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Hegel and the Philosophy of Action
Cltarles Tavlor

I want to attempt in this paper to relate Hegel's thought to a set of
perennial issues that have been central to the philosophy of action iIt
modern times. The obiective is twofold. Understanding Hegel's contri-
bution to the developing modern debate on the nature of action helps
us to understand the historical development of this debate; and this,
I want to argue, is important for understanding the debate itself. At the
same time, articulating the theory of action that is central to Hegel's

philosophy helps us to see this philosophy itself in a new light.
Of course, for any highly systematic body of ttrought like Hegel's we

can reconstruct the whole from many perspectives. Each one gives us

something, though some are more illuminating than others. I believe
that looking at Hegel's thought lrom the angle of the underlying colt-
ception of action provides one of the more interesting perspectives on
the whole.

I

We can, perhaps, identify one tundamental issue that has been open in
the philosophy of action in modern times. To do so, of course, requires
some interpretation of the history of modern philosophy, and this, as

always, can be sublect to controversy. The precise question that defines
this issue was not asked in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
and is rather one that is central to our twentieth-century debate. But
I want to claim, nevertheless, that different answers to this question
were espoused earlier, as one can see from a number of related philo-
sophical doctrines that were expressly propounded, and that depends

on these answers. I hope the plausibility of this reading will emerge in
the course of the whole argument.
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This being said, I will baldly identify my central issue in an unashame-
dly contemporary terms: what is the nature of action? Or, otherwise put,
what distinguishes (human) action from other kinds of events? What are
the peculiar features of action?

One family of views distinguishes actions by the kind of cause that
brings them about. Actions are events that are peculiar in that they are
brought about by desires, or intentions, or combinations of desires and
beliefs. As events, actions may be described, among other ways, as physi-
cal movements (although one would have to be generous with the term
'physical movements,' so as to include cases of nonmovement, as, for
example, with the action we would describe as 'He stood still.,). In this,
they resemble a host of other events that are not actions. What dis-
tinguishes them is a peculiar type of psychological cause that they are
brought on by desires or intentions. Of course, to hold this is not neces-
sarily to hold that psychological explanations are ultimate. One can also
look forward to their reduction to some neurophysiological or physical
theory. But in that case the burden of distinguishing action from nonac-
tion would be taken over by antecedents differently described: perhaps
some peculiar kind of firing in the cortex, that was found to be the basis
tbr what we identity psychologically as desire.

A view of this kind seems to have been implicit in much of Donald
Davidson's work (cf. Davidson, 1973). But the basic conception goes
back, I believe, at least to the seventeenth century. A conception of
this kind was, in a sense, even more clearly at home in the basically
dualist outlook common both to Cartesian and empiricist philosophies.
Quabodily movements actions resembled all other events. What distin-
guished them was their inner, 'mental'background. Within the bounds
of this outlook, there was a clear ontological separation between outer
event and inner background.

Against this, there is another family of views that sees action as qual-
itatively different fronr rronaction, in that actions are what we might
call intrinsically directed. Actions are in a sense inhabited by the pur-
poses that direct them, so that action and purpose are ontologically
inseparable.

The basic intuition here is not hard to grasp, but it is difficult to artic-
ulate it very clearly. What is in any case clear is that this view involves a
clear negation of the frrst: we cannot understand action in terms of the
notions of undiscriminated event and a particular kind of cause; this is
to explain it in terms of other primitive concepts. But for the second
view, action is itself a primitive: there is a basic qualitative distinction
between action and nonaction. To the extent that action can be further
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24 Hegel and the Philosophy ofAction

explicated in terms of a concept like 'purpose,' this turns out not to
be independently understandable. For the purpose is not ontologically
separable from the action and this means something like: it can only
exist in animating this action; or its only articulation as a purpose is

in animating the action; or perhaps, a tundamental articulation of this
purpose, on which all others depend, lies in the action.

This second view thus resists the basic approach of the first. We can't
understand action by first identifying it as an undifferentiated event
(because it is qualitatively distinct), and then distinguishing it by some

separably identifiable cause (because the only thing which could fill this
function, the purpose, is not separably identifiable). One of the roots of
this doctrine plainly is Aristotle's thesis of the inseparability of form and
matter, and we can see that in contrast to Cartesianism and empiricism,
it is plainly antidualist. This is not to say that proponents of the first
view are necessarily dualist-at least not simply so; just that their con-
ception permits of dualism, whereas the qualitative distinction thesis

does not.
One of the issues that is thus bound up with that about the nature of

action is the question of dualism. Another that I want briefly to mention
here is the place of the subiect. It is clear that the distinction between
action and nonaction is one that occurs to us as agents. Indeed, one can

argue plausibly that a basic, not further reducible distinction between
action and what iust happens is indispensable and ineradicable from
our self-understanding as agents.l That is, it is impossible to function as

an agent at all unless one marks a distinction of this kind.
In this context, we can understand part of the motivation for the first,

or causal theory of action, as lying in the aspiration to go beyond the
subjective standpoint of the agent, and come to an understanding of
things that is objective. An obiective understanding in this sense would
be one that was no longer tied to a particular viewpoint, imprisoned
in the categories that a certain viewpoint imposes. If agency seems

to impose the qualitative conception of action, then the causal one
can appear as a superior analysis, an obiective portrayal of the way
things really stand, of the real components of action an sich. This drive
for objectivity, or what Bernard Williams has called 'absolute' descrip-
tions (cf. Williams, 1978), was one of the animating motives of both
Cartesianism and empiricism.

