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Objective Thought: An Introduction to Hegel’s Logic 

§1 

 My aim in this talk is to motivate the project of Hegel’s Logic. In that work, he offers an 

account according to which, as he puts it, “logic coincides with metaphysics” (EL §24). As he 

understands it, and as it was traditionally understood, logic is an account of the nature of 

thinking, while metaphysics is an account of the nature of being. It is not too difficult to see why 

a philosopher might think that these two topics are intimately related. But how could someone 

think they coincide with one another? 

 Before pursuing this question, it is important to note that Hegel does draw a distinction 

between logic and what we might call the psychological character of thinking, in the Aristotelian 

sense in which psychology is the study of the characteristic activity of a kind of living being – in 

our case, the activity of thinking. In this sense, psychology is the study of the nature of thinking 

insofar as that nature is described as the activity of a particular kind of being, a rational animal. 

We might call its topic subjective thought. (I do not mean to imply by saying this that it is merely 

subjective – just that it understands thought as (part of) the nature of a particular kind of being.) 

In his Logic, on the other hand, Hegel offers an account of thinking which does not characterize 

it as the activity of a particular kind of animal, and it is an account of thinking in this sense that 

coincides with metaphysics. Hence, Hegel describes the topic of the Logic as “objective thought” 

(EL §24). One of the tasks of motivating the project of the Logic, then, one of my tasks today, 

has to be to clarify the sense in which one can study thinking while abstracting from the fact that 

it is the activity of a particular kind of being. 

 In this talk, I will only explain part of Hegel’s motivation for claiming that logic 

coincides with metaphysics. My strategy will be to follow Hegel’s own attempt to motivate the 
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project in the opening sections of his Encyclopedia Logic. My central interpretive claim is that 

Hegel thinks we are driven to the idea of objective thought  to make sense of the fact that thought 

is not parochial: that when we think about the world, we are not restricted to conclusions about 

how it must seem to us, but we can arrive at how it is in truth. That is, we are driven to the idea 

of objective thought to make sense of the validity of subjective thought. 

 By making this claim, I take issue with several different interpretations of the Logic and, 

more generally, of Hegel’s dialectical method. I oppose, for instance, that group of interpreters 

who think that objective thought is meant in some way to replace everyday thinking (what Hegel 

calls “Verstand,” the activity of the understanding) – either because it is a superior account of 

everyday thinking, as Robert Brandom claims, or because it is a superior kind of thinking, as 

John McTaggart suggests (cf. Brandom 2002, McTaggart 1896). It is also opposed to those 

interpreters who think it does not replace everyday thinking but is somehow more adequate or 

true than it, as for instance Rolf-Peter Horstmann and Brady Bowman claim (Horstmann 1984 

and Bowman 2013). On the account I provide here, objective thought explains the possibility of 

everyday thinking and thereby reveals it to be a perfectly adequate form of thinking, albeit one 

which rests for its possibility of another form of thinking (objective thought). 

 With that, let’s turn to Hegel’s attempt to justify his claim that logic coincides with 

metaphysics. 

 

§2 

 In §19, the first section of the introduction, Hegel claims that “Logic is the science of the 

pure idea, which is the idea in the abstract element of thought.” This makes it seem as though 

logic is not about the nature of thought – rather, it is about something particular (the idea) insofar 
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as it is thought. But Hegel notes in the remark that we can also say that the topic of logic is 

thought itself, “its determinations and laws” (§19A). What is crucial is that thought figures as the 

topic of logic, as the idea, not insofar as it is “formal but rather as the self-developing [sich 

entwickelnde] totality of its own determinations and laws which it gives its self, [which it] does 

not already have and find in itself” (§19A). This raises a question about what the idea can be, 

such that it makes sense to describe it as something that can be in the element of thought and also 

be thought itself (on a certain conception of it). This is the first exegetical puzzle, which will be 

solved at the end of the talk. 

 To help us to understand his account of thought, Hegel directs us to “take up thought in 

its closest lying representation” – that is, the conception of thought with which we are most 

familiar (§20). He articulates three characteristics of this representation (from §§20-22). The first 

characteristic is seen in thought’s “ordinary subjective meaning, as one of the spiritual 

[geistigen] activities or capacities next to others” (§20). That is, we ordinarily consider thought to 

be one of the capacities that we possess, alongside “sensibility, intuition, imagination, etc.; 

desire, will, etc.” (§20). The activity of thought, Hegel claims, is specifically characterized in 

terms of its universality (Allgemeinheit): its acts are, formally considered, universal. As an initial 

gloss on what he means by this, one can point to the fact that thought employs general 

representations or concepts. That this is what he means is suggested, for instance, by his contrast 

between thought and sensibility, which he explicitly links to singularity in §20A. Sensations are 

singular, while thoughts are general in the sense that we sense objects like cats and we think 

about them using general concepts like cat.1 This interpretation is also suggested by his claim in 

                                                           
1 The link between sensibility and singularity is explicit at §20A. He does not further describe intuition and 

imagination, but in his description of them in the Philosophy of Spirit he links both to space and time (cf. §§449z, 

455), and in §20A, he describes being in space and time (“the next to and the after one another”) as a form of 
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§20A that representation has the form of universality in it insofar as my representations are 

related to or taken up as mine – a fairly clear reference to Kant’s claim that my representations 

are mine in virtue of being able to be taken up into thought by me (such that I can append the “I 

think” to them). In taking up a representation into thought, I give it conceptual or general form. 

 This is only an initial gloss of what Hegel means by claiming that thought is universal; 

we will have to return to supplement it with a further characterization after we consider the next, 

considerably more puzzling claim that Hegel makes. Hegel describes thought as “the active 

[tätige] universal” because it is the activity of producing the form of universality and, thereby, it 

is distinguished from other subjective activities that we engage in (§20). We will examine this 

point in more detail later, and in particular how it is implicit in our ordinary understanding of 

ourselves as thinkers, but for now it suffices to note that Hegel (like Kant) thinks we produce the 

form of universality in thinking – that that form is not derived from what we think about, but 

from the nature of our thinking.  

