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According to Kant’s rationalist internalism, for my action to have moral worth I must be motivated by the considerations that rationally justify my action. These considerations themselves must ultimately refer to the moral law, to the Categorical Imperative, so that to have moral worth my motive must be the law itself. I must do my duty for the sake of the dutiful itself, though no one, least of all myself, can assess with certainty that I have done so. Hegel clearly retains some version of rationalist internalism, but he also reconceives ethics to include particular interests and purposes. Just how Hegel can claim to respect Kantian universalism while establishing determinate ethical content that incorporates the particular and is socially assessable (i.e., external in some sense) has remained something of a mystery. Christine Korsgaard has written that Hegel departs from Kant in an objectionably “externalist” manner in moving beyond the formal moral law by “importing” normative considerations from the outside to provide content.
 But Hegel’s argument for ethical life turns on understanding how formality itself “breaks through its own barrier”
 to a concept of institutional rationality in which autonomy’s own requirements are satisfied. The logical core of Hegel’s account of ethical life is that the rationality of any action depends on it being embedded within a totality of conditions. An ethical totality that achieves the status of what Hegel calls the Absolute Idea is structured by the principle of autonomy itself.  Hegel’s argument for the content of ethical life thus draws out the presuppositions of individual autonomy by developing the objective contexts in which such autonomy can be realized.

The fundamental questions for Hegel’s theory of autonomy turn on the transition from Morality to Ethical Life. In this transition Hegel maddeningly refers to some unspecified arguments in his Logic as necessary for a proper understanding of the issues. In his influential article on this transition,
 Ludwig Siep discusses three possible candidates for the logical “correlate” for this transition. I list them in “ascending” order in the progression of the Logic. The transition 1) from the “substantiality” relationship at the end of the Wesenslogik to the Concept, 2) from the “apodictic judgment” to the inference, and 3) from teleology, the last stage in “Objectivity,” to “Life,” or the first shape of the “Idea.” In this paper I propose yet another answer to this question, at an even higher logical stage. I claim, namely, that the argument for ethical life is based on the figure of conscience, and that the transition from conscience is a version of the transition in the Logic from the Idea of the Good to the Absolute Idea. This transition incorporates two other transitions, which I will also analyze because Hegel does not always repeat the fine structure of the earlier transitions when he is employing them in later moves. The transitions from inference to objectivity, and from objectivity to the Idea (#3 above), are also crucial for understanding the final transition.


Hegel is better known as a critic of conscience than as an advocate for its authority. His distinctive place in the history of ethics and political philosophy is usually thought to come from his historical, and especially his social, conception of practical reason. Some of his most memorable polemical passages, in both the Philosophy of Right and the Phenomenology of Spirit are directed against the ethics of conviction that is associated with conscience. One commentator has gone so far as to say that in Hegel’s dialectic in the Phenomenology, conscience is “the last subterfuge of all,” against which Hegel sets out a “virulent, even vicious, attack.”
 At best conscience is seen as a kind of concession to the individual that a developed society can allow, or accommodate.
 One goal of this paper is to show that conscience plays a far more important role both in Hegel’s ethics and in his overall system. Specifically, my reading of conscience through the Logic
 grants conscience a higher logical status than normally supposed. This interpretation of Hegel’s practical philosophy does not reduce the practical to the theoretical, but rather shows how the teleological dimensions of Hegel’s Logic are best redeemed through a philosophy of action. The payoff of my approach is not only to render the transition from Morality to Ethical Life more comprehensible, but also to make the Begriffslogik as a whole more accessible.

1.

Kant is centrally concerned with the question of motivation and the objects of the will in the second Critique in his discussion of the Highest Good and the Postulates of Practical Reason. The task of the “Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason” in which this discussion appears is to think through “the whole and complete good as the object of the faculty of desire of rational finite beings.”
 This is the subject matter of dialectic in Kant’s sense because it is an instance of reason seeking something infinite in the merely finite. After summarizing the cause of dialectic in theoretical philosophy, Kant writes,
reason in its practical use is no better off. As pure practical reason it likewise seeks the unconditioned for the practically conditioned (which rests on inclinations and natural needs), not indeed as the determining ground of the will, but even where this is given (in the moral law), it seeks the unconditioned totality of the object of pure practical reason, under the name of the highest good.

The goal for Kant of finding the “unconditioned” for the finite, natural agent, is to find a final purpose or complete object of the will, in which both the demands of freedom (moral law) and happiness (inclinations and natural needs) are satisfied. Kant insists that the Highest Good is a priori our ultimate end, even though our finite nature allows us only to strive towards the goal.
 Human action always involves an end, a purpose to be realized empirically, so maxims of action cannot refer solely to the individual’s relation to the form of the moral law, but must refer to the world in which she is situated (in moral terms, the connection of virtue and happiness is a synthetic one). Kant tells us that for an individual to will the realization of the Highest Good in her own life, she must consider her actions as conducive to the best possible world, the world in which the most moral persons would also be the happiest. We cannot bring this about, but can only hope for it, a hope made possible through the postulates of pure practical reason. Such hope is a source of motivation for moral improvement, but cannot replace in Kant’s eyes the moral incentive itself. Immortality of the soul is postulated so that we can think of progress towards our own moral perfection. The existence of God is postulated as “the supreme cause of nature, insofar as it must be presupposed for the Highest Good …”
 These claims are especially significant for our theme because they concern the intersection of moral action and complete determination of the ethical world.