Now Hegel is clearly a proponent of the second, qualitative concep-
tion of action. And indeed he emerges out of a climate in which this
conception was staging a comeback after the ascendancy of Cartesian
and empiricist views. In one sense, the comeback can be seen to start
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with Leibniz, but the tenor of much late eighteenth-century thought in
Germany was of this stamp. The reaction against dualism, the recov-
ery of the subject, the conception of the aesthetic obiect in Kant's
third critique-all these pushed towards, and indeed articulated them-
selves through, this understanding of action. I now want to develop its
ramifications to show how central it is to Hegel's thought.

II

The ftrst important ramification of the qualitative theory is that it allows
for what I shall call agent's knowledge. The notion is that we are capa-
ble of grasping our own action in a way that we cannot come to know
external obiects and events. In other words, there is a knowledge we are
capable of, concerning our own action, that we can attain as the doers
of this action; and this is different from the knowledge we may gain of
objects we observe or scrutinize.

This qualitative distinction in kinds of knowledge is grounded on the
qualitative view of action. Action is distinct in that it is directed, aimed
to encompass ends or purposes. And this notion of directedness is part
of our conception of agency: the agent is the being responsible for the
direction of action, the being for whom and through whom action is
directed as it is. The notion of action is normally correlative to that of
an agent.

Now if we think of this agent as identical with the subject of knowl-
edge, then we can see how there can be different kinds of knowledge.
One kind is gained by making articulate what we are doing, the direc-
tion we are already imprinting on events in our action. As agents, we
will already have some sense, however dim, inarticulate, or sublimi-
nal, of what we are doing; otherwise, we could not speak of directing
at all. So agent's knowledge is a matter of bringing this sense to formula-
tion, articulation or full consciousness. It is a matter of making articulate
something we already have an inarticulate sense of.

This evidently contrasts with knowledge of other obiects, the things
we observe and deal with in the world. Here we are learning about things
external to our action, which we may indeed act with or on, but that
stand over against action.

Now the first, or causal vieq cannot draw this contrast. To begin with,
we can see why it wasn't concerned to: because the contrast is one that
is evident from the agent's standpoint; agent's knowledge is available to
the knower only qua agent, and thus from this standpoint. It cannot
be recognized as knowledge from the absolute standpoint. Thus for the
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causal viery my actiorr is an external event like any other, only distittct
in having a certain kind of cause. I cannot claim to know it in solne

special way.
Of course, what I can clairll 'privileged access' to is my desire, or

intention-the cause of my actiorl. And here we colne to the clos-

est thing to an analogous distinction within the causal view to that
between agent's and observer's knowledge. In the original formulations
of Cartesianism and empiricisrn, I am trartsparently or imrnediately
aware of the contents of my rnind. tt may be accorded that I intend
to eat this apple. But of the consequences of this desire or irltention,
viz., rny consumirrg the apple, I have knowledge like that of any other
external event; I observe it.

We might then contrast ttre two views by noting that the causal view
too recognizes two kinds of knowledge, but it draws the boundaries
quite differently, between 'inner' and 'outer' reality. But we would have
to add that this dif1'erence of location of the boundary goes along with
a quite different view of what the knowledge consists in. The notion of
immediate or incorrigible knowledge makes sense in the context of dual-
isrn, of a separate domain of inner, mental space, of which we can say

at least that its esse entails its percipi. 'Ihe contrast will be sornething like
that between irrtntediate and inferential knowledge, or tlte incorrigible
and the revisable.

Once we draw the boundary the way the qualitative theory does, there
is no question of incorrigibility. We may never be without sollle sense

of wtrat we are doing, but corrting to have knowledge is corning to for-
rrrulate that correctly, and we may only do this in a partial or distorted
fashion. Nor is this knowledge ever imrnediate; it is, on the contrary,
mediated by our efTorts at forrnulation. We have indeed a different mode
of access to what we are doing, but it is questionable whether we should
tub this access 'privilegecl'. Neither immediacy nor incorrigibility are

rnarks of agent's knowledge.
Now, in a serrse, this idea of agent's knowledge originates irr trodenr

thought wittr Vico. But since his work didn't trave the infhrence it
deserved in the eighteenth century, we should perhaps see Kant as the
irnportant serninal figure. Not that Kant allowed a lull-blooded notion of
agent's knowledge. Indeed, he shied away from using the word 'knowl-
edge' in this context. But he rtrade the crucial distir-rctiort between our
ernpirical krrowledge of objects, orl one hand, and the synthetic a priori
truths ttrat we can establish, ort the other, about the rnathernatical atrd

physical structure of things. In Kant's mind it is clear that we cart only
establislr the latter with certainty because they are irr an importallt sense

our own doing.
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Perceiving the world involved not iust the reception of informa-
tion, but crucially also our own conceptual activity, and we can know
for certain the framework of empirical reality, because we ourselves
provide it.