 This claim becomes more complicated when he immediately notes that thought is “self-

activating,” or “acts upon itself” (sich betätigende).  He justifies this description by saying that 

“the act [Tat], what is brought forth, is just the universal” (§20). 2 In what sense is the activity of 

thought a form of self-activity? For instance, when I think about cats and rocks and most other 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
singularity (in which different singular objects stand in relation to one another). The contrast with desire and will is 

harder to make out; that the contrast would be different, however, is suggested by the use of the semicolon to 

separate the two series of capacities. 
2 Hegel uses the term “Tätigkeit” and its cognates to translate Aristotle’s “energeia” (cf. §34z) which can be 

translated into English with either activity or actuality (for an insightful treatment, cf. Beere 2009). (Hegel may not 

always have Aristotle in mind when he uses the term “Tätigkeit” and its cognates, but the reference to Aristotle at 

§23A and the resonance of Hegel’s argument with one that he attributes to Aristotle in the Lectures on the History of 

Philosophy suggest that Aristotle is indeed on his mind in these sections of the EL.) As he notes in his lectures on 

Aristotle, Hegel wants to keep firmly in view the idea of activity, but he also strongly implies that he thinks of being 

active in the tätige-way as a way of being (cf. LHoP, 237-8 (71-2)) – hence, the connection to actualization should 

not be lost. I will translate the term and its cognates using “activity” and its cognates, but will sometimes also give 

alternative glosses as a reminder of the connection to actualization. In this case, since the activity is directed upon 

itself, I use the Cambridge translation of “acts upon itself.” 
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ordinary objects, my activity is directed towards those objects and not towards myself. Perhaps I 

bring forth the universal, in that I am responsible for the generality of my representations. But I 

do not act on something that is itself universal – as we will see, Hegel thinks that I act on my 

sensible representations, which are singular and not universal. In what sense is thought acting 

upon itself by making my sensation of a cat into the general representation cat?  

 A helpful way of getting the difficulty in view is to consider another activity, one which 

clearly does not involve acting on oneself: the activity of housebuilding. In building, the house-

builder acts upon (say) trees. The wood that she chops down to build the house is, potentially, a 

house – and in building the house, she realizes or makes that potentiality actual. But the wood is 

not a house, and in being made into a house the wood does not realize its nature as wood. 

Similarly, it seems that when I act on my sensible representation of a cat, I do not realize that 

representation by making it into a concept. What can Hegel mean by saying that? 

 At this point, it is worth noting that there are at least two different interpretations of 

Hegel’s claim that thought is self-active, corresponding to two different translations of the term 

“indem” (the term Hegel uses to link the description and its justification). First, one can take him 

to mean that thought is self-active only some of the time, whenever it acts upon what is itself 

universal. 3 In support of this reading is the idea that we are in the midst of giving an account, or 

thinking about, the nature of thinking. Since the nature of thinking is to be universal, an account 

                                                           
3 This is the sense given to the sentence in the Cambridge translation. On this translation, “indem” would be 

circumscribing. Hegel uses the term unambiguously in this way at the opening of the very next section, where he 

claims that “Insofar as [indem] thought as active is taken in connection to its objects [Gegenstände]…” (§21). His 

point is not that thought is always taken in connection to its subject matter; rather his point is only to note a 

consequence of taking it in that way, whenever we do so.  
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of it would be an account of what is universal. Hence, in giving an account of thinking, we think 

of what is universal and thereby actualize the nature or character of what we are thinking about.4 

 The difficulty with this interpretation is that Hegel seems to be offering a general 

description of thought, and not specifically a description of thought about thought. So, thought is, 

in general, universal, active and, presumably also self-active. This idea suggests an interpretation 

of “indem” on which it is not circumscribing: thought is self-activating in general.5 But how can 

that be? After all, thought is not in general about itself: we have concepts of all sorts of things 

that are not themselves thoughts. So how can Hegel mean the description of thought as self-

active to be general? 

 At this point, it is helpful to revisit Hegel’s claim that thought is universal. Above I said, 

as an initial gloss, that this means that it employs concepts. And, I believe, that is still right. But 

in addition to that, Hegel seems to have in mind that thought relates its subject matter to what is, 

in general. This claim is somewhat uncommon or unusual in contemporary philosophy. But 

Hegel thinks it is nevertheless present in our everyday understanding. We explain things (events, 

objects, their properties) in general terms, such that we take our explanations to be true in general 

or without restriction. Water freezes at 0 degrees Celsius – I take this claim to be generally true, 

and in need of revision or at least further specification if people find water at 0 degrees that is not 

frozen (perhaps it has not yet frozen, or perhaps it is not really water, or perhaps…). That is, 

                                                           
4 Michael Wolff offers an insightful interpretation of the argument in the “Concept” section of the Logic along these 

lines. The concept of the concept is universal, like every other concept, but its universality is precisely what makes it 

the particular concept that it is (its defining characteristic, and not just a formal feature of it). Consequently, one can 

say, in its universality it is the concept it is, and so its universality is an actualization of itself: cf. Wolff 2013: 92-4. 
5 This is the sense given to the sentence in the Hackett translation. Here “indem” just names the condition which 

warrants the description, where that is generally present. This sense is unambiguously present, for instance, in 

Hegel’s claim in §20A that “thought is present everywhere in that [indem] I am at the same time in all of my 

perceptions, representations, conditions, etc.” Thought is only present everywhere if the “I” is generally present in 

my perceptions, etc.; the alternative circumscribing translation (insofar as) makes no sense in this case. 
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when I think about things – or, at least, when I explain things in thought – I relate what I am 

thinking about to what is, in general. 