Hegel’s argument draws not only on Kant’s argument for the Highest Good, but also on Fichte’s deduction of ethical content in his 1798 Sittenlehre. In Fichte’s streamlining of Kantian morality, the entire moral command can be summed up: “always act in accordance with your best conviction concerning your duty, or, Act according to your conscience.”
 This claim is the result of a deduction from the original activity of the self-positing I, and is followed by a treatment of the true content of this conviction. Perhaps the trickiest point in Fichte’s presentation is that while conscience identifies the right practical judgment in a specific case, conscience itself does not have any epistemic authority. Conscience responds to the deliverances of a theoretical capacity, reflective judgment, which entertains all the possible actions in a specific situation. This generates a demand on the ethical world akin to the demand of Kant’s Highest Good. The ethical world, the possible purposes of my willing, must be such that my reflective judgment can discover a purpose to which my conscience responds. If all the options for reflective judgment are bad, no second-order judgment of conscience will go through (my conscience will not permit me to act). If my conscience does respond, that means that I understood the reasons for the action and I am motivated to actually perform the action. The problem with content in Fichte, a problem that Hegel returns to again and again in the passages from the Logic that I examine, is that conscience as individual judgment remains at the level of the mere ought, “bad infinity,” or infinite progress. By making conscience a pure immediate self-relation, Fichte in effect makes the demand of conscience on the world impossible to satisfy. For along with the second order judgment in Fichte, there comes a second-order goal, which is to make myself completely universal, to realize my moral vocation by purifying myself of all particularity. This goal, like Kant’s Highest Good, is realizable only in an infinite time.

What Hegel calls in the Philosophy of Right “The Good” (in the Logic, “The Idea of the Good”) is clearly a descendant of Kant’s Highest Good. But the parallel with the Highest Good is best read not in terms of the proportionality of moral worth and happiness, but rather in terms of Kant’s more general definition. The Highest Good is what Reason is looking for when it “seeks the unconditioned totality of the object of pure practical reason.” This requirement is a totality in which all the conditions of the finite will are brought together in the “complete object of the will.” Translating “object” with “purpose,” it is clearly just such a totality that Hegel is invoking in calling The Good “realized freedom, the absolute final purpose [Endzweck] of the world.”
 This Idea, which is at first only the “abstract Idea,”
 contains all the conditions as a structured whole that are required for the will to realize its freedom completely. The sublated moments that are contained within The Good are “abstract right, welfare, the subjectivity of knowing, and the contingency of external Dasein.”
 These moments are initially incorporated into the “abstract purpose” rather than into the individual self-conscious agency of conscience. Since conscience arises through this shape, however, it too will contain these moments, albeit with only a presupposed universality. Conspicuously absent from the list of conditions is the moment of substance or recognition.
 This does not mean that no moment of universality is implied in the Good, or in “formal conscience,” but only that there is as yet no venue, no context, for determinate recognition. The move to “ethical life” will be akin to the final scene of recognition in the “Spirit” chapter of the Phenomenology (though without confession and forgiveness), for it will bring together the objective standard of justification of the abstract universal idea of The Good and the particular motivating reasons of conscience. The result, “Ethical Life” as a whole, is the actual “unconditioned totality” of the will, which Hegel develops as the system of social contexts culminating in the State. 

Rather than follow Kant in moving from the Idea of the (Highest) Good to postulates of practical reason, Hegel moves to conscience as the moment in which this abstract Idea becomes actual. Hegel brings out the need for conscience through the criticism that the Categorical Imperative is an empty standard. Hegel does endorse the universal character of Kantian moral theory, though he reinterprets the requirement of doing your duty for the sake of duty as the idea that one should perform an action as one’s duty because one is convinced that it is what one has most reason to do. Conscience enters the picture as the moment of specificity, the conclusion of practical reason that can be motivating as a duty. As such a site of motivating reason, conscience thus corrects for the indeterminacy of the abstract moral law in Kant’s duty for duty’s sake thesis. Hegel writes, 

Because of the abstract composition of the Good, the other moment of the Idea, i.e. particularity in general, falls within subjectivity. Subjectivity, in its universality reflected into itself, is the absolute certainty of itself in itself, the positing of particularity, the determining and deciding factor – the conscience.
 
In this passage, conscience is identified with the moment of particularity, which Hegel calls “the other moment of the Idea” to contrast it with universality. What Hegel calls here “the absolute certainty of itself in itself” is the agent’s deliberative process that results in a motivating belief that expresses the reasons for action. Contrasting the agent of conscience to earlier historical times, in which religious and political norms were “given,” Hegel writes that conscience “knows itself as thought, and that this thought of mine is my sole source of obligation.”
 All the ambiguities of conscience arise because no direct “objectification” of this process is possible. When we actually act on conscience, our deeds are subject to criticism and there is an expectation that we are able to justify them. Yet this “exalted point of view, a point of view of the modern world,”
 cannot be reduced to a deliberative calculus that could be codified or taught.
The fundamental difference between formal and true conscience is that formal conscience has the character of a presupposition, whereas with true conscience the identity of the moments of the subjective will and the objective good is explicit. The individual has within his own authority all the aspects of the Good, all the moments required for his action to be the right action, yet he does not have the ultimate say in whether or not the content of what he actually does is rational. Hegel writes, 

The ambiguity associated with conscience therefore consists in the fact that conscience is presupposed in advance to signify the identity of subjective knowledge and volition with the true good, and is thus declared and acknowledged to be sacrosanct, while it also claims, as the purely subjective reflection of self-consciousness into itself, the authority which belongs only to that identity itself by virtue of its rational content which is valid in and for itself.
 
The integrity of individual conscience must be presupposed, but the authority of conscience can easily be misunderstood, and abused, by those who claim it. Since in conscience I am the ruler over “all determinate aspects” of the ethical world, I can imagine that my “purely subjective reflection” directly confers authority. Hegel thinks that new situations will always arise, and no modern society can be so determinate that we will know in advance how each person should act in each situation. There will always be a need to respect individual conscience as such a presupposition, and the rightness of the actions can often only be known as valid after the fact, or through repeated instances. In a complex society, the ambiguity of conscience can obviously be exploited in the pursuit of one’s own advantage, which is one reason Hegel writes sarcastically of those who can easily find conflicts of rights and duties around every corner. This ambiguity can be very harmful to a society’s normative structure, yet Hegel thinks that we can live with this essential tension.

