and about the development of actual beliefs. He claims to know some​thing about the leading role of desires in human behavior and that this behavior is ‘es​sentially’ of the same form as we can see it in animal behavior. The que​stion is on what grounds we should believe such a claim, especially be​cau​se it is not an empirical claim at all but a normative one. It says that an obviously important distinction between animal cognition and human know​led​ge allegedly is not ‘essential’. But this is in itself a value statement. For it is just plain nonsense to claim that such a distinction does not have to be made or cannot be made. 

In comparison to Socratic skepticism, i.e. to a reflection on the status of one own’s speech acts (including those of skeptical doubts), Hume is not skeptical enough. That means, he forgets to focus on the presup​positions of his own doubts and claims, even when he seems to give only ‘prag​matical’ answers with respect to what is reasonable to say or to believe. This shows in a stenographic form why philosophical reflection cannot begin with an em​piricist, Humean, version of so-called Cartesian skepticism. 

When we remember that Hegel had called the first part of his logic, the Doctrine of Being, “objective” logic, we now can see a deep irony or ambivalence in this title. The reason is that this doctrine of being never leaves the realm of merely abstract forms of speech and thinking, in the end, of pure mathematics. The last chapter on measure​ment shows that we have to leave this realm of purely formal discourse when we want to talk about the real world. Measurement is the prototype for a projection of abstract forms onto real experience. But this experience is not immediate sense-perception. It is already a joint practice of developing and con​trolling inter-subjective knowledge. The dialogical and dialectical, i.e. so​cial and historical, form of this development is the topic of Hegel’s doctrine of essence. 

The doctrine of concept is a most difficult doctrine. It reflects on what we address when we talk about ‘eternal’ know​ledge, ‘infinite’ truth and ‘ob​jective’ concepts or meanings. The answer is that we address the human form of life as a frame for any particular forms of life. It is our life as a whole, in which particular developments of human practices take place. I.e. in the doctrine of concept, the topic is the most general form of conceptual thinking and content. It is a ‘speculative’ i.e. highest-level, analysis of the very idea of con​ceptual understanding and the very form of human knowledge.
2 Essence is a result of good judgments about relevance 

We need an analysis of the form we us when we project our logical forms of speech onto the real world of experience. The question is this: How do we identify empirical objects and properties in real Anschauung? The objects must be ‘sub​stances‘ that allow not only for some change of their properties in the course of events, but also for dif​ferent per​spectives on the substan​ces themselves in relation to different observers and speakers. This shows why a merely abstract analysis of substantive matter, as we find it in Spi​noza, does not suffice. The distinction between being in itself (Ansichsein) and being for itself (Fürsichsein), i.e. the di​stinction between a mere ab​stract form or type (of speech) and an individual token, given, for example, by deictical reference, becomes crucial here: Any sufficiently inva​riant ob​ject of concrete under​standing is already of the category An-und-Für-Sich-Sein, of being in-and-for-itself. Hegel sees that neither rationalism nor empiricism has provided a satisfactory analysis for this. Kant has achieved much on this way, but Hegel is not satisfied with the form Kant presents his ideas, namely just by presupposing the model of Newton’s mechanics and projecting it onto our ‘normal’ talk about things. 

At the end of the chapter on measure, Hegel argues ex negativo in order to show why a new approach in a doctrine of essence is needed. A basic problem is how to determine ‘substantive things’, about which we can talk in an ‘objective’ way. Hegel criticizes Spinoza for his all too abstract answer: 

"The difference (of the substances PSW) is ... not understood in its qualitative aspect, substance is not determined as that which distinguishes itself, i.e. not as (the) subject (of a proposition PSW)."

A substance is an object of reference of a possible singular term in a predicative pro​position. If we use such a naming term we presuppose that it is possible to judge about identity and difference of the object and all the objects in the whole realm or system referred to, namely on the ground of qualitative judgments. Hegel’s term for substantial thing-identity is “attraction”, for thing-difference it is “repulsion”. The word “attraction” refers to a sufficiently stable identity, the word “repulsion” refers to a sufficiently stable relation of inequality
 that defines the elements of a set of objects. 