 That Hegel means to invoke this with his claim that thought is universal is suggested in 

§20A when he distinguishes between representation and thought: representation, like thought, 

involves generality, but in representation, unlike in thought, we “isolate” concepts from one 

another (§20A). The point, I take it, is that in thought we relate our representations to one 

another and, ultimately, to everything thinkable. This interpretation is also suggested by his 

claim that thought is a self-active universal, which is resonant of Aristotle’s description of 

thought in de Anima 3.4. There Aristotle says, first, that “everything is a possible object of 

thought.” Second, he claims that thought has the nature of everything, in a state of potentiality 

when it is not thinking and in a state of actuality when it is thinking. For otherwise, Aristotle 

claims, thought will have a nature particular to it, and this nature will interfere with its capacity 

to think any object.6 That is, thought is universal in that its object is, formally considered, 

identical with what is, such that the form of thought does not impose any limitations on what can 

be its object. In this it contrasts with, for instance, sight: the seeable, unlike the thinkable, is not 

universal; rather, the seeable demarcates a particular way of being.7 

 The two ways in which thought is universal – that it employs concepts and that it relates 

its subject matter to what is, in general – are intimately related to one another. For all concepts 

share, as a common mark, that they are concepts of some object. Whatever additional marks 

differentiate one concept from another (for instance, living or non-living; hard or soft), all 

concepts share in common that they are concepts of some object in general. Consequently, 

                                                           
6 Cf. Aristotle 1991: de Anima 3.4 (429a10-430a9). 
7 My thanks to Wolfram Gobsch for helping me to see the significance of the reference to Aristotle, especially as it 

bears on the nature of thought’s universality and the two readings of the claim that thought is self-active. 
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whenever I think about something using a concept, part of what I am doing is thinking of it as 

something, and I thereby relate it to things in general or, equivalently, to what is in general.  

 This second characterization of the universality of thought enables us to resolve the 

puzzle about what Hegel can mean when he says that thought is self-active. The difficulty that 

seems to block the second interpretation, on which thought is always self-active, is that we think 

about other things all the time; that is, it seems like we are only thinking about thought some of 

the time. There are thoughts that take cats as their subject matter, and there are thoughts that take 

thought as their subject matter; the characterization of thought as self-active only seems to apply 

to the latter.  

 The appeal to the second characterization of thought’s universality enables us to avoid 

this worry by undercutting one of its assumptions. Specifically, the assumption that thought is 

about itself only when it takes itself as a particular object. But that is a bad assumption, Hegel 

thinks: whenever I think about anything, I am thinking about thought. When I think about cats, 

for instance, and thereby relate what I am thinking about to what is in general, I relate what I am 

thinking about to thought. The nature of the object in general is the nature of thought in general, 

as Aristotle’s claims about thought and our everyday understanding of explanation bring out. 

Thought always acts on itself, in that it always takes itself as its object. Not in the sense in which 

it takes cats and rocks and other singular things as its objects; rather it relates these things to 

thought. It is self-active in that it always relates its subject matter back to itself. 

 We can see a little bit better the way in which thought is the self-active universal if we, 

with Hegel, consider that our acts of thought are not isolated from one another. Rather, we relate 

our thoughts to one another, paradigmatically in inference. And these relations are not only ways 

in which we determine what is, drawing new conclusions from antecedently known premises, but 
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also ways in which we determine thought, as I now think something I did not think before. So, in 

the act of drawing the conclusion I am not only acting on the object, by determining it; I am also 

acting on myself as a thinker, by determining what I think. 8 

  

§3 

 So far, our account of thought involves the fairly straightforward claim that it is a 

subjective activity (one among many), and the somewhat more complicated claim that it is 

universal or general in that it employs concepts and relates its subject matter to what is, in 

general. We have also seen that it is self-active or self-determining, with the suggestion that this 

had something to do with the fact that its nature is one with the nature of what is. This last claim 

needs to be developed further, as it contains the key to making sense of why logic coincides with 

metaphysics. 

 In §21, Hegel turns to an account of the activity of thought in relation to its “subject 

matter” or “object” (Gegenstand).9 He calls the activity of thought in relation to its subject matter 

“reflection on something [Nachdenken über etwas]” (§21). He introduced the term “Nachdenken 

über” earlier, in his introduction to the entire Encyclopedia, where he notes that there is an “old 

                                                           
8 Hegel’s claim that thought is self-active is, I have argued, an implicit reference to Aristotle’s description of 

thought’s nature in de Anima 3.4. It is also, I think, an implicit reference to Kant’s claim in §15 of the B-Deduction 

that combining representations is an act of thoughts “self-activity.” Kant links this claim to the representation of the 

“I think,” and claims against Descartes that the I think is not something I represent as an object, one among many; 

rather, I represent the I think insofar as I combine representations and take them up into thought. This is, at root, the 

same point that Hegel is making. 

 It is worth noting that Hegel disagrees with some of the implications that Kant draws from this anti-

Cartesian point, specifically his conclusions in the Paralogisms about the unkowability of the I as a substance. And 

this disagreement is implicit in his claim in §20 that thought is one capacity among others: that is, though thought is 

indeed universal, it’s way of being universal involves its being particular, and our representation of this universal as 

a particular (both as the principle of a particular kind of being – the rational animal – and as a particular capacity of 

such a being) enables us to go farther than Kant in our account of its nature (Hegel thinks).  
9 I will translate “Gegenstand” as “subject matter” unless it is in the plural, in which case I will translate it “objects” 

and note the German in parentheses. 
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prejudice” that we need to reflect in order to arrive at what is “true” “in the objects 

[Gegenständen] and events, also feelings, intuitions, opinions, representations, etc.” (§5). By 

“prejudice” (“Vorurteil”), he seems to mean something that we take for granted when we think, 

or something that is prior (“vor”) to our judgments (“Urteil”); he does not mean that it is for that 

reason wrong or to be rejected. This comes out in §21 when he describes the same point not as an 

“old prejudice” but as an “old belief”: “the universal as the product of reflection’s activity 

contains the value of the fact of the matter [Sache], the essential, the inner, the true”.10  

 The most general way of putting the sense of truth Hegel is talking about is that we arrive 

at the truth about something singular through a general concept or claim. So, for example, he 

describes the activity of children who know a grammatical rule and are trying to apply it in 

various cases: the rule, he notes, is general, and they are trying to apply it to individual cases (cf. 

