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Perception and the Thing with Properties

As we saw in the last chapter, the object of sense-certainty proves in the experience of it to be a concrete, internally complex universal. Sense-certainty, however, cannot accept the result of its own experience, for “it wants to apprehend the This” or the purely simple and immediate here and now (par. 111).  Perception, by contrast, is the shape of consciousness that does take up the truth that emerges in the experience of sense-certainty. This is reflected in the German word for “perception”: Wahrnehmung or true-taking. The truth that is comprehended by perception is mediated by the experience of consciousness. Perception itself, however, does not realise that its truth is mediated in this way. It is we, the phenomenologists, who recognize this*. Perception just takes the truth that has emerged to be the given object of consciousness (PG 80, 93/56, 67). The truth affirmed by perception will, however, bear the mark of being a mediated truth: for it will necessarily take the form of something universal.


The chapter on perception does not start out by describing the experience undergone by perception. It begins by setting out in greater detail how the object of perception must be understood. Hegel’s opening remarks (in par. 113) are somewhat abstract. They become comprehensible, however, if one bears in mind that negation belongs essentially to the object of perception.   


The object of perception is still something simple and immediate, a this; indeed, it is still a sensuous immediacy. In this sense, perception has the same object in view as sense-certainty. In the experience of sense-certainty, however, the immediate object — this — also proved not just to be immediate — not just to be this. For perception, therefore, the object explicitly combines being this and not just being this. As Hegel puts it, in a rather concentrated formulation, “the this is thus posited as not this” (Das Dieses ist also gesetzt als nicht dieses) (PG 94/68). That is not to say that the object of perception is nothing at all. The object is still this; but it is also not-this and so is no longer simply this. The object, therefore, is this red, and yet not just this red. Does that mean that the red has now been mixed with another colour, say, green? No. Hegel does not say that perception’s object is this together with something else; he says that it is this “posited as not this”. The very this of which perception is aware is itself “posited as not this” and so is not just the this that it is. For perception, therefore, the object is this red insofar as it is itself not just the red it is (see Pippin, p. 128)*. 


Yet how can this red be more than just this red? It can be such, if it extends beyond its own specificity. This gets us to the heart of what Hegel has in mind here. The object of perception is a sensuous immediacy — this red — that is not reducible to this red but continues beyond it where its specificity is no longer to be found, namely in that red and that red and so on. Such a this that continues in its negation, and so is preserved in being negated, Hegel calls a “universal”. The object of perception is thus a sensuous universal — red, green, hot, cold and so on. It takes the form of a universal because it is a this that has been aufgehoben, that is, negated and preserved at the same time (PG 94/68; Koch, 145). 


Note that, for Hegel, the truth as it is first conceived by consciousness must take the form of what is universal (Heidegger, p. 84)*. This is not because Hegel is in thrall to a lingering Platonism or logocentrism. It is because the very form of truth itself, understood as that which is not simply immediate, incorporates the moment of negation, of not-just-being-this. The truth takes the form of a universal because it continues being itself in no longer just being this.


That moment of negation is initially contained within the simple self-identity of the universal. Negation is explicitly expressed in the universal, however, when the latter is understood to be this universal, not that one, that is, when it is understood to be different from one or more other universals. If perception is to take explicit account of the idea that the universal “has the negative within it”, as well as the positive — that it is not such and such, just as much as it is such and such — perception must regard its object as a “differentiated, determinate” universal, as one of many (or at least one of two) (note: Hagner, 69)*. 


Yet each of these universals remains the universal that it is. Each retains its own identity, because each consists precisely in remaining and continuing to be itself. Although each universal is different from the others, each is also characterised above all by its own self-identity. These universals define themselves, therefore, not by opposing or excluding one another, but rather by being what they are and remaining themselves. As such, Hegel writes, they are “related [only] to themselves” and so are “indifferent to one another”: “each is on its own and free from the others” (PG 94/68). 