The word "essence" is a title for the category by which we answer the question "what was it really that you or she or they were talking about"? The essence is, therefore, the 'to ti ēn einai' of Aristotle, the "that-what-it-was-to- be“. If we ask, for example, what the ‘real reference’ of a term N is, and when we try to answer the question, we use this logical form. The same holds if I ask if a claim p really is true and start to answer the question. The major point is that in any such answer we have to take the different per​spec​tives of the speaker(s) and hearer(s) into account. On the other hand, any answer I give still is my answer. I remain the speaker. All objectivity claims are objectivity claims of individual speakers. Any understanding is, first and foremost, subjective under​standing. Any judgment about some good or bad, a real or rea​sonab​le understanding of a term or a text is a judgment of a subject, e.g. my judgment. There is no free floating sentence or proposition that could be true totally independent of a possible speaker. There is no view from nowhere. Truth is always a subjective matter, even when I claim to know its objectivity. In a sense, we may say properly that it is an inter-subjective matter. 

Hegel analyses this subjective form of truth in his doctrine of essence which he therefore calls, with the best reason of the world, “subjective logic.” The following sentence leads from a doctrine of being to a doctrine of essence: 

"The absolute indifference is the last determination of being before it turns into essence."
 

The idea seems to be this. As long as we do not understand that the dif​ference of sub​stances must be a qualitative difference with respect to a possible observer in actual or pos​sible Anschauung, no particular deter​mination of a substantive thing is available whatsoever.
 As a result, the concept of a substance becomes totally empty. If we would say 

"pure quantity is indifference in the sense that it is open to any deter​mination“,

we would refer only to the form of being a substance or rather to the form of our use of a singular term in a noun phrase. If all determination of the object referred to would be still open, the subject of the sentence or proposition would be no more than a pure variable. But if we attach properties only to variables, we do not make judgments. 

Some philosophers may want to follow Hume and try to understand objects or things as bundles of qualities or properties. But free-floating qualities do not exist. And properties should at least in the end be properties of objects. As such, they should not be confused with pure qualitative distinctions in the realm of sensations. Qualities of sensations are no good foundations for a logical Aufbau of an objective world. To show this had been the topic of Hegel‘s Phenomenology of Spirit. The concept of essence has therefore to be developed in a way that we can overcome the wrong idea that a substance could be determined immediately. 

When we ask for the essence of something we ask for relevant presup​po​si​tions. The same holds when we ask for the real reference of a name and the real truth of a proposition. Any answer to such question is subjective: I say emphatically what we should and can count as essential and real. The same holds for answers to questions concerning a rea​sonable compre​hension of the meaning words, the reference of singular terms or the properties of predicates in their relations to the objects named. 

This opens the floor for the questions what we can know and how I can talk for us. The doctrine of essence is an analysis of the constitution of joint reference on the basis of individual judgments. Its main task is to analyze presupposed transformations of my perspective to yours or hers or theirs. In these cases we indeed often use emphatic ex​pres​sions like “really”, “objectively” or “reasonably”. This merely emphatic sense of “really” or “truely” or “in reality” in ‘advertisements’ of my judgments always have to be turned into a more urban and objective sense. This can only happen in an appeal to a kind of ‘we-reason’.
 

Narrowly related to this problem is the question what it means to say that some knowledge is 'better' than another or that a certain knowledge claim is superficial. Standard examples are cases when I know that a stick in the water only looks bended, but you, perhaps, do not know it; or when you, standing in front of a barn façade, think it is a barn, but I know from my perspective that it is not – or at least that you cannot know it. In such cases I (or we) say that my (or our) ‘new’ judgments determine what there really is, whereas your ‘old’ judgment was an error. When we talk that way, we distinguish being from seeming, reality and objectivity from mere appearance.  

But any such ‘new’ and ‘revisionist’ judgment presupposes at least that ‘some​thing is true’ in the old judgment, as Hegel notices. It is a relative judg​ment by its very logical form. On the other hand, the new explanations or the new knowledge often changes only some moments or aspects in the old pic​ture: The stick is not bended, but it is true that it appears to be bended. The façade looks like a barn-façade, but there is no real barn behind (or the​re is, but ‘only by chance’). As we can see here, revisions of old judg​ments are similar to adjusting my perspective to other perspectives in order to achieve joint reference. 

The following are famous examples for conceptual confusions: Hume and Protagoras think that they talk about geo​metrical forms, but in reality they talk about mere figures or gestalts. A phy​sicist may think that he talks about local and infinitesimal impulses as peculiar dynamical forces, but in reality he only talks about moments in our ways of describing generic movements in a mathematical framework. Another example is provided by the difference between Newton’s Mechanics and Einstein’s Relativity Theory. The new theory changes many things. But it also leaves many things un​changed. Indeed, no successful real explanation of classical mechanics is chan​ged. The reason is this. The external application of Newton’s mechanics is much less fine-grai​ned than people usually think. The new theory also needs external judgments. We must distinguish between relevant approximations and irrelevant, all too fine, different​tia​tions. The latter surpass the realm of relevant margins of error of the method of measurement used. 