§21z).  This also explains the example he gives of employing a means to an end: we reflect on 

the “means and tools” we have at our disposal, and we determine what we should do with those 

particular objects according to our end (§21z). The end is “the universal, the governing” in that it 

is through the end that we organize the mass of individual means and tools we have available 

(§21z). I set aside the nail and pick up the screw because that is what will enable me to build a 

more durable chair, so that I might rest in it for longer. My aim is to build a durable chair, which 

is a general end that can be realized in a variety of different ways. Here the kind of account I 

give of the singular (the nail and the screw) is not an explanation of why it is the way it is; rather, 

I create the order I represent (I build the chair, using the means) through a practical 

representation of the end. But in all of the cases Hegel describes we have the idea (emphasized in 

each) of arriving at an account of the singular through a general concept or claim. Hegel’s claim, 

                                                           
10 Similar passages can be found in the WdL: cf. 5.25-6/21.14-5, 5.38/21.29, 5.44-5/12.34-5.  
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then, is that thought can give an account of the world: the world is such that thought can know it. 

Or, to use the traditional terminology, the world has a logos, “nous, thought is the principle of 

the world” (5.44/21.34).  

 The idea in §21 explains in somewhat more concrete terms what Hegel means when he 

claims in §20 that thought acts on itself, is the self-active universal. This initially seemed strange, 

at least if it was supposed to be generally true of thought, because we obviously think about non-

universal things all the time. And §21 emphasizes that – we think about singular objects like this 

nail and about singular events like this flash of lightning. Part of his point in §21 is that our 

capacity to give an account of such singular things, to explain them through general concepts 

(like nail and lightning), reaches the truth about them. Consequently, it must be that what is 

universal constitutes their nature. And, indeed, that must be implicit in our everyday activity of 

thinking: we take it that we can explain why the world is the way it is through appealing to 

general concepts which the objects and events in the world instantiate. The matter of thought, 

what it thinks about, is itself universal, present in these objects and events. When we sense these 

things, the nature of what we are sensing is universal, but it is not present to us (in sensation) in a 

universal form. Thought then acts upon our sensible representations of these things, producing 

universal determinations of them, and thereby realizes their nature. (Contrast this with 

housebuilding, in which the nature of the wood is not realized by being turned into a house.) 

 This does not mean that what we sense is not really singular; nor does it mean that we can 

arrive at a complete concept of what we sense such that we can completely account for it in 

thought. Both of these commitments go beyond anything Hegel says in the introduction. His 

starting point is the fact that we all take ourselves to be able to arrive at the truth about singular 

things through thinking about them, employing general concepts in an account of them. If we can 
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do that, if we can arrive at the truth about singular things in thought, then the antics and 

characteristics of those singular things must be what they are in virtue of general causes and 

explanations. This is not to say that there is nothing genuinely singular: the singular is precisely 

what those explanations explain. Nor is it to say that we have the capacity to exhaustively 

account for their antics and characteristics – perhaps we can never complete an account of them, 

perhaps there is something wrong with the very idea of completing an account of them. Both of 

the commitments – that there are no singular things, that we can have a complete concept of the 

things we sense – might well be things we say to make sense of or explain the old belief that 

Hegel articulates. But Hegel does not here commit himself to either commitment as a way of 

making sense of that old belief and, I would argue, he elsewhere denies both claims. 

 So, thought (as we customarily understand it) can arrive at the truth. Next Hegel claims 

that it must change the sensible representations, or whatever representations it works on, to arrive 

at that truth: “Through reflection, something is changed in the type, how the content initially is in 

perception, intuition, representation; it is thereby only by means of a change, that the true nature 

of the subject matter comes to consciousness” (§22; cp. §50A)11. Here Hegel describes the 

activity of thinking as producing a change – whatever the change is between something’s being 

perceived or intuited and it’s being thought. §20A tells us that what distinguishes thought from 

perception is that thought has the form of universality whereas perception has the form of 

singularity. So, Hegel says, thought must change the type of representation from something 

singular to something universal. Only thereby does it arrive at the truth. 

 The claim that thought produces a change is quite difficult, and I will consider it at length 

in the next section. In this section, I just want to focus on the claim that thought is active in 

                                                           
11 I consider further evidence that Hegel thinks reflection produces a change in the next section. 
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determining sensation, abstracting from the specific claim that this activity of determination 

involves a change. This point by itself is worth getting into focus, because its import is not 

always appreciated. 

 Consider, for instance, Robert Stern’s interpretation of §§21-2. He sees Hegel as 

affirming that thought can reach the truth about singular things and events, and that these truths 

are expressed using concepts. He understands this to express Hegel’s commitment to conceptual 

realism, the view that the objects in the world are constituted by universals or kind-terms. If all 

Stern were to mean by conceptual realism is that we arrive at the truth through thinking about 

singular things and events using concepts, then that is indeed justified by §§21-2. However, 

Stern thinks of this realism as incompatible with thought playing a determining role in its 

activity: so, for instance, he says that “the unity of the object is derived from the embodiment of 

a universal substance-form, and is not grounded in the unity of the subject.”12 This passage 

reveals that Stern thinks of the activity of thinking as a kind of finding, and not as a kind of 

determining of what is given to sensation. Precisely not, he thinks, for otherwise the concept 

could not be real, could not really characterize the singular event and thing. Stern acknowledges 

that thought, “Mind,” must be active in some way – he insists, for instance, that we have to “go 

further” than what is given in sensation and perception.13 But he does not appreciate what it 

would be to go further: going further requires actively determining the representations given in 

sensibility and perception, as noted above. Specifically, going further requires understanding the 

form of thought to be responsible for the generality of our representations. Perhaps one thinks 

that that generality needs to be in some way already present in sensation (Hegel thinks this, as we 

will see); nevertheless, the source of the generality is our capacity to think, and so the concepts 

                                                           
12 Stern 1990: 111-2.  
13 Stern 2008: 164; cp. Stern 1990: 117. 
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that are really present in the objects are determined by the unity of the subject. Or, at least, this is 

what Hegel is arguing for. Stern might retort that the generality must be grounded in the nature 

of what we are thinking about – and I do not want to deny that. But he wrongly understands this 

to imply that it is not grounded in the nature of our capacity to think.  

