
Hegel and the Idea 
of the Dialectic

Week 5.     6th February 2017
Self-consciousness and recognition



Class aims

• Recap on sense-certainty, and the dialectical 
progression through the shapes of consciousness

• Introduce the necessity of self-consciousness, and 
how it emerges out of Understanding

• Discuss the struggle for recognition, and the 
master-slave relation that ensues

• Reflect on the fundamental Idealism of the 
Phenomenology emerging out of these arguments

• If time, Stoicism and the ‘unhappy consciousness’



Class recap

• Understand how and why Hegel sets out to 
educate consciousness in the Phenomenology

• Discuss why consciousness begins in the 
immediacy of sense-certainty, and its problems

• Account for how Hegel internally describes the 
development of consciousness dialectically, 
through to Perception and Force

• Begin to discuss what Hegel means by for itself, 
in itself, the Absolute, Speculation, etc.



Phenomenology of Spirit - recap

‘the detailed history 
of the education of 
consciousness itself 
to the standpoint of 
Science’





Phenomenology recap

• Philosophy must ‘be preceded by universal doubt, i.e., by total 
presuppositionlessness’ (Lesser Logic, 78) – scepticism

• It begins with what is presented: a sheer immediacy of consciousness 

• It begins with one or more concepts or shapes of consciousness being 
taken as distinct and accurate: the state of understanding

• Through reflecting on the failure of this concept to accurately describe its 
object, a determinate negation, contradictions emerge: stage of dialectical 
reason

• A higher concept or new shape then emerges which preserves or sublates
the old forms: stage of speculative reason

• Consciousness will necessarily develop to a point where it will know reality 
itself, and be at one with it – total freedom or absolute knowledge
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Dialectical stages of consciousness
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Shapes of consciousness

• ‘it comes to pass for consciousness that what it previously 
took to be the in-itself is not an in-itself, or that it was only 
an in-itself for consciousness.’ (Hegel, 85)

• ‘Progress is achieved … because consciousness is taken, by 
its own experience of the object, from what it first 
understands the object to be in itself to what it now knows 
the object to be or to what the object actually proves to be 
for consciousness.’ (Houlgate)



Educating Consciousness
• Any medium or shape of consciousness will alter how the object is 

understood. The effect of the mediation is key

• Hegel accounts for the disparity between what the experience is in itself
(the Concept), and what the experience is for itself (its actuality)

• Within the given experience is an underlying structure not revealed by 
that experience

• It is through the attempt by a given form of consciousness to describe its 
experience that it reaches its own limitation. The object exceeds its ability 
to describe it

• Thus consciousness is self-propelled, from the ‘despair’ of natural 
consciousness, following a developmental series of failures, eventually 
leading to absolute knowledge

• Rigged?





Hegel glossary – your turn…

• The Absolute:

• The Dialectic:

• Negation:

• Speculation:

• In itself:

• For itself:

• the actual knowledge of what truly is; what is 
complete, self-contained, all-encompassing

• The development of thought through identifying 
and resolving its internal contradictions.

• Opposing; defining something by what it is not

• perspective of reason above natural consciousness 
and the understanding, sublating the opposition 
between objective/subjective

• Potential, implicit, unreflective, mere potentiality

• Reflective, explicit, self-comprehending



Sense-Certainty

• ‘Here is, e.g., the tree. If I turn 
round, this truth has vanished and is 
converted into its opposite: no tree 
is here, but a house instead. ‘Here’ 
itself does not vanish; on the 
contrary, it abides constant in the 
vanishing of the house, the tree, 
etc., and is indifferently house or 
tree. Again, therefore, the ‘This’ 
shows itself to be a mediated 
simplicity, or a universality.’ (98)



Sense-Certainty

• Consciousness is aware of simply the immediate presence of the object, 
the this, here, now. Truest, perhaps…

• But this does not bring the unique specificity of the object to mind because 
it is indeterminate. All it supplies is an empty universal form of ‘being this, 
here, now’. Its inability to describe the object of its consciousness makes it 
the poorest form

• By the time we attempt to describe Now, it has passed into what has been.

• Its inadequacy demonstrates, quoting Hegel, ‘that the truth of its object is 
the universal’. 

• We seek to identify and point out ‘the Now’, but in the process discover a 
‘plurality of Nows’ (107) – not a single this, but ‘all Thises, Heres, Nows’ in 
general (102), which taken together make the Now a ‘universal’



To Perception, and Understanding…

• Thus grasping that the object is a unified thing with manifold properties is 
Perception, our second shape, in which consciousness classifies objects 
according to a ‘bundle’ of universal properties (salt)

• Yet by discovering that this is inadequate to grasp the nature of the object, 
we are led to Force and Understanding, where we recognise a realm of 
things governed by invisible, universal forces and laws

• But this too becomes inadequate. For Hegel, ‘gravity’ and ‘force’ are not 
things we see existing in reality, but constructs made by our understanding 
to grasp reality. Consciousness however errs in recognising them not as 
constructs, but as objects to be understood. 

• This now leads to the point where consciousness begins to reflect on itself, 
as it tries to understand its own conceptual/objective creations.



Self-consciousness

• What do we know about 
Hegel’s account of 
self-consciousness?



The need for recognition

• Take a look at sections 178-184. In groups of 2-3 discuss…

• Why does Hegel argue that self-consciousness exists for another?

• Why is there a struggle for recognition between one self-
consciousness and another, as described in 179-180? 

• Why does this lead to the necessity of mutually 
recognising each other as set out in 184?



How self-consciousness arises

• In each of the first three shapes, there is an element of self-
awareness wherein each shape distinguishes itself from the object it 
relates to. 

