
Hegel and the Idea 
of the Dialectic

Week 6.     13th February 2017
Stoicism, the Unhappy Consciousness, 

and progressing to Reason



Class aims

• Recap on the master-slave struggle for recognition

• Grasp the general idealism of the Phenomenology 
and its dialectical progress

• Discuss the three forms of self-consciousness which 
ultimately result in dissatisfaction and contradiction: 
Stoicism, Scepticism, and the Unhappy 
Consciousness

• Evaluate the rebooted role of Reason

• Consider the significance of Hegel’s critique of 
religion and reason in its context



Class recap

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

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

• The fundamental Idealism of the Phenomenology 
emerging out of these arguments



Phenomenology of Spirit - recap

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



Struggle for Self-consciousness





How self-consciousness arises

• In each shape of consciousness, 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’, recognising that it itself is the source of these laws



Emergence of self-consciousness

• 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 lord/bondsman struggle…

• One self-consciousness requires recognition by the other. In this 
primitive exchange, this takes the form of a fight for mastery, a 
struggle to the death

• The lord gains recognition by the slave as free negativity, recognised 
for being prepared to give up his life 

• The bondsman (or slave) clings to life, and subordinates himself. He is 
only an object in the eyes of the master

• Despite their inequality, there is an inherent contradiction in their 
new statuses.



• 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.



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.



Hegel glossary – your turn…

• Freedom:

• Consciousness:

• Self-consciousness:

• Idealism

• That which is independent, self-determining, in will and 
in thought

• Knowledge or awareness of objects or intentional states

• Not merely conscious of oneself, but to see the external 
world as the product of one’s own self

• The philosophy that ideas are ontologically or 
epistemologically prior to things or the real. The world is 
accessible to thought alone, upon which all things 
depend.





Bildungsroman

Sense-
Certainty

Perception
Force and 

Understanding
Self-

Consciousness

Reason Spirit Religion
Absolute 
Knowing





Dialectical stages of consciousness

Begins 
minimally 
aware of 

something 

Makes a 
distinction 
between 

itself and the 
thing known

Object of 
experience 
turns out to 
be different 

from what was 
first thought

We revise our 
knowledge, 
and in the 

process the 
object 

changes for us

A new shape 
of 

consciousness 
emerges from 

the old



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. 

• Consciousness → directed to objects, as given.
Self-consciousness → negates objects, as given.
Reason → finds itself implicitly present in the world itself, and values 
the world as rational, but individually focused. 
Spirit → self-conscious universal reason, in a rational community



Idealism, an overview
• 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.



Stoicism

What do we know about Stoicism?



Stoicism

• ‘In thinking, I am free, because I am not in an other, but remain 
simply and solely in communion with myself, and the object, which is 
for me the essential being, is in undivided unity with my being-for-
myself; and my activity in conceptual thinking is a movement within 
myself.’ (sec. 197)

• Consciousness is a ‘being that thinks’ (198)

• ‘Whether on the throne or in chains, in the utter dependence of its 
individual existence, its aim is to be free, and to maintain that lifeless 
indifference, which steadfastly withdraws from the bustle of 
existence, alike from being active as passive, into the simple 
essentiality of thought’ (199)



Emergence of thought

• Up until now, when consciousness perceives something its attention is 
directed to a point outside it, and considers the object and its properties to 
be other than itself. 

• Yet when thought understands itself and other things through universal 
concepts, it becomes aware that such concepts are its own. 

• Thus Hegel ‘the Concept is for me straight away my Concept’ (197)

• Whereas the slave relates to another object in which it finds itself 
embodied, thought relates to itself and its own concepts in the object 
before it. 

• Thought reaches a higher level of freedom and self-consciousness. 



Withdrawal into contradiction
• Kojeve: the slave becomes a stoic when he claims he is free in his thinking, 

to compensate for his real freedom, used ‘to justify … his refusal to fight to 
realise his libertarian ideal’

• The stoic finds thought/being identical by withdrawing into itself and 
examining its own concepts – a one-sided relation, in which abstract 
concepts are found rather than generated in the self. 