Moreover, in Kant's procedure of proof of these synthetic a priori
truths, he shows them to be essential conditions of undeniable features
of experience, such as, for example, that we mark a distinction between
the objective and the subjective in experience, or that the'I think'must
be able to accompany all our representations. Later he will show the
postulates of freedom, God, and immortality as essential conditions of
the practice of determining our action by moral precepts. If we ask what
makes these starting points allegedly undeniable, I think the answer can
only be that we can be sure of them because they are what we are doing,
when we perceive the world, or determine our action on moral grounds.z

Kant thus brings back into the center of modem epistemological
debate the notion of activity and hence of agent's knowledge. Cartesian
incorrigibility, the immediate knowledge I have of myself as a thinking
substance, is set aside. In its place come the certainties that we don't
have immediately, but can gain, concerning not some substance, or
any object of knowledge whatever, but the structures of our own activ-
ity. What we learn by this route is only accessible by this route. It is
something quite different from the knowledge of obiects.

This has been an immensely influential idea in modem philosophy.
One line of development from Kant lies through Schopenhauer, who
distinguished our grasp of ourselves as representation and as will, and
from this through WittSenstein into modem British analytic philos-
ophy, for example, in Miss Anscombe's notion of 'non-observational
knowledge' (cf. Anscombe, 1.957, pp. 13-15).

But the line that interests us here passes through Fichte. Fichte's
attempt to define subject-object identity is grounded on the view that
agent's knowledge is the only genuine form of knowledge. Both Fichte
and Schelling take up Kant's notion of an 'intellectual intuition', which
for Kant was the kind of agent's knowledge that could only be attributed
to God, one through which the existence of the object itself was given
(872, Critique of Pure Reason) or one in which the manifold is given by
the activity of self (selbstthatig,868). But they make this the basis of gen-
uine self-knowledge by the ego; and then of all genuine knowledge in
so far as object and subject are shown to be identical.

The category of agent's knowledge has obviously taken on a cen-
tral role, has exploded beyond the limits that Kant set for it, and is
indeed, the principal instrument by which these limits are breached and
the realm of inaccessible noumena denied. But the extension of agent's
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krtowledge obviously goes alolrg with a redefrnition of tl)e subiect. He is
no longer simply the flnite subject in general that hgures intlte Critiques,
but is related in sorne way to a single infinite or cosrnic subject.

Hegel is obviously the heir to this developrrrent. He takes up the
task of demonstrating subject-obiect identity, and believes hirnself to be

alorte capable of demonstrating this properly. What is f,rst seen as other
is shown to be identical with ttre self. It is crucial to this demonstration
that the self cease to understand itself as rnerely hnite, but see itself as

part of spirit.
But the recognition of identity takes the form of grasping that every-

thing emanates trom spirit's activity. To understand reality arigtrt is to
understarrd it as 'actuality' (translating Wirklichkeif), that is, as what has

been actualized. We see it as not iust given, but produced or 'posited'
by spirit's action. This is the crucial prerequisite of the hnal state, which
comes when we see that the agent of this activity is not foreign to us, but
that we are identical to (in our nonidentity with) spirit. The highest cat-
egories of Logic, those that provide the entry into the absolute Idea, are

thus those linked with agerlcy arrd activity. We rrrove from the teleology
into the categories of life, and then frorn knowledge to the gooc1.

The recognition thus requires that we understand reality as activity,
but it requires as well that we come to understand in a tuller way what
we are doing, up to the point of seeing what spirit is doing through us.

Corning to this point, we see the identity of the world-activity with ours.
Tttougltt thus culminates in a form of agent's knowledge. Only this is

not iust a departmelrt of what we know alongside observer's knowledge,
as it is for our ordinary understanding. Rather observer's knowledge is
ultimately superceded. But the distirrction is none ttre less essential to
the system, since its crucial claim is that we only rise to the higher kind
of knowledge through a supersessiorr of the lower kind.

And this trigher knowledge is far frorn imrnediate. On the contrary, it
is only possible as rnediated through forms of expression, among which
the only adequate nrediurrr is conceptual thought. And this brings us

to another rarnification of the qualitative view, which is also of central
importance for Hegel.

III

On the qualitative view, action rnay be totally unreflecting; it rnay
be something we carry out without awarerress. We may then becorne
aware of what we are doing, forrnulate our ends. So following orr a con-
scious desire or intention is not an irrescapable leature of action. On the
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contrary, this degree of awareness in our action is something we come
to achieve.

In achieving this, we also transform our activity. The quality of
consciously directed activity is different from that of our unreflected,
semi-conscious performance. This flows naturally from the second view
on action: if action is qualitatively different from nonaction, and this
difference consists in the fact that action is directed; then action is also
different when this direction takes on a crucially different character. And
this it does when we move from unreflecting response, where we act in
much the same manner as animals do, to conscious formulation of our
purposes. Our action becomes directed in a different and stronger sense.
To become conscious is to be able to act in a new way.

Now the causal theory doesn't allow for this kind of qualitative shift.
Indeed in its original, dualist variant, it couldn't even allow for unre-
flecting action. Action is essentially caused by desire or intention, and
on the original Cartesian empiricist model, our desires were essentially
features of inner experience. To have a desire was to feel a desire. Hence
on this view, action was essentially preceded by a cause of which the
agent was aware. This amounted in fact to making conscious action,
where we are aware of our ends, the only kind of action. It left no place
at all for totally unmonitored, unconscious activity, the kind of action
animals engage in all the time, and we do much of the time.