More generally, the ‘new’ explanations or corrections are reasonable only if they solve problems for which a new solution is necessary, needed, ‘not-wendig’. This is a con​ceptual principle that defines the concept of a rea​so​nable development of any science and knowledge, of any prac​tice and institution. In fact, if ‘revolutions' in the sciences and in human institutions at large should be reasonable, we should under​stand why they are necessary, i.e. what needs are fulfilled and what pro​blems are solved. If there is no ans​wer to this question, the development is no progress and should not be judged as rea​sonable. Not every change in language, theory or method inside or outside of science can count as a progress. Notice that if a development is necessary in this sense this does not mean that things could not have developed otherwise. 

In Hegel’s doctrine of concept, the status of being a synthetic a priori sentence as we know it from Kant is dissolved. It is replaced by the status of a generic sentence that articulates a form of a species of things. The system of these sentences contains much more, and different, sentences or propositions than Kant’s class of synthetic a priori truths. It contains all the sentences that we develop in the sciences and encyclopedias. We use them in an a priori way when we structure our own individual ex​pe​rience or rather our empirical access to the world. 

With respect to empirical propositions, generic judgments are (relatively) a priori.
 They determine the very con​tent of concepts. They do this in a holistic and systematic way. 

Even though generic statements are, in a certain sense, pre​suppositions of empirical judg​ments, and, therefore, cannot be immedia​tely corroborated or refuted by singular empirical observation, they are not totally eter​nal, nor are they independent from ex​perience. On the contrary, they are de​velo​ped in the realm of experience or rather, in the project and progress of experimentally controlled joint knowledge. When we talk of ‘eternal’ truth and meaning, we talk about the form of the standing sentences by which we make inferences explicit that are ‘material’ and at the same time ‘conceptual’. The real ‘infinity’ or ‘eternity’ is the form of the project as such, not the actual form in any actual system of knowledge.

If I am right, then Hegel’s avoidance of Kant’s notion of synthetic a priori judgments is, at the same time analogous and very much different to Quine’s dissolution of the analytic-synthetic-distinction in Carnap’s Logical Empiricism. Hegel and Quine share a holistic point of view. And they both want to diffe​rentiate between the logical status of individual empirical judgments of the ‘observational’ form: “this rose over there is red” or “this tree over there is green” and standing sentences of the form “roses can be red, white and yellow, but not green” or “trees in spring are green”. But they differ already in their analysis of the status of these standing sentences. Quine understands them as universal theoretical claims, Hegel as generic articulations of material, nevertheless ‘conceptual’, inferences. Hegel, not Quine, sees the distinction be​tween universal quantifications of the form ‘any indivi​dual in a set N has the property P’ and the generic reading of a sen​tence of the form ‘N is P’. This reading asks from any ‘hearer’ not to use the sentence thoughtlessly, schematically, but to make autono​mous judgments about its proper use in any singular occasion.  

Hume had correctly seen that no schematic and universal inference rule is sufficiently justified by individual observations. But this fact should not mislead us into a skeptical theory of radical indeterminacy of meaning and conceptual inference. It rather should convince us that we need another understanding of conceptual inferences. They are not universally quantified schemes of deductions. They rather are articulations of generic knowledge and default rules of inference.
 

Without implicit reference to a whole framework of conceptual forms, there cannot be any reference to an empirical object at all. This fact shows a deep problem with the use of the words “empiri​cal” and “experience”. 

Quine’s empiri​cism still falls prey to a deep rooted dogmatism in the tradition of Locke and Hume, even though Quine wants to overcome the traditional idea of “rationalism”, which distin​guishes formal rules of analytical inferences from material inferences that already ‘have’ empirical content. In order to show this in detail, especially when it comes to the status of generic statements, we would need deeper scrutiny. But the general point is this: We use generic sentences as conceptual truths. They are not merely ana​​ly​tically true sentences in the sense that they are made true by arbitrary de​​finitional stipulations in a deductive language game as we know it from wor​​king with axiomatic deductive systems. Rather, the generic sentences ar​​ti​​culate material di​stinc​tions and default inferences that are connected to such distinctions. We may think, for example, of sentences like the fol​lo​wing:

(1) Birds have feathers.

(2) Man can speak. 

(3) What lives, dies. 

(4) Most birds can fly.

(5) Most people can calculate.

None of these sentences expresses singular empirical facts as, for example, the fact that little Peter cannot speak yet or that the bird Peewee, being a penguin, cannot fly. Sentences like 

(6) Babies under 8 months cannot speak. 