The issue with moving from formal to what Hegel calls “true conscience” is how to think of the truth conditions for conscience (the objective contexts) as determined by conscience itself rather than simply imposed upon the individual “externally.” An important clue comes in the description of formal conscience loaded with the most speculative vocabulary. Hegel writes in §138:

This subjectivity, as abstract self-determination and pure certainty of itself alone, evaporates into itself all determinate aspects of right, duty, and existence, inasmuch as it is the power of judgment which determines solely from within itself what is good in relation to a given content, and at the same time the power to which the good, which is at first only represented and ought to be, owes its actuality.
 

In this formulation, conscience has two powers, one corresponding to judgment, and another, apparently distinct, power, which Hegel associates here with the actuality of the Good. The first power, the power of judgment, itself has two sides, an internalizing side and a determining or unifying side. In Hegel’s conception of practical reason, the first, “evaporating” moment is necessary in order to preserve normative holism, namely that the “determinate aspects” do not stand in rigidly fixed relations to each other. The contribution of these normative aspects to the judgment can vary depending on the situation, and the agent needs to suspend provisionally their normative force in order to arrive at a total judgment. The second side of judgment is its power of unifying the determinacies in a judgment which declares a specific course of action to be good or right. 

It is often assumed that what Hegel calls the power of judgment in §138 covers the entire description of conscience. But I read the reference in the second phase as distinct, and I think that the grammar of the sentence supports this claim. I therefore take conscience to be limited in so far as it is just the power of judgment, but judgment itself to be limited as a figure for capturing all that is essential about conscience. The “actuality of the Good” claim is not a description well served by the model of judgment. On my reading, conscience is a figure of inference, the highest level of “subjectivity” In Hegel’s “Logic of the Concept.” Conscience is also not merely a form of consciousness, but it is rather a figure of action on a purpose. Indeed, since it is preceded by the levels of purpose and intention, conscience must be a kind of action. Conscience thus brings the abstract Idea of the Good to fruition, or allows the transition to determinate content. Understanding this point will help us see that in its full form, conscience embodies the figure of disjunctive inference that effects the move to objectivity, and the Idea of the Good that effects the move to the Absolute Idea.

2.


Turning to the underlying Logic, the first step is to understand Hegel’s account of judgment. Whereas Kant and Fichte viewed judgment primarily under the guise of unity, Hegel views it (following Hölderlin) under the guise of division, or relation. He thus stresses the Ur-teilen, the division from an original unity (of the Concept) that creates the need for the copula (X is Y). When Hegel introduces the judgment in the Encyclopedia Logic, his language is very much the language with which he introduces conscience in the Philosophy of Right. He writes, “The judgment is the Concept in its particularity, as the distinguishing relation of its moments, which are posited as being-for-themselves and as identical with themselves, not with each other.”
 The judgment expresses an identity between a singular and a universal term [Term], and is therefore at a higher level than all the relational concepts of reflection from earlier in the Logic. Hegel comments that the judgment can be viewed from either of two sides, from the original unity in the Concept, or from the independence of the extremes. The difference from the Kantian account of judgment as combining a manifold in a concept is that there is no content-providing source separated from the Hegelian concept in the way that sensibility is to Kantian judgment (or the Anstoß is to Fichte’s I). What is unified are the determinations of the concept itself, the original unity which has “placed against each other [Gegeneinanderstellen] its own determinations.”
 

For the purposes of reading the logic into (or out of) parts of the philosophy of Spirit, we need to know how this logical language translates into ordinary judgments. The “dissolving” that Hegel refers to as the power of judgment is a dissolving of ethical determinacy, which has the logical determinacy of the moments of the Concept. The power of judgment in its dissolutive or evaporating guise is the power of the Concept (in Fichte’s language, the I), or self-consciousness, to take up all the moral aspects into a relational or determinative nexus such that a holistic, total judgment can be reached. Hegel wants to make clear the ambiguities associated with this negative moment (the instability it creates in ethical objectivity), but also the need for it (in, for example, dealing with conflicts of duty). This kind of judgment can move from the particulars of a situation to a universal category, and indeed Hegel’s own example of the apodictic judgment (the highest level of judgment) is “The action constituted in such and such a way is right.”
 This judgment is at a high level because it contains the determinations of rightness (the particulars) that grant this individual action the predicates of the universal category of right. Conscience claims this prerogative, but it is not clear what gives conscience the authority to consider this synthetic judgment true.


Will Dudley has recently presented a cogent account of the practical philosophy as guided by the transitions in the Logic.
 His work is an excellent model for this necessary task, and I agree with him on many of the connections that he draws. But on the question of the limitations of the moral standpoint, he places conscience at far too low a logical level in the conceptual development of Hegel’s Logic. Dudley writes, “It is thus the logical limitations of judgment that limit the moral will, that make it conceptually incapable of being the actuality of freedom.”
 While I agree that judgment has the deficiency that Dudley ascribes to it, I think that his critique does not map onto conscience. In his reading of why conscience does match up with judgment, Dudley’s main negative criterion for freedom is “externality.” As long as the subject and predicate are external to each other, the activity that embodies such a judgment is not free. The characteristic feature of the judgment is that the identity of the copula is “merely immediate,” so that “the individual subject and the universal predicate are mutually external.”
 Dudley associates this structure with the category of finitude, what must be overcome in order to truly be free. He reads conscience as engaged in subsuming “a singular (this action) under a universal (the concept of the good),”
 and he regards conscience as making an assertoric judgment, which “is called assertoric because it is merely asserted, and its justification is therefore merely subjective. That is, its justification does not rely on an internal determination of the particular contents of the universal concept (“good action”), but on something external to that concept.”
  Because, according to Dudley, all that that conscience can use to determinate its duties is “subjective certainty,” he goes so far as to say that the moral will is “reduced” to the level of conscience, or mere assertion. 