 Stern’s view is distorted because it is structured around a refutation of the view that Mind 

gives unity to objects through imposing that unity on those objects, in such a fashion that the 

unity does not characterize what the objects are in truth.14 Hegel would reject any such view, as 

Stern sees. But Stern’s focus on that rejection leads him to think that Hegel, affirming that the 

unity of the concept is in the object, denies that it is the result of the activity of the subject. But 

that exactly misses Hegel’s thought, which is to insist both that the unity of the concept is in the 

object and that it is the result of the activity of the subject. It is difficult to make sense of this 

position, especially if one does without Kant’s appeal to pure forms of intuition; we will have to 

see slowly what the position comes to. But Hegel’s commitment to it is clearly expressed in a 

passage which illuminates exactly what goes wrong with Stern’s interpretation: in his account of 

theoretical cognition within the body of the Logic, Hegel claims that it is “just as one-sided” to 

think that the subject imposes (hineinlegen) its unity on the object as it is to think that the subject 

merely takes that unity from (herausnehmen) the object. The former position does indeed result 

in a “subjective idealism,” as Stern contends, but the latter position results in “the so-called 

realism” and is just as objectionable to Hegel (6.503/12.203).  

 To return to Hegel’s argument: we have seen that thought arrives at the truth by actively 

determining what is given to it in sensibility. The fact that the determination is effected by 

                                                           
14 This contrast is grounded on a bad reading of Kant’s idea of the synthetic activity of the subject, to which is 

coupled the idea that Hegel rejects Kant’s account of the role of that subject in experience. Elsewhere I argue against 

this reading of Kant and of Hegel’s criticisms. 
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thought raises an immediate worry: how can it also capture the nature of what we are thinking 

about? Given that thought – not the object thought about – is active, how can the result of the 

activity be valid? How can the idea that thought arrives at the truth be combined with the idea 

that it actively determines its object? 15  Let’s call this worry, or threat to the validity of thought, 

the worry that thought is parochial: the most that thought can do is arrive at how the world seems 

to ones like us, where this is understood in a way which leaves it open whether that is how the 

world is.16 

 

§4 

 Now I want to turn to Hegel’s claim that thought determines what is given in sensibility 

by changing it: “Through reflection, something is changed in the type, how the content initially 

is in perception, intuition, representation; it is thereby only by means of a change, that the true 

nature of the subject matter comes to consciousness” (EL §22).17 This claim says more than that 

                                                           
15 This will only emerge as a problem once we properly appreciate the fact that thought, on our everyday 

understanding of it, is active. If we miss this, then we will fail to see any reason to be worried about a possible gap 

that might open up between how the world must seem to us and how it is in fact. Consequently, a preoccupation 

with revealing that putative gap to be “senseless” will appear unmotivated, and we will see no reason to interpret 

Hegel’s idealism in relation to dissolving that gap (Stern, “Hegel’s Idealism,” 142). This is exactly how Pippin’s 

understanding of Hegel seems to Stern; Stern misses that the apparent gap arises in virtue of our understanding of 

thought as determining sensibility (another symptom of what goes wrong with his affirmation of conceptual realism 

and his rejection of Kant). The only way to dissolve the appearance of this gap is to make sense of the activity of 

thought as no imposition (cf. Pippin 2013: 376 and Pippin 2005: 212). I will argue that doing that will turn out to 

require rendering the very thought that there is such a gap unintelligible (“senseless”). Stern is not wrong to insist 

that we need a reason to take the worry about a gap seriously; but we have such a reason, a reason arising from our 

everyday understanding of ourselves as thinkers. 
16 In conversation, Tom Evnen pressed upon me the difficulty of making sense of Hegel’s claim that thought 

produces a change; the use of that word (“verändern”) in particular (as opposed to the term used in §20, 

“betätigen”) makes the worry that thought is parochial particularly pressing (as I will try to show in the next 

section). Appreciating this difficulty led me to realize the centrality of the worry that thought is parochial to the 

argument in §§19-25. In the next section, I try to explain Hegel’s response to this worry, and thereby to explain why 

he uses such the term “change” in §22. 
17 “Durch das Nachdenken wird an der Art, wie der Inhalt zunächst in der Empfindung, Anschauung, Vorstellung 

ist, etwas verändert; es ist somit nur vermittels einer Veränderung, dass die wahre Natur des Gegenstandes zum 

Bewusstsein kommt” 
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thought arrives at the truth by actively determining sensibility – it describes this determination as 

a change.18 And this should raise worries that Hegel’s conception of sensibility and of perception 

falls into the Myth of the Given. 

 For if thought changes our sensible representations, then it seems that those sensory 

representations must have a kind of content that is not already informed by thinking, such that 

we can then ask about the validity of the change that thought effects on that kind of content. To 

describe it as a change, after all, we must have some way of grasping what is changed prior to its 

change (sensible content uninformed by the capacity to think). And, having grasped it in that 

way, we can ask after the legitimacy of the change: does this change get at the truth? But this 

question could only be answered from “sideways on,” from a vantage point outside of the 

activity of thinking about the world conceived now as changing the sensible representation. For 

the unchanged content is not grasped from within the very activity of thinking about the world: 

the content that we think is only the result of the change. It would follow that in judging on the 

basis of sensibility we cannot make sense of the legitimacy of our judging as we do. And this is 

just a version of the Myth of the Given. 