(7) Penguins cannot fly.

are also not ‘empirical’ but conceptual. We arrive at them by a judgment of reflec​tion: We need to find the appropriate subclass that turns the merely singular proposition about Peter or Peewee into a generic statement.
 These state​ments alone express some objective ‘experience’ (Erfahrung) in Kant’s sen​se. As such, they are presupposed when we talk about baby boy Peter or our penguin Peewee, just as we presuppose that any living being will die, if we ‘mortals’ like it or not. The very concept of life includes, as Hegel would say, its opposite, namely death. It does so in exactly the sense that turns (3) into a conceptual statement. But (2) is a conceptual statement also, even though not only our toddler Peter may not speak yet but some adults are, as we know, also incapable of using language. This empirical fact does not refute the generic truth. It rather shows that applications of generic (or conceptual) truths in singular empirical cases still require the filter of particular application to individual cases with good, experienced, judgments about relevance and margins of precision and fallibility. Such judgments answer to the question if normal conditions for applying the conceptual truth are fulfilled. Conceptual truths cannot be applied ‘blindly’ or ‘thoughtlessly’. Their proper use has to be checked in a ‘judgment of concept’, by which we determine if an empirical subject is ‘a good enough’ example of a conceptual determination or if it ‘truly’ falls under the concept.
 According to this understanding, pre​dication is not just a subjective attribution of a predicate to the subject. The speaker does say that the subject has the property expressed by the predicate
 or, as Hegel says, that sub​ject and predicate are ‘identical’ (§ 166). This way to read the ‘is’ as an iden​tity seems to be weird, especially because we would want to take sides with Kant and Frege against Hegel and distinguish predication from identity. A sentence like 

(8) Peewee is a penguin

would say, in my application of Hegel’s idea, that the creature I refer to by the name “Peewee” can be referred to by the name “this penguin” as well. Hegel’s ‘identity theory’ of predication says not much more than this: What we refer to by N can be referred to by P as well and vice versa. Hegel does not care for the fact that we have to change the syntactic form of P when we want to do this and turn it into a ‘singular term’ denoting ‘locally’ the same as N. This shows, once again, that Hegel is not at all interested in formal deductive logic. Nevertheless, Hegel’s reading of the copula ‘is’ as a kind of identity can be helpful, especially in an analysis of ‘speculative’ sentences like 

(9) God is the all-mighty, the all-knowing and the all-good.

For Hegel, a sentence like this does not say that there is an individual entity called “God” having the transcendent properties of being at the same time all-mighty, all-knowing and all-good. When we want to understand the sentence, we rather have to figure out how the relation of the noun phrase N and the predicate P in the sentence N(P) has to be read. Hegel’s answer is this. We use the word “God” in order to articulate the ‘infinite’ idea of power of existence or of possibility, of knowing or truth, and of goodness in forms of of life. We do so in a metonymic way. In other words, (9) is a definition for a certain use of the word “God”. Since we always have to reflect on the subjects who make judgments about existence and possiblity, knowledge and goodnes, it is not a bad idea to attach to God some personal features. But we should not misread speculative sentences of this sort as if they were talking about a ‘finite’ being and not about an idea or ideal form. 

Hegel never cares for details, to the chagrin or annoyance of any formal logician, to be sure. On the other hand, we better keep in mind what Hegel addresses and what he thinks to be relevant. Formal deductions and formal definitions as we use them in mathe​matics or in terminological trees of taxonomical science since the times of Ari​sto​tle are not in the focus of his logic. The particular technique of defining the differential and inferential meaning of a verb phrase or predicate P by using recursive schemes of reduction is not the topic of his philosophical logic at all. Indeed, we may use any scheme of definition we feel happy to use. But we should not over​estimate the place of formal defi​ni​tions: They allow for a system of intra-language inferences that can be lear​ned to be handled schematically. They might help us to make implicit inferen​ces explicit, as Brandom says. But they do not tell us anything about the status of the material inferences that are made explicit by them. 

Even though I think that a projection of Brandom’s ideas in Making It Ex​plicit onto He​gel’s Logic is perfectly legitimate and may help us to improve our understanding of his ideas of subjective and inter-subjective differen​tiations and inferential commitments, entitlements and ‘contra​dic​tions’, there are essential limits in this way of seeing things. The que​stions of Hegel’s philosophical logic lie far beyond or rather far below any formal technique of making differentiations and rules of inferences explicit. More importantly, Hegel does not ‘explain’ how it can come about that we can use ‘joint’ concepts. He rather reflects on what we usually do when we use concepts. I.e. the form of analysis is presuppositional, transcendental. Hegel is not interested in a narrative story of the genesis of the world at large and of man on earth, as we already find it in Herder and later in Darwin. Nor does he want to causally explain the ‘evolution’ of mankind. 