I think that Dudley is selling conscience short even at the level of judgment, for an individual judging via conscience is capable of giving reasons, make an apodictic judgment, even if the singular combination of particulars finds its ultimate justification in the agent’s conviction. This judgment is not a subsumption, but rather a reflective judgment that can synthesize particulars in an individual action. But the point I am more interested to make is that judgment at any level is inadequate to capture conscience, for conscience is a figure of autonomous action, not merely the conscious judgment that action X, because of such and such features, is good. The whole “Morality” section can be read as Hegel’s philosophy of action, so it should come as no surprise that conscience is a figure of purposive action. The Good owes its “actuality” to conscience, which already implies a more advanced shape than judgment could capture. At the level of “subjectivity,” it is the inference, and especially the disjunctive inference, in which practical reason qua Objective Spirit is cashed out. 
We cannot understand the work that conscience is supposed to do unless we understand the figure of the inference. The inference is the highest level of “subjectivity,” after the concept and the judgment. The account of the inference begins with what we traditionally think of as syllogisms. These are what Hegel calls “formal” inferences, which are quite naturally thought of as subjective forms that can be filled by any sort of content. Hegel claims, by contrast, that when the genuine doctrine of the Schluß is properly understood, “Everything is an inference” (§181).
 It might be thought that reading Schluß as inference is too deflationary as a guide to Hegel’s very unusual and rather grand conception of ontology. But Hegel himself insists that we are familiar with the activity he is discussing: 

the various forms of the inference reassert themselves continually in our cognition. For instance, when someone hears the creaking of a cart in the street as he wakes on a winter’s morning and is led by that to the conclusion that it must have frozen quite hard, he is performing here the operation of inferring, and we repeat this operation every day in the most varied and complicated ways. (§183Z)

We would normally say that we draw an inference here from the sound of the creaking cart, via the premise that carts creak when it gets very cold, to the conclusion that it must have gotten very cold the night before. The inferences that Hegel details in the Science of Logic involve the relationships between the moments of the Concept (singularity, particularity, universality). Despite his oft-expressed contempt for ordinary “representational thinking,” it is clear that Hegel thinks we can move fairly quickly from these logical forms to empirical inferences. Hegel thinks that the inference is not merely formal, but provides the transition to objectivity as well, writing that the subjective “breaks through its own barrier, and opens itself up into objectivity by means of inference” (EL 192Z). The basic step out of conscience similarly moves to the objectivity of Ethical Life from the conceptual conditions of its subjective shape.
A passage from the very end of “Subjectivity” in the Science of Logic sums up the entire progression of inference through its forms. This passage provides a concise contrast in terms of the ought of relation and the totality that characterizes the objective context:

The figures of the inference exhibited each determinacy of the Concept individually as the middle term, which at the same time is the Concept as an ought-to-be, as a demand that the mediating factor shall be the Concept’s totality. But the different genera of the inference exhibit the stages of fulfillment or concretion of the middle term. In the formal inference the middle term is only posited as totality in that all determinacies, though each singly, function as the mediating factor. In the inferences of reflection the middle term appears as the unity that gathers together externally the determinations of the extremes. In the inference of necessity it has likewise determined itself to the unity that is no less developed and total than simple, and the form of the inference which consisted in the difference of the middle term from its extremes has thereby sublated itself.

The inference is supposed to be an advance on the judgment because it not only separates the moments, or exhibits the differences of the concept (and of empirical judgments), but also connects them in a way that is more determinate than the mere “is” of the judgment. The deficiency in the immediate or formal inference is that the middle term, what mediates between the major premise and the conclusion, is only one term with a contingent connection to the other term. To say that the middle term merely ought to be the totality is to say that initially the inference is not self-sufficient, but merely presupposes the truth of its premises. It is this formality that Hegel is thinking of in one of his criticisms of Kantian morality, namely that it tries to establish many binding laws as categorical commands, but in any concrete case these will produce bad inferences or no action at all. So a typical Kantian inference might run, All lying is wrong, This action involves lying, This action is wrong. But if the murderer comes to the door asking where his victim is, most people would agree that lying about the target’s whereabouts is justified. Simply put, we need a model of the inference that can cover the whole case, that can account for total or all-things-considered judgments.
 
The goal of the process of the inference described above is that of totality, which is the achievement of the disjunctive inference that effects the transition to objectivity. So turning from the first formal inference to the final form of the inference, the disjunctive inference, the ought has been overcome in that the totality of the possible determinations has been laid out. An individual specified through the particulars exhausts the “differences” in the universal. Negative unity, or self-relating negativity, is made explicit in the final form of the inference, the disjunctive inference. Hegel notes that this inference can be represented schematically in either of the two following ways:

A is either B or C or D,



A is either B or C or D,

But A is B, 





But A is neither C nor D,

Therefore A is neither C nor D.


Therefore A is B.

The basic move here is to individuate terms, and specify their content, through their determinate exclusions.
 In relation to the moments of the Hegelian Concept, the achievement of this figure is to unify all three moments, universality, singularity and particularity, in the middle term. It does this because the “genus” is divided into its “species”, the “total particularization,” or a “negative unity, the reciprocal exclusion of the determinations.”
 The “self-referring determination” of the second premise (and the conclusion) is an identity that is mediated through the determinate exclusions made possible by the exhaustive “either-or” of the particulars.

In the move from the formal inference to the disjunctive inference, we can see Hegel making a point about the Sellarsian Space of Reasons. To make minimally valid formal inferences is to participate in a very meager way in the Space of Reasons. To know which premises are correct, and especially to know which premises are relevant to a perceptual or moral judgment is to be in full command of the actual Space of Reasons. It is to know not just the rules of the game, we might say, but how to best operate within those rules to play the game well (anyone can learn the rules of chess in half and hour, but learning to play well can take years). This point also of course means that there has to be such an actual social space of reasons for one to command. If there are no determinate reasons to give, or if the reasons are too rigid (a point I return to below), there may be no satisfying totality to cash out one’s reasons.
 