 Against this conclusion, first note that Hegel is insistent that thought is already present in 

sensation. So he says in his discussion of the differences between intuition, representation, and 

thought that thought is present in all of my capacities: “Thus, the I is thought as subjective, and 

as I am at the same time in all of my sensations [Empfindungen], representations, states, etc., 

thought is present [gegenwärtig] everywhere and pervades all of these determinations as 

category” (§20A). And he repeated this point in his lectures in even stronger terms: “thought is 

                                                           
18 In this passage, Hegel talks indifferently of perception, intuition, and representation: thought (apparently) acts by 

changing each of these. In what follows I will talk about sensibility, in order to simplify the presentation, but it 

should be kept in mind that what I say will also hold good of Hegel’s account of perception and of representation. 
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the universal in all representations, memories, and in general in every spiritual activity, in all 

willing, wishing, etc. These are all only further specifications of thought” (§24z1).19 So, there is 

good reason to attribute to Hegel commitment to an understanding of sensation as already 

involving thought, and thereby avoiding the Myth.20 

 These passages all strongly suggest that thought is internal to sensibility itself, or that 

thought is “operative” in sensibility (to use one of McDowell’s glosses). But the language of 

§22, and elsewhere, suggests that Hegel thinks there is something important in the idea that the 

activity of reflecting on something given in sensation involves change, a Veränderung or a 

Verwandlung (cf. §§47A, 50A, 440A, 442A, 6.503/12.203). Indeed, what is perhaps most striking 

is that he thinks of this changing as importantly involved in explaining the way in which 

sensibility is already informed by thought, and so as essential to his version of resisting the Myth 

of the Given. What can Hegel have meant by insisting on these two points together?  

 To get at this, it is important to return to the way in which the Myth is supposed to be 

generated by invoking a change. If there is a change, the argument ran, then there must be that 

which is changed. And so we can ask whether that which is changed is truly represented through 

the change. This question indicates the presence of the Myth because and insofar as it can only 

be asked from outside of the very thought in question: that is, sensibility is Mythical if in 

changing it we do not take up into thought what we sense as such but only the product of the 

change. The Myth transpires, then, insofar as the content of the sensation is changed, such that 

                                                           
19 Later in this same addition he notes that “The human is thereby always thinking, also whenever he only intuits” 

(§24z1). 
20 Cf. also his account in the Philosophy of Spirit that “The moments of cognition’s realizing activity are intuition, 

representation, memory, etc.; the activities have no other immanent sense; their end is only the concept of cognition” 

(§445A). 
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that very content is not understood to be already informed by thought (but rather is understood to 

be outside of the “space of reasons,” incapable of making it rational for me to judge on its basis). 

 If we look closer at the passages in which Hegel claims that thought effects a change in 

what is presented to me in sensation, we see that the change is made not on the content of that 

sensation but rather on its form. So he says in EL §22 that what is changed is something in the 

“type” (“Art”) of our representation, or something in “how” (“wie”) the content is represented. 

And he claims in his discussion of Kant that it is precisely the content (“Gehalt”) that is lifted out 

(“herausgehoben”); what is changed is its “shape” by removing that content from the “husk” of 

its “empirical form” (EL §50A). And in the Philosophy of Spirit his claim is that the “content” 

(“Inhalt”) is “raised up” (“erhoben”) (PG §440A). Moreover, he insists at the outset of the 

Encyclopedia as a whole that “the true content [Inhalt] of our consciousness is maintained in the 

translation of it into the form of thought and the concept” even while insisting that reflection on 

that content “converts [verwandeln] feelings, representations, etc. into thoughts” (EL §5). That 

is, his point is that the content remains the same through the change from one activity to another. 

 This important specification of the change should help allay the worry that Hegel’s 

conception of sensation is Mythical. In particular, his point is compatible with thinking that 

thought is operative not just in sensibility in general but even in the content of sensation itself – 

that content is informed by thought, such that the capacity that we use to think it is already 

operative in that very sensation. Only it is not operative in its conceptual form – it is operative 

rather in its sensible form.  

 As Hegel attempts to spell this out, that means that the same content is present in 

sensation in the form of “singularity” and of its being “outside of one another,” such that one bit 

of sensible content stands “next” to other sensible content and “after” or “before” other sensible 



Andrew Werner - 19 

 

content (§20A).21 By contrast, the content is present in thought in the form of universality, which 

I have tried to explain as lying in its generality and as lying in its being related to what is 

überhaupt. These are two contrasting forms of the same content; and it is to emphasize the 

contrast between them that Hegel talks about the activity of thought as involving a change. So I 

sense singular objects and events unfolding in space and time. I take up what I sense into thought 

by isolating determinations, which involves ignoring a mass of explanatorily irrelevant details, 

and I thereby relate what I sense to what is in general (for instance, by subsuming these events 

under general laws).22 

 A way of getting at Hegel’s point that there is a change in form is by reflecting on the 

difference between the thought I have of an event, say, and the perception I have of the event: 

consider the event of lightning striking. I am aware, for instance, that my perception is filled with 

a great many details that I leave out when I form thoughts about the event, and indeed that the 

content as it is present to me in perception is of a singular event while the concepts I employ in 

thinking this content are general. I am also aware that the content of the perception is spread out 

in space and time in a way that the content of my thought is not. What I mean is that within 

perception I distinguish between that which comes after the lightning strike and that which 

comes before, and I distinguish that which is to the left of it from that which is to the right of it. I 

can make all of these distinctions in thought too, but my judgment that a lightning bolt struck the 

field does not figure to the left or to the right of my other judgments and thoughts. And while I 

may have formed this judgment after I formed a judgment about, say, the purpose of the field, 

those two judgments do not exist in me one after another but rather in a logical relation, such that 

                                                           
21 At EL §42z1 he describes this as the “properly fundamental determination [Grundbestimmung]” of the “sensible”; 

cf. also PG §§441z, 443z, 444z. 
22 For Hegel’s most thorough discussion of this, cf. PG §§446-468. 
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I can draw conclusions on the basis of the way they are together (e.g., the lightning bolt struck a 

field for grazing cows). Indeed, thought has the power to unite a manifold of spatially and 

temporally distinct objects, for instance by thinking in general about lighting strikes, and it is in 

virtue of having this power that thought can explain what we perceive. But this means that the 

fundamental determination of our thoughts cannot be to be next to or after other thoughts. 