What Hegel cares for most seems to be the way we have to determine not only the relation between N and P in sentences of the form ‘N is P’ but the very reading of N and P in such a sentence. His answer is that we have to determine the reading of N in dependence of the reading of P and vice versa. I.e. we do not build up the meaning or truth condition of (‘elemen​tary’) sentences from inde​pen​dent atomic parts, N and P, just by putting the copula “is” between them. The copula is no relation between indepen​dently determined things, namely subjects and predicates. Rather, the copula is a sign to look for the ‘identity’ of N and P, i.e. for the realm in which N either names a singular object or refers to a whole class of such objects and in which P defines a subclass – or for a generic or conceptual reading of N. In the first case we say by the sentence that the object named by N has the property P, in the second case we say that all the Ns have the property. We have to figure out the ‘identical’ realm for N and P in the case of empirical propositions. And we have to figure out the relevant species in the case of conceptual propositions. We do this on the ground of some kind of ‘inferen​ces’ or ‘syllogisms’, i.e. by searching for mediating terms or propositions. 

The mediating terms or propositions can be of the status particularity, singularity, and universality. In the first case, the mediation between N and P is a system of generic know​ledge. In the second case, the mediation is of the form of an analogy or an induction and the resulting proposition is a generic statement. In the third case, the mediation is of the status of universality. The result is a particular judgment. 

Any particular form or generic knowledge, as such, is a mere ‘moment’ in our deve​lopment of the system of concepts. Hegel calls this system “the concept”. Sometimes, he also calls it “the object”: It is the overall object of ‘standing’ knowledge and science. In order to show how Hegel uses such grand and ‘speculative’ modes of speech, we may throw a short look on his ontological arguments in favor of the existence of God. 

(10) God is the system of all concepts. 

(11) The system of all concepts includes existence, since it is the very realm in which it is determined what exists and what not. 

(12) Therefore, God exists 

Obviously, Hegel does not think that being the whole system of concepts is a finite predicate as, for example, “having 30 dollar in the pocket”. He rather thinks of God as all of us who take part in a whole practice of making distinctions in the world. This We or Us and the practice which binds us together is presupposed in any finite distinction or em​pirical claim. Anselm’s or Descartes’s version of the onto​logical proof of the existence of God dealt, in a sense, with this absolute whole and the corresponding conceptual statements about what we do when we talk about God: We want to talk about the whole system of being, understanding, and truth. This system is the ‘greatest’ object we can think about. It is the very concept of existence and truth, being, essence and concept. As a result, Hegel claims that traditional theology is just an early, and underdeveloped, version of speculative logic (or ‘metaphysics’). It has to be freed from a misleading understanding of the word ”God”. The real and good form of doing theology is – aban​don​ning it and doing conceptual analysis of the human form of life, together with a logical analysis of the various forms to make this form verbally explicit. By doing so, we develop our autonomy and self-consciousness. Brandom is therefore absolutely right to stress the importance of logical analysis for explicit consciousness and self-knowledge. The only point of possible differences concern the question what logical analysis is and what it is good for.

After turning away from mythological theology, we can, if we wish, still use the word “God”. But we must know that if we say that god exists or that God is the truth or that God is good we do not say that there is an entity called “God” that has a property like existing or telling the truth in a bible. Nor is it right to say that God is good ‘to his creatures’. Rather, we use the word “God” in a metonymic way in order to talk about the idea of absolute truth, absolute being or existence or, when it comes to questions of ethics, absolute goodness. When we do so, we refer to the whole project of de​ve​loping human practice. But what is the ‘truth’ of ‘speculative’ statements on this ‘absolute’ level of reflection on being, truth and know​ledge? This question does not only concern traditional theology. When, for example, the physical sciences claim to have an absolute concept of truth or present the only real know​led​ge or the real world, Hegel attacks this materialist or ‘physicalist’ view under the title “mechanism” as wrong metaphysics. It represents a wrong un​derstanding of the doctrine of absolute truth, knowledge and nature. The ‘real’ truth of me​cha​nism as a form of explanation of nature is that it is only a province in human instrumental reasoning, which is, in turn, only a province in human ethical life. In other words, materialism and naturalism is an ideology, just because they assume that nature as a mere object of thought and experience already contained the whole world. They forget that in any act of making something into an object of knowledge, we, the subjects, are presupposed. To forget this logical fact, is exactly the same as what martin Heidegger calls “Seinsvergessenheit”, obliviousness of being and of the ontological difference between being an object and being a subject. Therefore, the absolute whole of the world must be also understood as a generic subject of all actualizations of events and performances of (speech) acts, not only as an object of descriptive and causal investigation or reflection. For Hegel “the absolute” is therefore a title for all these actualizations and performances for themselves, rather than in being merely an object of knowledge claims. Moreover, the existence of us together with our practices of knowledge, including judgments about knowledge claims as true or wrong, as essentially sufficient or insufficient, or as coherent or contradictory, is presupposed in any epistemic act. In the end, we find her ‘the truth’ of Descartes’ attempt to overcome methodological skepticism: To doubt that there is such a practice of knowledge destroys any sense of doubting. This is a kind of logical self-consuming of skepticism. 