• With the Understanding, it discovers the object to be governed by 
invisible forces and laws. In these laws, consciousness recognises 
principles of its own understanding. 

• In explaining something in terms of laws, consciousness is given great 
satisfaction for Hegel, ‘communing directly with itself, enjoying only 
itself; although it seems to be busy with something else, it is in fact 
occupied only with itself.’ 



Emergence of self-consciousness

• It begins as wholly preoccupied with its own power

• Self-consciousness as a new shape affirms explicitly what was implicit, and 
places itself at the centre of the world. 

• It is defined by a consciousness of what is other than it, and is mediated by 
relations with others. 

• Self-consciousness affirms its identity by negating the independence of 
objects and pressing them into the service of the self, turning into means 
for the satisfaction of desire. 

• But it also needs its identity confirmed by another self-consciousness that 
negates itself, putting its interests to one side, to recognise the first self-
consciousness. This is the primitive, immediate self-consciousness here.

• It seeks a pure ‘being-for-self’, free from all limitations or determinations



The struggle for recognition

• Take a look at sections 187-190. In the same groups, discuss…

• Why does the need for recognition result in a fight to the death? (187)

• Why, ultimately, is this fight insufficient for recognition to occur? (189)

• What is the relation between master and slave? (190)



The lord/bondsman struggle…

• The lord gains recognition by the slave as free negativity, recognised 
for being prepared to give up his life; the bondsman clings to life, 
subordinates himself. 

• Recognition begins as only possible through the master-slave relation, 
which it leads to logically. 

• But there is an inherent contradiction in their new statuses.

• Finally, turn to 193-196. What do we learn about the dialectical 
instability of their relations of power?



• The master enjoys the profits of the slave’s labour, but in turning the slave 
into a thing, fails to achieve the recognition from an independent 
consciousness he first sought. 

• Hegel: ‘Just as lordship showed that its essential nature is the reverse of 
what it wants to be, so too servitude in its consummation will really turn 
into the opposite of what it immediately is; as a consciousness forced back 
into itself, it will withdraw into itself and be transformed into a truly 
independent consciousness.’ (193)

• ‘The master takes himself to manifest the freedom and power of 
unfettered ‘negativity’ or desire, but learns that his freedom is in fact 
dependent on the labour and service of the slave. The slave, by contrast, 
takes himself to be wholly unfree, but learns that he does in fact enjoy 
genuine freedom in his very servitude.’ (Houlgate)



The lord/bondsman struggle…

• The slave in turn works on the external world, shaping and fashioning his 
ideas into materials, turning his ideas into permanent external objects. 

• His freedom is in creating, not merely destroying: ‘in fashioning the thing, 
the bondsman’s own negativity, his being-for-self, becomes an object for 
him only through his negating the existing shape confronting him’ (196).

• ‘the bondsman realises that it is precisely in his work wherein he seemed 
to have only an alienated existence that he acquires a mind of his own’ 
(196).

• Through this, he becomes aware of his own consciousness objectively. 
Through labour, the slave discovers he has a mind of his own.



Implications



Freedom through fear?
• The slave is confronted with his own death and nothingness, and so reacts 

through working on objects, fashioning his ideas through them.  

• Through fear, the slave senses his/her own nothingness, but also comes to 
reach a higher, more abstract view of oneself of being nothing determine, 
not-a-thing.  

• This fear is empowering in a sense, as the slave sees himself as pure, empty 
being, being that it is for itself, ‘being-for-self’.  

• Fear is the key: without it, the slave would labour simply to exercise a 
talent and would become attached to the material object he produces. In 
conceiving himself as a pure negativity or nothingness, any particular 
activity can now become an expression of his universal freedom to negate 
and transform, his ‘universal formative activity’.  

• The slave becomes free in his thought, to compensate for his lack of 
physical freedom. This in turn leads to Stoicism.





Idealism, an overview
• Absolute knowledge reached when mind realises that what it seeks to 

know is itself.
• Reality is constituted by mind, but at first mind doesn’t realise this, and 

instead sees it as something independent and alien to it. 
• It seeks objective knowledge of reality, but fails because it misconceives 

reality as something apart from it and too mysterious to grasp. 
• It succeeds when it realises that reality is its own creation, and that there is 

no beyond. It knows reality as directly and immediately as it knows itself. 
• Individual minds are aspects of an inherently universal mind. This mind is 

inherently rational, and our reason is in perceiving the universality of 
reason through becoming aware of the rational, universal nature of our 
own intellects.

• Absolute knowledge is thus ‘mind knowing itself in the shape of mind’. It is 
achieved when a given mind i.e. Hegel’s (!) recognises that the nature of 
reality is its own creation.



Class recap

• Recap on sense-certainty, and the dialectical 
progression through the shapes of consciousness

• Introduce the necessity of self-consciousness, and 
how it emerges out of Understanding

• Discuss the struggle for recognition, and the 
master-slave relation that ensues

• Reflect on the fundamental Idealism of the 
Phenomenology emerging out of these arguments



Next week
• Next week, please read section B of Chapter 4 of the Phenomenology 

on Stoicism and the ‘Unhappy Consciousness’, sections 206-223.

• We will focus on how the ‘Unhappy Consciousness’ of religion leads 
to new shapes of consciousness in Reason and Spirit

• If you have time, please read Chapter 5 on ‘Reason’

• Useful guides: 
• Chapters 3-4 of Robert Stern, Routledge Guidebook to Hegel and the 

Phenomenology of Spirit

• Chapter 4 of Stephen Houlgate, An Introduction to Hegel

• Any questions? Please email dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