Since they are not mutually exclusive, they can coexist in the same object of perception, the same here and now. Indeed, they are simply different aspects or “determinations” of one and the same object of perception. That object is thus to be understood as the “medium in which all these determinacies are”. In this medium, the different universals “interpenetrate, but without coming into contact with one another” (since they are mutually indifferent) (PG 94/68). This medium thus takes the form of “thinghood” or “a simple togetherness of a plurality” (PG 95/68). It is what perception (as opposed to sense-certainty) necessarily takes to be present before it: a this, such as, for example, salt, that incorporates a manifold of different properties in one here and now: 

this salt is a simple here, and at the same time manifold; it is white and also tart, also cubical in shape, of a specific gravity, etc. All these many properties are in a single simple here, in which, therefore, they interpenetrate (PG 95/68).  

Since the properties coexist in this way in the same here and now, Hegel calls that here and now, or the medium in which they are found, the “Also [Auch] [ … ] which holds [the properties] together” (PG 95/ 69).



Hegel goes on to note, however, that the moment of negation in the object so construed still has not been given its proper due. If the sensuous universals contained in the “also” remain merely indifferent to one another, then they are not understood to be genuinely negative in relation to each other and so to be properly determinate. They are perceived to be properly determinate — to be this, not that — only “in so far as they differentiate themselves from one another, and relate themselves to others as to their opposites” (PG 95/69). If they oppose and exclude one another, however, they cannot coexist in the same medium. Rather, they must belong to different media that thereby also exclude one another. When the medium or “also” is understood in this way to be an exclusive unity — a unity that is explicitly not another unity — it ceases to be a mere medium or “also” and takes the form of a distinct and separate, self-enclosed thing. When they are understood to be contained within such a thing, the sensuous universals become “properties” (Eigenschaften) in the full sense of the word: determinations that are proper to this thing, rather than that one (note re Pippin, p. 130)*. 


The form that the object must take for perception has now been fully determined: 

It is (a) an indifferent, passive universality, the Also of the many properties [ … ]; (b) negation, equally simply; or the One, which excludes opposite properties; and (c) the many properties themselves (PG 96/69).

Note that Hegel has reached this conception of the object of perception not by reflection on our everyday perceiving, but by rendering explicit what is implicit in the truth that emerges in the experience of sense-certainty. What he has disclosed, therefore, is the truth, not as he himself takes it to be, but as perception must take it to be, given the experience of sense-certainty. 


Joachim Hagner maintains that, through the analysis of perception, Hegel examines in an idealized form philosophical problems in the thought of Plato, Aristotle, Hume and Kant (pp. 67-8, 71; also Siep, 87-8, 91; Westphal just Hume in view, Blackwell, p. 10). While this is no doubt true, it is important to recognize that Hegel’s derivation of the object of perception is wholly immanent: the truth for perception must take the form of things with properties because this is what is implicit in the very form of emergent truth. In Hegel’s view, if you spell out what it means for the truth, or object of consciousness, to be truth-that-is-not-just-the-object-of-immediate-certainty, what you get first are things with properties (note: different in logic). This, then, is the conception that necessarily governs perception, in so far as perception is understood to be the incipient consciousness of truth (PG 96, l. 5 up).

The First Experience of Perception

After having determined the proper object of perception, Hegel now turns to examine the experience of perception. The experience Hegel traces is not the empirical experience that people may (or may not) have in their everyday lives. It is the experience that is made necessary, logically, by the very form of the perceptual object, the experience that is generated by the conception that perception has of the truth. 


The specific twists and turns that arise in this experience are due to the fact that the object of perception is still marked by a certain immediacy and simplicity. The immediacy to which sense-certainty tries to hold on is pure, relationless immediacy. By contrast, the distinctive immediacy that holds sway in perception is evident in the very differences that characterise perception’s object. Properties differ from one another by simply being themselves and so being indifferent to one another, but also by excluding one another. In both cases, properties are thus immediately what they are and not another thing. Similarly, the things of which perception is aware are immediately what they are and not another thing. Perception will also see an immediate difference between the different aspects of the thing, that is, between its being an “also” — a manifold — and its being an exclusive unity, between its being a many and a one. In its experience perception will be taken from one aspect of the thing to another and be invited to think of both aspects as belonging to one and the same thing. But it will also seek to preserve the immediate difference between these aspects. The character of its experience will be determined by this tension between needing to combine and endeavouring to keep apart the different aspects of the thing.