But empiricism and scientism are also wrong. They are dogmatic because of their unno​ticed presuppositions. It is a deep irony, therefore, when He​gel is attacked for talking about the absolute. The messenger gets punished here for the message. The message is that atomistic scientism and empiricism are theories of absolute truth and knowledge and propose allegedly ‘objective’ claims about sense perceptions as the ‘real’ basis of knowledge and truth. A similar point holds for the parallel ‘sentimental’ theories of happiness and goodness in the traditions of ethical empiricism.
3 Hegelian ‘categories’ develop into a whole system of differentiations and inferences 

Our leading question now is what it means to start, as Hegel does, with such general words or ‘categories’ as “being” and “nothing” and what it means to ‘develop’ or ‘deduce’ such words or ‘categories’ as “becoming” and “being there” and via them other ‘categories’ like “quality” and “quan​tity”, “measure” and “essence”. A first answer to this question is this: These words or categories just name most general forms by which we reflect on the relation of thinking or speaking and the world. We all use them every now and then in our practice of reflecting on general forms of speech. But in this use, we are usually not aware of their meaning. And, what is worse, we tend to forget the presuppositions involved in their use. Therefore, there is some need of developing a more self-conscious use of such ‘categorials’. 

Hegel’s enterprise is, indeed, guided by this goal. The steps he proposes to go in his analysis lead us, so to speak, ‘down’ from the more general to the more particular categories. The reason is this: Self-conscious analysis makes the scales of methodologically ordered presuppositions explicit. In doing so, it develops our self-conscious knowledge about the peculiarity of human knowledge. As such, it is the ‘metaphysical’ knowledge of Aristotle’s noesis noeseos, which turns out to be the same enterprise as Kant’s transcendental analysis, if it is correctly understood. 

We therefore should by no means confuse Hegel’s steps of developing ca​tegories with deductions in our modern sen​se. In such a deduction, we start with axioms and derive theorems according to some already accepted rules of de​duction. According to Hegel’s idea of a logical development, we rather proceed in sho​wing what is already presupposed when we explicitly use, or implicitly (practically) refer to, the categories in question. 

4 Being is truth, content is form 

But how does Hegel work his way down from the most general and abstract to the more concrete and particular ‘categories’? Hegel begins with the category of being. There are many things to say about this category. I take it, for short, that “being” is the most general label for anything that (allegedly) exists in some sense or other. That is, it is a super-label for existence, reality, truth, objectivity and other sub-labels like this. In a sense, “being” stands, at least at first, for the formal idea of existence of the world at large and of determined objects in the world, of states of affairs or of processes and events. In other words, Hegel does not distin​gu​ish yet be​tween the whole world and limited realms of objects, real pro​perties and true pro​positions, at least not at the beginning. Nor does he distinguish yet between the level of re​fe​ren​ce and the level of expression. Like Par​me​​nides, one of his self-elected predecessors, he just names a topic or rather, a problem by mentioning and using the word “being”. And he proceeds by asking what we mean when we use this word. 

In short: The ca​te​gory of being corresponds to the category of for​mal truth – only that in the latter case we talk about ex​pressions of formal knowledge, not about what it is knowledge of. 

The immediate problem now is that being or truth would be empty if we had no criteria for distinguishing truth from untruth, be​ing from not being. Therefore, there is no concept of truth without negation, i.e. with​out making a differen​ce to non-being and falsehood. The category of being therefore contains, in this sense, al​ready non-being as its opposite. This means the following: Being is defined only in re​la​tion to non-being. Truth is defined only in relations to falsehood. 