And even when the causal theory is disengaged from its dualist or
mentalist formulation, where the causes of action are seen as material,
and hence quite conceivably largely unconscious, the theory still has no
place for the notion that action is qualitatively transformed in becoming
conscious. Awareness may allow us to intervene more effectively to con-
trol what comes about but action remains essentially an undifferentiated
external event with a certain kind of cause.

Now this offshoot of the qualitative view: that action is not essen-
tially or originally conscious, that to make it so is an achievement, and
that this achievement transforms it; this also is crucial to the central
doctrines of Hegel. I want to look at two of them here.

1. The first is what I have called elsewhere the 'principle of embodiment'
(Taylor, t979a, p. 18). This is the principle that the subject and all his
functions, however'spiritual' they may appear, are inescapably embod-
ied. The embodiment is in two related dimensions: first, as a 'rational
animal', that is, as a living being who thinks; and secondly, as an expres-
sive being, that is, a being whose thinking is always and necessarily in a

medium.
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The basic notion ltere is that what passes in rnoderll philosophy for
the 'rnental' is the inward reflection of what was origirtally extemal

activity. Self-conscious understatrding is the fruit of an itrteriorization of
what was originally external. The seemittg self-coincidence of ttrought
in which l arn apparently irnmediately aware of my desires, aims, and

ideas, that is fbundational to Cartesianism, is understood rather as an

achievement, the overcornirrg of the externality of an urlconscious,
merely instinctive life. It is the fruit of a negation of what rlegates

thought, not itself a positive daturn.
This understanding of conscious self-possession as tlle negation of the

negation is grounded on the conceptiorl of action I have iust been out-
lirring. In efl'ect, it involves seeing our mental life furldarrrelltally in the

category of action. If we think of the constituents of Inental life, our
desires, feelings, ideas, as merely given, as the obiects that surround us

in the world are given, then it is plausible to think of our knowledge

of thern as privileged. They appear to be obiects that we canllot but he

aware of, if we are aware at all. Our awareness of them is something
basic, assured fronr the start, sillce it is essentially involved in our lleing
aware at all.

In order to unclerstand mental life as sornettring we have to achieve

understalrding of, so that self-transparency is a goal we must work
towards, we trave to abartdon the view of it as cortstituted of data.

We have to understarrd it as action, ort at least one of two levels, if
not both.

On one level, we have to see self-perception as sotnething we do,

something we can bring off, or fail to bring off, ratlter than a f'eature

of our basic predicarnent. This ntearls that we see it as ttre fruit of an

activity of fonnulating how things are with us, wltat we desire, feel,

ttrink, etc. In this way, graspirrg what we desire or feel is sontething
we carr altogether fail to do, or do in a distorting or partial, or cen-

sored fashion. If we think through the consequellces of this, I believe

we see that it requires that we conceive self-understanding as sotne-

thirrg that is brought off in a urediurn, through syrnbols or concepts,

and fonnulating things in this rttedium as one of our fundarnental
activities.

We can see this if we leap out of the Hegelian context and look at the
quite different case of Freud. Here we have the nrost notorious doctrine
of the non-self-transparency of the hunran psyche. But this is mediated

through a doctrirle of self-understanding througtr syrnbols, and of our
(more or less distorted and screened) fornrulatiort of our desires, fears,

etc. as something we do. For although these formulations occur without
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our willful and conscious intent, they are nevertheless motivated. Dis-
placements, condensations, etc., occur where we are strongly motivated
to bring them off.

But on a second level, we may also see the features of ourselves that
self-perception grasps not as simply givens but as themselves bound up
with activity. Thus desires, feelings may not be understood as just men-
tal givens, but as the inner reflection of the life process that we are.

Our ideas may not be conceived as simple mental concepts, but as the
precipitates of thinking. And so on.

Hegel understands mental life as activity on both these levels. In a
sense, the first can be thought to represent the influence of Kant. It was
Kant who defended the principle that there is not perception of any kind
that is not constituted by our conceptual activity. Thus there is no self-
awareness, as there is no awareness of anything else, without the active
contribution of the 'I think'. It was the contribution of the new richer
theory of meaning that arose in the wake of romanticism to see that this
constitutive thought required an expressive medium. Freud is, of course,
via Schopenhauer, the inheritor both of this Kantian doctrine and of the
expressivist climate of thought, and hence also through Schopenhauer
of the idea that our self-understanding can be very different in different
media, as well as distorted in the interests of deeper impulses that we
barely comprehend.

The making activity central on the second level is also the fruit of
what I want to call the expressivist climate of thought, which refused
the distinctions between mind and body, reason and instinct, intel-
Iect and feeling, that earlier Enlightenment thought had made central.
Thought and reason were to be understood as having their seat in the
single life process from which feeling also arose. Hence the new vogue
for Aristotelian inseparability doctrine, of form and matter, of thought
and expression, of soul and body.