Not only is the object of perception characterised by both immediacy and non-immediacy but so also is the relation of perception to that object. On the one hand, perception thinks that all it has to do to get the truth is take up what is there before it, without acting or reflecting on it in any way. In this sense, it takes its knowledge of the truth to be immediate. On the other hand, perception realises that the truth cannot simply be equated with whatever it is immediately aware of, for it knows that there can be a difference between what it perceives (or takes itself to perceive) and the truth that is to be perceived. In other words, perception knows that if it is not careful, it can get things wrong; and so, unlike sense-certainty, it “is aware of the possibility of deception” (PG 97/70). In the eyes of perception, therefore, to know the truth is also to know that one can be in error (see Preface on falsity; Siep, 88).


How, then, does perception know whether it has got things right? The answer is clear. Perception takes the object to be a “simple complex” — a simple universal that is and remains what it is. More specifically, the object of perception is the self-identical thing that is and remains itself and not another thing. Perception’s criterion of truth, in other words, is “self-identity” or “self-equality” (Sichselbstgleichheit) (PG 97, l. 10). Provided there are no incompatibilities or contradictions in its object (and that it takes up only what is there before it), perception can thus rest assured that it knows the truth. If, however, perception comes upon any such contradictions in what it perceives, it will conclude that it has gone astray (Westphal, p. 12). Contradictions found in what consciousness perceives the object to be will not be put down to the object itself but will be seen as the mark of error on the part of consciousness. Consciousness will not consider such contradictions to be “an untruth of the object — for this is the self-identical — but an untruth in perceiving it” (PG 97/70) (note: M. Westphal, p. 133, tenderness)*. Accordingly, consciousness will alter its perception so that it can avoid the contradiction and once again take up the truth. For Hegel, therefore, perception is governed by the following conception of what there is: namely that there are things out there that are what they are and lack all contradiction.


 In the first perceptual experience Hegel describes (in par. 117), however, consciousness comes upon what it regards as several incompatibilities or contradictions in its object and so is forced continually to alter its perception of that object. Consciousness starts out from the view that the object is a simple unity or “one”: the single, separate, self-identical thing. It soon notices, however, that the properties of this thing are universal and extend beyond the confines of the thing to other things. The universality of its properties conflicts with the separateness and singularity of the thing because it turns that thing into a member of a community of things with shared properties. For perception, however, there can be no such conflict in things themselves: things are either this or that. Perception thus concludes that its initial apprehension of the object was incorrect and now takes the object to be this community of similar things.    


Perception goes on to note, however, that the properties of things are determinate and exclude other properties. Things do not, therefore, form a community with shared, continuous properties, but, by virtue of the exclusive properties that they possess, actually constitute distinct things that exclude one another. Each thing, therefore, is an exclusive unit, rather than a member of a continuous community. 


Perception then notices that the properties within the thing do not exclude one another, but coexist in indifference to one another. The thing is thus not an exclusive unit after all, but a medium in which properties are gathered together. Indeed, the real objects of perception are actually those properties themselves; there is thus in fact no distinct “thing” there, but just a collection of sensuous universals. Each such universal is indifferent to the others with which it coexists and is simply and immediately what it is. As such, it is no longer truly a “property” of a “thing”, but is simply a sensuous immediacy or “sensuous being” that is there before me (par. 117). At this point, however, the object ceases to be a proper object of perception, and perception reverts to being the immediate certainty of this, here, now. 


Perception is well aware that such immediate certainty does not disclose the truth, but has in view merely what it imagines the truth to be, what it means by “truth”. In other words, perception recognizes that such certainty is a deficient, subjective view of things that fails to perceive what they actually are. Through its first experience, therefore, perception learns that, in perceiving what is there, it also “withdraws” into itself and its own merely subjective perspective. Indeed, it learns that it is led into that subjective perspective, and so led into error, by the very process of perceiving in which it is engaged. This insight transforms perception’s conception of itself: for it can now no longer be sure that it will get the truth by simply avoiding contradiction and taking up or “apprehending” what is there before it. It can no longer be sure of this, because it knows that “in its apprehension [it] is at the same time reflected out of the True and into itself” (par. 118). Its perceiving is thus much more intimately entangled with subjective error or “untruth” than it initially thought. 


In describing the first experience of perception Hegel shows that perception switches from one conception of its object to another for two reasons. On the one hand, it detects different aspects of the object that, in its view, conflict with one another. On the other hand, it insists that the object itself — the truth — cannot contain contradictions. For perception (initially, at least), the object cannot be both one and many, discrete and continuous, at the same time. Consciousness thus has to alter its perception successively to accommodate each new aspect of the thing. This, remember, is not an empirical experience that we would go through in precisely this form. It is the experience that Hegel thinks is made necessary logically by the way in which perception takes it object — its truth — to be.