For moral action, let us take as the “universal” the predicate “right,” which for this context we can take as equivalent to “good.” Corresponding to Hegel’s genus and species are the right and all the “right-making” features of the situation, those things that can favor or disfavor acting in one way or another. I will take as my example a case from a competitive professional context, in which the “morality” of a given action is often ambiguous. Consider a well-known philosophy professor trying to decide whether to take another institution’s job offer. Here there are only two main courses of action, but many reasons that can count one way or another. Let me just list a few in the interrogative form. Which institution will allow him to best pursue his vocation of furthering the goals of rational inquiry? Which will pay him more? Which location has better and more affordable houses? Which has better schools? Which has better weather? Which setting would be best for his wife and her job prospects? Which school would lose more if he did not teach there? Which would be better for his field and its progress? 

Now the “right” is related to these reasons in different ways, with some more relevant to the presumably main purpose of the action (i.e., finding a job in which one can be a more productive member of the research community) than others. They also have a comparative dimension that complicates their weighting. Rational inquiry may be more important than the size of the house I live in, but if the difference between the two departments in furthering my pursuit of philosophy is not significant, but the difference in housing is dramatic, the intrinsically less important reason might count for more. It is just these kinds of determinations that the subject has to “evaporate into herself” in reaching a decision. On one model, practical reason could work by tallying up the “weights” of the reasons to see which action wins. I don’t think that in most cases this is how decisions are reached. Few decisions are reducible to an arithmetic calculation involving pre-established weighting of reasons. Taking the disjunctive inference as the model, one could say that A = “action X is made right by” B or C or D, where each of those stand for the reasons that are relevant for the rightness of the action. When “weighing” an action in conscience, all of the complex relations between these reasons come into play, and their importance is ultimately defined through the reasons that one excludes as unimportant. For this to be conscience, to express my conviction, I must be aware of having taken everything relevant into account. My action in the end may be explicitly based on a subset of those relevant factors, but an account of the total action will need to be able to say why many of them were not, finally, important. Thus the decision of conscience resembles the disjunctive inference in which all particulars are in play, and a singular action is reached based on how the reason or reasons function as a totality. 

3. 

The next step in assessing the inference as a model for conscience is to turn to Hegel’s explicit discussions of the inference of action.
 I can only mention a couple of points from the section on teleology, which sets out a movement that is repeated (though not in all its details) in the Idea of the Good and the transition to the Absolute Idea. When Hegel introduces the Zweckbeziehung, the “relation of purpose,” in the Science of Logic, he does so by way of contrast with the regulative function of reflective judgment in Kant’s discussion of teleology in the Critique of Judgment (which he also praises as a middle term between the universal of reason and the individual of intuition). He writes,

The Concept, as purpose, is of course an objective judgment, in which one determination is the subject, namely the concrete Concept as determined through itself, while the other is not merely a predicate but external objectivity. But the relation of purpose is not for that reason a reflective judging that considers external objects only according to a unity, as if an intelligence had given this unity for the convenience of our cognitive faculty; on the contrary it is the truth with being in and for itself that judges objectively and determines external objectivity absolutely. Thus the relation of purpose is thereby more than judgment; it is the inference of the independent free Concept that unites itself with itself through objectivity.
 

Hegel argues for replacing the merely regulative model of reflective judgment (that Kant employs for thinking of living things) with a model of teleology based on practical reason, on setting a purpose, finding means to achieve that purpose, and accomplishing it in the objective world.
 For Hegel the conclusion will be “the accomplished purpose,” or the state of affairs of the objective world once the purpose has been carried out. The similarity to the language from PR §138 is striking. There he wrote that conscience is not only the “power of judgment to determine through itself what is good,” but also that through which the Good achieves “actuality.” If we read objectivity above and actuality in §138 as rough synonyms, it becomes clear that Hegel is talking about the same figure of action here. The interpretive question is how to read the final part of the passage that labels the inference one of the “independent free concept” which “unites itself with itself through objectivity.” In action, self-conscious activity sets a purpose and must fulfill that purpose through conditions in the existent world, but also by altering those conditions. In its more developed rational forms, action is free because the conditions are posited by the Concept (self-conscious activity) itself, so that the agent then “finds herself” in the world transformed through her action.
 In the singular action a purpose (the universal) is achieved through the means (the particulars). Initially this inference is only a crude form of utility – things are what they are through being means for my purposes. But in the movement of the process the means and ends comes to stand in such a unity that the means are necessary means for my purposes rather than contingent material arbitrarily chosen by me to achieve my purpose. 


In the last two paragraphs of “Teleology,” Hegel makes the transition from external to internal purposiveness, or from teleology to Idea. In Hegel’s description of the process, the “objectivity” that had merely stood against subjectivity is in fact aufgehoben in the “realized purpose.”
 Hegel writes that the “means” vanishes, for it is no longer appropriate to describe an action with separate components of abstract goal and specific means. In the state of affairs that obtains after my action, the “concrete identity” is a result that has standing on its own, which includes both my subjective activity and the objective mode of accomplishing it. As a “concrete totality” that the accomplished purpose can be considered an identity, as immediately objective though determined essentially through the subject. After recapping the progress of “Teleology,” in which objectivity had progressed to become once again subjective, Hegel writes of the unifying of these two sides in the final shape:

The third inference that was considered last is distinguished by the fact that it is, in the first place, the subjective purposive activity of the preceding inferences, but is also the sublation through itself of external objectivity, and therewith of externality in general, and hence is the totality in its being posited. … The movement of the purpose has now reached the stage where the moment of externality is not merely posited in the Concept, where the end is not merely an ought-to-be and a striving to realize itself, but as a concrete totality is identical with immediate objectivity.
 