Hegel's theory is built on both these streams. Our self-understanding
is conceived as the inner self-reflection of a life process, which at the
outset fails to grasp what it is about. We learn through a painful and
slow process to formulate ourselves less and less inadequately. At the
beginning, desire is unreflected, and in that condition aims simply for
the incorporation of the desired object. But this is inherently unsatis-
tactory, because the aims of spirit are to recognize the self in the other,
and not simply to abolish otherness. And so we proceed to a higher
tbrm of desire, the desire for desire, the demand for recognition. This
too starts off in a barely self-conscious form, which needs to be further
transformed.



|12 Hegel dnd the Philosophy of At:tiur

In this theory, activity is nrade central on both levels: (a) on the sec-

ond, more furtdamental level, what is to be understood here, the desire,

is not seen as a mere psychic given, a datum of rlental life. On the con-

trary, it is a reflection (and at first an inadequate one) of the goals of
a life process that is now embodied and irt train in the world. I'roperly
understood, this is ttre life process of spirit, but we are, at the outset, far

frorrr seeing that. So the active life process is prirnary, even in deflniug
the object of knowledge.

Then, (b) on tlte {irst level, the achievernelrt of more artd more

adequate understandings is somethirtg that coilles about through our

activity of formulating. Ttris takes place for Hegel, as we shall see later,

not only in concepts and symbols, but also in common institutiorts and
practices. For example, the institution of the master-slave relationship
is one 'forrnulation' (and still an inadequate one) of the search for recog-

nition. Grasping things through symbols, establishing and rnaintaining
practices are tlrings we do, are to be understood as activities, irl Hegel's

tlieory.
And so we have two related activities. There is a fundarnental activity

of Spirit, which it tries to grasp through the various levels ol selt-

formulation. These two mutually conditioning activities are at first out
of phase but are destined in ttre end to coincide perfectly. That is because

it will come clear at the end that the goal of the whole life process

was that Spirit corne to understand itself, and at ttre sanre tirne the
life process itself will be entirely tralrsparent as an embodirnent of tltis
purpose.

But this perfect coincidence cornes only at tlte end. And it only corles
through the overcouring of noltcoincidence, wltere what the pattern oI
activity is differs froln what this pattern says. ArId so the distinctiott
between these two dimensions is essential for the Hegelian philosophy:
we could call thenr the elfbctive arld the expressive. Each life form in lris-

tory is both the effective realization of a certain pattern, and at ttre sante

time is the expression of a certaitt self-understanding of man, and hence

also of spirit. The gap between these two is the historical contradiction
that moves us on.

And so for Hegel, the principle of ernbodirnent is cetltral. Wltat we

focus on as the rrrental can only be understood in the lirst place as the

inner reflection of arl enrbodied life process; and this inner reflection is

itself rnediated by our forrrtulations in an expressive nrediurn. So that
all spiritual life is en-rbodied in the two dimeltsions iust described: it
is the life of a tiving being who thinks; and his thinking is essentially

expressiorr. This double shilt from Cartesiauism, trorn a psycttology
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of immediate self-transparency, to one of achieved interiority, of the
negation of the negation, is obviously grounded on the qualitative
understanding of action, and the central role it plays here.

The mental life has a depth that defies all immediate self-transparency,
just because it is not merely self-contained, but is the reflection of
a larger life process; while plumbing this depth is in tum seen as

something we do, as the fruit of the activity of self-formulation.
Once again, we see that the Hegelian understanding of things involves

our seeing activity as all-pervasive. But the activity concerned is as it is
conceived on the qualitative view.

2. We can thus see that this offshoot of the qualitative view which sees

action as first unreflecting, and reflective understanding as an achieve-
ment, underpins what I call the principle of embodiment in Hegel's

thouSht. But we saw above that for this conception reflective con-
sciousness transforms action. And this aspect too is crucial to Hegel's

theory.
His conception is of an activity that is at first uncertain or self-

defeating because its purposes are barely understood. The search for
recognition is, properly understood, a demand for reciprocal recogni-
tion within the life of a community. This is what our activity is in
fact groping towards, but at first we do not understand it in this way.

In a still confused and inarticulate fashion, we identify the goal as

attaining one-sided recognition for ourselves from others. It follows
that our practice will be confused in it purposes and self-defeating.
For the essential nature of the activity is not altered by our inade-
quate understanding of it; the true goal of the search for recognition
remains community. Our inadequacy of understanding only means that
our action itself is confused, and that means that its quality as directed
activity is impaired.

We can see this kind of confusion, for instance, at the stage where we
seek to answer our need for recognition through an institution like that
of slavery. We are already involved here with what will turn out to be

the only possible solution to this quest, viz., community; because even
the institution of the master-slave relation will typically be defined and
mediated by law, a law that binds all parties, and that implicitly recog-

nizes them as subjects of right. Within this framework, the relations of
domination, of ownership of man by man, contradict the basic nature
of law. If we think of our building and maintaining these institutions as

an activity we are engaged in together, which is how Hegel sees it, then
we can see that our activity itself is confused and contradictory. This is,
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indeed, why it will be self-defeating, and why this institutional complex
will eventually underrnine and destroy itself.