At the end of this experience perception learns that it is not just capable of error but that it is always in error in some respect (vs, Heid., p. 90)*. Perception believes, however, that its errors are due to itself, not to the object. As far as perception is concerned, it is not deceived by the object, since the object is the truth and is simply what it is. Perception is subject to error because its apprehension of the truth is not as pure and unadulterated as it initially thought, but is always mixed with its own subjective view of things (PG 98/71; Hyppolite, p. 113). 


Perception recognises, however, that it can secure the truth if it remains reflectively aware of what is due to its own perspective and keeps that side of itself at bay. In this way, it can “correct” (korrigieren) its erroneous view of things and so allow the truth to be perceived after all. Perception thus no longer takes itself merely to perceive and apprehend what there is, but “is also conscious of its reflection into itself, and separates this from simple apprehension proper” (PG 99/72; Heid., p. 90)*. 


Note, by the way, that Hegel is here not giving us an independent philosophical account of the ways in which perception can secure the truth. He is describing how perception itself regards its own perceiving; and he is pointing out that the first experience that perception undergoes brings about a significant change in its conception of itself. Before that experience perception thought of itself as essentially open to the truth, though capable of error. Now perception realises that it always has a twofold view of things: its own “untrue” subjective view and an objective view that gets things right. It also knows that it can secure the truth only if distinguishes clearly between these two points of view. Perception’s criterion of truth remains the same: it takes the truth to be non-contradictory (Lauer, p. 59; Heid., pp. 93, 95)*. If, therefore, perception comes upon something that contradicts what it perceives to be the truth, it attributes this to its own perspective and claims that it does not belong to the thing itself.

The Second Experience of Perception

In the second experience it undergoes perception first perceives the thing to be one single thing. Yet it also sees that the thing appears to have various different properties. Since, however, it perceives the thing to be one thing, “we are conscious that this diversity by which it would cease to be one falls in us. So in point of fact the thing is white only to our eyes, also tart to our tongue, also cubical to our touch, and so on” (PG 99/72). We thus become the “medium” in which properties are artificially kept apart as separate items (Heid., p. 85)*. By regarding ourselves as this medium in this way, we avoid contradiction and “preserve the self-identity and truth of the thing, its being one”.


As we saw in par. 114, however, the thing is one single, separate thing only because it excludes other things. It excludes other things because it is “determinate” (bestimmt), that is, because it has a distinctive character that makes it this thing, rather than that one. Furthermore, it has this distinctive character because it has distinctive properties. Perception sees, therefore, that the thing is one thing only because it has distinctive properties of its own (Koch, 149). Those properties must, however, coexist in the thing, and that in turn means that the thing itself, not the perceiving consciousness, must now be understood to be the medium or “also” that contains the many different properties that strike our eye. Yet this means that the thing itself is no longer perceived to be one single thing after all, but is now taken to be a manifold or “bundle” of different properties. Since that is the case, the unity that the thing appears to have must now be held to be due to our perception. “Thus we say of the thing: it is white, also cubical, and also tart, and so on”; by contrast, “positing these properties as a oneness is the work of consciousness alone” (PG 101/73). Perception keeps these properties apart in the thing itself by means of the “in so far as”. In the thing itself, so perception claims, the thing is white in so far as it is not cubical, and vice versa; we, on the other hand, see all these properties as forming a single unified thing. (As Hagner notes, this latter position is close to that adopted by Hume towards the end of book 1 of his Treatise [Hagner, p. 67; Hume, p. 219]. See Westphal, too.)