• It sets up an opposition between itself and the ‘natural existence’ of 
objects, an ‘opposition of consciousness’, which results in an abstraction 
that ‘cuts itself off from the multiplicity of things’, and seeks truth by 
withdrawing into an abstract self-identity. 

• It relies on given concepts found within itself, and does not generate its 
own. It leaves itself (Hegel) with ‘no content in its own self’, and this occurs 
by looking at itself rather than the ‘immediate individuality of things’ 
(Houlgate).

• Its empty optimism and reliance on platitudes make it ‘tedious’.



Scepticism



Scepticism
• Stoicism negates things’ concrete individuality and withdraws into its 

own concepts. 

• Scepticism goes further, wherein thought is conscious of itself only 
through actively negating what is given to it. 

• Nothing has any reality outside thought, and scepticism is the 
consequence of attempting to secure one’s own (negative) freedom 
of thought above all else. 

• Whereas Stoicism was for him the ‘incomplete negation of otherness’ 
because it relied on an unquestioned, independently real realm from 
which to consider its objects, scepticism is ‘self-conscious negation’, 
in which ‘thought becomes the concrete thinking which annihilates 
the being of the world in all its manifold determinateness’ (202). 



Scepticism
• It enjoys a certainty of itself as it calls everything else into question, 

yet it is marked by an internal contradiction in that what it relies on is 
a contingent, empirical consciousness ‘which takes its guidance from 
what has no reality for it’. 

• Its freedom of thought can only reach as far as appearances, so the 
sceptic falls back on relying on the senses, all the while supposing 
that some higher form of knowledge could take us beyond ‘mere’ 
appearances, leading to a despairing anti-rationalism

• Its worldview is inevitably dependent on what it doubts.



Unhappy consciousness



Unhappy consciousness – over to you

• Why is this form of consciousness so unhappy?

• What does Hegel mean by the ‘Unchangeable’? (208)

• How does it mark a development over Stoicism and Scepticism? (216)

• Why is devotion ‘doomed to failure’? (217)

• How does Hegel criticise work (222) and penitence (225)?



Unhappy consciousness
• Scepticism oscillates between two contradictions (self-certainty, external 

doubt), which the unhappy consciousness resolves into a single, internally 
contradictory self-consciousness. 

• It is unhappy because its freedom is invested in the active, insistent 
negation of otherness, givenness and contingency – thus freedom attempts 
to negate what is ultimately a feature of self-consciousness itself. 

• This leads it to think that freedom might lie beyond the living self entirely, 
in a being called (after St Augustine) ‘the Unchangeable’, embodying self-
consciousness’s essence yet experienced as something alien and separate 
to its own changeable contingency and individuality. 

• Thus its unhappiness lies in its alienation from what it considers its true 
freedom



Unhappy consciousness

• In its unhappiness, it strives to free itself of its contingent individuality 
and unite with the Unchangeable, for instance through religious 
devotion. 

• It is always dogged by the awareness that its activity to unite itself 
with the Unchangeable is its own activity, and reinforces its alienated 
sense of self. E.g. in prayer, it feels it has united then becomes aware 
that this is its own feeling, leading to that feeling dissipating. 

• Hegel: ‘instead of laying hold of the essence, it only feels it and has 
fallen back into itself’. 

• Yet it considers the Unchangeable to be a ‘gift from an alien source’, 
something that has surrendered itself for our use, and so redoubles 
its efforts to unite with it, in gratitude



Unhappy consciousness

• The unhappy consciousness is aware of its finite, contingent 
individuality, and contrasts this to an ‘alien Being’ above itself, 
eternal, Unchangeable, which it hopes to unite itself in communion 
with. 

• But the subject feels cut off from the rational ground of existence as 
‘pure thought’, and cannot yet realise it is in itself. 

• Hegel criticises Christianity’s three ideals of prayer, work and 
penitence as placing too much focus on feeling over rational thought



Unhappy consciousness

• So the unhappy consciousness is compelled to sadness because it is 
alienated from its essence, and its efforts to unite with it reinforce its 
alienation. 