A new forrn of society then will arise out of the ruins of this one. But

the practices of this new society will only be higher than previous ortes

to the extent that we have learned frorn the previous error, and now

have a rnore satisfactory understanding of wtrat we are engaged in. And

indeed, it is only possible to accede eventually to a practice that has fully
overcorne contusion and is no lorrger self-defeating if we finally come to

an understanding ttrat is futly adequate.

But tlrroughout this whole developrnent we CarI see the close relation

ttrat exists between the level of our ultderstanding and the quality of
our practice. On this view, our action itself can be rnore or less llrnrly
guide<1, more or less coherent and self-consistent. And its being one or

the other is related to the level of our self-understanding.
We are remirtded here of a commorl conception of the ronlantics,

well expressed irr a story by Kleist, that fully coheretlt action must be

either totally urrreflecting or the truit of full understanding. l'he birth

of self-consciousness on tltis view disrupts our activity, and we can only
coilrpensate for this disruption by a self-awarertess whictl is total. Hegel

takes up this conception with arr inrportant difference. The crucial activ-

ity is that of Spirit, and it aitns for self-recognition. As a consequence,

there is no such thing as the perfection of totally urtreflecting activity.
The earliest phases of hunran life are even there phases of Spirit, and the

contradiction is present between their unconsciousness and wtrat they

implicitly seek.

In sum, we can see that thls ramilication of the qualitative theory

of action involves a basic reversal in the order of explanation from

the philosophy ttrat Cartesialrism and ernpiricism bequeattted to us.

It amounts to another one of those shifts in what is taken as pritni-
tive in explanatiotr, sirnilar and related to the one we rnentioned at the

outset.
There I poirrted out that in the Cartesian-ernpiricist view, actiorr

was something to be further explained, compounded out of undif-
fererrtiated event and a certain kind of cause. The cause here was a
desire, or intention, a 'mental' event; and these mental occurrences are

taken as pritritives by ttris kind of theory, and part of the explanatory
background of action.

But ttre qualitative view turns out to reverse ttris order. The 'mental'
is not a primitive datunt, but is rather something achieved. But rnore,

we explain its genesis from action as the reflective understanding we

eventually attain of what we are doing. So the status of primitive and
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derived in explanation is reversed. One theory explains action in terms
of the supposedly more basic datum of the mental; the other accounts
for the mental as a development out of our primitive capacity for action.

ry

The qualitative view also brings about another reversal, this time in the
theory of meaning, which is worth examining for its own sake, as well
as for its importance to Hegel.

I said above that for this view, becoming aware of ourselves, coming to
self-consciousness, is something we do. We come to be able to formulate
properly what we are about. But this notion of formulation refers to that
of an expressive medium.

One way to trace the connection is this: if we think of self-
consciousness as the fruit of action, and we think of action as first
of all unreflecting bodily practice, which only later comes to be self-
understood, then the activity of formulating must itself conform to
this model. That is, our formulating ourselves would beat first a rela-
tively unreflective bodily practice, and would attain only later to the
self-clarity required for full self-consciousness.

But this is just what we see in the new expressive theories of mean-
ing, which arose in the late eighteenth century, and which Hegel took
over. First, the very notion of expression is that of self-revelation as

a special kind of bodily practice. The Enlightenment theory of signs,
born of the epistemological theories of the seventeenth century made
no fundamental distinction between expressing and any other form of
self-revelation. You can see that I am afraid of a recession by the fact that
I'm selling short; you can see that I'm afraid of you by the expression
on my face; you can see that it's going to rain because the barometer
is falling. Each of these was seen as a 'sign' which points beyond to
something it designates or reveals. Enlightenment theorists marked dis-
tinctions between signs: some were by nature, some by convention. For
Condillac, there were three kinds: accidental and natural signs, and signs
by institution.

But the distinction they quite overlooked was the crucial one for an
expressivist, that between 'signs' that allow you to infer to their 'desig-
natum', Iike the barometer does to rain, and true signs, which express
something. When we make something plain in expression, we reveal
it in public space in a way that has no parallel in cases of inference.
The barometer 'reveals' rain indirectly. This contrasts with our perceiv-
ing rain directly. But when I make plain my anger or my ioy, in facial
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or verbal expression, there is no such contrast. This is not a second best,

the dropping of clues that enable you to infer. This is what manifesting
anger or ioy ls. They are made evident not by or through the expression

but in it.
The new theories of meaning, which start perhaps with Herder's cri-

tique of Condillac, involved a fundamental shift. They recognize the

special nature of those human activities that reveal things in this special

way. Let us call them expressive activities. These are bodily activities.

They involve using signs, gestures, spoken or written words. Moreover,

their first uses are relatively unreflecting. They aim to make plain in pub-

lic space how we feel, or how we stand with each other, or where things
stand for us. It is a long slow process that makes us able to get things in
clearer focus, describe them more exactly, and above all, become more

knowledgeable about ourselves.
To do this requires that we develop finer and more discriminating

media. We can speak of an embodiment that reveals in this expressive

way as a 'rnediunt.' Then the struggle for deeper and more accurate

reflective self-understanding can be understood as the attempt to dis-

cover or coin more adequate media. Facial expressions do much to
make us present to each other in our feelings and desires, but for
self-understanding, we need a refined and subtle vocabulary.