This second experience, like the first, is one that consciousness is forced by its own commitments to undergo. It brings about a significant change in the way perception regards its object or truth. Indeed, a crack begins to emerge in the truth as perception conceives it. Hegel points out that in this second experience “consciousness alternately makes itself, as well as the thing, into both a pure, many-less one, and into an also” (or bundle of properties) (PG 101/74). Consciousness thereby not only confirms that it has a twofold view of things — one subjective, one objective — but it also comes to accept that the thing itself has two sides to it, for the thing is now known to be both one and many. This latter insight does not, however, cause perception to abandon the distinction between the way the thing appears to consciousness and what it is itself. Yet perception now believes that the disparity between the two can be due as much to the thing itself as to perception. Perception knows that it is still capable of error, but it now also knows that the thing itself presents itself to consciousness in a way that differs from what it is for itself (par. 122). The thing for itself is the thing in so far as it is reflected back into itself and relates to itself alone. In this respect, the thing is one single, self-identical, self-relating thing. The diversity of properties the thing displays must, therefore, belong to the side of itself that the thing presents to consciousness. The thing itself is thus indeed one and many, but not in one and the same respect. 


This is what introduces a crack in the truth as perception conceives it: for the thing is now no longer regarded as simply “self-identical”; rather, it is divided into what it is for itself — without reference to consciousness — and the way it shows itself to consciousness, the way it presents itself to another. The thing, for perception, is certainly one thing and is what it is “for itself”; but, as Hegel puts it, it is also “for another; and, moreover, it is other for itself than it is for another” (par. 123).


The problem for perception is that its second experience thereby renders the thing contradictory from its point of view. On the one hand, “the thing is for itself and also for another”, and so has two sides to it. On the other hand, the thing is understood to be one single thing. This oneness, however, contradicts the double character of the thing. Hegel notes that consciousness could once again take responsibility itself for the oneness of the thing and claim that the thing only appears to be one thing in the eyes of consciousness. But the second experience of perception showed the thing to be unified — to be one single thing — itself. Perception thus holds the thing both to be doubled and to be one single thing at the same time. Perception resolves this contradiction in the following way. It claims that the thing is indeed doubled and does differ in itself from the way it relates to and presents itself to others. This doubled character is quite independent of consciousness and in that sense belongs to the thing. However, since the thing itself is one unified thing, the real disparity it exhibits between what it is for itself and what it is in relation to others cannot be produced by that thing alone, but must be caused by the other things to which it relates. “In and for itself”, therefore, “the thing is self-identical, but this unity with itself is disturbed by other things” (PG 102/75; Westphal, p. 13). In this way, perception preserves both the objective unity and the objective duplicity of the thing. Yet perception’s success comes at a heavy price.

The Third Experience of Perception

This relation between things generates the third experience of perception. For perception each thing considered by itself, or as it is for itself, is one single, separate, self-identical thing. Each thing is also different (verschieden) from the other things that “disturb” its self-identity. The truth, for perception, therefore, comprises different things that are quite separate from one another (PG 102/75). Since each thing is a separate thing for itself, it must have “within itself” (an ihm) what makes it the distinct thing that it is, what distinguishes it from the other things around it. This is the thing’s essential distinguishing feature or “essential character” (par. 124; Heid., p. 94)*. This essential distinguishing feature, however, is deeply problematic. On the one hand, this feature makes the thing the separate thing it is. On the other hand, this feature differentiates the thing from other things and so sets it in relation to them. In doing the latter, however, it connects the thing to those other things and so undermines its separateness: for a thing “is only a thing, or a one that exists for itself, in so far as it does not stand in this relation to others” (par. 125). Paradoxically, therefore, the thing’s separateness or “being-for-itself” is undone by the very feature that is meant to preserve it (PG 103/75-6; Heid., p. 94*) (note also Vielheit also belongs necessarily to single thing, Hagner, p. 87*).


At this point the object of perception becomes intrinsically self-contradictory: what makes it a separate thing for itself, differentiates it from other things and so sets it in relation to them; and yet what differentiates the thing from others, and so relates it to them, is precisely what makes it a separate thing for itself. The object of perception is thus “in one and the same respect the opposite of itself: it is for itself, so far as it is for another, and it is for another, so far as it for itself” (104/76) (where being “for another” simply means standing in relation to something.) The truth as perception conceives it is thus transformed in the experience of perception itself into a fundamentally self-contradictory truth. 






*
*
*

As we saw earlier, the truth as perception conceives it is that which is not simply immediate but takes the form of the universal. It is a universal, however, that is conditioned by the immediacy from which it has arisen (PG 104/76). First, it is a sensuous universal: it is this sensuous immediacy, not just as this, but as that which continues beyond its own specificity. Second, this universal is immediately different from other universals, by virtue either of being indifferent to them or excluding them. Third, the universal here and now that contains these sensuous universals takes two immediately different forms: it is one thing but also a manifold or “also”. Whether we focus on the properties of things or the thing itself, therefore, the universal of perception shows itself to be a one-sided universal — a universal that is immediately different from another such universal (PG 104/76; Hyppolite, p. 112*).