In the “posited totality” of the moments of the concept, nothing that counts as “externality” survives. This is because the initial purpose’s particulars have been defined, exhausted, by the realized purpose, to which the chosen means are essential, and for that very reason, no longer means. But, on the other hand, the subjective striving and ought has also disappeared into “immediate objectivity.” At the overall level, subjectivity has carried the day, though for the subject who gets his sense of himself in striving against objectivity, this result might seem deflationary. But when Hegel invokes “immediate objectivity,” he implicitly is invoking being for another, or that one’s action is recognized as having succeeded. The stable conditions for such recognition will be given by the objective context itself.

The transition that I just examined repeats itself at a higher level in the transition from the Idea of the Good to the Absolute Idea. I read this transition as the logical correlate of the transition from the Good to Ethical Life in the Philosophy of Right. The figure of conscience as a figure of moral action just is this transitional figure, a fact that makes sense in the Philosophy of Right if one reads ethical life itself as having attained the level of the Absolute Idea. But for me the decisive clue to this reading comes in Hegel’s own reference, in his discussion of the Idea of the Good, to the “Morality” chapter in the Phenomenology of Spirit. Specifically, Hegel refers in the Logic to his discussion in the Phenomenology of the contradictions that Kant fell into with his conception of the Highest Good (the reference is one explanation, along with the reliance on the earlier transitions, for why this important section of the Logic is so short), which is followed in the Phenomenology by his most extensive discussion of conscience anywhere in his published works. In the Science of Logic, the Idea of the Good or the “practical Idea” brings the subject (logically, the “subjective concept”) to the certainty that the objective world only has meaning through its activity. This subjectivity has the “totality of the concept within itself,”
 for it postulates that it alone is the unconditioned, complete good, the final or total object of our willing. It has overcome the subject-object dichotomy, but it also has the same one-sidededness that we saw in the subjective purpose, only raised to a higher level.
 In the movement of this concept, the practical idea and theoretical idea, or the Idea of the Good and the Idea of the True, must be united. In a way Fichte already made this move in claiming that ethical content is given through purposes defined in terms of freedom, insight into which the agent must have via his theoretical capacity, even if the practical drive to subjective unity is in fact thereby really just returning to itself.
 Though he inaugurated this idea, Fichte did not take it far enough, assuming that a world constituted through freedom is “nothing but an Idea. It cannot be thought of in any determinate manner.”
 


It might seem that Hegel’s criticism of the Idea of the Good is just part and parcel of the criticism of conscience, since qua formal, conscience itself seems to be a figure quite akin to the subjective purpose. But if we consider four criticisms of the Good that Hegel gives here, we can see that none of them apply to conscience. 1) Conscience is clearly not just the “absolute postulate” that Hegel refers to, for it has precisely overcome the standpoint of the “ought.” 2) Conscience also is not touched by the criticism that it is destroyed through collision and “battle of the good with itself,” the longstanding criticism that Hegel made against Kant’s inability to deal with conflicts of duty. 3) Hegel writes that from the view of the presupposed objective world the realization of the good is impossible, for this realization is an infinite task; but conscience just is the realization of the good. 4) What the practical idea lacks is the moment of actual consciousness itself, in which “the moment of actuality in the concept for itself would have reached the determination of external being.”
 This “actual consciousness” is just what conscience as the determinate relation to a particular content in fact possesses.

4.


Hegel sets up the resolution of the contradiction as a contrast between the two premises of a practical inference. The premises correspond to the subjective purpose and the means. In an aside that is rather inexplicable without understanding the connection to the dialectic of conscience in the Phenomenology, Hegel notes that the presentation of this transition coincides with the movement of self-consciousness.
 In other words, the relation of dependence and independence between these two premises can be figured as a scene of recognition, in which a struggle ensues that ends with universal, mutual recognition. This is exactly how he proceeded in the Phenomenology. The first premise is “the immediate relation of the good purpose to actuality,” while the second premise “directs it as an external means against external actuality.”
 Hegel notes that if the external reality were merely immediate existence, it would be “evil or indifferent” to the first premise. But, Hegel points out, the practical Idea has already sublated this immediacy in the Idea of the Good. The first premise already contains “immediate objectivity,” so all that remains to eliminate the finitude of this willing (the opposition of universal and particular) to bring the two premises together. In this passage Hegel says we need to bring the “thoughts” of the two premises together. This is the same as bringing together the judge/beautiful soul of the Phenomenology presentation, who holds fast to the abstract good, and the “acting conscience” whose particularity makes it evil in the eyes of the judge (i.e., in contrast to the first premise).


It will be helpful before we proceed to cast these two premises in terms of the example that I introduced in the last section. Let us say that in our hypothetical professor’s case, the abstract Good in the first premise is that the goals of rational inquiry be furthered.
 Now we can add to the example the knowledge that if the professor turns down this job offer, he knows that it will go to one of his colleague’s who is stuck at an institution in which he is very unhappy and not being productive. Wouldn’t it be the moral thing, from the standpoint of the abstract Good of the first premise, to turn down the job so that the Good of rational inquiry is served? 

We might say, that’s not how the activities of Civil Society work, and we would be right. The question is how we justify what we do in Civil Society, without feeling that we always need to go back to the immediate purpose. In this scenario, we can consider the second premise, the “means,” to be the reasons that finally do motivate the professor to act. Let’s say he takes the new job because having a bigger house and more disposable income will no doubt lead to more productive philosophizing. To someone looking on, however, and perhaps to the person next in line, this decision will not seem moral, or actualizing the Good, but will in fact seem to be merely to serve the self-interest of the individual, and damage the larger moral goal of rational inquiry. In using this example I proceed as if Hegel were trying to show why this charge of immorality is not justified, why the sphere of Civil Society has its own independent right.
 