This amounts to another maior reversal in theory. The Enlightenment
account explained meaning in terms of the link of designation or 'sig-
nifying' between word and obiect. This was a link set up in thought-
In Locke's theory, it was even seen as a link setup through thought,
since the word strictly speaking signified the idea of the oblect. Mean-

ing is explained here by thought, which once again is seen in the

role of explanatory primitive. In ttris conception, expression is seen as

,ust one case of the signifying relation, which is seen as constituted in
thought.

But for the expressive theory, it is expression that is the primitive.
Thought, that is, the clear, explicit kind of thought we need to estab-

lish new coinages, new relations of 'signifying', is itself explained from
expression. Both ontogenetically and in the history of culture, our first
expressions are in public space, and are the vehicles of a quite unreflec-

tive awareness. Later we both develop more refined media, in concepts

and images, and become more and more capable of carrying out some

part of our expressive activity monologically; that is, we become capa-

ble of formulating some things just for ourselves, and hence of thinking
privately. We then develop the capacity to frame some things clearly to
ourselves, and thus even to coin new expressions for our own use. But
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this capacity, which the Enlightenment theory takes as a primitive, is
seen here as a late achievement, a change we ultimately come to be able
to ring on our expressive capacity. The latter is what is now seen as basic
in the order of explanation.

In our day, a similar radical reversal was carried out in the theory of
meaning by Ludwig Wittgenstein, who took as his target the theory that
emerges out of modem epistemological theory, to which he himself had
partly subscribed earlier. What I have called the Herderian theory is very
reminiscent therefore of Wittgenstein's.

But Hegel wrote in the wake of the earlier expressive revolution. And
one can see its importance for his thought by the crucial place in it of
what I have called the notion of medium. The goal of Spirit is clear,
self-conscious understanding. But the struggle to attain this is just the
struggle to tbrmulate it in an adequate medium.

Thus Hegel distinguishes art, religion, and philosophy as media, in
ascending order of adequacy. The perception of the absolute is embod-
ied in the work of art, it is presented there (dargestellt).But this is in a

form that is still relatively inarticulate and unreflecting. Religious doc-
trine and cult bring us closer to adequacy, but are still clouded by images
and 'representations' (Vorstellungen). The only fully adequate form is
conceptual thought, which allows both transparency and full reflective
awareness. But attaining our formulation in this medium is the result
of a long struggle. It is an achievemen| and one that builds on, and
required the formulations in the other, less adequate media. Philoso-
phy doesn't only build on its own past. For in earlier ages, the truth
is more adequately presented in religion (for example, the early ages of
Christianity), or art-religion (at the height of the Greek polis). In coming
to its adequate form, philosophy, as it were, catches up. True speculative
philosophy has to say clearly what has been there already in the images
of Christian theology.

Thus for Hegel too thought is the achievement whereby our
expression is made more inward and clear. The attainment of self-
understanding is the fruit of an activity that itself conforms to the basic
rnodel of action, in that it is at first unreflecting bodily practice and only
later attains self-clarity. This is the activity of expressing.

V

I have been looking at how the qualitative theory of action and its ram-
iflcations underlie Hegel's philosophy, for which in the end everything
is to be understood in terms of the all-pervasive activity of Spirit. I have
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beerr arguirrg that we can only understartd the kind of activity here

involved if we have in rrrirrd the qualitative view.
But there are also some irnportant features of hurnan historical action

on Hegel's view which ortly rnake sense agaitrst this cortception. I want
to mention two here.

1. The hrst is this: all action is not, in the last analysis, action of indi-
viduals; tl-rere are irreducibly collective actions. The causal view was

inherently atomist. An actiort was such because it was caused by desire,
intention, sorne 'mental' state. But these rnental states could only be

understood as states of individuals. The metrtal is what is 'inner', wltich
mearrs within each one of us. And so action is ultirnately individual.
That is to say, collective actiorls ultimately amount to the convergent
action of nrany individuals and nothing nrore. To say 'the X church did
so-and-so' or'the Y party did such and such'fiIust afiIoul-rt to attributing
converging action to clurnps of individuals in each case. For what makes

tilese events actions in each case is their having inner mental causes, attd
these have to occur or rrot occur discretely within individuals.

By contrast, the qualitative view does rrot tie action ortly to the indi-
vidual agent. -lhe nature of ttre agency becomes clear to us only when
we have a clear urrderstanding of the nature of the action. This can be

individual; but it can also be the action ol a comntunity, and in a fash-

ion that is irreducible to individual actiorr. It can even conceivably be
the action of an agent who is not sirnply identical with humart agency.

Hegel, of coLlrse, avails himself of bottr of these Iatter possibilities.
In his corrception of public life, as it exists in a properly established
systern of objective ethics (Slff/ichkeit), the comnton practices or institu-
tions ttrat embody this life are seen as our doing. Bttt they constitute an
activity that is genuinely common to us, it is ours in a sense that calrrlot
be analyzed into a convergence of mines's.