But how should we understand the criteria or rules for these differentiations? The road of Hegel’s analytical reflection leads now to further ca​te​go​​ries like be​coming or change and presence or Dasein. This means that we have to accept the fact that any possible distinction between truth and falsehood can only be made actual in a present world of empirical changes, as Heraclitus has seen already. It will turn out that in this real, empirical, world not only ‘things’ change, but the ‘mea​nings’ of words, too. I.e. there is also a development of our systems of distinctions and inferences, expressed by our words. We therefore have to account for the fact that any actualization of meaningful speech, any speech-act, and its proper understanding, is, in one way or other, bound to the present situation of di​scourse, even though it also transcends the situation and perspective of the speaker, or else it could not be understood by others, who, by default, are in different situations and occupy different points of perspectives. 

In other words, we can never totally undo the performative, i.e. subjective, and the dialogical, i.e. co-operative, aspects of meaningful speech, even in its written form, as Plato, the third in the row of Hegel’s philosophical heroes, already knows. As a result, transcendence of our subjectivism (and corresponding finitudes) remains always somehow ‘relative’. Therefore, we have to distinguish between relevant or essential and irrelevant and ines​sential features of the particular situations of speaker and hearer. By doing so, we relativize generic invariance. 

In other words, when we ‘abstract’ from actual situa​tions, as we do especially in our reflections on semantical forms, we do not arrive at absolutely invariant sentence mea​ning. We arrive at best at generic forms of dialogical understanding. 

The resulting problem of this insight is to reconcile the very idea of situation in​variant meaning and truth with the limitations of our actual use (of schemes) of conceptual differen​tia​tions, identifications and inferences. Only on the ground of such recon​cilia​tion we can understand the concept of non-subjective knowledge and science. The problem is analogous to Plato’s problem of methexis or projection of forms unto the real word of possibly actual human experience, as it is discussed in the dialogue “Parmenides”, which was praised by Hegel emphatically as the first ‘speculative’, i.e. highest-level, reflection on meaning and truth. 

The main and leading question now is: How do actual things share properties with generic forms? 

5 Being in and for itself is the concrete thing 

Any sufficiently invariant object of concrete understanding exists in-and-for-it​​self.
 This means that it is already understood as an actua​li​za​tion of a determinate generic form. In fact, Hegel interprets Plato’s idea (in itself) as such a generic form. 

The Latin word “con-crescere” means “to grow together”, “to amalgamate”. In any refe​ren​ce to a concrete object, a generic form and its actual embo​diment are already, in this sense, ‘grown together’. Since it is presupposed that the object is an ac​tua​lization of this … (and not that…) form or Hegelian idea, a certain pre-know​ledge about the Platonic idea is pre​supposed. We see now that there is a task to explicate the relevant Platonic or Hegelian idea or generic form of something, which usually is presupposed implicitly. This is the task of (‘transcendental’) philosophical analysis, properly understood. 

Explicit judgments about relevance bring, so to speak, ideal propositions about ideal forms self-consciously back to the real world. We know this from applying the propositions of mathematical geometry to the real world. For this, we use measure​ments, for example of distances and angles. As we can see now, too, know​ledge about (ideal) forms (as such) plays an important role in any articulated empirical knowledge, in which objective claims of truths are articulated. Such knowledge about generic forms as such can be learnt by heart or even represented as mathematical, i.e. merely sche​matically lear​nable pre-knowledge of what we empirically can perceive. As such, the know​ledge about generic form plays a certain a priori role in any concrete (hence empirical) knowledge. Knowledge about generic forms is, on the other hand, in the explained sense an a priori presupposition of explicitly articulated empirical knowledge. Knowledge about generic forms is conceptual knowledge. As such, it goes far beyond the so called ‘analytical’ truths of merely definitional conventions like “a bachelor is a man who never was married” or the like. 

Plato was the first to notice the important conceptual fact that eidetic or generic truths, for example about lions or atoms or about chemical substances, are the real goal of any proper science, which, as such does not list huge amounts of singular facts, but develops our concepts. In fact, these eidetic truths play the role of presupposed conceptual knowledge when we use the corresponding words in empirical statements about singular cases. We say, for example, that the lion Jonathan is sick or that a particular chemical reaction took place here and now. Any such concrete refe​ren​ce to an object in the empirical world presupposes some generic knowledge about forms, at least implicitly. Only the form says, to what we refer, because any object of reference must be concrete. And this means. That it must be an actualization of a form or concept. We can, for example, refer to birds, and clouds and the sky, but not to a bare “this” or “what I see”.

Animals have empirical cognition. But they do not take part in our practice of objective knowledge, which is presupposed in any empirical reference to the world. Nor do they have a corresponding practice for their own, if we do not attribute human features to them as our forebears treated even trees, rivers and the weather. This is not so much a dogmatic claim as a challenge to make the distinction between human practice and animal social behavior explicit. 