The transition to the absolute Idea, which can be read as another transition from external purposiveness to internal purposiveness through the action itself happens in two phases, separated by a “relapse” into a deficient subjective shape. The first movement is a variant of what we saw above with the accomplished purpose.
 It is implicit in the first premise, the claim of the objective good, that one would take the necessary steps to accomplish that good. Hegel cites the earlier point that this action can seem finite in that one never gets beyond the means, but can keep on invoking further means, never arriving at a true objectivity defined in terms of purposiveness. But here his main emphasis is on the positive result of the dependence of the purpose on the means, namely that the means is the realized purpose, the purpose made objective through implementation. The mediation, or determinate moral action, is “essentially necessary” for the Good to be anything other than a mere posture of self-righteousness. In an exemplary move, Hegel calls this “first negation,” or immediate subjective purpose, “a submergence of the Concept in externality.”
 The greater the abstractness of one’s attitude towards actuality, the further one is supposed to be “above it,” the more one will be implicated in the very reality one is scorning. It is this “first premise” which, embodied, is the butt of Hegel’s joke that “no man is a hero to his valet,” for as a moral valet the abstract good is mostly concerned with faulting others for the particular side of their actions. 

In the specification one acts, or actually accomplishes the Good by negating the immediacy or abstractness of the first negation. I will examine the second version of this move, in which the particularization (conscience) effects the unification of the two premises by changing external reality. He writes,

In other words, the activity in the second premise produces only a one-sided being-for-self, and its product therefore appears as something subjective and individual, and consequently the first presupposition is repeated in it. But this activity is in truth no less the positing of the being in itself identity of the objective Concept and the immediate actuality. This latter is determined by the presupposition as having only a reality of appearance, as being in and for itself nothing and as simply and solely determinable by the objective Concept. When external actuality is altered by the activity of the objective Concept, and its determination therewith sublated, by that very fact the merely appearing reality, the external determinability and nothingness, are removed from that actuality and it is posited as being in and for itself.
 

The presupposition of immediate actuality as a mere appearance, nothing it in itself, must be overcome, for only when it is overcome can the realization of the Good have stable success conditions. But the very realization of the purpose overcomes this presupposition, for the essential means for the purpose must be located within immediate actuality itself. The basic move is from “one-sided being-for-self,” burdened by a presupposed externality that it merely works on, to an externality that already contains the necessary conditions for the success of the action. In the accomplished action, that externality (or immediate actuality) loses its merely appearing quality, and is posited as “in itself” identical with the Concept. As with the move from external to internal purposiveness in general, this new “in itself” moment is best read as “for others,” or as implicating the agent in a relation of mutual recognition that secures the universality of the accomplished purpose.

Hegel writes of the final movement in terms that will be familiar to any reader of the Philosophy of Right. The logical move has been made that corresponds to the move from the moral subject qua individual to individuals immediately identifying with social and political institutions. Hegel writes in the Science of Logic,

With this, the Idea of the Concept that is determined in and for itself is posited as being no longer merely in the active subject but as equally an immediate actuality; and conversely, this actuality is posited, as it is in cognition, as an objectivity possessing a true being. The individuality of the subject with which the subject was burdened by its presupposition, has vanished along with the presupposition; hence the subject now exists as free, universal identity with itself, for which the objectivity of the Concept is a given objectivity immediately to hand, no less truly than the subject knows itself as the Concept that is determined in and for itself.
 

The individuality, and finitude, of the subject has vanished, for the presupposed alien objectivity has vanished. This should remind us of Hegel comments in Philosophy of Right §152, for the individual becomes “free, universal identity with itself,” just as in ethical life “the self-will of the individual and his own conscience in its attempt to exist for itself and in opposition to the ethical substantiality, have disappeared.”
 In stable contexts/sites of recognition, though I have my own ways of occupying social space, my justifications for my actions can stop in the impersonal reference to the practice, to the “objectivity possessing true being.” In the final sentence, in which Hegel notes that the subject itself can only now be what it truly is if the presupposed universality of conscience has actual universality in actions recognized by others. The aspiration here is that the requirements of free subjectivity itself, when viewed in an adequate theory of purposive action, imply their own conditions. These conditions, while largely formal, are not empty, for they are necessary modes of relations with others.

What can we say in our example of the professor whose particular reasons, the “means” in his action, seem to be in tension with the supposed primary reason of acting for the good of rational inquiry? Hegel’s move might seem to imply that whatever means one takes to actualize the purpose, those means will be justified. But we should bear in mind the main point, that the means themselves “disappear,” or cease to be means when viewed in the institutional context of accomplished purposes. Let’s say that his justifying reason is supposed to be the universal good of rational inquiry, but that his motivating reason is having a better house and more disposable income. One way that we can approach what Hegel is saying here is that this decision is (minimally) not blameworthy, and we can without irony say that he acted conscientiously. He does not need to answer Why-questions posed at the abstract level of Morality. The contexts of family and civil society are enough to render the particularity of his decision legitimate. We recognize that there are a great many issues, scholarly and familial, that go into these decisions, and we do not expect people to sacrifice their all-things-considered judgment to an abstract moral good. Of course this is also a place to note that the system itself could break down, the competition for academic stars among top department could distort the goals of the practice, and then we would begin to think that various kinds of criticism “within the system” are warranted. But in its normal functioning, part of the “impersonality” of the institutions is granting particularity, individuality, its ethical standing when from some pure moral perspective a wrong has been done.

5.


What is the payoff of this reading of the Logic? In conclusion I will sketch three results. In my analysis I have sought 1) to make the transition in PR §141 more comprehensible, 2) to address the metaethical question of rational internalism and externalism such that the demands for determinate content and autonomy are both satisfied, and 3) to render accessible the Logic itself, to show how and why the speculative standpoint is not something esoteric, but is rather part of everyday life.