But for Hegel, there is a crucial level of activity, which is not orlly
more than individual, but even rnore than merely human. Sorne of what
we do we can understand also and more deeply as the action of Spirit
through us. In order to arrive at a proper understarlding, we thus have
to transcend our ordinary self-understanding; and to the extent that our
comlnon sense is atomist, we have to rnake two big transpositions; in the
Iirst, we corne to see that sorrre of our acticlns are those of communities;
in the second, we see that sorne are the work of Spirit. It is in tlte Pfte-

nomenology of Sptrit that we see these transitions being made. The hrst
corresponds to the step lrom Chapter 5 to Chapter 6 (here Hegel speaks

of the conrrnunity action by using the terrn 'Spirit'). The second is rnade
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as we move through the discussion in the third part of Chapter 6 into
the chapter on religion.

2. Following what I have said in earlier sections, human action is to be
understood in two dimensions, the effective and the expressive. This
latter dimension makes it even clearer how action is not necessarily that
of the individual. An expression in public space may turn out to be the
expression essentially of a common sentiment or purpose. That is, it
may be essential to this sentiment or purpose that it be shared, and the
expression may be the vehicle of this sharing.

These two features together-that action can be that of a community,
and that it also exists in the expressive dimension-form the crucial
background to Hegel's philosophy of society and history. The Sittlichkeit
of a given society not only is to be seen as the action of a community,
or of individuals only so far as they identify themselves as members of
a community (an 'l' that is 'We', and a 'We' that is 'l', PhG \177); it
also embodies and gives expression to a certain understanding of the
agent, his community and their relation to the divine. It is this lat-
ter that gives us the key to the fate of the society. For it is here that
the basic incoherence underlying social practice will appear as contra-
diction, as we saw with the case of the slave-owning society above.
Hegel's notion of historical development can only be properly stated if
we understand social institutions in this way, as transindividual action
that also has an expressive dimension. By contrast, the causal view and
its accompanying atomist outlook induces us to explain institutions in
purely instrumental terms. And in these terms, Hegel's theory becomes
completely unformulable. We cannot even begin to state what it is all
about.3

VI

I have been arguing that we can understand Hegel against the back-
ground of a long-standing and very basic issue in modern philosophy
about the nature of action. Hegel's philosophy can be understood as

firmly grounded on an option in favor of what I have been calling the
qualitative view of action and against the causal view.

I have tried to follow the different ramifications of this qualitative
view to show their importance to Hegel's thought. I looked first at the
notion of agent's knowledge, and we saw that the system of philoso-
phy itself can be seen as the integration of everything into a form of
all-embracing agent's knowledge. I then followed another development
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of the qualitative view, which shows us action as printordially unre-
flecting bodily practice, which later can be transforrned by the agent's
achievernent of reflective awareness. We saw that Hegel's conceptions
of subiectivity and its development are rooted in this understanding.
I then argued that the expressive revolution in the theory of meaning
could be seen as an offshoot of this same view of action; and that Hegel
is clearly operating within the expressive conception. Finally we carr see

that his theory of history supposes not just the expressive dimension but
also the idea of irreducibly common actions, which only the qualitative
view can allclw.

One part of my case is thus that I{egel's philosoptry can be illuminated
by rnaking this issue explicit in all its ramlhcatiorrs. This is just in the
way that we rnake any philosophy clearer by spelling out rn<tre fully
sorne of its deepest assurnptions. The illumination will be the greater
the nrore tundamental and pervasive the assurnptions in question are lbr
the theory under study. Now rny clairn is that for Hegel the qr.ralitative
theory of actior-r is very basic and all pervasive, and the above pages have
attenlpted to slrow ttris.

Perhaps out of deference to Hegel's shade I shouldn't use the word
'assurnption', since for Hegel everything is ultimately demonstrated. But
my clairn stands that the thesis about action I have beerr describing here
is quite central to his philosophy.

But this is orily one side of the gain that one can hope for in a study of
tttis kind. The other, as I said at the outset, is that we should attairr some
greater understanding of the historical debate itself by situating I{egel
in it. I think this is so as well, but I haven't got space to argue it trere.

What does emerge from the above is that Hegel is one of the irnpor-
tant and seminal hgures in the long and hard-fought emergence of a

counter-theory to the long-dorninant epistemologically based view that
the seventeenth century bequeathed us. This carr help explain why he
Itas been an inlluerltial flgure in the whole counterrnovetnerrt where this
has been the case. But what rerrrains to be understood is why he has also
ofterr been ignored or reiected by maior ligures who have shared some-
what the same notions of action, starting with Schopenhauer but by no
rneans ending there.

Perltaps what separates Hegel rnost obviously and rnost profoundly
frorn those today who take the same side on the issue about action
is their profoundly different reading of the sarrre genetic view. For
Heidegger, for example, the notiolt that action is frrst of all urrre-
tlected practice seems to rule out altogether as chimerical the goal of
a fully explicit ancl self-authenticating understanding of what we are
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about. Disclosure is invariably accompanied by hiddenness; the explicit
depends on the horizon of the implicit. The difference here is fun-
damental, but I believe that it too can be illuminated if we relate it
to radically different readings of the qualitative view of action, which
both espoused in opposition to the epistemological rationalism of the
seventeenth century. But I cannot even attempt to show this here.

Notes

1. I have tried to do this in Taylor, 1,979b.
2. I have argued this further in Taylor, 1978b.
3. I have developed this further in Taylor, 1978a.