 

§5 

 With that, I want to turn to consider the worry about parochialism and Hegel’s response 

to it. The parochialism worry, generically stated, is the worry that thought is only capable of 

getting at how the world seems to me. One might think that to resolve this worry all one has to 

show is that the deliverances of sensibility are as such already informed by thought. I have tried 

to argue that Hegel thinks that to even so much as possess the deliverances of sensibility, those 

deliverances must already be in some way informed or shaped by our rationality. And, if that is 

so, then how could the worry that thought imposes its merely subjective form even get off the 

ground? 

 The worry could get off the ground if we had reason to worry that the form of sensibility 

was itself parochial to us. And Hegel’s claim that thought effects a change raises just such a 

worry. For any judgment that is enabled by sensibility, we will be cognizant of the fact that there 

is something in our thought (its form) which is not supplied by sensibility, and so it will be 

intelligible for us to ask after our right to employ that form on this content. The right cannot 

come from sensibility itself – it must come from the way in which employing this form enables 

us to arrive at the truth about the world. But, within this form of cognition, our judgments are 

mediated by sensibility, and so the world can figure only as affecting us in sensibility. Hence, we 
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cannot grasp the world as what we know from within this form of cognition. To validate 

judgments about the world that are enabled by sensibility, the world must be able to figure for us 

in a form of cognition that is not enabled by sensibility.  

 Another way of making this point is implicit in my response to the Myth of the Given 

above. The character of sensibility prior to the change lies outside of the activity of thought. In 

response to the Myth I argued that the character in question does not concern the content but 

rather the form of the content. But we must still wonder about the form: with what right do with 

think of the form of sensibility, singularity and being outside of one another, as enabling 

cognition of the world? Our right to do so cannot be understood within the activity of forming 

judgments on its basis. At least, it cannot be so understood if we are confined to sensibility-

enabled cognition. And so to make sense of the validity of sensibility-enabled cognition we must 

have a form of cognition that is not enabled by sensibility.23 

 Hegel’s response to the worry about parochialism in this accentuated version is startling: 

we know that thought is not parochial, he claims, because thought is free. To grasp this, we have 

to understand the freedom of thought – as Hegel is here interested in it – to consist in the fact that 

thought is self-determining. For example, when I judge that the sun is rising, I implicitly take 

myself to have adequate grounds for judging that. And, if it is revealed to me that I do not have 

                                                           
23 This argument is intimately connected to a point that Paul Franks has thematized in his work on Kant and early 

German Idealism: namely, that knowledge of the world that is enabled by sensibility is subject to ancient skepticism 

(specifically, the Agrippan trilemma). Franks has argued persuasively that the German Idealists all thought this and 

all concluded that the only way to explain the non-parochial character of sensibility-enabled knowledge was to 

appeal to a form of non-sensibility enabled knowledge that would explain it: cf. Franks 2005: 80-3. In lectures Hegel 

himself invoked the claim that sensibility enabled knowledge is subject to ancient skepticism (cf. EL §24z3; also 

§45z and compare §39A). The connection between the two points is as follows: sensible content is dispersed in 

space and time, and this is responsible for the inescapability of the Agrippan trilemma (nothing in space and time 

has its ground in itself, nor can there be a final ground within space and time, and a circle is at odds with the infinite 

dispersal of space and time). Sensibility-enabled thought can never by itself overcome the trilemma, since it will 

always have part of its ground in this dispersal. Hence, sensibility-enabled thought cannot by itself explain the 

character of space and time, and so the only way we can conceive of its activity on sensibility is as a change. 
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adequate grounds, then I will withdraw the judgment. This displays the way in which thought 

determines itself: I judge what I judge because I take myself to have sufficient reasons to judge 

it. When we combine this idea with the Aristotelean idea that the nature of thought is universal, 

then we arrive at the conclusion that the freedom of thought is the capacity to arrive at the truth 

through freeing myself from everything particular about me, everything in me which does not 

flow just from my being a thinking being. So he describes the freedom of thought as “a being by 

itself, determinationless as to [nach] subjectivity, which, as to [nach] its content, is at the same 

time only in the matter [Sache] and its determinations” (§23A). And, as he notes a little later, 

“consciousness” can only arrive at the truth when it “frees itself from all particularity… and 

only makes [tut] the universal, in which it is identical with all individuals” (§23A).24 Freedom, 

then, is Hegel’s way of explaining how thought can produce a change without interposing 

between the subject matter and our thought of it a determination from a nature that is alien to the 

subject matter. Freedom is the principle of the activity by which thought changes what is 

represented in sensation, the principle by which it can arrive at the truth. 

 So, for Hegel, freedom consists in the fact that the nature of thinking as a subjective 

capacity is one with the nature of what is thought about. To arrive at the truth about its subject 

matter, thought of course needs to be determined by that subject matter and its nature – as Hegel 

puts it, “thought as to its content is only truthful insofar as it is immersed in the matter [Sache]” 

(§23A). But the nature of the subject matter must be one with the nature of thinking – otherwise, 

the change that thought produces in the subject matter would be alien to the subject matter, and 

so could not result in the truth about it. Since the subject matter and the subjective capacity have 

the same nature, to be determined by the subject matter is to be self-determining, free: thought 

                                                           
24 The same point is also made at §24z2, and is implied at the end of §22z. 
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can arrive at the truth only insofar as it “frees itself from all particularity… and only makes the 

universal” – that is, only realizes its nature as thought. Thought is free in that it realizes its own 

nature by arriving at the truth about its subject matter. 