• To solve this, it abandons its own efforts to find salvation, and finds relief in 
renouncing itself, giving in to the ‘Will’ of the Unchangeable in the form of 
the ‘mediator’ or priest. 

• It surrenders its ‘freedom of decision’ and ‘responsibility’ to this minister, 
who is considered to have a direct relationship with the Unchangeable 
being. It welcomes in another will, follows religious rites that are 
‘meaningless to it’ e.g. in Latin. 

• But this is not master/slave: the Unchangeable it unites with is considered 
to be its own true, essential will, the universal will of all truly free self-
consciousness.



Emergence of reason

• Take a look at section 231…

• How does Hegel argue for a new, positive role of reason out of the 
contradictions of the unhappy consciousness?



Emergence of reason

• But happiness does not yet result: uniting with this Unchangeable will still 
reinforces its own sense of having an individual will that is separate. It does 
not recognise the universal as itself. 

• It takes the recognition that its individual, contingent will is itself a free will 
that wills the universal for Reason to emerge as a new shape. 

• Reason takes the individual consciousness to be the universal. 

• Reason no longer has a negative relation with what is other than itself 
(unlike master, stoic or sceptic) or its own contingent individuality 
(unhappy consciousness). 

• Reason does not strive to negate the given, or the self, but affirms them, 
and finds true freedom in contingent, individual self-consciousness that is 
prepared to let go of itself, and open itself to the will of the universal. 



Emergence of reason

• Why? Because it knows that its individuality is implicitly rational, and 
it finds its own patterns of rationality in the world. Thus for Hegel 
‘reason is the certainty of being all reality’ or ‘of being all truth’. It 
combines the subjective certainty of self-consciousness with the 
objective certainty of consciousness.

• Hegel, on difference between self-consciousness and reason:
‘Up till now it has been concerned only with its independence and 
freedom, concerned to save and maintain itself for itself at the 
expense of the world, or of its own actuality, both of which appeared 
to it as the negative of its essence. But, as Reason, assured of itself, it 
is at peace with them, and can endure them; for it is certain that it is 
itself reality, or that everything actual is none other than itself.’



From reason to spirit

• Reason has a ‘universal interest in the world, because it is certain of its 
presence in the world, or that the world present to it is rational’. 

• It is the standpoint of idealism, which considers the world to have a 
rational and so ideal structure. 

• But reason leads to phrenology and the ‘law of the heart’ (!) – an 
irrationalism in being too interested in immediate individuality (of natural 
objects, self-consciousness). 

• It is compelled to raise itself into universality and become ‘universal 
Reason, and is conscious of itself as Reason, as a consciousness that is 
already recognised in and for itself’. 

• This is Spirit, Geist, a self-conscious universal reason that also recognises its 
other to be universal, self-conscious reason.



The struggle of self-consciousness: recap

• Self-consciousness attempts to remove the alien otherness of external 
objects and to acquire objective content for itself. 

• Desire, an endless process of consuming sensory objects; 

• A struggle for Recognition by another self-consciousness and the 
enslavement of the vanquished by the victor; 

• Stoicism, disregarding the external world, withdrawing into the self

• Scepticism, denying possibility of rational knowledge of the world

• Unhappy consciousness, projecting the essential features of oneself and 
the world into a transcendent realm

• Reason, the unification of consciousness and self-consciousness, resulting 
in interpersonal reciprocal recognition by self-conscious rational beings



Class recap

• The master-slave struggle for recognition

• The idealism of the Phenomenology and its 
dialectical progress

• Three forms of self-consciousness which 
ultimately result in dissatisfaction and 
contradiction: Stoicism, Scepticism, and the 
Unhappy Consciousness

• The rebooted role of Reason

• The significance of Hegel’s critique of religion and 
reason in its context



Next week
• Next week, we will move onto Chapter 6, ‘Spirit’

• This is a long chapter! We will focus particularly on ‘Absolute freedom 
and [the French Revolutionary] Terror’, sections 356-363.

• If you can, please read the remainder of Chapter 6 after section 363.

• Useful guides: 
• Chapter 5 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