Any objective reference presupposes a whole system of implicit judgments or rather implicit competence of proper action, for example when it comes to recognize that a certain speech act is an actua​lization of a cer​tain form or that a certain appearance is the ap​pearance of a certain object. 

Judgments are free actions. They do no occur to us. And they can be, like other actions, right or wrong. For judgments, as for actions, there is al​ready a normative horizon de​fined. There is no content, hence no judgment, if, what someone says is not already un​der​stood in the horizon of normativity, defined by what counts as conceptually ‘true’ or ‘generically reliable’ forms of material inferences. The norms tell us what we, the hearer, may or should (not) believe, expect, or do, after the speaker has (presumably sincerely and with good reason) said X or did Y. And all this depends on the possibility of giving and asking for reasons in a kind of control game. What it is to give such reasons is already defined in the horizon of a joint practice.

Now, the age-old question of se​man​tics since the time of Plato’s theory of forms is, ob​viously, this: How do we ‘un​der​stand’, and learn to understand, generic meanings of words – starting from individual and particular cases of their use? Hegel’s answer runs like this: Understanding is taking part in a whole culture, a whole system of joint, co​opera​tively formed, practices. The sub​stantial form of the prac​tice, its idea, is what is understood. Its essence remains identical in all possible and different ways of repre​senting the form or Hegelian idea. Hence, we better distinguish between the relevant inner form (or content) and the irrelevant outer form, by which the content is represented in particular cases. The term ‘concept’ stands for (systems of) inner forms or contents.

Comprehending contents or concepts consists in ma​king appropriate di​stinctions and inferences in speech acts and non-verbal actions. It is a certain competence of acting pro​perly, according to the defining norms of the practice in question. This is indeed a main re​sult of Hegel’s deve​lop​ment of an argument in his Science of Logic: There is no other un​derstanding of truth and meaning possible, at least if we do not allow for mystifying and dogmatic answers. 

� GW 21, p. 381: "Der Unterschied (der Substanzen) ist ... nicht qualitativ aufgefasst, die Substanz nicht als das sich selbst unterscheidende, nicht als Subjekt bestimmt".


� The word "repulsion" and the word "attraction" refer in its general use not to physical forces, but to the inequality and equality of objects as two sides of one categorical form of being an element or an object in a set of objects. Any real reference to an object in experience must fulfil the corresponding form. Cf. GW 21, p. 166 ff.


� GW 21, p. 381: "Die absolute Indifferenz ist die letzte Bestimmung des Seins, ehe dieses zum Wesen wird". 


� But the assumption leads to nothing. As long as "noch keine Art von Bestimmtheit sein soll" (GW 21, p. 373), we do not know what we refer to.


� "Die reine Quantität ist die Indifferenz als aller Bestimmungen fähig" (GW 21, p. 381).


� We all know that only in very excep�tional cases a singular person can be right in his jud�gments against the overwhelming consent of almost all others – like Hegel seems to me in some aspects, despite the deep problems of making himself understood.


� Hegel distinguishes empirical or ‘qualitative’ propositions like “this rose is red” or “Caesar was born then and there“, or: “there is a carriage driving by” (§167, 172) from generic judgments, but also from emphatic judgments of the form: the noise was produced by a carriage that was driving by. Qualitative judgments of the category Dasein (or ‘presence’) say what is here. They contain deictic elements or situation-dependent anaphoric references. 


� As far as Robert Brandom reads Hegel in this way, I fully support his reading. As far as he thinks of logical inferences as formal, schematic, inferences that can be represented by a system of formal deductions or formal norms of dialogical commitments, entitlement and ‘consistency’ I do not. In formal systems of inferential rules we only can make ‘universal’ quantification explicit, but not the much more complicated practice of generic reasoning.


� Cf Enc. § 174: In a judgment of reflection the singular is already related to other things in the world. And this is expressed by a predicate that is not defined in its truth conditions by relatively immediate qualities. Hegel’s example is the predicated ‘curative’. In  § 175 he says that particularity is extended to a kind of universality, the generic statements about normal behavior turn into all-quantification about all things that behave normal.


� Cf. Enc. § 178: A judgment of concept says if some judgment is good or true enough – with respect to the conceptual or generic inferences in question. 


� Cf. §§ 166, 167. The problem is, of course, to explain the objective sense of a claim that N is P. The answer is that the object N itself is determined by P and that the speaker as a subject says that this holds objectively, independently of his subjective judgment. I.e. the speaker (at first implicitly, in praxi, then perhaps also explicitly or self-consciously appeals to a realm of standing ‘conceptual’ truths, to which he is committed as a competent speaker. 


� Cf. P.S.W. Hegels Analytische Philosophie, Paderborn 1992. 
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