 This claim can sound very strange, perhaps even ludicrous. Thought may be active in 

arriving at the truth, and so in that sense “realizes its own nature,” but how is this a kind of 

freedom? Thought is determined by what it thinks about, ideally. It does not think about itself. 

How can it determine itself? Whatever is meant by the very abstract claim that the nature of 

thought and the nature of its subject matter are one, it cannot mean that the subject matter just is 

thought, a subjective capacity. And so, the objection goes, it cannot overcome the plain fact that 

thought does not determine itself.  

 We have seen a version of this objection already in our attempt to unpack what Hegel 

means when he says that thought is the self-active universal. And I want to make the same kind 

of point here that I did there: the claim that thought determines itself is implicit in our everyday 

understanding of it. Suppose, in reflection, that I take myself to arrive at the truth about my 

subject matter. That is, I take my thought to be determined by the truth of the subject matter. As 

a thinker, this is how I determine myself to think. I may be mistaken, in which case my thought 

is determined by something else – but then, in realizing that I am mistaken, I once more 

determine my own activity of thinking to be determined by my subject matter. My capacity to 

determine my activity in this way, so that I arrive at the truth, is my freedom: my understanding 

of my activity, as valid or as needing revision, determines my activity. I can arrive at the truth 

through and in my understanding of my activity: this is what Hegel means by freedom.25  

                                                           
25 My understanding of thought’s freedom is deeply indebted to Pippin’s work on the topic: he emphasizes this 

conception of freedom and links it to worry about parochialism in much of his work. For one recent exposition, cf. 

Pippin 2015: 163-5. I should further note that there is much more to say about Hegel’s view of freedom, even as it is 
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 The claim that the nature of thought is the nature of its subject matter expresses 

something that is implicit in my self-understanding as a thinker: namely, that the change I effect 

on what I think about is a change determined, at one and the same time, by the nature of thought 

and the nature of its subject matter. That it is determined by the nature of thought is, Hegel 

thinks, implicit in my recognition that, in reflection, I work on what is given to me – I order the 

chaotic mass of details of perception. That it is determined by the nature of my subject matter is, 

Hegel thinks, implicit in the aim of my reflective activity, to arrive at the truth about the subject 

matter: I effect these changes so as to arrive at the truth. If that is right, then in my activity of 

reflection, I am committed to my capacity to arrive at the truth, and so am committed to the 

claim that the nature of my activity and the nature of the subject matter are the same. The order 

which I impose on the chaotic mass is its own order, an order present in the nature of what I 

perceive (cf. 6.503/12.203). The content of my subject matter, of course, is not thought itself. 

Nevertheless, in my activity of reflection, I arrive at the truth about my subject matter through 

my understanding of my own activity as arriving at the truth. Hence, in my activity of reflection, 

I am free. 

 If that is convincing, then Hegel has established that, according to my self-understanding 

as a thinker, the nature of thought and the nature of what is are the same. That means that an 

account of thought is an account of what is, and that an account of what is is an account of 

thought. Or, to put the same point differently, the conditions on the possibility of thought are the 

conditions on the possibility of being. This is the conclusion Hegel draws in §24: “Thoughts 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
implicit in §23, than I will be able to say here. In particular, that thought stands alone by itself, or has no 

determinations, implies a significant moment of what we might call negative freedom, in which thought is open up 

to a certain kind of arbitrariness (manifest not only in the fact that we sometimes err in our thinking, but also in the 

fact that we sometimes despair about our capacity to think at all). Taking up this issue, and its relation to the positive 

moment of freedom in which thought determines itself in knowledge, would require going well beyond both my 

present understanding of Hegel and what is required for the point I want to make about §23. (My thanks to Wolfram 

Gobsch for drawing my attention to this aspect of Hegel’s conception of freedom.) 
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could, according to these determinations, be called objective thoughts…. Logic coincides with 

metaphysics, the science of things grasped in thought.” 

 At this point, we can return to the claim made in §19 that the subject matter of the Logic, 

the idea, is considered in the element of thought and that it is thought itself. Hegel describes the 

idea as “thought not as formal, but rather as the self-developing totality of its own determinations 

and laws, which it gives itself” (EL §19). We are considering the nature of this self-developing 

totality within the element of objective thought: starting with a conception of thought as a 

subjective capacity, we have seen that to make sense of that we need to advance to a conception 

of thought as itself objective, and it is within this element (objective thought) that we consider 

the idea in the Logic. But what we are considering is also just the nature of thought, insofar as it, 

in its freedom, can arrive at the truth: insofar as its nature is also the nature of what is. So, the 

exegetical puzzle has been resolved. 

 And, finally, the philosophical puzzle has been solved as well: we are driven to the idea 

that logic coincides with metaphysics to explain how thought is not parochial even though it 

actively changes its representation of the world in sensation and perception. Thought in the 

everyday sense, on which it is the subjective activity of a thinking being, has a nature that must 

be distinguished from the nature of the world, since after all the world does not think. An 

account of thought in that sense is the topic of psychology, as I was putting it earlier. But to 

make sense of that, we also must have a conception of thought on which it is not the nature of a 

particular kind of being distinguished from the nature of what it knows – we have to have a 

conception of thought on which its nature is the same as the nature of being. This kind of 

thought, objective thought, will be quite different from thought in the ordinary sense and in other 

work I try to explore the way in which it differs from thought in the everyday sense. What I have 
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tried to explain here is Hegel’s argument for why, from within thought in the everyday sense, we 

are driven to objective thought. 
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