The truth that emerges in the experience of these one-sided universals, however, is one in which the different one-sided features of the thing — its being for itself and its being related to others, and therefore its being one and its being a manifold — prove to be their own opposites. In this way, these features lose their one-sidedness, for each proves to be the other as well as itself and both thereby reveal themselves to be the unity — indeed, one and the same unity — of opposing moments. 


This unity of opposing moments is one in which the immediate difference between the aspects of the thing is undermined. Furthermore, this unity does not stand in relation to any other universal, from which it is immediately different. This unity is thus one that is no longer conditioned by any immediate difference. It is rather what Hegel calls the “unconditioned absolute universal”. This unconditioned universal is not itself something other than the one-sided, conditioned universals that make up the thing of perception. Rather, the unconditioned universal arises through the self-undermining or self-negation of those one-sided, conditioned universals. That is to say, it emerges in the experience of the dialectic that is made necessary by the multiply one-sided object of perception (Heid., p. 95)*. 


The unconditioned universal is thus a dynamic unity of opposites (though this dynamism is not highlighted by Hegel until the next chapter [see par. 143]). It is a wholly self-relating unity that has nothing outside it; but it emerges through, and so incorporates, the dialectical slippage of one aspect of the thing into its very opposite. This unconditioned universal emerges in the experience of perception, as Hegel describes it. That is to say, it is the logical outcome of that experience — the result to which perception is driven by its very own conception of truth. Perception, however, does not affirm this result but seeks to avoid the contradiction at the heart of its truth by means of what Hegel calls the “sophistry” of the “in so far as”. Perception insists on keeping things clear and distinct: the thing is, indeed, one and yet many, separate and yet related to others, but in so far as it is one, it is not the other, and vice versa. As Hegel writes, “the sophistry of perception seeks to save these moments from their contradiction, and it seeks to lay hold on the truth, by distinguishing between the aspects, by sticking to the ‘also’ and to the ‘in so far’” (PG 105/77). Logically, however — if not in the eyes of perception itself — this sophistry proves to be “empty” and futile. Perception may disavow the result of its experience, just as sense-certainty does, but this does not prevent its own experience leading necessarily to that result. 


Perception, Hegel writes, takes itself to be a “solid, realistic consciousness” (par. 131) of the world. It has in mind not the indeterminate object of sense-certainty, but the concrete realm of things with manifold properties. Nonetheless, in Hegel’s view, perception is governed by abstract, one-sided universals that it seeks to hold apart, such as one and many, indifferent difference and exclusive difference, being for self and being for another. Perception is at the mercy of such abstract universals throughout its experience: it is, Hegel says, simply the “play of these abstractions” (PG 105/77). These abstract universals or “categories” are not imported into perception by an overly logicising phenomenologist, but are inherent in the very way perception takes up the truth (Hyppolite, p. 103)*.


Due to the presence of these abstractions in perception, and to the fact that perception endeavours to preserve the self-identity and non-contradictoriness of things, Hegel refers to perception at the end of his account as “perceptual understanding” (wahrnehmender Verstand) (PG 106/78). By contrast, the understanding that follows perception in the Phenomenology will be true understanding that takes up and affirms that truth that emerges in the experience of perception (see Heid., p. 82)*. 


In the Phenomenology perception is the first shape that distinguishes between the truth and the object of immediate certainty. Perception endeavours to keep that truth as free of contradiction as possible; indeed, it is led to do so by its conception of the truth, and so has no choice in the matter. The lesson that emerges from the experience of perception, however, is that contradiction proves to be intrinsic to truth (see M. Westphal, pp. 133-4)*. The idea that truth can be kept free from contradiction thus proves to be a deception (Täuschung) ( a deception that lies at the heart of perception itself and from which it is unable to free itself. By contrast, understanding will be governed by a different conception of truth. Its task will thus be not to avoid contradiction at all costs, but to discover, in a way that perception cannot comprehend, what a world that incorporates contradiction actually looks like (PG 130/99; Koch 151). 