1) . In the description of the logical transition in Philosophy of Right §141, the two premises of the inference are the abstract idea of the Good and the particular action of conscience that ought to be good. The question is how to conceive of them as united in ethical life, or how to bring the two premises of the inference together. In this presentation the point that Hegel stresses is that each of these premises are “für sich zur Totalität gesteigert,” relative totalities that are integrated in so far as, in the totality of their moments, they are identical. The “truth” of this concrete identity is ethical life, a formulation that indicates that this transition is also a kind of unification with the theoretical in so far as ethical life is an immediate reality in which the truth conditions of conscience and of the Good are secured. Hegel’s description of the process of this totality – identity – truth process is as follows:

The nature of the limited and the finite – which in this case are the abstract good which merely ought to be, and an equally abstract subjectivity which merely ought to be good – is for them to have their opposite present within them, the good its actuality, and subjectivity (the moment of the actuality of the ethical) the good; but since they are one-sided, they are not yet posited as what they are in themselves. They become posited in their negativity, for as they one-sidedly constitute themselves as independent totalities, both refusing to accept what is present in itself within them – the good lacking subjectivity and determination, and the determinant, i.e. subjectivity, lacking what has being in itself – they sublate themselves [sich aufheben] and are thereby reduced to moments, to moments of the concept which becomes manifest as their unity and has attained reality through this very positing of its moments, so that it now exists as Idea.
 

The first half of this passage translates into the transition through the inference of action in the claim that each premise contains its opposite. The immediate purpose of the Good contains the immediacy (that on its own could just be a “sunkenness” in immediacy), and the specifying means contains the aspiration to the objective good (even if it misunderstands itself and claims to be acting only on its own certainty). This implicit identity becomes explicit when each side takes its own principle to be the only standard of justification, takes itself as totality to exhaust the objective (the confrontation of the agent and judge in the Phenomenology is the most accessible version of this movement). If the Good is now seen as a kind of self-righteous hypocritical inaction, conscience can be a vain self-indulgence of conviction. In trying to be the whole inference, as the Kantian Highest Good or as the formal conscience, the two premises illustrate their inadequacies, and point to their status as moments of an inference which can function successfully as both subjective and objective. They sublate themselves and become moments in that the accomplished purpose is the truth of the inference of which these two moments are now seen to be the premises. The resulting agency is still a version of conscience, for there is still a formal element that is recognized in ethical action, namely that I have exhausted the totality of determinations relevant to the case at hand. I need to know this case as a whole, for only then will my identification with an action count as knowing, and hence as autonomous. Every shape of ethical life has the moment of particularity within it, and in every shape Hegel emphasizes that individual interests and purposes are served. That our final end is in some sense the State (rather than Kant’s Highest Good) does not at all imply that our individual pursuits are compromised.

In the paragraphs preceding the transition, Hegel had written of the descent of conscience, when “totalized,” into evil, irony, and hypocrisy. It can therefore seem as if Hegel is saying that individuals are simply weak, so they must conform to their social world (as if the latter promises a kind of salvation).
 Yet Hegel explicitly rejects that move, writing, “A longing may therefore arise for an objective condition, a condition in which the human being gladly debases himself to servitude and total subjection simply in order to escape the torment of vacuity and negativity.”
 For Hegel, substance is a function of this-worldly subjectivity, meaning that even the objective social world must be seen as a function of the manifestly human struggle to establish modes of cooperation. The answer to the potential emptiness of particularity is not to simply give up the activity of judging for myself, but rather to understand that my agency can find satisfaction within a world where even my most immediate purposes can be rational.
 Such is practical reason within the action-contexts of modern institutions. They have incorporated conscience’s self-referential subjectivity into a form of life, so that the moment of radical interiority need not normally occur.

(2) Hegel’s claim about disappearance of the individual is the crux of his claim that the rational internalism implied by the idea of autonomy requires a certain kind of externalism about reasons. As I have argued, Hegel’s claims are best understood in terms of contexts of justification and Why? questions. In the realm of formal conscience, the justification for one’s actions has to rely in the end on one’s conviction, in which the “I” in the “I believe X is right” is the individual I with presupposed universality. Now from one perspective formal conscience can seem like a recipe for an “anything goes” kind of subjectivism, since one’s answerability for one’s actions stops at one’s “private” conviction. But from another perspective, in the standpoint of morality the burden of justification falls solely on the individual and his reasons. If these reasons have to be given in terms that refer only to abstract universal goods (rational inquiry, happiness, self-development, etc.), many justifications will result in casuistry, and one’s confidence in what one is doing can be eroded by the inability to satisfy what look like mutually contradictory demands. If one appeals instead to reasons that refer to determinate social practices embodying mutual recognition, then one is already “outside” the realm of morality proper, and need not refer to one’s individual conviction or power of judgment. This is what Hegel means in the 1819/20 lectures on the philosophy of right when he says: “If someone appeals solely to his conscience and the action contains objective determinations, then he has not acted merely according to his conscience.”
 You cannot claim to be acting solely on your conscience if the content of your action, of the reasons that can be attributed to you, are objective. Hegel raises the interesting prospect of others rejecting your justification not because they think the action was wrong, but because they have a better justification for your action. Conscience is the symmetry of motivating and justifying reasons considered from the side of the agent, from the first-person point of view. For others the rightness of my action on conscience depends on the soundness of my justification, of the “objective determinations,” so if such determinations are present it will seem very odd to say that I acted solely on my conscience. The appeal to conscience should not be used to claim special credit for simply doing the right thing.

3) The third and final result is to increase the accessibility of Hegel’s Logic and thus of the System in general. From ordinary judgments to ordinary inferences, to instrumental and finally moral action, the Logic develops into a form in which we can recognize our manifest agency. When any of us acts on a conviction in a way that expresses the inferential relations of a network of socially sanctioned reasons, we are literally embodying what Hegel calls the Absolute Idea. The Absolute Idea is the comprehensive unconditioned justifier of everything that comes before, yet it is such as the result of the previous dialectical movement.. The argument here concerning its proximate origin in action demonstrates that Hegel’s idealism is an ethical idealism in which epistemological and logical issues coalesce with questions of value and purpose. Rather than fear such a systematic conception as a standard external to our beliefs, we should welcome Hegel’s Idea as the form of what we, individually and collectively, need to take responsibility for as rational agents.
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